THE WRECKER’S DAUGHTER — BOOK TWO
CHAPTER 1
THE FIRST SNOW
I — The Holly Sellers
Snow began over London shortly after three in the afternoon.
At first it came as pale grains turning through the smoke above Piccadilly, too slight to survive the wet pavement. Then the wind shifted. Flakes gathered against carriage lamps, whitened the shoulders of coachmen, and settled in the black feathers of ladies who had left home beneath a merely grey sky.
Abigail O’Shea stopped beneath the striped awning of a bookseller and watched the city alter.
For nearly four months London had resisted beauty. It offered soot upon the windows, mud at every crossing, and a sky the colour of tarnished pewter. Even its grandeur arrived crowded: stone terraces pressed one upon another, wheels grinding through narrow streets, men shouting prices beneath columns raised to suggest permanence.
Snow softened the argument.
Across the street, a woman had arranged holly and mistletoe in baskets beneath a canvas shelter. Red berries shone against the dark leaves. A boy carried bundled laurel toward a waiting carriage, leaving a trail of green beneath his arm. The poulterer’s window beyond him displayed geese, winter apples, and oranges wrapped in tissue. Candlelight had begun to appear behind the glass although dusk remained an hour away.
London was preparing itself for Christmas. Carts arrived from the country laden with holly. Bakers’ boys hurried beneath covered trays. Bells sounded above the wheels and vendors’ cries, and the air held coal smoke, damp wool, roasting chestnuts, and the sharp sweetness of oranges split for display.
Abigail had purchased two.
They lay in the bottom of her basket beside a parcel of tea for Nuala and a book entitled A Practical Introduction to Mercantile Accounts. The bookseller had wrapped the volume in brown paper and regarded her money with the expression of a man accepting payment from someone unlikely to understand her purchase.
She understood very little of it. That was why she had bought it.
The solicitors’ most recent letter had required three readings before she grasped that the Crown had released several of Cormac’s warehouses and shipping interests to her. The businesses had survived the Crown’s inquiry as lawful property, the letter assured her. They were also indebted, entangled with partners she had never met, and responsible for the wages of more than a hundred people.
One paragraph called the inheritance substantial.
The next advised her that a missed insurance payment might make it worthless before Epiphany.
Abigail drew her green wool cloak more closely about her and stepped from beneath the awning.
Her left hand protested when she tightened it around the basket handle. Cold made the scar stiff, drawing the ring finger toward her palm. She loosened her grip and changed the basket to her right hand before descending from the curb.
A brewer’s dray passed between her and the holly seller. Behind it came a hackney coach, two riders, and a gentleman walking with an ash stick.
Abigail saw the limp first.
He favoured the right leg only when the stick met the ground, disguising the weakness within the rhythm of an ordinary stride. His dark greatcoat was buttoned to the throat, and snow had caught in the fair hair beneath his hat. He was thinner than when she had last seen him upon the Kingstown pier. The healing mark at his temple had faded to a narrow line.
She knew him before he turned his head.
The street continued around her. A cabman cursed. The holly seller called the price of mistletoe. Somewhere behind the bookseller’s wall, a clock struck the quarter.
Lieutenant Vance stopped on the opposite pavement.
For one absurd moment they merely looked at one another through the falling snow.
Then he stepped into the street.
A carriage bore down upon him from the western end. Abigail’s breath caught, but he had seen it. He waited while the driver passed, then crossed behind the rear wheels with greater care than speed.
He stopped before her.
Snow melted upon his coat and clung to his lashes. His face held the same unguarded expression she had seen when she kissed him at Kingstown and left him standing with a broken compass in his hand.
“You were expected tomorrow,” Abigail said.
“The Portsmouth coach showed an uncharacteristic respect for its timetable.”
“Then London has provided its first miracle of Christmas.”
His smile appeared slowly. Relief moved through her so quickly that it hurt.
He looked at the basket in her right hand and then at the left hand held close beneath her cloak. He did not ask whether the scar pained her. She did not ask why his limp had worsened since Kingstown.
Not in the street. Not yet.
“My uncle’s clerk said you had taken rooms near Hanover Square,” he said. “He neglected the number.”
“How did you find me?”
“The clerk remembered the name of your housekeeper after I persuaded him that ‘a naval widow of severe disposition’ was not an address.”
“Mrs. Whitcombe would consider that an adequate introduction.”
Abigail wanted to laugh. She wanted to touch him. The crowded pavement permitted one more easily than the other.
Instead she said, “Nathaniel.”
He became still.
She had spoken quietly, yet his Christian name seemed to create its own silence between them.
“You know it,” he said.
“Sir Edwin used it in a letter.”
“I had hoped to tell you myself.”
“You took too long.”
“I crossed the Irish Sea, submitted to two inquiries, survived a naval hospital, and endured eleven weeks of my uncle’s hospitality.”
“And still failed to introduce yourself properly.”
“Nathaniel Vance,” he said. “Lieutenant, though temporarily of greater use to surgeons than to His Majesty.”
Abigail held out her right hand. “Abigail O’Shea. Temporarily responsible for three warehouses I have never seen.”
He took her hand.
The gesture began as formal courtesy. His gloved fingers closed around hers, and neither released the other. Snow gathered along the brim of his hat. A woman steering two children around them gave Abigail a knowing glance.
“We are obstructing the pavement,” she said.
“Then we should move before London objects.”
“Come home with me.”
Nathaniel looked at her as though the invitation held more than she had intended to reveal.
Perhaps it did.
He took the basket from her without asking and offered his other arm.
Abigail accepted it.
II — Snow in Hanover Street
The snow thickened as they walked north.
They kept to the quieter streets where Nathaniel could place his stick without contending with carts and porters. Abigail matched her pace to his without appearing to do so. When his stride shortened, she stopped before a confectioner’s window crowded with sugared fruits.
“You need not manage me,” he said.
“I am looking at the marchpane.”
“You dislike marchpane.”
“I may have changed during your absence.”
“Have you?”
The question was no longer about sweets.
Abigail looked at his reflection in the glass. “Yes.”
He waited, but she did not yet know how to describe the changes. She owned property that frightened her. She woke some nights certain that Julian stood outside the door. On the worst of them, when dawn approached and she had not slept, Mrs. Whitcombe measured the sleeping draught Dr. Silas Mowbray of Welbeck Street had prescribed. Abigail accepted it only when exhaustion became more dangerous than the medicine, and disliked that Maeve knew precisely how little remained in the bottle. She had learned that freedom could arrive accompanied by six solicitors and a demand for quarterly figures.
“So have you,” she said.
Nathaniel’s gaze lowered briefly to the stick. “Less than it appears.”
“How long have you been walking?”
“Since noon.”
“Why did you not hire a carriage?”
“Because I had been confined long enough.”
That answer she understood.
At the corner, a chestnut seller worked beside a brazier, turning blackened shells with a shallow iron scoop. Nathaniel bought a paper twist and passed it to Abigail. Steam rose when she opened it.
She peeled one and held it toward him. His hands were occupied by her basket and his stick, so he took the chestnut carefully from her fingertips with his mouth.
The contact lasted only an instant. Heat moved beneath her gloves.
He watched her while he chewed.
“You might have asked me to hold the basket,” she said.
“I might.”
“But you did not.”
“No.”
The simplicity of it warmed her more than the chestnuts.
Hanover Street had turned white ahead of them. Iron railings wore narrow caps of snow. Coach lamps glowed amber in the gathering dusk, and light spilled from fanlights onto the steps below. Two housemaids hurried past with armfuls of ivy, one laughing as the trailing vines caught upon a railing.
Abigail’s rooms occupied the first floor of a narrow brick house kept by Mrs. Anne Whitcombe, a naval widow who considered all inhabitants of Ireland inadequately fed. Sir Edwin’s clerk had recommended the arrangement. Three solicitors had approved it without asking whether Abigail wished her domestic life subjected to committee.
She did.
Mrs. Whitcombe enforced propriety, punctual rent, and hot breakfasts with equal severity. She had recently kept a bank messenger on the front step until he wiped his boots and explained why his employer required Abigail’s signature twice upon the same paper.
When Abigail and Nathaniel entered, the hallway smelled of beeswax, baking pastry, and the greenery bundled upon the tiled floor. Holly, ivy, and bay waited in zinc buckets for Christmas Eve. A cluster of mistletoe lay upon the hall table beneath a cloth, hidden from Mrs. Whitcombe’s fourteen-year-old niece for reasons no one had explained to the girl.
Maeve emerged from the passage leading toward the back of the house.
She wore a plain brown dress and carried a stack of folded napkins. Her employment at the Westport hotel had lasted six weeks. The guests had indeed been less inclined to commit murder, but the proprietor had proved excessively inclined to retain wages. Abigail had required temporary help in London; Maeve had required an employer who paid on Saturday. Neither described the arrangement as permanent.
Maeve saw Nathaniel and stopped.
“Lieutenant.”
“Miss Kelleher.”
Maeve examined his face and then the stick. “You look better.”
“I am better.”
“Those are not always the same thing.”
Nathaniel inclined his head, accepting the correction.
Abigail surrendered her cloak. “Is Mrs. Whitcombe at home?”
“In the kitchen disputing a pie. The crust has disappointed her.”
“Lieutenant Vance will remain for tea.”
Maeve looked from Abigail to Nathaniel. Warmth entered her expression, followed quickly by restraint.
“Shall I tell her to expect him for supper as well?”
Abigail had not decided. She disliked being made to see that she had already decided.
“Ask him,” she said.
Maeve turned to Nathaniel.
“Will you remain for supper, Lieutenant?”
“If Mrs. Whitcombe permits it.”
“She will. You are thin enough to constitute a grievance.”
Maeve disappeared toward the kitchen with the napkins.
Nathaniel looked at Abigail. “Was that a test?”
“For me, perhaps.”
He did not ask what she meant. That was one of the things she had missed.
III — The Compass
A coal fire burned in Abigail’s sitting room.
The curtains had been drawn against the early dark, but she left one open enough to see the snow turning through the lamplight outside. Her desk stood near the window beneath an orderly siege of papers. Shipping registers, solicitors’ letters, insurance demands, and copied pages from Cormac’s surviving accounts occupied one side. On the other lay household accounts and an unopened parcel from Nuala tied with red wool.
Nathaniel removed his coat. Beneath it he wore civilian black rather than naval blue.
Abigail noticed the absence before she could prevent herself.
“Only temporary,” he said.
“I did not ask.”
“You looked.”
He lowered himself into the chair nearest the fire. The movement remained controlled until the final inch, when pain took the control from him.
Abigail moved the footstool beneath his right leg.
“Thank you,” he said.
The simple acceptance surprised her. At Vane Manor they had both survived by resisting every offered hand until resistance became impossible.
Maeve brought tea, toasted bread, and a dish of preserved cherries. Mrs. Whitcombe sent up a raised pie whose crust had evidently survived its reprimand. Nathaniel ate enough to satisfy the household and drank two cups of tea before his face lost the drawn look the walk had placed there.
For a little while they spoke of Ireland.
Nuala had leased a stone cottage outside Westport and continued to deny that she had retired. Maeve reported that Nuala spent three mornings each week correcting Crown clerks who confused inventory with entitlement. Vane Manor remained under the Crown while claims against Cormac’s estate were examined.
Cormac had been convicted of murder and conspiracy and hanged six weeks after Abigail left Ireland. She had not attended the execution. His death ended the case against him but not the investigations into the property and men he left behind.
He had gone to the scaffold without giving Abigail the explanation she once believed she required. Some days that silence felt like another cruelty. On others it felt like the first honest thing he had left her.
“Has Clara written?” Nathaniel asked.
“No.”
Abigail looked toward the lower desk drawer where Clara’s jeweller’s receipt remained locked away.
“I am glad,” she said.
Nathaniel accepted the answer without asking whether it was entirely true.
Maeve returned to clear the tray. Before leaving, she stirred the fire and placed another scuttle of coal within reach.
“Mrs. Whitcombe says the snow is settling,” she announced. “She has made up the small guest chamber in case the lieutenant cannot find a carriage.”
Nathaniel glanced toward the window. “Mrs. Whitcombe is remarkably prepared.”
“Mrs. Whitcombe has survived a husband, three landlords, and the Navy,” Maeve said. “Weather offers little novelty.”
After Maeve left, the room became quiet.
Outside, wheels passed with a softened hiss. The fire settled behind the guard. Snow tapped faintly against the glass.
Nathaniel reached inside the coat folded beside him and withdrew a small parcel wrapped in oilskin.
“I brought you something.”
He gave her the parcel.
Inside lay the broken brass compass from Kingstown.
The cracked glass had been replaced. The case had been cleaned without removing its scratches, and a new needle rested above the painted points. Abigail turned it in her palm. The needle swung once and settled north.
“You repaired it.”
“A London instrument maker repaired it. I watched and offered unhelpful advice.”
“I thought you meant to keep it broken.”
“So did I.”
Nathaniel watched the compass rather than her face.
“Then I discovered there is a difference between remembering where one has been and refusing to know where one is going.”
Abigail closed her fingers around it.
“Where are you going?”
He met her eyes. “I hoped to begin here.”
She set the compass upon the table.
“I have nothing for you.”
“I did not bring it to be exchanged.”
“That makes my failure worse.”
“You invited me home.”
The words were quiet. They contained none of the practiced lightness with which they had once concealed fear from one another.
Abigail crossed the small distance between them.
Nathaniel rose carefully. Standing brought them nearly against one another. He lifted one hand toward her face but stopped before touching her.
The question was as clear now as it had been at Kingstown.
Abigail answered by placing her hand against his cheek.
His mouth met hers.
The kiss carried recognition and the months in which recognition had been denied its object. Nathaniel’s hand moved into her hair, loosening one pin. His other arm settled around her waist without drawing her closer until she chose to come.
She did.
For several unmeasured moments London contained no father, no dead fiance, no magistrate, and no waiting ledger.
When they separated, Nathaniel rested his forehead against hers.
“I missed you,” he said.
Abigail had prepared several answers during the months apart. None survived the warmth of his hand at her waist.
“I missed you too.”
A floorboard sounded in the passage.
They stepped apart before the knock came.
Maeve entered with an expression so carefully neutral that Abigail knew she had heard nothing and understood everything.
“There is a gentleman below,” she said. “Mr. Declan Keane.”
The name changed the room more thoroughly than the knock.
IV — Cormac’s Man
Abigail had known Declan Keane’s face for as long as she could remember.
In childhood she had associated him with wet greatcoats, locked doors, and the smell of ink in Cormac’s study. He came from Dublin or Liverpool carrying ledgers secured by straps. Servants who interrupted Cormac were dismissed from the room; Keane entered without announcement.
Once, when Abigail was seven, he had brought her a wooden horse from Glasgow. She remembered the red saddle more clearly than the man who gave it to her.
Since Cormac’s death, she had met Keane four times. Twice he had joined her solicitors in Lincoln’s Inn. Once he had brought account books to Hanover Street. Most recently, he had spent an afternoon explaining why a Liverpool insurer could lawfully demand money from an owner who had never signed the original policy.
He had been patient during each meeting. He had answered questions without making her ignorance shameful, produced records when asked, and found enough ready money to prevent one group of warehousemen from losing a fortnight’s wages. He had never hurried her. He had never asked her to sign anything she had not first placed before a solicitor.
Until tonight.
“Did he say why he has come at this hour?” she asked.
“He said the reason should be given to you directly.”
Maeve’s gaze shifted briefly to Nathaniel.
“I told him you were not receiving business callers alone this evening.”
Abigail had never established such a rule, though she was beginning to think Maeve had been right to invent it.
“What did he say?”
“That caution becomes you.”
Nathaniel reached for his coat.
“You need not leave,” Abigail said.
“He asked for you alone.”
“He does not govern the room.”
Maeve remained beside the door.
Abigail saw the question she had previously failed to invite.
“Will you remain as well?” she asked.
Maeve considered her before answering. “Yes.”
Keane entered a moment later carrying a black dispatch case.
He was a spare man of perhaps fifty-two, with iron-grey hair and a face upon which good manners had settled so completely that they resembled nature. Snow melted along the shoulders of his coat. His gloves were dark, his linen exact, and no ornament relieved the black of his clothes except a plain silver watch chain.
He bowed to Abigail. His attention passed to Nathaniel and remained there, awaiting an introduction. He already knew Maeve; he had seen her at two previous visits and had never once forgotten to address her by name.
“Mr. Keane,” Abigail said, “Lieutenant Nathaniel Vance. You know Miss Kelleher.”
Keane’s hand became still upon the handle of his dispatch case.
The pause was no longer than courtesy allowed. His gaze moved once over Nathaniel’s civilian black, the walking stick beside him, and the posture that remained unmistakably military despite both. Then Keane bowed.
“Lieutenant.”
“Mr. Keane,” Nathaniel replied.
Nothing in Keane’s expression suggested displeasure. Yet when he turned back to Abigail, his dispatch case remained closed beneath his hand, as though he had revised the order in which he intended to reveal its contents.
Maeve’s expression did not change. She had noticed the pause too.
“This is later than your usual hour,” Abigail said.
“And less comfortable than my usual business. I apologise for both.”
Mrs. Whitcombe entered behind him and accepted his wet coat. She did not ask whether he intended to remain for supper. Abigail noticed that omission.
Keane placed the dispatch case beside the chair but remained standing.
“I regret intruding upon your evening.”
“Then it must be important.”
“It is urgent. Importance will depend upon what follows.”
He withdrew a folded newspaper from his inner pocket and offered it to Abigail.
A short column had been marked in pencil.
CITY MERCHANT KILLED IN WAREHOUSE FALL
Mr. Edmund Renshaw, principal partner in Renshaw and Company, had been found late the previous night at the foot of an iron stair in a Thames-side warehouse. A night watchman believed he had fallen while inspecting storm damage. Death had been immediate. No suspicious circumstances were presently known.
Abigail read the notice twice.
She recognised the firm’s name from the warehouse leases Keane had previously shown her. He administered Cormac’s dealings with Renshaw and Company and maintained many of its records, but held no named interest in it.
“I do not know him.”
“He knew your father for twenty-three years,” Keane said. “And he owned one fifth of the company that holds the leases upon your London warehouses.”
“Owned?”
“His interest must now be settled. His death also allows the bank to review the company’s outstanding credit. They have chosen to do so tomorrow.”
Nathaniel spoke from beside the fire. “A rapid decision following an accidental death.”
“Banks are seldom paralysed by grief, Lieutenant.”
Keane opened the dispatch case.
Within it lay three bundles of documents tied in green tape and a ledger whose worn leather corners Abigail remembered seeing upon Cormac’s desk.
The sight of it returned her, for an instant, to the gallery outside his study: her father’s voice behind the door, Keane answering too softly to be understood.
“What do you require from me?” she asked.
Keane placed a document upon the table.
“Temporary authority to preserve the accounts, pay the men on Saturday, and prevent the bank from seizing two vessels as security. Your solicitors have reviewed the form from which this agreement was prepared.”
“They have not reviewed this completed agreement?”
“Not since Renshaw’s death required the names and dates to be altered. The substance is unchanged.”
“Then why has no solicitor brought it?”
“Because the bank gave notice after their offices closed.”
Abigail looked at the dense writing. The first page named her as inheriting proprietor. The second contained terms she could not interpret without the mercantile book still lying in her basket.
“When must it be signed?”
“Before ten tomorrow morning.”
“And if I refuse?”
“The company may miss its wage payment. The bank may impound the Aster and the Grey Gull. By Monday, your other creditors will know the business lacks ready money.”
In every earlier meeting Keane had given her time to consider what he explained. Tonight he stated each consequence without asking for an answer, yet the unpaid wages and threatened ships supplied the demand for him.
It was the first time he had pressed her.
That made Abigail attend more closely than open insistence would have done.
“How many men will go unpaid?” Abigail asked.
“Eighty-six in London. Thirty-one in Liverpool. More if the vessels are detained.”
Nathaniel came to the table but did not reach for the document.
“She will require independent advice.”
“She should have it,” Keane said. “I have brought the relevant accounts and will answer every question I am able to answer.”
“And those you are unable to answer?” Maeve asked.
Keane looked at her fully for the first time.
“I have worked within Mr. O’Shea’s business for twenty-six years. There are few.”
“That was not what I asked.”
Silence held for a moment.
Then Keane inclined his head. “Those I cannot answer should prevent Miss O’Shea from signing.”
It was precisely the proper reply.
Maeve trusted it no more than before.
Abigail turned another page. Near the bottom appeared a clause appointing Keane managing agent with broad authority during any absence of the proprietor.
“You would control the company.”
“For fourteen days, or until the bank’s review is concluded. Every payment would be entered. Every decision would remain open to examination.”
“My father trusted you.”
Keane’s expression altered by almost nothing.
“Your father trusted no one. He understood my usefulness.”
That, too, sounded true.
Abigail looked toward the snow beyond the window. An hour earlier she had believed the inheritance existed in letters, figures, and properties she might visit when she felt prepared. Now it had acquired men expecting wages on Saturday and two ships a bank might seize before she learned where they lay.
Keane closed the ledger but left his hand resting upon it.
“I balanced your father’s accounts before you learned to write your name, Miss O’Shea. You need not trust me. But you would be unwise to suppose anyone living understands his business better.”
Abigail believed him.
That was the most frightening part.
She folded the agreement and placed it beside the repaired compass.
One instrument offered direction. The other offered control.
Outside, snow covered Hanover Street and softened every hard edge it touched.
“You will remain,” Abigail said to Keane. “You will explain every page.”
Keane sat across from her.
“Of course.”
Only Maeve noticed that he had answered before Abigail finished speaking.
THE WRECKER’S DAUGHTER — BOOK TWO
CHAPTER 2
THE IRON STAIR
I — Before Ten
At half past eight on Thursday morning, Abigail crossed out fourteen days and wrote Tuesday, 28 December.
The altered agreement lay upon her desk beneath the grey light of a snowbound London morning. Keane had left shortly before midnight, taking his ledger but not the papers he wished her to sign. Nathaniel had retired to Mrs. Whitcombe’s guest chamber only after extracting a promise that Abigail would sleep before reading them again.
She had slept for perhaps two hours.
Snow pressed against the lower panes. The fire had burned low, and the room smelled of cooling coal, sealing wax, and the coffee Mrs. Whitcombe had sent up before Abigail rang. On the table beside the agreement, the repaired compass pointed north with an assurance none of the documents possessed.
Abigail drew another line through the clause authorising Keane to pledge company property as security. In the margin she wrote:
No vessel, warehouse, lease, or share to be sold, pledged, or transferred without the proprietor’s separate written consent.
The pen left a small pool of ink after consent. She sanded it and read the amendment again.
“If you stare at it much longer,” Nathaniel said from the doorway, “the clause may confess.”
He wore the same civilian black as the evening before, though his linen was fresh and his hair still damp. The walk downstairs had placed strain around his mouth. He carried his stick in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other.
“Mrs. Whitcombe admitted you,” Abigail said.
“Mrs. Whitcombe ordered me to bring you this.”
He placed the cup beside her right hand and moved the inkwell away from her left.
“You have changed the term,” he said.
“Until Tuesday night, he may keep the business running. He may not borrow against it, sell it, or give any part of it away. Every payment must be copied to Mr. Ellison before the following afternoon.”
Nathaniel read the additions without touching the paper.
“And if the bank refuses the alterations?”
“Then the bank may explain its urgency to my solicitor in daylight.”
“The men may still lose their wages.”
Abigail looked at the list Keane had left. Eighty-six names were attached to the London payroll. Some had wives or sons entered beneath them because Renshaw and Company charged rent upon cottages near the warehouses. The figures made every refusal feel less like caution and more like a decision imposed upon strangers.
“That is why I am granting him anything at all.”
Nathaniel took the chair opposite her. He lowered himself carefully, setting the stick within reach.
“Keane designed the agreement,” he said. “He then explained what it meant.”
“I noticed.”
“You are still relying upon him to identify the dangers created by his own authority.”
“I noticed that too.”
His gaze remained upon her. It contained concern but not instruction.
Abigail folded the agreement and pressed her seal into dark green wax.
“I cannot learn the business while refusing to enter it,” she said. “Today I shall see the counting house, the men whose wages depend upon my signature, and the warehouse where Renshaw died.”
“Keane may object to the last.”
“Then he may begin becoming accustomed to disappointment.”
Nathaniel’s mouth moved, but he did not turn the answer into a jest.
Maeve entered carrying a tray with bread, butter, and two boiled eggs. She looked first at the agreement and then at Abigail’s untouched coffee.
“Mrs. Whitcombe says the carriage can be brought at nine. The snow is passable as far as the Strand. East of that, the coachman makes no promises.”
“We shall leave as soon as Mr. Keane arrives,” Abigail said. “Maeve will come with us.”
Maeve set the tray down.
“If you mean to have me, miss.”
Abigail looked up. “Of course I mean to have you.”
“Then you might ask me.”
There was no anger in the correction. Maeve adjusted the knife beside the butter dish as though she had merely pointed out that Abigail’s glove was unfastened.
Abigail became aware of Nathaniel beside the desk. He did not speak or rescue her from the moment.
“I assumed you would come,” she said.
“I know.”
Abigail heard the difference then. Maeve was not refusing. She was asking Abigail to recognise that agreement and obedience were not the same thing.
“Will you come with us?”
Maeve considered for only a moment. “Yes. I would like to see the place Mr. Keane believes you own.”
“So would I.”
Maeve poured the coffee Abigail had neglected and placed the cup before her.
“Then eat before you attempt commerce.”
The exchange passed. Nothing between them appeared transformed, yet Abigail felt the small correction remain.
Keane arrived at five minutes before nine.
He read Abigail’s amendments standing beside the fire. He did not frown or argue. Only the pace of his reading changed when he reached the restriction upon pledging property.
“The bank may decline,” he said.
“Then it will decline in writing.”
“And if it does?”
“Mr. Ellison will seek an injunction before the vessels are seized.”
Keane glanced toward Nathaniel. The glance was brief enough to deny significance.
“Your solicitor suggested this?”
“No. I did.”
For the first time since entering, Keane looked pleased.
“Then the business has acquired a proprietor.”
Abigail did not mistake approval for surrender.
Keane signed as managing agent beneath her alterations. He blotted both signatures, folded the document, and placed it in his dispatch case.
Keane had her authority for five days, but not her inheritance.
“I shall take this to the bank.”
“After you take us to Renshaw and Company.”
His fingers rested upon the clasp.
“The counting house is unsettled.”
“So am I.”
“Renshaw’s office has not been inventoried.”
“Then I shall not disturb it until the constable permits me.”
Keane regarded her for a moment. “The carriage should approach by Cannon Street. The river road will be difficult.”
It was not consent. It was the adjustment of a man who had already understood that refusal would fail.
II — Renshaw and Company
West of St Paul’s, the snow remained white upon roofs and churchyards. Eastward, London consumed it.
Wheels ground the fallen snow into brown slush. Foot traffic thickened around the markets, and the air changed from coal smoke and baking bread to hides, river mud, spices, and damp rope. Carts stood nose to tail beneath warehouse cranes. Porters moved between them with sacks bent across their shoulders, shouting warnings that vanished beneath bells and iron-rimmed wheels.
Keane rode opposite Abigail and Maeve. Nathaniel sat beside him with his injured leg extended as far as the carriage allowed. The arrangement forced the two men into an intimacy neither had chosen.
Keane used the journey to explain Renshaw and Company.
It held leases upon three London warehouses, managed storage for private merchants, and maintained interests in two coastal vessels. Cormac had owned one fifth through a Dublin company whose lawful portion had passed provisionally to Abigail. Edmund Renshaw had owned another fifth in his own name. The remaining interests belonged to men Keane identified as Mr. Bell, Mr. Croft, and a family settlement represented by solicitors.
“And you owned none of it,” Nathaniel said.
Keane looked toward the passing street. “I was paid to administer Mr. O’Shea’s interest.”
“For twenty-six years.”
“Length of service does not alter the ownership of property.”
The answer contained no complaint. Abigail nevertheless heard the sentence he had chosen not to add.
Renshaw and Company’s counting house stood behind a gated yard near Upper Thames Street. The building presented a narrow brick face to the lane and widened behind it into offices attached to two warehouses. Snow clung to the window ledges. Men had spread ashes upon the steps, turning the entrance black beneath their boots.
A clerk opened the door before Keane knocked.
“Mr. Keane. The bank sent again. Mr. Pollard told them you had gone to Miss O’Shea.”
“He was correct. Has the London payroll been prepared?”
“Yes, sir. It requires authorization.”
“You shall have it within the hour.”
The clerk’s shoulders lowered by a degree.
Keane stepped aside. “Mr. Samuel Finch, Miss Abigail O’Shea, inheriting proprietor. Lieutenant Vance. Miss Kelleher.”
Finch was perhaps twenty-four, thin enough that his collar appeared chosen for another man. Ink stained the side of his right hand. He bowed to Abigail and Nathaniel, then to Maeve with visible uncertainty about whether the courtesy was required.
Maeve returned it as if no uncertainty existed.
The outer office held twelve high desks arranged in two rows. Clerks stood upon stools or bent over ledgers behind sloping boards. Conversation had ceased when Abigail entered. Pens continued moving, but several left no marks because their owners had forgotten to dip them.
She had expected resentment, perhaps curiosity. She had not expected fear.
“Continue,” Keane said.
Work resumed at once.
He did not raise his voice. He moved through the office collecting questions before they were asked. A customs receipt required confirmation; he supplied the entry number. A carrier demanded payment for grain delivered before Cormac’s death; Keane identified the account from memory and ordered half paid while the weight was verified. An insurance clerk had refused the Grey Gull’s certificate because one witness signature was missing. Keane sent Finch to fetch the witness from the adjoining quay.
Within ten minutes the office breathed again.
Abigail watched him and understood why Cormac had admitted him at any hour.
“The payroll,” she said.
Keane brought her to Renshaw’s vacant desk in the inner office. He laid out the list of names, the total wages, and the account from which the money would be drawn. Each figure corresponded with the papers she had seen the night before.
“The bank has not yet accepted my authority.”
“The company possesses enough cash on hand to pay London,” Keane said. “Liverpool requires the bank.”
Nathaniel looked toward the papers in Keane’s hand. “Before we go, I want the bank’s notice and its envelope preserved. The stamp will tell us which office issued it and when. A demand arriving after a death may be genuine. It may also have been prepared.”
Keane’s gaze settled on him. “You believe the bank has joined a murder inquiry?”
“I believe the date is evidence until it proves otherwise.”
Abigail held out her hand. Keane gave her the notice without comment.
“Then London is paid whether the bank accepts or not.”
“Yes.”
She signed the payroll.
Keane carried it into the outer office and handed it to the senior clerk. No announcement followed. Yet the change passed from desk to desk more quickly than speech. One man closed his eyes. Another sat down hard upon his stool. Finch smiled before remembering that the office was in mourning.
For the first time, Abigail understood that her name could do something other than identify Cormac’s daughter.
Maeve stood near the door, watching the clerks rather than Keane.
“They are relieved,” Abigail said quietly.
“Yes.”
“But not only relieved.”
Maeve glanced toward a grey-haired clerk who had begun recopying a column after Keane silently pointed to an error.
“They know he sees everything,” she said.
“That may be why the work survives.”
“It may.”
Maeve did not press the judgment further. Abigail found herself wanting to know what else she had noticed.
Nathaniel had remained near Renshaw’s desk. Its drawers were locked, and a narrow strip of constable’s paper had been pasted across the keyhole. Upon the wall behind it hung a framed memorandum bearing five signatures and a date sixteen years earlier.
“The original articles are not displayed,” Keane said when he saw Nathaniel looking. “That is only a memorandum of the interests acknowledged when the firm was reorganized.”
“Where are the articles kept?”
“Renshaw kept one copy here. Mr. Ellison holds another for Miss O’Shea’s inherited interest.”
“You have seen them?”
“Many times.”
Keane’s answer was untroubled.
A bell sounded twice from the yard.
The clerks became still again.
“The constable,” Finch said.
Keane closed the payroll ledger.
“You wished to see the warehouse, Miss O’Shea.”
III — The Fall
The iron stair rose along the eastern wall of Warehouse Two.
It connected the floor to a gallery of enclosed offices built above the loading bays. Crates occupied the space below in orderly rows: tea, paper, lamp oil, machine tools, and three stacks of wool bales marked for Liverpool. Men worked around them with a deliberate quiet that had little to do with mourning and much to do with the constable waiting beside the stair.
Constable Mercer was a broad man with wet cuffs and a patient dislike of interference. He recognised Nathaniel’s rank only after Abigail introduced him and appeared disappointed that the lieutenant wore no uniform Mercer could salute and dismiss.
“Mr. Renshaw fell from the upper turn,” he said. “Struck the rail, then the stone. The surgeon found no cause to doubt it.”
“Why was he here after midnight?” Abigail asked.
“Night watchman says he came to inspect damage from Tuesday’s wind. Loose flashing above the gallery.”
Abigail looked upward. The roof lay three storeys above them. A dark patch showed where melting snow had found a weakness, but no ladder stood near it.
“Did Mr. Renshaw inspect roofs?”
“A man may inspect what he owns.”
“That was not what she asked,” Nathaniel said.
Mercer turned toward him. “And you are here in what capacity, Lieutenant?”
“A man attempting to avoid obstructing you.”
The constable considered whether he had been insulted. Nathaniel’s expression offered him no assistance.
Keane intervened before the silence hardened.
“Mr. Renshaw suffered from an old injury to his left knee. He avoided stairs when a clerk could be sent in his place. That does not prove he avoided them on Tuesday night.”
Mercer gave Abigail a look suggesting she should learn from Keane’s reasonableness.
The night watchman waited near the loading doors. His name was Abel Price. He had worked at the warehouse for eleven years and wore a watchman’s greatcoat shiny at the elbows. His cap remained crushed between both hands.
“Tell Miss O’Shea what you told me,” Mercer said.
Price swallowed.
“Mr. Renshaw entered at twelve minutes after eleven. He said he had come to inspect the storm damage. I remained at my post. At approximately twenty-five minutes before midnight, I heard a cry, the iron stair ring twice, and then a heavy impact. I went to the eastern stair, where I found Mr. Renshaw at its foot, and summoned assistance.”
The statement was delivered without hesitation, as though Price had repeated it many times.
“Through which entrance did Mr. Renshaw come?” Abigail asked.
Price tightened his hands around his cap. “Mr. Renshaw entered at twelve minutes after eleven.”
“That was not what she asked,” Nathaniel said.
“Did he carry a lantern?” Abigail asked.
“He said he had come to inspect the storm damage.”
Mercer frowned. “Answer the question, Price.”
“There was a lantern upon the upper landing, sir.”
“Was it his?” Maeve asked.
Price looked at her, then at Mercer.
“Who is this?”
“Miss Kelleher is with me,” Abigail said.
Price returned his attention to the cap in his hands. “I cannot say whose lantern it was.”
Mercer led them up the stair.
The treads were pierced iron, open to the warehouse below. Melted snow had dried unevenly along the edges where boots had carried it inside. At the first turn, the outer rail bore a dark scrape. Mercer said Renshaw’s coat button had struck there before he fell.
Nathaniel tested the height of the rail with his palm.
“A man falling forward might strike it,” he said. “A man descending would more likely fall inward toward the wall.”
“Unless he turned,” Mercer replied.
“Unless he turned.”
Nathaniel made no claim beyond the evidence.
On the upper landing, a brass lantern stood against the wall. Its glass was whole. The oil reservoir remained half full.
Abigail looked through the gallery window toward the roof stain.
“He could not have inspected the flashing from here.”
“He might have intended to summon a roofer in the morning,” Keane said.
Again, the explanation was possible.
Maeve walked to the landing rail and looked down. The men below had stopped pretending not to watch them.
“Was Mr. Renshaw wearing his outdoor boots when he was found?” she asked.
Mercer consulted a small notebook. “Black boots, yes.”
“Were they wet?”
“The floor was wet.”
“His boots.”
Mercer turned two pages. “The surgeon described them as dry.”
Keane looked toward the entrance, where slush marked every tread from the door.
“He could have changed boots in the office,” he said.
“His indoor shoes are beneath his desk,” Finch said from the bottom of the stair.
Everyone looked at him.
The young clerk flushed. “They are always there, sir. Mr. Renshaw complained that the warehouse grit ruined the carpets above.”
Mercer wrote something in his notebook.
Abigail looked at Maeve. “What made you ask?”
“Mr. Price said Mr. Renshaw entered through the yard. He said it twice. Anyone walking from the gate on Tuesday night would have carried half the weather upon his feet.”
“You believe Price lied?”
“I believe he remembered his words more carefully than the man he found.”
It was not an accusation. It was the identification of a discrepancy, precisely as Nathaniel might have made it from a damaged rail or an unbroken lantern.
Abigail turned back to Mercer. “Will you question him again?”
The constable’s dislike of interference had become less patient.
“I shall conduct the inquiry required, Miss O’Shea.”
“Then require more of it.”
Keane lowered his gaze. Abigail could not tell whether he concealed approval or irritation.
IV — No Copies
Mercer broke the paper seal across Renshaw’s desk shortly after noon.
He allowed Keane and Abigail to examine the office while he stood beside the door. Nathaniel remained near the window. Maeve waited in the outer room with Finch, where the constable believed she could disturb nothing important.
Renshaw’s drawers contained invoices, two private account books, a pistol without powder, and a collection of keys labelled in his own hand. Keane identified each document before Abigail finished reading its heading. He knew which contracts were obsolete, which debts had been paid, and which letters required immediate answers.
“Did he keep anything you did not know about?” Nathaniel asked.
“Every man keeps something another man does not know about.”
“Including Cormac?”
Keane met his eyes. “Especially Cormac.”
The bottom drawer had been forced.
The damage was slight: two bright scratches beside the lock and a splinter of fresh wood beneath the lip. Mercer crouched to inspect it.
“Could have happened months ago.”
“Renshaw would have complained for months,” Keane said. “He considered damage to furniture a moral failure.”
Inside lay an empty document case. A paper label had been pasted across its spine:
Original Articles — Renshaw & Co. — Private
The leather ties had been cut.
“You said Mr. Ellison holds another copy,” Abigail said.
“Of the articles governing your father’s inherited interest,” Keane replied. “Renshaw’s copy contained later schedules and private amendments among all five owners.”
“What did they provide?”
“I cannot say without seeing them.”
It was the first question Keane had been unable to answer.
Or the first he admitted he could not.
In the outer office, a stool scraped.
Maeve appeared at the door. “Miss O’Shea, may I speak with you?”
Abigail followed her into the passage between the offices.
Finch stood there, pale and twisting his ink-stained fingers together.
“Tell her,” Maeve said.
He looked past Abigail toward Keane.
Maeve moved enough to block his view of the inner office.
“Mr. Renshaw wrote a letter for you two mornings ago,” Finch said. “He told me to deliver it to Hanover Street before noon.”
“I received no letter.”
“No, miss. I had put on my coat when I was told the appointment had been cancelled. The letter was taken from me.”
“By whom?”
“I did not see. I was in the records cupboard. The door opens away from the passage. A gentleman spoke from behind it and held out his hand.”
“You surrendered a private letter without seeing the man?”
Shame moved across his face.
“He knew what was written upon it. He said, ‘Miss O’Shea is not to receive Renshaw’s warning.’ I thought Mr. Renshaw had changed his mind.”
“Did you recognise the voice?”
Finch shook his head too quickly.
“There are six senior gentlemen who use the passage. I could not swear to one.”
Maeve watched him, but did not challenge the answer.
“Why tell me now?” Abigail asked.
“Because Mr. Renshaw is dead.”
The simplicity of it left no room for comfort.
They returned to the inner office.
Keane opened Renshaw’s appointment book and turned to that morning’s page. Several other pages were crowded with names, vessels, and sums. Beneath the hour of half past nine, three lines remained uncrossed:
Miss O’Shea — Hanover Street.
Original articles.
No copies.
Keane turned the book toward Abigail. She read the entry, conscious of him watching her face.
His face remained composed.
“He intended to warn you,” Nathaniel said.
“We do not know that,” Keane replied. “He may have intended to explain an ordinary amendment.”
“Someone believed it was a warning,” Maeve said.
Keane looked at her.
This time he did not answer immediately.
Below them, the warehouse bell sounded the hour. Clerks closed ledgers for the midday meal. Porters rolled open the loading doors, admitting a gust of river air and voices from the quay.
London continued its business around the room where Edmund Renshaw had left an appointment he would never keep.
Abigail looked at the empty document case, the forced drawer, and the agreement bearing her signature inside Keane’s dispatch case.
Renshaw had known she was being asked to sign something.
He had believed the original articles would give her reason to see him first. Whatever the missing pages contained, he had thought they could stop her from placing the business in Keane’s hands.
Before he could explain why, he had fallen from the iron stair.
THE WRECKER’S DAUGHTER — BOOK TWO
CHAPTER 3
THE CANCELLED APPOINTMENT
I — What Keane Knew
Declan Keane closed Renshaw’s appointment book.
The sound was slight. In the silence of the dead man’s office, it seemed deliberate.
Abigail remained beside the desk. Through the inner window she could see the clerks returning from their meal one by one, stamping river mud from their boots before mounting the office steps. Work resumed in cautious fragments. A pen scratched. A ledger clasp snapped shut. Somewhere in the warehouse below, a chain ran through an iron wheel.
Keane laid one hand upon the appointment book.
“Mr. Renshaw had an unfortunate fondness for secrecy,” he said. “It appears he intended to exercise it upon you.”
“You knew he intended to see me.”
Nathaniel did not move from the window. Constable Mercer, who had been examining the forced drawer, looked up.
Keane’s expression remained composed. “I knew he wished to discuss the firm with you.”
“When did you know?”
“On Tuesday afternoon.”
Abigail looked at the three lines in the book.
Miss O’Shea — Hanover Street.
Original articles.
No copies.
“He made the appointment for Thursday,” she said. “He died on Tuesday night. You came to my house late Wednesday and asked me to sign an agreement before ten this morning.”
“Yes.”
Keane answered without the small hesitations by which most people revealed that they had begun choosing their words.
“Why did you not tell me Renshaw had intended to call?”
“Because Renshaw was dead, his papers were under a constable’s seal, and the bank’s demand remained alive. I came to address the danger I could address.”
“You came after my solicitor’s office had closed.”
“The bank’s notice reached the counting house after five. I spent the next two hours determining whether the London payroll could be met without its credit. It could. Liverpool’s could not. I then had the agreement recopied to reflect Renshaw’s death and brought it to you.”
Every part of the explanation fitted. Abigail had begun to understand that Keane’s most disquieting talent was not concealment but completeness.
“What did Renshaw say on Tuesday?”
“That the reorganization of your father’s interest should not proceed until you had seen the original articles.”
“Did he say why?”
“No. He said he would explain the matter to you himself.”
“And you allowed me to sign without them.”
“You signed temporary authority until Tuesday night, after removing my power to pledge, sell, or transfer any property. Nothing in that agreement reorganizes your father’s interest.”
“That is not an answer.”
For the first time, Keane’s patience showed effort.
“Then this is the answer: I believed the wages of one hundred and seventeen men should not depend upon a conversation Edmund Renshaw failed to have.”
Mercer cleared his throat. “If this concerns company papers rather than the death, you may continue it elsewhere.”
“The company papers were taken from a forced drawer on the night a partner fell from an iron stair,” Abigail said. “They concern the death until you establish otherwise.”
The constable shut his notebook. “I shall establish what the evidence permits.”
“Begin with Mr. Price.”
“The watchman is being questioned again.”
Maeve stood in the doorway behind him. She had returned so quietly that Abigail had not heard her.
“Not by you,” Maeve said.
Mercer turned. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“Mr. Price has gone.”
The constable crossed the outer office at once.
Abigail followed with Nathaniel, Keane, and Maeve behind her. Price’s cap lay upon the high desk nearest the loading doors. The greatcoat he had worn remained on a peg. One of the rear doors stood open to the yard, admitting cold air and the odour of the river.
“Who let him leave?” Mercer demanded.
No clerk answered.
Finch looked toward the door and then toward Keane.
“He had no coat,” Nathaniel said.
“A man in fear may neglect the weather,” Keane replied.
Maeve picked up the abandoned cap. “A man in fear may also be given another coat.”
Grey wool fibres clung to one side of the peg where Price’s greatcoat had hung. The adjoining peg was empty.
Finch stared at it. “Mr. Pollard’s spare coat was there this morning.”
Mercer ordered the yard gates closed. Men were sent into the lane and toward the quay, though the open rear door had given Price several minutes and London offered a thousand places in which a frightened watchman might become no one.
Keane watched the search begin.
“You see guilt,” he said to Abigail.
“I see a missing witness.”
“Those are not the same thing.”
“No. But someone has worked very hard to make certain we cannot ask him which one he is.”
II — Lincoln’s Inn
Mr. Ellison received them at three beneath a ceiling stained the colour of old tea.
His chambers in Lincoln’s Inn consisted of two rooms, three clerks, and enough paper to bury every living client beneath the record of his own affairs. Snow had begun again outside. It touched the leaded panes and vanished.
Ellison was a narrow man in his sixties whose silver spectacles magnified his eyes but not his patience. He listened to Abigail’s account, read Renshaw’s appointment entry as copied by Mercer, and removed his spectacles.
“You signed the temporary authority?”
“With amendments.”
“Keane has no power to pledge or dispose of property?”
“None without a separate written consent.”
“And the authority expires Tuesday night?”
“Yes.”
Ellison replaced his spectacles. “Then you have been cautious without being paralysed. This is uncommon enough that I should like to preserve it.”
Keane sat opposite him. “The bank may be less appreciative.”
“Banks consider caution admirable only when practised with other people’s money.”
Abigail waited while one of the clerks brought a tin deed box from the inner room. Her name had been painted upon the lid over an older label that still showed through: C. O’Shea — Dublin and London Interests.
The key resisted Ellison twice before the lock opened.
Inside lay the will under which Abigail had inherited, Crown releases bearing red seals, insurance policies, shipping certificates, and a packet tied in faded blue tape.
Ellison untied it.
The first document was the same memorandum that hung above Renshaw’s desk. Five men had acknowledged their proportions in the firm sixteen years earlier. Cormac’s one-fifth interest appeared beneath the name of an Irish investment company now released to Abigail.
Behind the memorandum lay a copy of the original articles.
It ended at page twelve.
The clerk’s index showed that nineteen later pages were missing: schedules and private amendments to the agreement.
Ellison searched the box again. He opened every packet and examined the papers beneath them, though none was thick enough to conceal nineteen missing pages.
“When did you last see the complete copy?” Nathaniel asked.
“I did not,” Ellison said. “The box came to me from Mr. O’Shea’s Dublin solicitor after the conviction. My clerk inventoried the contents against the list supplied. The list describes one copy of the articles but gives no page count.”
“Cormac may have removed the later pages,” Abigail said.
“He may. Renshaw may have retained the only complete set. Or someone may have removed these before the box reached London.”
Keane took the incomplete articles and turned to the final page.
“The missing pages governed what happened to a partner’s share after debt, death, or incapacity,” he said. “Without them, we do not know who may buy Renshaw’s interest or what control that purchase carries.”
“This morning you said you could not tell me what they provided.”
“I cannot recall every clause written across sixteen years. I recall their purpose.”
“Would any clause take effect upon Renshaw’s death?” Nathaniel asked.
Keane did not answer until he had set the pages square upon the desk.
“There was an option allowing the surviving interests to purchase a deceased partner’s share before it passed outside the firm.”
“At what price?” Abigail asked.
“A valuation based upon the preceding three years’ profits.”
Ellison frowned. “That would be unusually favourable after a poor year.”
“The firm has had two poor years,” Keane said.
Abigail understood. “Renshaw’s fifth may now be purchased cheaply.”
“If the option remains valid and is exercised within the required period.”
“How long?”
“I believe fourteen days.”
“You believe.”
“The clause was not used during my administration.”
Ellison drew the incomplete papers toward him. “Without the amendments, we cannot know the full terms.”
Keane looked at Abigail. “We know the other partners will not wait while we search. Bell has sufficient capital to move at once. Croft may join him. If they buy Renshaw’s fifth, together they could outvote you on the warehouses.”
“Then you advise me to purchase it first.”
“I advise you to preserve the right to do so. A notice of intention need not complete the purchase.”
Ellison’s clerk placed a fresh sheet upon the desk almost before the sentence ended.
Abigail looked from the blank paper to Keane.
“Did you ask him to prepare that?”
The young clerk froze.
Ellison’s displeasure moved toward his own employee. “Mr. Shaw?”
“A draft notice was requested this morning, sir. Mr. Keane’s office sent the particulars.”
Silence settled among the deed boxes.
Keane did not deny it.
“You prepared to exercise an option whose terms you say you cannot remember,” Abigail said.
“I prepared to prevent its expiration while the terms are found. Preparation is not execution.”
“You expected me to sign this too.”
“I expected to place a choice before you.”
Maeve had remained near the outer door, where Ellison’s clerks had assumed she waited to carry Abigail’s cloak. She looked at the blank notice and then at Keane.
“It is strange how often your choices arrive with the ink already mixed,” she said.
Keane turned toward her. “A commercial office survives by anticipating what may be required.”
“Mr. Renshaw anticipated something too. Someone took his letter.”
Ellison removed the fresh sheet from the desk.
“Nothing further will be signed today. I shall notify the other partners that Miss O’Shea reserves every right available to her without committing to purchase. That should prevent an honest misunderstanding and inconvenience a dishonest one.”
Keane’s mouth tightened, then relaxed.
“A sensible compromise.”
Abigail wondered whether it was the compromise he had intended them to reach. Keane had not taken anything from her, but he had already made her choose between losing Renshaw’s share and trusting him to preserve it.
III — A Voice Behind a Door
They left Keane with Ellison and crossed the square beneath a deepening dusk.
Nathaniel’s carriage waited at the gate. Sir Edwin had sent it after receiving the note Nathaniel dispatched that morning, together with a brief instruction that his nephew was not to prove his recovery by walking the length of London.
Nathaniel read the message once and folded it into his pocket.
“Your uncle writes with affection,” Abigail said.
“My uncle writes orders in increasingly domestic disguises.”
The cold had stiffened his leg. He placed one hand against the carriage frame before climbing in, and Abigail resisted the impulse to take his arm before he asked. Maeve noticed the restraint. Her gaze met Abigail’s for an instant, then moved away.
Inside, Nathaniel sat opposite them with his leg extended beneath the rug.
“Finch lied about the voice,” he said when the carriage began to move.
“You are certain?” Abigail asked.
“No.”
“That sounded very much like certainty.”
“He was afraid before he described it. He became ashamed only after you asked why he surrendered the letter. Fear preceded the error.”
Maeve looked through the glass at the lamps passing outside. “He did not lie about failing to see the gentleman.”
“How do you know?”
“Because he keeps looking at men’s faces now. At the warehouse he looked at the constable, Mr. Keane, the senior clerks, and every man who entered the passage. He is trying to join one of them to a voice.”
Nathaniel considered this. “Then why say he could not recognise it?”
“Perhaps because he did recognise something else.”
They returned to Renshaw and Company before going home.
Keane would have objected had he known. That was one reason Abigail did not send word to him. Another was that Finch had looked toward Keane often enough in the warehouse to make every question asked in Keane’s presence less useful.
The counting house was closing when they arrived. Finch stood alone at his desk tying ledgers with tape. He blanched when he saw them.
“Mr. Keane is at Mr. Ellison’s chambers,” Abigail said. “He will remain there for some time.”
Finch’s fingers stopped upon the knot.
Maeve approached his desk.
“You could not see the gentleman behind the records-cupboard door,” she said. “But you saw his hand.”
Finch looked down.
“He held it out for the letter,” Maeve continued. “What did you notice?”
“Nothing.”
“You noticed enough to be afraid of giving the wrong answer.”
Abigail expected Maeve to press him. Instead she waited.
The outer office emptied around them. A clerk extinguished two lamps and closed the yard shutters. Nathaniel remained by the entrance, making no attempt to lend Maeve the authority of his rank.
At last Finch said, “He wore a signet ring.”
“What device?” Abigail asked.
“I did not see it clearly. Red stone. Gold around it.”
“Mr. Keane wears no ring,” Nathaniel said.
“No, sir.”
“Then why did you look at him?”
Finch swallowed. “Because the man said Mr. Keane had sent him.”
Abigail felt the answer settle without resolving anything.
“What were his exact words?” Maeve asked.
Finch closed his eyes to remember.
“He said, ‘Mr. Keane knows the appointment is cancelled. Miss O’Shea is not to receive Renshaw’s warning.’ Then he held out his hand.”
“Did he say Mr. Keane had cancelled it?”
“No.”
That distinction was why Maeve had brought them back.
Someone had used Keane’s name. It might have been done upon his authority. It might have been done because every clerk in the office had learned that an instruction became unquestionable once attached to him.
“Who in the firm wears such a ring?” Abigail asked.
Finch glanced toward the framed memorandum in the inner office.
“Mr. Bell has a red seal. So does Mr. Croft. Many gentlemen do.”
“And Mr. Renshaw?”
“His was black.”
“Did Mr. Price wear a ring?” Nathaniel asked.
“Not that I saw.”
Abigail thanked him.
As they turned to leave, Finch spoke again.
“Miss O’Shea.”
She looked back.
“The letter was sealed with Mr. Renshaw’s black signet. Whoever took it could not have opened it without breaking the wax.”
“Then perhaps it still exists,” Abigail said.
“Perhaps.”
Hope did not improve his face.
IV — Clara’s Hand
Mrs. Whitcombe had lit every lamp in the sitting room by the time they returned to Hanover Street.
The snow had stopped. Water ran from the eaves, and carriage wheels hissed through the dark street below. A fire burned high behind the guard. Upon the table waited soup, bread, and a note from Sir Edwin informing Nathaniel that the carriage would return for him at ten and not one minute later.
“He appears determined not to surrender you to Mrs. Whitcombe permanently,” Abigail said.
Nathaniel lowered himself into the chair beside the fire. “He has not met her determination.”
Maeve removed Abigail’s cloak and hung it near the hearth.
“Will you dine with us?” Abigail asked.
Maeve’s hand paused upon the wet wool.
Abigail heard how easily the question might become another instruction if she added a reason.
Maeve looked toward the tray. “Mrs. Whitcombe has kept enough soup for me below.”
“Then afterward, if you wish. I would like to hear what you think of Keane’s explanation.”
Maeve studied her for a moment. “Afterward.”
She went downstairs.
Abigail sat opposite Nathaniel. Weariness had settled into his face. She had watched him stand too long in the warehouse and say nothing of it, watched the colour leave his mouth upon the stair, and watched him refuse every offer that would have made his weakness public.
“You are in pain,” she said.
“I have been in pain before.”
“That does not make it less true now.”
He looked at her across the fire.
“No,” he said. “It does not.”
The admission required more trust than most declarations.
Abigail moved the footstool beneath his leg and knelt to place the folded rug over his knee. This time he did not tell her she need not manage him. His hand rested briefly upon her shoulder.
“Thank you.”
She remained beside him for a moment longer than the rug required.
“Do you believe Keane?” Nathaniel asked.
“I believe the bank sent notice. I believe the payroll was threatened. I believe he knew Renshaw meant to see me and chose not to say so.”
“Those truths do not answer the same question.”
“No.”
“What will you do?”
Abigail looked toward the desk where the repaired compass stood beside her copy of the authority that expired Tuesday night.
“Learn enough that his answers are no longer the only ones available.”
Nathaniel’s fingers moved from her shoulder to the loose strand of hair near her cheek. He tucked it back with a tenderness that made the room seem smaller.
“That may take longer than five days.”
“Then I shall have to learn quickly.”
The front bell rang.
Mrs. Whitcombe’s step sounded in the hall, followed by a man’s voice Abigail did not recognise. A minute later Maeve entered carrying a narrow envelope upon a salver.
“A messenger brought this for you. He would not say who paid him.”
The envelope bore no direction beyond Abigail’s name. The paper had been folded around something stiff. No seal closed it; a single thread of blue silk had been tied through two pierced holes.
Abigail knew the hand before she touched it.
Clara had once written her name upon dozens of notes: invitations carried between adjoining rooms, invented apologies to governesses, promises made beneath blankets after the lamps were put out.
The same long stroke crossed the final l. The same narrow g descended too far below the line.
Abigail untied the silk.
Inside lay a torn half-sheet and a letter of four lines.
Abigail—
Edmund Renshaw wrote to me on Tuesday. He said he meant to give you the original articles because a man you trusted would ask for your signature before you understood what it gave him. If Renshaw is dead, the man knows he spoke to me.
Do not send Keane. Come alone.
Clara
The torn half-sheet carried only part of a printed heading:
Private Amendment to the Articles of Renshaw and Company—
Beneath it, in faded ink, appeared the end of a witness line.
—Declan Keane, clerk.
Nathaniel read without touching the paper.
Maeve stood opposite Abigail. Whatever she saw in Abigail’s face caused her to set down the salver.
“Will you go?” Nathaniel asked.
Abigail looked at Clara’s familiar hand, at Keane’s name upon the torn agreement, and at the instruction to come alone.
“Yes,” she said.
Maeve’s eyes narrowed.
Abigail met them.
“But I have not yet decided what alone will mean.”
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CHAPTER 4
THE BLUE THREAD
I — Christmas Eve
Christmas Eve entered Hanover Street smelling of beeswax, cinnamon, and wet greenery.
Mrs. Whitcombe had risen before six to supervise the hanging of holly along the dining-room mantel. By eight she had rejected one pudding, accepted another, and placed a bowl of oranges in the hall where no one was permitted to touch them before dinner. Maeve stood upon a chair fastening ivy above the sitting-room door while Abigail read Clara’s letter for the seventh time.
Do not send Keane. Come alone.
The blue silk thread lay beside the torn amendment upon Abigail’s desk. Beyond the windows, yesterday’s snow had hardened along the gutters. Church bells moved through the grey morning, answered by cart wheels and the calls of boys selling mistletoe.
Nathaniel stood at the fire with one hand upon the mantel. Sir Edwin’s carriage had brought him shortly after breakfast, together with a message promising to reclaim him before the streets became impassable with Christmas traffic.
“She chose Lambeth,” he said. “Why?”
The messenger had given Maeve an address when she followed him to the door: Mrs. Reed’s lodging house, Lambeth Marsh.
“Because no one from Clara’s former circle would expect to find her in a Lambeth lodging house,” Abigail said.
Maeve stepped down from the chair. “Or because there are six ways out.”
“You know the house?”
“I know the sort. Front door for tenants who pay on time, yard door for coal, kitchen door for tradesmen, attic window for boys who have lost their keys, and at least two neighbouring houses whose walls were built by men unwilling to agree where one ended.”
Nathaniel looked at her. “That is five.”
“The sixth is wherever the landlady says there is no passage.”
Maeve gathered the fallen ivy from the carpet. Her tone remained ordinary, but she had distrusted Clara before Abigail opened the envelope and more deeply after reading it.
“She asked me to come alone,” Abigail said.
“Then you should appear to do so,” Nathaniel replied.
Abigail glanced at him. “You are proposing deceit with surprising ease.”
“I am proposing that Clara see what she requested while retaining the opportunity to survive what she did not disclose.”
“That sounds almost Irish.”
“Recovery has broadened me.”
The lightness lasted only a moment.
Nathaniel unfolded a street map upon the table. He had marked the lodging house, the road to Westminster Bridge, and the alleys opening toward the river.
“I shall wait here,” he said, touching the corner of a chapel yard half a street away. “The carriage will attract less attention among Christmas callers than a naval officer standing beneath Clara’s window.”
“And Maeve?”
Abigail heard the assumption forming and stopped it before it became speech.
“Will you come?” she asked.
Maeve studied the map. “Yes. Not into Clara’s room unless you need me. She may speak more freely if she believes you obeyed her.”
“I do not intend to obey her.”
“Then she may speak more freely if she believes you have.”
Abigail could not dispute the distinction.
They arranged that Maeve would travel separately in a hired cab and enter through the kitchen. Abigail would arrive at the front door ten minutes later. Nathaniel would remain within sight of the street, close enough to intervene and far enough that Clara would not see him from the window.
The plan was sensible. It also depended upon Maeve entering an unfamiliar house alone.
“If anything appears wrong, you leave,” Abigail said.
Maeve folded the map along its former crease. “And if something appears wrong near you?”
“Then you find Nathaniel.”
“That was not what I asked.”
Abigail met her gaze. The temptation to give an order came from fear, not rank, but Maeve would be the one required to bear it.
“Then you decide,” Abigail said. “But you need not endanger yourself because I have chosen to go.”
Maeve placed the map before her. “That is better.”
Mrs. Whitcombe entered carrying a tray of coffee and looked at the three of them around the marked streets.
“If this is Christmas,” she said, “I preferred it when the Navy merely set the curtains alight.”
II — Mrs. Reed’s House
Lambeth Marsh lay beneath a low sky the colour of unpolished pewter.
Christmas showed itself in scraps: a sprig of holly above a pawnbroker’s door, paper stars in an upper window, a goose carried upside down by a boy whose boots admitted the mud. The roads were crowded with carts bound for the bridge. Smoke pressed between the houses and gave the thawing snow a grey crust.
Mrs. Reed’s lodging house stood in a narrow row behind a chapel. Its brickwork had settled unevenly, drawing the upper windows out of square. A brass plate beside the door had been polished with determination beyond its value.
Abigail dismissed her cab at the corner and walked the remaining distance alone.
Mrs. Reed opened the door before Abigail knocked twice. She was a small woman with white hair arranged beneath a lace cap and eyes that travelled immediately from Abigail’s gloves to the hem of her dress.
“Miss O’Shea?”
“Yes.”
“Second floor. Rear room. The lady said you were expected without company.”
The emphasis revealed that Mrs. Reed had already searched the street for company and would do so again once the door closed.
Abigail climbed the narrow stair.
Clara opened the rear-room door before she reached it.
For several seconds neither woman spoke.
Clara wore a dark blue wool dress without ornament. Her hair, once arranged each morning by a maid, had been pinned back imperfectly by her own hands. She had grown thinner since Ireland. The softness had left her face, exposing the likeness to her father around the eyes.
She looked older than twenty-one.
“You came,” Clara said.
“You expected otherwise?”
“I have learned not to confuse what people should do with what they will.”
“From Julian?”
Pain crossed Clara’s face and disappeared.
“From several teachers.”
She moved aside.
The room contained a bed, a washstand, two chairs, and a small fire that failed to warm the wall nearest the window. A travelling trunk stood at the foot of the bed. The curtains were closed despite the morning.
Abigail remained near the door.
“Where are the rest of the papers?”
“Good morning, Abigail.”
“You did not summon me across London on Christmas Eve to exchange courtesies.”
“No.”
Clara sat beside the trunk but did not open it.
“I am not asking you to forgive me.”
“That is fortunate.”
The answer wounded her. Abigail saw it and did not withdraw it.
Clara folded her hands. “Julian left papers with me while you were at school in Dublin. He said they concerned money your father wished concealed from the Crown. I believed him because believing Julian was easier than admitting what I had helped him remain.”
“You did not help him become anything.”
“No. I helped him remain it.”
There was no defence in the words. That made them harder to reject.
“After Julian died,” Clara continued, “Mr. Keane called upon me. He asked whether Julian had left private letters, company agreements, or schedules bearing Cormac’s name.”
“How did he know Julian had left anything?”
“He did not say. But he knew Julian had kept papers in a locked case at Vane Manor. That was never mentioned at the trial. He knew one packet was tied with blue thread.”
Abigail looked at the silk upon the envelope in her hand.
“What did you tell him?”
“That Julian had left me nothing.”
“Was that before or after you learned the value of truth?”
Clara accepted the blow.
“Before I learned that telling part of it can be another manner of lying.”
She knelt and drew a shallow document box from beneath the bed. The lock had been removed. Inside lay letters tied in groups, household receipts, and five irregular fragments of legal paper.
None joined the half-sheet Clara had sent.
“Julian cut them apart,” Clara said. “He kept names separate from clauses and clauses separate from signatures. I thought it was caution. It may have been leverage.”
Abigail examined the fragments without touching them.
One contained part of a provision allowing a managing agent to vote an owner’s interest during absence or incapacity. Another referred to debts secured upon shares. A third bore only three signatures, all ending beyond torn edges.
Individually, they proved almost nothing.
Together, they suggested a plan by which an owner’s share could be taken without an ordinary sale—through debt, absence, or a claim that the owner could no longer manage it.
“Your note said Renshaw wrote to you on Tuesday,” Abigail said.
“He knew Julian had left fragments with me,” Clara said. “I do not know how. He said he had found a reference in Renshaw’s old correspondence and asked whether the fragments concerned the private amendments.”
Clara produced his letter, its black wax broken cleanly across the impression.
Renshaw’s hand was hurried but legible.
He had asked whether Julian left her any portion of the private amendments. He intended to call upon Abigail on Thursday morning and wished to compare the fragments against his complete copy first. He warned Clara not to send them through any office connected to Cormac’s former business.
“Did you answer?”
“No.”
“Why?”
Clara looked toward the closed curtains. “Because Renshaw had served Cormac for twenty-three years. Because Julian had trusted him when it was profitable. Because every man who asks for the truth claims he means to protect the person who gives it.”
“He was killed that night.”
“I know.”
“If you had answered—”
“He might have remained at home. Or he might have carried the papers to the warehouse sooner. I have completed both versions often enough without discovering which one permits sleep.”
Abigail heard genuine remorse. It did not restore what Clara had broken, but neither could she pretend it meant nothing.
“Why send for me now?”
“Because Renshaw was not the first.”
III — The Broker in the Thames
Clara selected a letter from Julian’s papers.
It was dated nearly a year before his death and written from Liverpool. Julian complained that Jonas Wycliffe had become timid and demanded repayment of an old advance before he would place further policies.
“Wycliffe was a marine-insurance broker,” Clara said. “He arranged cover for Cormac’s vessels and cargoes. Julian wrote that Wycliffe knew which ownerships were real and which existed only upon paper.”
Abigail remembered the name from Keane’s explanations. Wycliffe had withdrawn from Cormac’s affairs years earlier, though several policies he arranged remained in force through successor firms.
“What happened to him?”
“His body was taken from the Thames three weeks ago. The report said he had been drinking and fallen near the Adelphi stairs.”
“Was he known to drink?”
“Most men are known to drink when the explanation requires it.”
Clara opened a newspaper folded to a short notice. Wycliffe’s death had occupied less space than an advertisement for patent boot polish.
“Why connect him to Renshaw?” Abigail asked.
“Because this was delivered to Julian two years ago.”
She handed Abigail a narrow account slip. It recorded an advance made by Wycliffe against future insurance commissions. The creditor was named only by initials. A notation in another hand stated that upon Wycliffe’s death the balance would be assigned to Renshaw and Company.
“His death transferred the debt,” Abigail said.
“To a company in which your father owned one fifth.”
“That would benefit me now.”
“Yes.”
The word landed between them.
Abigail looked again at the slip. A Crown examiner finding it among her papers might see motive before inheritance.
“Who holds the original?”
“I do not know. This is a copy Julian kept.”
“Why?”
“He wrote upon the back.”
Abigail turned it over.
D.K. says the old man will not survive another winter. If he does, the debt must be made useful another way.
The initials might belong to Declan Keane. They might belong to someone else. Julian’s statement might be truth, threat, or the boast of a man attempting to impress Clara with knowledge he did not possess.
“Keane was right about one thing,” Abigail said. “A dead man cannot explain what he meant.”
“That is why the living are in danger.”
A board creaked beyond the door.
Both women became still.
The sound was followed by Mrs. Reed’s voice below and a man’s answer too low to distinguish. Clara gathered the papers into the box.
“Were you followed?”
“No.”
“You cannot know that.”
“Neither can you.”
Footsteps mounted the first flight.
Clara pushed the box beneath the bed. Abigail moved beside the door, one hand closing around the small knife she carried within her reticule.
The footsteps stopped on the landing below.
A second door opened. A woman protested. The man’s voice asked whether Mrs. Reed kept a young widow in a rear room.
Clara’s face emptied of colour.
“He asked the same question in Chelsea,” she whispered.
“Who is he?”
“I do not know his name. I saw him leave Keane’s office after Keane questioned me.”
Abigail crossed to the window and lifted the curtain edge. The yard below was narrow, enclosed by brick walls and wash lines.
A tap sounded behind the washstand.
Clara recoiled.
The panel beside it shifted inward.
Maeve’s face appeared through the opening.
“There is a passage after all,” she said. “Bring the papers.”
IV — The Sixth Way Out
The opening led into a cupboard in the adjoining house.
Maeve had found it from the kitchen after noticing that Mrs. Reed’s coal boy entered through one rear door and emerged from another without crossing the yard. A narrow service passage connected three houses whose kitchens shared an older wall.
Clara carried the document box beneath her cloak. Abigail followed Maeve through the cupboard while the stranger questioned Mrs. Reed below.
“He has a red signet,” Maeve whispered. “Gold around a dark red stone.”
The description matched the hand Finch had seen take Renshaw’s letter.
They descended a back stair into a kitchen where a cook continued chopping onions with the determined indifference of a woman paid not to understand her employers’ difficulties. Maeve placed two coins beside the board. The cook swept them into her apron without looking up.
They emerged into a yard behind the third house.
“Nathaniel is at the chapel,” Abigail said. “Take Clara to him.”
Maeve did not move. “And you?”
“The man expects to see me leave by the front. If no one does, he will search the house.”
“Then we all go through the front.”
“With Clara carrying the papers?”
Maeve looked at Clara. Distrust remained plain between them, but calculation displaced it.
“Give me the box,” Maeve said.
Clara held it more tightly. “No.”
“Then choose whether you distrust me more than the gentleman upon the stair. Quickly.”
Clara surrendered the box.
Maeve wrapped it in the cook’s discarded flour cloth and placed it beneath a basket of onions.
“I shall take the yard gate,” she said. “Clara can follow after two minutes. You may give him the lady he expects.”
Abigail wanted to object. Maeve had already designed the safer plan and assigned herself the least visible danger. To overrule her now would not be protection; it would be ownership.
“Go,” Abigail said.
Maeve lifted the basket.
Clara caught Abigail’s sleeve. “You are trusting her with Julian’s papers.”
“I am trusting Maeve with them. Julian has nothing to do with it.”
For an instant Clara looked as though the words had struck her somewhere unguarded.
Maeve left through the yard gate.
Abigail returned by the service passage and entered Clara’s room before the stranger reached the second-floor landing. She waited long enough to hear him ask Mrs. Reed whether Miss Harcourt received visitors, then descended the main stair wearing her green cloak and an expression of mild impatience.
The man stood near the front door.
He was broad through the shoulders and dressed as a prosperous merchant’s clerk. A dark red signet shone upon his right hand. When he saw Abigail, surprise tightened his face before courtesy concealed it.
“Miss O’Shea?”
“You have the advantage of me.”
“I believe we share acquaintances.”
“Then they have neglected to improve mine.”
She stepped past him.
He followed her into the street.
Abigail did not quicken her pace. The chapel yard lay ahead beyond a row of costermongers whose barrows narrowed the pavement. She saw Sir Edwin’s carriage waiting at the far corner but no sign of Nathaniel.
The stranger came nearer.
“Miss O’Shea, a moment.”
She continued walking.
His hand closed around her elbow.
Nathaniel’s stick struck the pavement between the man’s boots.
The stranger released her and stumbled back. Nathaniel stood beside the chapel gate, his weight balanced upon his uninjured leg. He had not attempted to run. He had chosen where the pursuit must pass him.
“The lady did not stop,” Nathaniel said.
The man looked from Nathaniel’s face to the hand resting upon the silver head of the stick.
“A misunderstanding.”
“Then understand it now.”
The stranger retreated into the crowd.
Nathaniel did not pursue him. His jaw tightened as the man disappeared toward the bridge.
“You let him go,” Abigail said.
“I chose you.”
The answer warmed and unsettled her in equal measure.
His hand remained near her arm without touching it.
“Are you hurt?”
“No.”
“Maeve?”
“Reached the carriage with a basket of onions. Clara followed and has objected to the smell ever since.”
Abigail looked toward the waiting carriage. Maeve sat inside with the document box upon her knees. Clara occupied the opposite corner, as far from her as the compartment allowed.
It was not reconciliation.
It was, perhaps, the beginning of an alliance neither woman wanted.
V — Three Dates
They returned to Hanover Street after dusk.
Mrs. Whitcombe accepted Clara’s presence without surprise, though her eyes paused on Clara’s damp hem and frightened face. Abigail told her plainly that Clara had come because men connected with Cormac’s former business were seeking her, and that Abigail would answer for her stay. Only then did Mrs. Whitcombe assign her the small room adjoining Maeve’s before anyone could argue. Christmas greenery surrounded the hall. Candlelight caught in the holly leaves. Somewhere nearby, children sang a carol badly and with conviction.
Clara’s documents covered Abigail’s desk.
Most were incomplete. Maeve arranged them by paper, ink, and the shape of their torn edges rather than by the order in which Clara believed Julian had kept them. Nathaniel copied every legible name. Abigail compared the fragments with Ellison’s index of missing schedules.
Near nine, Maeve unfolded a narrow strip that had been wrapped around the bottom of the document box.
One side carried columns of figures. The other held three sets of initials and three dates in Julian’s hand.
J.W. — 3 December.
E.R. — 21 December.
H.B. — 25 December.
“Jonas Wycliffe was found in the river on the third,” Clara said.
“Renshaw died on the twenty-first,” Abigail replied.
Nathaniel looked at the final line. “Who is H.B.?”
Abigail thought of the five signatures upon Renshaw and Company’s memorandum.
“Mr. Bell,” she said. “Keane said Bell has enough capital to purchase Renshaw’s interest.”
“His Christian name?”
Clara searched one of Julian’s letters.
“Henry.”
From the street below came the sound of bells beginning the first Christmas Eve service.
Maeve looked toward the dark window.
“Tomorrow is the twenty-fifth.”
Abigail gathered the three fragments bearing Bell’s name.
Jonas Wycliffe had died in the Thames.
Edmund Renshaw had died beneath an iron stair.
If the list recorded deaths rather than debts, Henry Bell had little more than three hours until Christmas Day.
“Where does he live?” Nathaniel asked.
No one answered.
Declan Keane would know.
THE WRECKER’S DAUGHTER — BOOK TWO
CHAPTER 5
THE CHRISTMAS DEBT
I — The Dates
At twenty minutes past nine on Christmas Eve, Declan Keane entered Abigail’s sitting room and stopped beneath the holly.
Snow shone upon the shoulders of his coat. He had come without complaint, though the messenger sent to his house had carried only six words in Abigail’s hand: Hanover Street. At once. Henry Bell.
Mrs. Whitcombe took his coat with the grave disapproval of a woman who believed emergencies ought to observe the calendar.
“Mr. Keane,” she said. “You will find Miss O’Shea in the sitting room. You will also find that supper has been kept warm twice. I cannot promise it a third resurrection.”
“I shall try not to require one.”
“Men always say that before asking for coffee.”
She closed the door behind him.
Nathaniel stood beside the fire. Maeve occupied the chair nearest Abigail’s desk, no longer pretending that she had entered merely to tend it. Clara remained upstairs in the small room Mrs. Whitcombe had given her, with strict instructions not to approach the front windows.
Abigail had copied the three initials and dates onto an unmarked sheet. The original strip remained inside Clara’s document box beneath a stack of household receipts.
Keane read the copy without sitting.
J.W. — 3 December.
E.R. — 21 December.
H.B. — 25 December.
His face did not change, but his thumb ceased moving along the edge of the paper.
“Where did you obtain this?”
“Do the dates mean something?”
“Everything means something when separated from its source. Usually the wrong thing.”
“Then supply the right thing.”
Keane looked from Abigail to Nathaniel and finally to Maeve. His glance did not dismiss her. That was more unsettling than dismissal would have been.
“Wycliffe, Renshaw and Bell,” he said. “Three men connected to old settlement schedules.”
Nathaniel shifted his weight upon the stick. “You identified them quickly.”
“I have spent twenty-six years being paid to identify the initials of men who dislike writing their names beside debts.”
“What occurs on the twenty-fifth?” Abigail asked.
Keane set the paper upon her desk.
“A call upon Henry Bell’s partnership interest falls due. The amount is two thousand pounds. If he satisfies it, his position remains unchanged. If he acknowledges default, the creditor may exercise an option against the shares he pledged as security.”
“Who is the creditor?”
“The debt has passed through more than one hand. I would need the schedule.”
“You did not need it to recognise the date.”
“No. Bell has complained about the date every Christmas for eleven years.”
Abigail watched him. “Jonas Wycliffe died on the third. Edmund Renshaw died on the twenty-first.”
Keane’s attention returned to the copy.
“And you believe Henry Bell is intended to die on the twenty-fifth.”
“I believe two men are dead and the third has been assigned tomorrow’s date.”
“That is not the same conclusion.”
“It is near enough to justify disturbing his evening.”
Keane moved to the fire but did not extend his hands toward it. “Bell keeps a house in Russell Square. Number fourteen. He was meant to dine with Matthew Croft tonight. They have spent the past fortnight objecting to every proposal bearing my name, so I imagine they will receive you warmly.”
“Croft is with him?”
“He was expected to be.”
“How do you know?”
“Because Bell declined my invitation by explaining whose company he preferred.”
Maeve rose. “Then we should go.”
The words were directed to Abigail, not offered as obedience.
Abigail nodded. “Will you come with us?”
“Yes.”
Keane looked between them again. “If there is danger, Miss Kelleher should remain here.”
“Miss Kelleher has already entered one unfamiliar house tonight and found the way by which we escaped it,” Abigail said.
“That does not make a second danger prudent.”
“No,” Maeve replied. “It makes it familiar.”
Keane accepted the answer without visible offense. “Then I shall accompany you.”
“You shall not,” Abigail said.
The refusal settled into the room.
“Bell knows me,” Keane said. “He may not admit you.”
“Then your presence would give him another reason to keep the door closed.”
For the first time, something harder than patience appeared in his face.
“You sent for my knowledge and now resent that I possess it.”
“I resent nothing. I am deciding how to use what you have told me.”
Nathaniel did not intervene. His silence gave her decision weight without claiming any part of it.
Keane picked up his hat.
“Two thousand pounds must be received or the default acknowledged before midnight,” he said. “Bell’s refusal to sign would ordinarily be enough to prevent the transfer. If someone means to make the date useful, a signature may matter more than a death.”
Abigail felt the warning beneath the explanation.
“Who controls the purchasing company?”
“Without the schedule, I cannot tell you.”
“Cannot?”
“Cannot prove.”
He bowed to her and Nathaniel. To Maeve he gave the same measured inclination of his head.
“Number fourteen, Russell Square. I advise haste.”
He left without requesting coffee.
Mrs. Whitcombe appeared almost immediately.
“I dislike him,” she said.
“You dislike everyone who declines supper.”
“It is one of the more reliable measures of character.”
Abigail crossed to the bell pull.
“We need a cab.”
“One is waiting. Mr. Keane ordered it before entering the house.”
No one spoke for a moment.
Maeve looked toward the window through which Keane’s dark figure passed beneath the streetlamp.
“He expected us to go,” she said.
Nathaniel took his coat from Thomas. “Or intended to make certain we did.”
II — Number Fourteen
Russell Square lay beneath a hard white moon. Snow had been trampled into grey ridges along the road, and the last Christmas carriages moved between houses bright with candles. Music escaped when one door opened and vanished when it closed.
Number fourteen showed lamps in two upper windows and none below.
The cab stopped across the square. Abigail remained inside while Nathaniel studied the house.
“No carriage,” he said.
“Mr. Bell may not keep one,” Maeve replied.
“A man who can pledge two thousand pounds against an interest keeps a carriage or wants his neighbors to believe he does.”
They crossed the road.
Nathaniel knocked. The brass carried the sound inward, but no footstep answered it.
He knocked again.
Abigail saw the lace curtain move in the house next door. Christmas had not diminished London’s appetite for other people’s trouble.
“Perhaps Bell went out,” she said.
Maeve had stepped away from the door. She looked upward, then toward the narrow passage between the houses.
“The kitchen chimney is drawing.”
“A banked fire,” Nathaniel said.
“Not with that smoke. Someone fed it recently.”
She walked to the railing and looked down into the area before the basement windows. A tradesman’s door stood below street level, reached by stone steps shining with ice.
“The snow has been cleared from those steps,” Maeve said. “Not well. Within the hour.”
Abigail followed her gaze. One dark line crossed the lowest tread where a broom had missed it.
“Can we enter?”
Maeve tested the iron gate. It opened without resistance.
“Someone can.”
Nathaniel descended first. His injured leg stiffened when his boot met the second step, but he made no sound. Abigail resisted the impulse to reach for him. He knew his balance better than she did.
The tradesman’s door was closed. Maeve pressed the latch.
It yielded.
The passage beyond smelled of coal, roasted chestnuts and extinguished candlewick. A lamp burned low upon a bracket.
“Mr. Bell?” Abigail called.
No answer came.
Nathaniel held up one hand. From somewhere deeper in the house came a faint irregular striking.
Three blows. Silence. Two more.
Maeve moved toward the sound.
“Wait,” Abigail whispered.
Maeve looked back.
Abigail had intended to say that Nathaniel should go first, that Maeve should remain behind, that danger did not become less dangerous because she understood servants’ passages. The commands arrived ready-made.
“What do you think?” she asked instead.
Maeve listened.
“Pantry or stillroom. Someone is striking wood, not a wall. The kitchen lies ahead. If we all enter together, anyone above will hear us.”
“What do you propose?”
“I find the sound. You and the lieutenant take the main stair. If I discover a servant, I shall learn how many men are in the house.”
“And if you discover the man?”
“I shall not ask his permission to leave.”
Abigail wanted more assurance than anyone could honestly give.
“Very well,” she said. “But if the house becomes quiet—”
“I leave. Yes.”
Maeve slipped through a baize door.
Nathaniel watched Abigail rather than the passage.
“You dislike that plan.”
“It is the best one.”
“That was not my observation.”
“I am discovering that respecting another person’s judgment does not make me less afraid for her.”
“No,” he said. “It seldom offers that kindness.”
They entered the front hall from below. The absence of servants had left small signs everywhere: a salver abandoned upon a table, a candle guttering near the stair, a gentleman’s coat upon a chair instead of carried away.
The coat was damp at the collar.
Nathaniel touched it with two fingers. “Recent.”
An inside pocket sagged beneath the weight of something metal.
He did not search it. The choice cost him.
Voices sounded beyond the library door.
One belonged to an elderly man.
“You may murder me or rob me, sir, but you cannot turn either into consent.”
The second voice was lower.
“Consent is a word employed after signatures have been obtained.”
Abigail recognised it from Mrs. Reed’s hall.
The man with the red signet.
III — The Acknowledgment
The library door stood open by less than an inch.
Through the gap Abigail saw Henry Bell seated behind a broad desk. He was a narrow, silver-haired man in evening clothes, one cheek darkening where he had been struck. His right hand lay flat upon a document.
The stranger stood beside him.
His coat was missing. A dark-red stone shone upon his right hand as he pressed a pen between Bell’s fingers.
“Write your name,” he said.
Bell let the pen fall.
“I have employed better clerks.”
The stranger struck him across the mouth.
Nathaniel’s hand tightened upon his stick.
Abigail touched his sleeve and pointed toward the room’s second door. It opened into the dining room and, beyond that, the servants’ passage Maeve had entered.
If Maeve had freed whoever made the sound, she might approach from behind. If she had not—
The clock upon the mantel showed twenty minutes before midnight.
“Mr. Bell,” Abigail said, pushing the door open, “I believe the document before you concerns my property.”
The stranger turned.
Surprise crossed his face, followed by recognition.
“Miss O’Shea.”
“You continue to enjoy the advantage of me.”
His eyes moved to Nathaniel. “Lieutenant.”
“Remove your hand from Mr. Bell,” Nathaniel said.
“This is a private commercial settlement.”
“Then you will have no objection to conducting it without violence.”
The stranger stepped away from Bell. His left hand moved toward the back of his waistcoat.
Nathaniel shifted his stance. Abigail saw him measure the distance, the desk and the weakness of his leg. He could reach the man. He could not safely pursue him if he failed.
“I saw your ring in Lambeth this morning,” Abigail said.
“London contains many gentlemen with red rings.”
“Few who seize women by the arm after following them from lodging houses.”
“Your presence in that house suggested concerns of mutual interest.”
“You may explain them to the constable.”
The stranger smiled without pleasure. “Which constable? The one who called Renshaw’s death an accident or the one who will call this a disagreement among partners?”
From the dining room came the sound of breaking china.
The stranger glanced toward it.
Nathaniel moved.
But the stranger moved toward the hall instead.
His hand plunged into the damp coat lying upon the chair and came out with a small pistol.
Nathaniel’s stick struck his wrist before he could bring the weapon level. The pistol fired into the ceiling. Plaster fell across the desk.
Bell threw himself sideways.
Abigail seized the document before a candle overturned upon it. The stranger drove his shoulder into Nathaniel, forcing him against the bookcase. Nathaniel’s injured leg folded. He caught the shelf with one hand and remained upright long enough to bring the silver head of the stick hard against the man’s ribs.
The dining-room door opened.
Maeve stood there with a carving knife in one hand. Behind her, a grey-haired butler clung to the doorframe, rope still hanging from one wrist.
“There are four of us now,” Maeve said. “Five if Mr. Bell has recovered his temper.”
Bell rose with blood upon his lip and lifted the brass candlestick from his desk.
“I recovered it some years ago.”
The stranger retreated toward the hall.
Nathaniel placed himself between the man and Abigail. His breath had sharpened, but his hand upon the stick remained steady.
The red-signet man looked at the document she held.
“You do not understand what you have inherited.”
“Then you have failed to improve me.”
He flung the library door against Nathaniel and ran.
Nathaniel staggered but did not fall. By the time he reached the hall, the front door had opened onto the square.
The stranger’s boots struck the frozen pavement. A hired cab waited beyond the corner. He entered it before Nathaniel cleared the steps.
Abigail came beside him.
“You could still call our driver.”
“And leave Bell, Maeve and you in a house we have not searched?”
The cab vanished behind the trees.
Nathaniel’s jaw tightened.
“No,” he said. “I could not.”
She looked at him. “You chose us.”
“There was no choice.”
“There was. That is why it matters.”
He met her gaze for a moment, then looked back into the house.
“We should learn what he wanted signed.”
IV — The Five Interests
Henry Bell refused a physician until he had poured brandy into three glasses and tea into a fourth.
Maeve received the tea without comment. The butler, Mr. Ames, had been found tied inside the plate cupboard after admitting a gentleman who carried a letter bearing Edmund Renshaw’s black seal. The remaining servants had been sent away that afternoon by a forged note granting them Christmas leave.
“I did not write it,” Bell said. “But the cook has married children in Clerkenwell and required little persuasion. Ames remained because he distrusts generosity. It nearly saved us both.”
The acknowledgment lay upon the desk. Abigail read it twice.
Bell was asked to declare that he had failed to meet the partnership call and voluntarily transferred his secured interest to a company called Alder and Gresham Holdings. The date was already written. Only his signature had been missing.
“Who owns Alder and Gresham?” she asked.
“No one whose name appears upon its paper,” Bell said. “That is its purpose.”
“Keane told us the debt had passed through several hands.”
Bell’s expression closed.
“You consulted Keane?”
“He gave us your address.”
“Then I must add being alive to the list of things for which I resent him.”
Nathaniel sat opposite Bell, his leg extended beneath the table. “Does Keane control the company?”
“Perhaps. Perhaps Cormac did. Perhaps Julian arranged it for his own use and Keane merely kept it breathing. Paper companies are obedient children. They answer to whichever father holds the seal.”
Abigail examined the bottom of the page.
“If you had signed, who would have gained your vote?”
“The holder of the purchased interest. The name would not need to be disclosed until the next partnership meeting. By then the transfer would have been entered, witnessed and surrounded by respectable clerks.”
“And if you died?”
“A dead man does not withdraw his acknowledgment.”
The words returned the room to silence.
Bell drank his brandy and winced when it touched his split lip.
“Renshaw believed someone was consolidating the five interests,” he continued. “Not buying them openly. Moving debts, altering voting provisions and arranging defaults until control could pass without any single transaction appearing extraordinary.”
“Five interests,” Abigail said. “Name them.”
Keane did not need every share. He needed enough votes to decide what happened when Abigail resisted him.
Bell regarded her for a long moment.
“Your father’s fifth. Mine. Renshaw’s. Matthew Croft’s. And the interest held through the Barrington family settlement.”
Clara’s family.
Abigail kept her face still.
“Who controls the Barrington interest now?”
“That question has produced three legal opinions and no answer. Julian exercised influence over it while he lived. The trustees now claim the Crown seizure deprived them of direction. Keane claims the settlement carries no present vote. Renshaw believed someone had been using it regardless.”
Maeve set down her cup. “And Mr. Croft?”
“Alive,” Bell said. “Unless this evening has been more industrious than I know.”
“He was expected here.”
Bell looked toward the dining room. Two places had been laid at the long table. The candles had burned almost to their sockets.
“At seven. Croft is never late for dinner and never early for danger. Tonight he managed both.”
“Did he send word?” Abigail asked.
“No.”
“Where does he live?”
“He keeps rooms near Lincoln’s Inn and a country house he dislikes in Surrey. I sent a boy to the rooms at eight. The boy returned with the message that Croft had not been seen since yesterday afternoon.”
Nathaniel leaned forward. “What evidence does he possess?”
“Correspondence showing how certain debts were created and then sold between companies controlled by the same men. Renshaw had the complete original articles. I had the settlement calendar. Croft kept the letters because he trusted no office associated with Cormac.”
“Did he trust you?”
Bell touched the bruise upon his cheek.
“Enough to dine with me. Apparently not enough to arrive.”
The mantel clock began to strike midnight.
No one spoke through the twelve strokes.
When the last faded, Bell looked at the unsigned acknowledgment.
“The call has fallen due,” he said.
“Without your signature, can the option be exercised?” Abigail asked.
“Not lawfully.”
Maeve glanced toward the hole the pistol ball had made in the ceiling.
“That word has done a great deal of labour tonight.”
Bell’s mouth tightened, though whether from pain or agreement Abigail could not tell.
She folded the acknowledgment.
“I am taking this.”
“It concerns my interest.”
“And a company attempting to purchase it as part of my father’s enterprise.”
Bell held out his hand.
Abigail did not give him the paper.
The old instinct rose easily: decide, conceal, protect, explain later.
Maeve watched her.
Abigail placed the document upon the desk between them.
“What do you propose?” she asked Bell.
He studied her, surprised by the question.
“A copy remains with me. You take the original because no one knows you possess it. We both record its condition and contents before it leaves this room. Lieutenant Vance witnesses the record. Miss Kelleher witnesses that I did not sign.”
“Why Maeve?”
“Because the man who bound Ames saw the lieutenant and you. If he denies Bell resisted, the servant he overlooked may matter more than the gentlefolk he expected.”
Maeve’s expression did not soften, but something in it settled.
“Then we do that,” Abigail said.
They made two records in Bell’s hand. Nathaniel signed beneath both. Maeve wrote her name carefully below his.
Maeve Kelleher.
Bell sanded the ink.
“Renshaw was meant to bring us together tomorrow,” he said. “He believed the original articles would show whose authority had been enlarged and whose had been stolen. Without them, we have fragments and suspicions.”
“And Croft has disappeared with the letters that might explain the debts,” Abigail said.
“Yes.”
Outside, the first bells of Christmas began.
V — Christmas Morning
They returned to Hanover Street shortly after one.
Mrs. Whitcombe opened the door before Thomas reached it. She wore a dark wrapper over her nightdress and carried a candle in one hand.
“Is anyone dead?”
“No,” Abigail said.
Mrs. Whitcombe stepped aside. “Then Christmas has begun better than expected.”
Clara waited in the sitting room. She rose when they entered, her eyes moving first to Abigail, then Nathaniel, and finally Maeve.
“Bell lives,” Abigail said. “Croft is missing.”
Clara’s relief at the first statement vanished beneath the second.
“Matthew Croft?”
“You know him?”
“Julian disliked him. He said Croft remembered every favour as a debt and every debt as a weapon.”
Maeve removed the recovered acknowledgment from beneath her cloak. Abigail had given it to her for the journey without considering the act until after it was done.
Maeve did not hand it back immediately.
“This should be compared with the fragments,” she said. “Not tonight. We are tired, and tired people make patterns because they want to go to bed with an answer.”
Abigail looked at Clara’s document box.
“Will you examine it with me tomorrow?”
Maeve considered the request.
“After breakfast.”
“After Christmas breakfast,” Mrs. Whitcombe corrected. “No conspiracy enters this room before the pudding has been judged.”
Clara sat again. She appeared uncertain whether she was included in the prohibition or the breakfast.
Mrs. Whitcombe looked at her.
“You too, Miss Barrington. Whatever else you have done, you remain too thin.”
Clara lowered her eyes. “Thank you.”
Maeve carried the document box upstairs. Clara followed after a hesitation. Mrs. Whitcombe went to inspect the kitchen fire, muttering that Christmas had become an administrative burden.
Nathaniel remained beside the hearth.
The house quieted around them. Snow pressed a pale stillness against the windows. Somewhere beyond Hanover Street a church bell answered another, the sound passing over roofs and sleeping squares.
Abigail stood with one hand upon the back of a chair.
“Your leg is worse.”
“It will object and then forgive me.”
“You do not know that.”
“No.”
He did not offer reassurance he could not prove. She loved him a little for that honesty and was frightened by the ease with which the thought formed.
“When the pistol fired,” she said, “I believed you would follow him.”
“I considered it.”
“I know.”
Nathaniel looked toward the dark window.
“Four months ago I would have gone. A man escaping seemed more important than the people who remained because the escape felt like failure.”
“And tonight?”
“Tonight I knew where I was required.”
Abigail remembered the stranger’s cab disappearing into the square and Nathaniel standing beside her rather than pursuing it.
“Required,” she repeated.
He met her eyes.
“Wanted, then.”
The word crossed the space between them without ornament.
Abigail moved nearer.
“I was afraid you would choose duty over yourself,” she said. “I did not understand until afterward that I meant over us.”
Nathaniel’s hand tightened upon the silver head of his stick.
“Is there an us?”
It was not a demand. That made answering more difficult.
“There has been since Ireland,” she said. “I have merely been deciding what to call it.”
He set the stick against the chair. Without it, the slight imbalance in his stance became visible. Abigail did not look away from it or pretend not to notice.
Nathaniel raised one hand to her face. His thumb rested near her cheekbone, warm against skin chilled by the journey.
“Abigail.”
She placed her hand over his.
“Do not ask me for promises tonight.”
“I was going to ask whether I may kiss you.”
“That is a smaller promise.”
“Not to me.”
She answered by closing the distance.
The kiss held none of the desperation of the coast, none of the uncertainty of parting. It was quiet and deliberate, shaped by the knowledge that morning would come with debts, missing men and questions neither of them could yet answer.
Nathaniel’s other hand settled at her waist. Abigail felt the restraint in it and the strength beneath the restraint. She drew nearer until his breath changed and the bells beyond the windows seemed to belong to another city.
When they parted, he rested his forehead lightly against hers.
“Merry Christmas,” he said.
Abigail smiled despite herself.
“That remains to be seen.”
The bells continued across the snow-darkened roofs.
Christmas had arrived without asking whether either of them was ready.
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CHAPTER 6
THE MISSING PARTNER
I — The Key
On Monday morning, the remains of Christmas occupied Hanover Street more completely than the celebration had done.
Holly leaves lay crushed upon the pavement. A red ribbon had frozen into the gutter opposite Mrs. Whitcombe’s house. The snow, which had appeared clean beneath candlelight, had become grey at every crossing and black where cart wheels cut through it.
Inside, the dining room retained the scent of oranges and burned sugar.
Mrs. Whitcombe had permitted no business on Christmas Day. She had enforced this decision by removing Abigail’s papers from the breakfast table and replacing them with a pudding large enough to make resistance impractical. Sunday had passed more quietly. Henry Bell sent word that his physician had confined him to bed, the constable had taken a statement containing less truth than Bell preferred, and Matthew Croft had not returned to his rooms.
Now the city had reopened.
Abigail sat at the dining table with Bell’s unsigned acknowledgment before her and Clara’s fragments arranged beside it. Nathaniel occupied the chair at her right. Maeve sat opposite rather than standing behind Abigail’s chair, though Mrs. Whitcombe had required two attempts to persuade her that breakfast could survive without supervision.
Clara sat at the far end of the table.
The distance was only six feet. It contained years.
Nathaniel reached for the coffee. His sleeve brushed Abigail’s hand.
Neither withdrew quickly.
The kiss had not been discussed. It existed between them with the quiet persistence of the snow against the windows: no longer falling, not yet gone.
Abigail looked down at the fragment nearest her.
“The Barrington interest,” she said. “How did your family obtain it?”
Clara turned her cup between both hands. “My father drafted agreements for Cormac before either of us was old enough to understand why gentlemen visited Vane Manor after dark. Cormac could not always pay him in money. The interest was given in settlement of fees.”
“One fifth of Renshaw and Company?”
“Not at first. It was an interest in a smaller concern that held two warehouse leases. The smaller concern was absorbed, divided and renamed. My father said the value lay in allowing Cormac to put respectable names between himself and his property.”
Maeve looked at the torn provision before her. “Did your father know the names were only respectable?”
Clara’s fingers ceased moving.
“He knew Cormac,” she said.
It was not an answer, and no one pretended otherwise.
Abigail studied the partial clause allowing a managing agent to vote during an owner’s absence or incapacity.
“Did your father write this?”
Clara bent over it. “The phrasing resembles his. He preferred during any interval to for the period of. He said one sounded temporary and the other invited a judge to ask how long.”
“A useful distinction.”
“He was a useful man.”
Clara’s eyes moved briefly to Abigail. Keane had used nearly the same description of himself.
Maeve noticed. Abigail saw her notice.
The bell sounded below.
Thomas crossed the hall. A moment later his footsteps returned with another pair behind them. Mrs. Whitcombe intercepted both at the dining-room door.
“No wet boots upon the carpet.”
A man’s voice replied, “Mr. Bell said the matter was urgent.”
“Urgency has ruined more carpets than carelessness.”
The door opened.
A young clerk entered in a coat dusted with snow. He carried a narrow envelope and a small iron key tied together with string.
“From Mr. Henry Bell, Miss O’Shea.”
Abigail broke the seal.
Bell’s note had been written from bed in a hand made angular by pain and impatience.
Ames found the enclosed among Mr. Croft’s letters to me. It was delivered three weeks ago with instructions that I should open it only if Croft failed to keep our Christmas Eve dinner. The physician refuses to permit me the stairs, much less Lincoln’s Inn. You are therefore appointed my disobedience.
Beneath Bell’s note lay a smaller folded sheet.
Henry—
If I fail to arrive, take Miss O’Shea to my rooms. Do not send Keane. The key opens the black case beneath the map table. What it contains concerns her property more immediately than mine.
M.C.
Nathaniel read over Abigail’s shoulder.
“Croft expected to disappear.”
“Or expected someone to prevent him from arriving,” Clara said.
Maeve held out her hand. Abigail gave her the key.
It was small, blackened at the teeth and worn upon one side.
“It has been used often,” Maeve said. “Not a key made for an emergency.”
“Bell’s clerk is waiting,” Nathaniel said. “We should send a note to Ellison.”
Abigail folded Croft’s message.
“We shall send one after we know what we are asking him to protect.”
Nathaniel’s gaze rested upon her, but he did not object.
“Will you come?” Abigail asked Maeve.
“Yes.”
Abigail turned to Clara.
She had not decided what to ask.
Clara read the uncertainty correctly.
“My father’s language may be among the papers,” she said. “Whether you wish it or not.”
“I wish the truth.”
“Those are not always the same request.”
The words might once have become a quarrel. Abigail let them remain what they were.
“Then bring your cloak.”
II — Croft’s Rooms
Matthew Croft kept rooms above a stationer’s shop in a narrow court north of Lincoln’s Inn.
The court had received little sun and less attention from the men paid to clear snow. Nathaniel tested each step before placing his weight upon it. Abigail walked beside him without offering an arm he had not requested. Once, where the pavement narrowed around a mound of frozen refuse, his gloved hand settled at her back to guide her past.
The touch lasted no longer than necessary.
It remained after his hand was gone.
The stationer looked up when they entered. His suspicion diminished when Abigail presented Bell’s note and returned when he counted the number of people accompanying her.
“Mr. Croft pays for two rooms,” he said. “Not an assembly.”
“Has he returned?” Nathaniel asked.
“Not since Thursday afternoon.”
“Did he leave alone?”
“He left as he always leaves. Hat, coat, case. He said nothing to me.”
“Did anyone visit afterward?”
The stationer drew himself upright. “I do not observe the private affairs of gentlemen who rent above my business.”
Maeve looked toward the ledger open beside his elbow.
“Do gentlemen sign for the coal they use?”
His hand closed the ledger.
“The maid can take you up.”
The upper landing smelled of paper dust and cold ashes. Croft’s door showed no damage. The key Bell had sent did not fit it, but the maid produced another from her apron and remained until Abigail entered.
“Nothing has been taken,” the maid said.
Abigail looked across the room.
“How do you know?”
“Because nothing is overturned.”
She descended before anyone could challenge the conclusion.
Croft’s sitting room was orderly in the deliberate manner of a room arranged to be seen. Two chairs faced a cold grate. Books stood even upon the shelves. A map table occupied the space between the windows, and beneath it rested a black deed case secured by a brass lock.
The smaller room beyond contained a narrow bed, washstand and wardrobe.
Nathaniel examined the outer door and window catches. Clara went directly to the writing desk but did not touch it.
Maeve entered the bedchamber.
Abigail followed.
One travelling coat was missing from the wardrobe. So was the valise that had left a clean rectangular mark upon the upper shelf. The drawer of the washstand stood open. An empty leather purse lay inside.
“He fled,” Clara said from the doorway.
Maeve opened the cupboard beneath the basin.
A shaving brush, soap and folding razor stood upon the shelf. Beside them rested two medicine bottles, a comb and a spectacle case.
Maeve opened the case. A pair of thick-lensed spectacles lay within.
“Not far,” she said.
“Perhaps he keeps another pair,” Clara replied.
“Perhaps.”
Maeve lifted a pair of heavy boots from beneath the bed. They were brushed but not recently worn. The lighter boots missing from the wardrobe would have been suitable for dry streets, not for leaving London through snow.
“He took money, a coat and a case,” Abigail said. “Enough to suggest intention.”
“But not enough to live comfortably once he arrived,” Maeve replied.
Nathaniel appeared behind them. “The windows are secured from within. No sign of force at the door.”
“Then he left this room alive.”
“That is all the room proves.”
They returned to the sitting room.
Clara stood before the desk. A half-written letter lay upon its blotter.
My dear Bell,
The difficulty is no longer discovering how the obligations were moved. It is determining whether the same hand moved them for Cormac, for Julian, or for itself. I have delayed because—
The sentence ended where the pen had lifted from the page.
There was no date.
Nathaniel bent close without touching the paper.
“No blotting sand.”
“He may have been interrupted,” Abigail said.
“Or wished us to believe he was.”
Maeve crossed to the hearth. The grate had been cleaned, but a small drift of ash remained beneath the fender. She crouched and touched it.
“Cold.”
“After three cold nights,” Clara said, “it should be.”
Maeve rubbed the ash between her fingers.
“The maid said nothing had been disturbed. Yet someone cleaned this grate after the last fire and left the washstand drawer open. One room was made orderly. The other was made to suggest haste.”
Abigail looked around again.
The room no longer appeared empty. It appeared arranged.
“Croft meant us to question whether he fled.”
“Or someone else meant us to stop questioning once we decided that he had,” Nathaniel said.
Abigail took the iron key from Maeve and knelt beside the deed case.
It turned easily.
III — The Guarantees
The case contained no letters.
Its first compartment held copies of partnership articles tied in black ribbon. Beneath them lay schedules of loans, warehouse leases, insurance obligations and guarantees bearing the names of companies Abigail had seen separately in Cormac’s accounts.
Here they had been placed together.
The pattern emerged slowly.
O’Shea Coastal Warehousing had guaranteed a loan made to Liffey Commercial Advances. The loan had been sold to North Quay Securities, then assigned to Alder and Gresham Holdings. Premiums owed by the Aster and the Grey Gull had been pledged against another company’s debt. Warehouse rents in London secured advances supposedly made in Liverpool. Each obligation was valid when read alone.
Together, they formed a chain around everything that still earned honest money.
The debts might be real. Their order was the weapon. If the earliest claims were called first, the legitimate business would lose money, credit and property before anyone could contest the larger pattern.
Abigail wrote names and amounts while Nathaniel read the assignments aloud. Clara searched for clauses in her father’s language. Maeve arranged the documents by the date upon which payment could be demanded.
The earliest was 2 January.
The second fell six days later.
By the end of January, a sequence of defaults could allow Alder and Gresham to claim two warehouses, the controlling freight contracts of three vessels and the account from which the London payroll was drawn.
“How many men?” Nathaniel asked.
Abigail looked at the names.
“One hundred and seventeen between London and Liverpool. More aboard the ships. Their families will not appear anywhere in these agreements.”
“Your father used the legitimate companies as security for the others.”
“Yes.”
The word required no defence.
Cormac had separated respectable business from criminal enterprise only when separation profited him. When he needed credit, he had joined them again with signatures no sailor or warehouseman would ever see.
Clara placed one agreement beside the torn fragment from Julian’s box.
“This is my father’s phrase.”
The clause authorised a managing agent to exercise an owner’s vote during any interval in which the proprietor is unable personally to signify assent.
“Unable because of absence?” Nathaniel asked.
“Absence, illness or any condition certified by two interested partners,” Clara read. “Interested does not mean impartial. It means men holding interests in the same concern.”
Maeve drew another sheet from the case.
“This one says the same.”
It was headed Supplemental Acknowledgment of Existing Obligations.
The date had been left blank. So had the proprietor’s signature.
The document declared every listed guarantee valid and prevented the inheriting owner from challenging debts incurred before Cormac’s death. A later clause appointed the managing agent to determine the order in which creditors would be paid. If the proprietor became absent or incapable, that authority continued until the partners voted to end it.
It did not merely confirm old debts. It would prevent Abigail from challenging them and leave Keane free to decide which creditor was paid while she was absent or judged incapable.
Abigail read it twice.
“This is not the agreement I signed.”
“No,” Nathaniel said.
The temporary authority she had given Keane ran only until Tuesday night. She had removed his power to pledge, sell or transfer property. She had signed so the payroll could be met and the vessels kept from immediate seizure.
The temporary agreement had not contained this acknowledgment.
But it had been prepared upon the same paper, with the same spacing and the same green tape.
Maeve touched the heading.
“Mr. Keane brought three bundles that night.”
Abigail remembered them inside his dispatch case.
“He placed only one before me.”
“Because you altered it before signing,” Maeve said. “He may have decided the others would not survive your questions.”
Clara compared the final page with her father’s fragment.
“This provision is older than the rest. My father drafted the original. But this line was added later.”
She pointed to a sentence extending the agent’s authority if the proprietor’s conduct threatened the solvency of the concern.
“Who decides whether her conduct threatens it?” Maeve asked.
Clara followed the cross-reference.
“The managing agent.”
Silence settled over the room.
“Keane does not need to buy my share,” Abigail said. “He needs only to make me unable to control it.”
Nathaniel stood at the window, looking down into the court.
“These papers should go to Ellison. Copies should go to Sir Edwin.”
Abigail retied the guarantees.
“Ellison may have copies. The originals remain with me.”
“Sir Edwin can place them where they cannot be removed.”
“Sir Edwin can place them in an office where Keane has known clerks for twenty-six years.”
Nathaniel turned from the window.
“That is suspicion, not evidence.”
“Renshaw is dead. Wycliffe is dead. Bell was nearly forced to sign away his interest. Croft has vanished. Evidence has not protected the men who possessed it.”
“Concealing it may not protect you.”
“I do not intend merely to conceal it. I intend to move the payroll money beyond the reach of Alder and Gresham, instruct the ships’ masters to accept no new orders from the managing agent, and remove the original manifests from the counting house.”
Clara watched Nathaniel.
Maeve watched Abigail.
“The temporary authority remains in force until Tuesday night,” Nathaniel said. “If you move company money without entering it—”
“Keane will know where it went.”
“And if you do not enter it, you will have hidden assets from acknowledged creditors.”
“Creditors whose claims were arranged to destroy the company.”
“You do not yet know that every claim is false.”
“They need not be false to be used dishonestly.”
Nathaniel’s expression did not harden. That made the disagreement more difficult, not less.
“Then decide where your limit lies before necessity decides it for you.”
Abigail looked at the schedules spread across Croft’s table.
“My limit is the point at which protecting the business requires taking what belongs to another.”
“And who determines what belongs to another?”
“At present? Men who have murdered for the privilege.”
The answer remained between them.
Nathaniel did not tell her she was wrong. He also did not offer agreement to make the room easier.
“Make copies,” he said at last. “Record where the originals are kept. If you act, leave enough truth behind that an honest court may later distinguish concealment from theft.”
It was not permission.
Abigail had not asked for it.
Yet the care within the warning eased something in her.
“Very well.”
IV — What Maeve Proposed
They worked for more than an hour.
Croft’s penknife lay in the desk. Abigail used it to cut paper to the size of the guarantees while Nathaniel copied the most dangerous provisions. Clara produced a list of phrases her father commonly used and marked those that appeared altered. Maeve returned twice to the stair, listening for the stationer or maid.
When the copies were complete, Abigail placed the originals inside her satchel.
“Keane must not know we found them,” she said.
“He will ask,” Clara replied.
“Then I shall tell him the case contained old leases and nothing that explained Croft’s disappearance.”
Maeve looked at the empty black case.
“He will not believe you.”
“No.”
Abigail began replacing the copied papers.
“Maeve,” she said, “what do you propose?”
Maeve did not answer at once.
She selected several harmless warehouse leases, two expired insurance schedules and a partnership account already available at Renshaw’s office. She placed them in the case, preserving the order and thickness of the bundles.
“Do not tell Mr. Keane the case was useless,” she said. “Tell him Mr. Croft removed whatever mattered before he disappeared. Allow him to believe we are still searching for the same papers he is.”
“And the key?”
“Return it to Mr. Bell. If Keane learns Bell possessed it, that is where he will expect it to be.”
Clara considered the substituted bundle.
“Julian seldom searched a second time once he believed someone else had failed first.”
Maeve’s hands stopped upon the ribbon.
“Mr. Keane is not Julian.”
“No. He is more patient.”
Their eyes met.
Distrust remained. So did recognition.
Clara took one of the expired schedules and folded it into the same quarters as the paper they had removed.
“The top edge should be worn,” she said. “If someone opens the case, a fresh fold will show.”
Maeve examined the fold, then rubbed it lightly against the brass corner.
“Better.”
It was the first thing they had done together without Abigail between them.
Nathaniel locked the case and returned it beneath the map table.
“If Croft returns, he will know it has been opened.”
“If Croft returns,” Abigail said, “he can complain to me himself.”
They searched once more before leaving.
No blood marked the floor. No hidden door interrupted the walls. Croft’s name appeared upon bills, invitations and legal memoranda, but nothing revealed where he had gone.
At the writing desk, Maeve lifted the unfinished letter to Bell so Abigail could inspect the sheet beneath it.
The pressure of Croft’s pen had marked the blotting paper.
Abigail tilted it toward the window.
Several reversed words became visible where his hand had pressed hardest.
temporary authority
supplemental
necessary
Nathaniel found a soft pencil in the drawer. He shaded the reverse of the blotter upon a clean sheet, slowly enough not to tear it.
More of the missing draft appeared.
Cormac trusted Keane because Keane made himself necessary. His daughter must not make the same mistake.
Below it, another line emerged less clearly:
The temporary authority is not the danger. The supplemental acknowledgments are. If Miss O’Shea refuses them, the remaining method is—
The sentence ended in white paper.
Abigail read it again.
“Croft knew what Keane brought to Hanover Street.”
“Or knew what Keane intended eventually to bring,” Nathaniel said.
Clara looked toward the locked deed case.
“He also knew you might refuse.”
Maeve held the recovered impression nearer the window.
“And that there was another method.”
Footsteps sounded upon the stair.
The stationer’s voice rose outside the door.
“Miss O’Shea? A gentleman has called asking whether Mr. Croft’s rooms are occupied.”
No one moved.
Abigail folded the impression and placed it inside her glove.
“Did he give a name?” she called.
“Mr. Declan Keane.”
Maeve looked at the black case beneath the table.
Clara looked at the door.
Nathaniel reached for his stick.
Abigail closed the satchel containing the originals.
Keane had arrived before they could decide which lie to tell him.
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CHAPTER 7
THE SECOND METHOD
I — Keane at the Door
Nathaniel’s hand remained upon his stick.
Abigail looked from the locked deed case beneath the table to the satchel at her feet. The satchel held Croft’s original guarantees and the supplemental acknowledgment. The case held only what Maeve and Clara had chosen for it.
The stationer knocked again.
“Miss O’Shea?”
Maeve bent as though to straighten the case. Her fingers pressed once against its lid.
“Let him see it,” she said quietly.
Clara slipped the supplemental acknowledgment beneath the fastening of her reticule. It would not fit without folding. She folded it once, following the existing crease, and closed the clasp.
Abigail placed the satchel behind the leg of the writing desk.
“Come in.”
The stationer opened the door and stood aside.
Declan Keane entered without haste. Snow had melted upon the shoulders of his dark coat. He carried no dispatch case, and the absence of it made Abigail more conscious of the one beneath the table.
His attention passed over each person in the room. He acknowledged Nathaniel with a slight bow, Clara with another. When he saw Maeve beside the deed case, his gaze rested there before returning to Abigail.
“Miss O’Shea. I was told Mr. Croft’s rooms were occupied.”
“They are occupied now.”
“By invitation?”
“Mr. Bell sent me the key.”
Keane removed his gloves. “Then Bell has chosen a side.”
“Has one been required?”
“Since Renshaw died, every action has been interpreted as one.”
He crossed no farther than the centre of the room. He did not ask how they had entered, what they had touched or whether they had found Croft. He looked instead at the open desk, the cold grate and the ash upon Maeve’s fingertips.
“Mr. Croft is not here,” Abigail said. “His landlady last saw him Thursday afternoon.”
“I know.”
The answer came too quickly.
Nathaniel shifted his weight from the injured leg. “How?”
Keane’s eyes moved to him. “Because I made inquiries before coming.”
“Of Bell?”
“Of people whose business it is to observe arrivals and departures.”
“Stationers? Landladies? Men upon street corners?”
“London possesses all three, Lieutenant. A prudent man speaks to whichever one has the answer.”
The stationer remained at the threshold, uncertain whether he was included among the prudent. Abigail dismissed him with thanks. The door closed.
Keane’s gaze returned to the black case.
“Did Croft leave an explanation?”
“A half-written letter and rooms arranged to suggest haste,” Abigail replied.
“Nothing more?”
“Old accounts. Expired leases. Correspondence.”
“May I see them?”
Abigail did not answer immediately.
Maeve lifted the case onto the map table. “These were already together.”
Keane looked at her ash-marked hand.
“And you are certain no paper was removed, Miss Kelleher?”
Maeve met his eyes. “I am certain the papers in the case are the papers now in the case.”
The corner of Nathaniel’s mouth moved, but he said nothing.
Abigail took the key from her pocket and unlocked the case.
II — What Keane Sought
Keane examined the first bundle standing at the map table. He read the warehouse address upon the lease, checked its date and turned immediately to the final page. He did the same with the second document.
He did not read as a man attempting to understand what lay before him. He searched as a man determining what was absent.
An obsolete insurance schedule received no more than a glance. A paid freight account held him longer because Cormac’s signature appeared beneath the sum. Keane lifted the page toward the window, inspected the watermark and returned it to the case.
“Mr. Croft kept better records than this.”
“Perhaps he took the better ones with him,” Abigail said.
“If he intended to flee, he may have done so.”
“You believe he fled?”
Keane retied the bundle. “Croft had been unsettled since Renshaw’s death. He imagined old obligations would be laid at his door.”
“Were they his?”
“Some bore his hand. That does not mean they were his decisions.”
“Whose decisions were they?”
“Your father’s, in most instances. Julian’s in others.”
Clara’s face remained still.
Keane opened the dissolved partnership agreement. His thumb went first to the back fold. He ran it along the paper, then checked beneath the ribbon.
“There was no separate sheet?”
No one answered.
Keane looked up.
Abigail said, “What separate sheet?”
“Croft commonly added a memorandum to agreements he considered uncertain.”
“In his own hand?”
“Usually.”
“Bearing his seal?”
The pause was slight. It was also the first Keane had permitted himself.
“If the matter required privacy.”
Maeve closed the empty drawer of the writing desk. “We found no sealed memorandum.”
Keane returned the agreement to the case.
Abigail watched his hands. “You knew what Croft kept here.”
“I knew how he worked. We served the same concern for twenty-six years.”
“Yet you did not come before today.”
“I expected him to return.”
“Until Bell sent me the key?”
Keane met her eyes.
“Until he failed to attend a meeting this morning concerning the Alder and Gresham obligations.”
“At what hour?”
“Ten.”
“It is not yet noon. You learned of Bell’s message quickly.”
“Your father’s business survived thirty years because information travelled quickly. You have inherited the benefit as well as the discomfort.”
Abigail thought of the messenger leaving Hanover Street, of servants carrying coal through basement doors, of clerks who dined with brothers and merchants who spoke across club tables. She had warned Nathaniel that conversation required no conspiracy. Keane had built a livelihood upon proving it.
“Who told you?”
“That question will not keep the ships moving.”
“It may keep my household safe.”
“Your household is safe.”
Nathaniel spoke from beside the window. “That is a confident assurance from a man who claims not to know where the danger lies.”
Keane replaced his gloves upon the table but did not put them on.
“I know where one danger lies, Lieutenant. It lies in delay.”
III — Until Tuesday
The temporary authority expired the following evening.
Keane stated the fact without emphasis. The consequences required none.
Unless Abigail signed the supplemental acknowledgments, Alder and Gresham would petition to restrain the operating accounts. Two ships awaiting clearance might be detained. Cargo purchased for delivery before the end of the year could be sold to satisfy the guarantees. The payroll due on Friday would not be met from a frozen account.
“How many men?” Abigail asked.
“Directly employed? One hundred and fourteen. More if you include carters, chandlers and families dependent upon regular custom.”
The number altered the room.
Keane had used it because he knew it would.
“The temporary authority was intended to prevent this,” Abigail said.
“It has prevented it for six days.”
“The authority I signed forbids you to pledge, sell or transfer property.”
“At your insistence.”
“And you accepted the alteration.”
“Because refusal would have left the wages unpaid before Christmas. I believed several days would permit you to understand the position.”
“You believed several days would make me afraid of it.”
Keane’s expression did not change. “Fear is useful when the danger is real.”
Nathaniel moved away from the window. “And the supplemental acknowledgment makes every disputed debt real by preventing Miss O’Shea from challenging it.”
“It confirms obligations entered by her father while he controlled the concern.”
“Including those moved between partnerships after his death?”
Keane looked at him fully then.
“You are a naval officer.”
“Yes.”
“Then you will know that a vessel cannot be commanded by a man who refuses the chart because he dislikes the coast.”
“Nor by one who alters the chart after the captain has sailed.”
The words were quiet. Abigail heard what Nathaniel had not said: that he believed the documents should go to Ellison and Sir Edwin, that concealment might expose her more than disclosure, that the methods she had begun to use belonged too easily to her father.
Keane fastened his gloves.
“Principle is more affordable when the Crown pays the wages,” he said. “A merchant discovers its price every Friday.”
Nathaniel did not answer the insult.
Abigail said, “Did these debts exist before my father’s death?”
“Most did.”
“Were any consolidated afterward?”
“That is not a discussion to conduct in Croft’s rooms.”
“It is the discussion upon which you require my signature.”
“Then conduct it tomorrow at the counting house. I will place every relevant ledger before you.”
“Including Croft’s sealed memorandum?”
For the second time, Keane paused.
“If you find it, Miss O’Shea, I advise you to read it carefully. Croft had a habit of recording suspicion as though it were proof.”
“And if I do not find it?”
“Then I advise you to consider the proof that remains: ships detained, accounts restrained and men unpaid.”
Abigail rested one hand upon the deed case.
“You will have my answer before the authority expires.”
“Your signature?”
“My answer.”
Keane inclined his head.
His hand settled upon the case handle.
“These papers concern the business and should be returned to the counting house.”
Abigail allowed her surprise to show, though not for the reason he supposed.
“They were found in Mr. Croft’s private rooms.”
“Croft’s position gave him custody, not ownership.”
Maeve looked at Abigail.
This was the question upon which their deception depended. If Abigail resisted too fiercely, Keane would know the case mattered. If she surrendered it easily, he might suspect that it did not.
“List every document before you remove it,” Abigail said. “Leave the list with me and provide the case at the counting house tomorrow.”
Keane considered the condition, then drew a sheet toward him.
He recorded the false documents in a compact hand. He omitted nothing because nothing in the case could injure him.
When he finished, Abigail signed beneath the inventory.
Keane took the case.
“Tomorrow at ten.”
“Eleven,” Abigail said. “I shall inspect the warehouses first.”
He accepted the alteration with another slight bow.
Then he left carrying the bait Maeve had prepared.
IV — A Maid in a Brown Cloak
They waited until Keane’s steps had descended beyond hearing.
Nathaniel closed the door.
“You intended him to take it.”
“Maeve intended him to want it,” Abigail replied.
“That is not the same thing.”
“It was near enough.”
Nathaniel looked at the satchel concealed behind the desk. “The originals go to Ellison today.”
“Copies go to Ellison.”
“Abigail—”
“I will not place the only proof of what Keane intends in an office his clerks may enter.”
“And I will not pretend that keeping it in your bedroom is protection.”
The words carried more force than either intended.
Silence followed.
Christmas morning had left them with the memory of a kiss and no agreement about what it permitted. The uncertainty made disagreement feel more intimate, not less.
Nathaniel lowered his voice.
“I am trying to keep you beyond his reach.”
“Then help me learn how far that reach extends.”
Maeve moved to the window.
“We may learn now.”
Below, Keane emerged onto the street with the black case. He did not call a cab. He turned east toward the Inns of Court.
“Thomas can follow him,” Abigail said.
“Thomas is six feet tall and wears Mrs. Whitcombe’s idea of a respectable coat,” Maeve replied. “Mr. Keane would see him before he crossed the square.”
“Nathaniel cannot follow him unnoticed.”
“Nor should he attempt it upon that leg,” Maeve said.
Nathaniel’s expression tightened, though the truth prevented objection.
Maeve reached for her brown service cloak.
Abigail understood before she spoke.
“No.”
“He notices Lieutenant Vance because Lieutenant Vance is a danger. He notices you because you own what he wants.”
“He knows you.”
“He knows my name and my face when I stand inside your drawing room. On the street he will see a maid carrying a parcel, if he sees me at all.”
Abigail looked through the window. Keane was already nearing the corner.
The old instruction rose instinctively: Maeve, follow him.
She did not speak it.
“Are you willing?” she asked.
Maeve glanced back. Something in her expression softened, though there was no time to name it.
“Yes.”
Clara fastened her own cloak. “I shall go as far as Chancery Lane. If one woman follows him throughout, he may remember her. Two women travelling separately may not be connected.”
Maeve regarded her.
“Can you keep from looking guilty?”
“I had practice at Vane Manor.”
The answer did not invite forgiveness. Maeve accepted it because the street did not allow time for judgment.
Nathaniel opened the door.
“Do not approach whoever receives the case,” he said. “Learn the place and return.”
Maeve pulled up her hood.
“I heard you, Lieutenant.”
“That was not an answer.”
“It was the safest one I could honestly give.”
Abigail nearly told her not to go. Instead she placed several coins in Maeve’s palm.
“For a cab if you need one. Not for pursuing him farther.”
Maeve closed her fingers over the money.
“I understand.”
She and Clara left by separate intervals.
V — The Printer’s Boy
Keane entered a coffeehouse near Lincoln’s Inn and chose a table from which he could see both doors.
Maeve knew this because Clara passed the window first, slowed to adjust her glove and continued west. The gesture meant that Keane was inside.
Maeve crossed the street carrying a loaf she had purchased from a baker. She stopped beside a print seller’s window and examined a row of sermons she had no intention of buying.
Ten minutes later a boy emerged from the coffeehouse with a printer’s parcel under one arm and Croft’s black case in his hand.
Keane did not follow.
The boy turned south.
Maeve waited until a brewer’s cart passed between them, then followed.
He led her through streets narrowed by dirty snow to a stationer’s shop with no name above the door. Its window displayed legal forms, mourning cards and sheets of foolscap. The boy entered with the case and came out without it.
Maeve continued past.
In the glass she caught the reflection of a man standing behind the counter.
He wore thick spectacles.
His shoulders stooped as Clara had described Croft’s when he bent over fine writing. He kept his face turned away from the window. The coat upon him was grey, not the travelling coat missing from his rooms, and his boots were heavy enough for snow.
The man opened the black case.
He did not read the leases. He went directly to the fold Maeve and Clara had worn against the brass corner. Finding nothing concealed there, he carried one sheet to the rear desk.
Maeve stopped at the adjoining window and pretended to rearrange the loaf beneath her arm.
The man took a small seal from his waistcoat.
He pressed it into dark wax upon a folded note.
Maeve had seen the same device represented faintly in the impression recovered from Croft’s blotter: a rook standing upon a key.
Matthew Croft was alive.
Or someone wished her to believe he was.
The printer’s boy left by a side door. A scrap of folded paper fell from the parcel he carried and landed near the gutter. He did not notice.
Maeve waited.
A man across the street noticed her waiting.
He was broad through the chest, with one ear flattened from an old injury. His coat had been cut for a clerk but sat upon him like borrowed respectability. He looked first at the shop, then at Maeve.
Recognition entered his face slowly.
“Kelleher.”
Maeve did not remain to ask where he had learned the name.
She stepped into the road as an omnibus passed, crossed behind it and turned into a lane between a bookbinder and a chandler. The broad man followed.
Maeve discarded the loaf beneath a handcart, reversed her cloak so the darker lining showed and joined three women leaving a laundry yard. At the next crossing she separated from them and entered a haberdasher’s shop by one door.
The proprietor protested when she passed directly through the narrow aisle and out through the delivery entrance.
Maeve paid for the privilege with one of Abigail’s coins.
She waited in the rear court until the man’s footsteps passed the wrong opening.
Only then did she return by another street to the gutter outside the stationer’s.
The scrap remained beneath a crust of snow.
She retrieved it, folded it into her glove and took a cab to Hanover Street.
VI — The Remaining Method
Clara had returned before her.
Abigail stood when Maeve entered the drawing room.
“You were gone an hour longer than Clara.”
“Mr. Keane did not keep the case.”
Maeve removed her wet cloak. Mrs. Whitcombe appeared behind her, saw the mud upon its hem and wisely postponed whatever she intended to say.
“Who received it?” Nathaniel asked.
“A man at a stationer’s shop near Chancery Lane. Thick spectacles. Stooped shoulders. He used a seal showing a rook upon a key.”
Clara gripped the back of a chair.
“Croft.”
“You are certain?” Abigail asked.
“I did not see his face clearly. I saw what he wished the street not to see.”
Maeve described the broad man who had recognised her.
Clara supplied a name.
“Jonas Creed. He supervised the river warehouse before my father removed him for striking a carter. Cormac employed him afterward.”
“Doing what?” Nathaniel asked.
“The work respectable partners did not write into ledgers.”
Abigail remembered a heavy figure waiting beyond her father’s study when she had been a girl. She remembered lowered voices, wet rope and a coat smelling of the river. Nothing more.
“Is he Keane’s man?”
“He was Cormac’s,” Clara said. “After Cormac was arrested, I do not know whose money he took.”
Maeve drew the folded scrap from her glove.
It contained no letter, only a column of vessel initials, dates and sums. Abigail recognised the initials of the Eleanor Grace, now loading legitimate manufactured goods for Rotterdam. Beside the vessel’s name Croft had written:
Payment withheld 31 December.
Below it:
Default before January. Transfer upon incapacity.
Nathaniel read over Abigail’s shoulder.
“The payroll is not merely at risk. Someone intends it to fail.”
“A failure Keane can present as mine,” Abigail said.
The words from the blotter returned to her.
If Miss O’Shea refuses them, the remaining method is—
Debt could be manufactured. Default could be arranged. Incapacity could be declared—or caused.
“Croft is warning you,” Nathaniel said.
Clara took the scrap from Abigail and carried it nearer the lamp.
“No.”
Her face had lost its colour.
“How can you know?” Maeve asked.
Clara touched the final line.
“Because the entries above it are Croft’s hand. This is not.”
The words Transfer upon incapacity leaned slightly to the right. The final y descended below the line in a narrow hook.
Clara had seen that hand upon notes delivered to Julian. Abigail had seen it upon the documents brought to Hanover Street six nights earlier.
Declan Keane had written the final instruction.
The failed payroll was not the end of his plan. It was the proof he intended to use against her.
Croft had received Keane’s orders. Whether he had obeyed them, resisted them or preserved them against the day he might need protection, the paper did not reveal.
THE WRECKER’S DAUGHTER — BOOK TWO
CHAPTER 8
THE FALSE DEFAULT
I — Three Entries
Tuesday, 28 December, began with three entries written upon a scrap of paper and the knowledge that one of them could ruin a hundred families.
Abigail had slept less than three hours. At dawn Maeve entered her bedroom with hot water and looked first at the disturbed bed, then at the small medicine bottle beside the candle. Its paper seal remained unbroken.
“You did not take it.”
“I did not require it.”
Maeve glanced at the twisted coverlet but did not dispute the answer. More than once since Ireland she had carried up the tray upon which Mrs. Whitcombe placed Dr. Mowbray’s measured draught. It was used only when Abigail asked for it, on nights when every sound beyond the bedroom door seemed capable of becoming Julian’s step.
“Do not bring it tonight,” Abigail said. “Not while someone is altering instructions in my name.”
“I have never brought it unless you asked.”
The correction was quiet. Abigail accepted it.
“And tonight I shall not ask.”
Maeve carried away the untouched hot water after Abigail dressed. Neither mentioned the bottle at breakfast.
Abigail had placed the paper beneath the glass weight upon Mrs. Whitcombe’s breakfast-room table. Nathaniel stood beside her. Maeve and Clara occupied the opposite side, their tea untouched.
The first entry named the Eleanor Grace and a payment due upon her cargo.
The second directed that Friday’s wages be drawn from an account at Alder and Gresham.
The third transferred an old guarantee against the river warehouse that produced the most reliable income remaining to Abigail’s concern.
Viewed separately, each could be explained. A merchant changed the place of payment. A cashier selected one account rather than another. A guarantee followed the property pledged against it.
Together, they formed a failure.
“The payment for the Eleanor Grace will not arrive where the ledger says it will,” Abigail said. “The wages will be ordered from an account Keane expects Alder and Gresham to restrain. Once the warehouse guarantee is called, there will be no property free to secure temporary credit.”
Three ordinary entries had been arranged to produce one lie: that she had driven her father’s business into failure.
“He needs the wages to fail,” Maeve said. “Then he can say you cannot manage the concern and that someone else must do it for you.”
“And the fault will appear to be yours,” Nathaniel said.
“The owner who inherited a business she could not understand.”
Maeve touched the final line without disturbing the paper.
Transfer upon incapacity.
“Mr. Croft wrote the entries above it,” she said. “Mr. Keane wrote this.”
Clara had compared the hand with the inventory Keane prepared in Croft’s rooms and with a memorandum he had once sent Julian concerning an Irish warehouse. The narrow hook beneath the final y appeared in all three.
“It proves Keane gave the instruction,” Nathaniel said. “It does not prove Croft accepted it willingly.”
“He was hidden in a stationer’s shop receiving papers Keane sent him,” Clara replied.
“He also left a warning upon his blotter.”
Abigail looked at the unfinished words they had copied.
If Miss O’Shea refuses them, the remaining method is—
“Perhaps Croft wished to warn me,” she said. “Perhaps he wished to preserve evidence that would excuse him if Keane succeeded. Either way, he knew.”
Mrs. Whitcombe entered with fresh toast and regarded the table.
“If those papers are to remain beside the marmalade, I shall assume they are suitable breakfast conversation.”
No one answered.
She placed the toast before Maeve.
“Then Miss Kelleher will eat while the rest of you consider insolvency.”
Maeve obeyed sufficiently to satisfy her and waited until the door closed.
“How do we stop it?”
Abigail turned the scrap over.
“My father kept more than one account.”
Clara’s expression altered first.
“The Doran account?”
Abigail looked at her. “You knew of it?”
“Only the name. Julian once said Cormac could lose every ledger in London and still purchase a ship before supper.”
The name came from Abigail’s mother, Mary Doran O’Shea. Cormac had used it for an Irish trading account maintained outside the formal partnership books. Some payments had been legitimate: insurance settlements, advances to captains and purchases made before a cargo was declared. Others had been concealed because concealment served him.
Abigail had found the account among the papers released after his execution. She had not mentioned it to Keane.
“There is enough to cover the wages and the port charges,” she said.
Nathaniel’s attention settled upon her. “Money belonging to the concern?”
“Money my father placed beyond the concern whenever it suited him.”
“That was not my question.”
“It came from his business. I inherited what remained of that business.”
“And its creditors may argue they have a claim upon it.”
“They must find it first.”
The words produced a silence colder than the windows.
Nathaniel lowered his voice. “If the money is yours, move it openly.”
“If I move it openly, Keane will stop it.”
“Then obtain an order preventing him.”
“By the time a judge hears me, one hundred and fourteen men will have learned what principle pays on Friday.”
Maeve watched them without appearing to do so. Clara made no attempt to conceal that she was watching.
Nathaniel rested both hands upon the head of his stick.
“I will help you protect the men and the ships. I will not help you create false accounts.”
“I am not creating one. My father did that years ago.”
“You are choosing to use it in the same darkness.”
Abigail felt the truth of the distinction and disliked him for making it visible.
“Then stand in the light,” she said. “I shall do what the light will not permit.”
Pain crossed his face before discipline removed it.
Abigail wished the words back. Pride would not allow her to reach for them while Clara and Maeve remained at the table.
Nathaniel inclined his head once.
“What must be done?”
II — Miss Kelleher’s Authority
The bank holding the Doran account would honour Abigail’s signature, but Keane’s clerks watched the established routes between her house, the counting house and Alder and Gresham.
Abigail could not attend to the transfer herself and still keep Keane occupied at eleven.
She drew a sheet of paper toward her.
“Maeve, I need two instructions delivered. One to Mr. Pritchard at the cashier’s office. The other to Captain Hale’s agent at the river stairs.”
Maeve looked at the blank paper.
“They will not obey a maid carrying a letter.”
“Then you will not go as a maid carrying a letter.”
Abigail wrote slowly enough that no word could be mistaken.
I hereby authorize Miss Maeve Kelleher to act as my confidential representative in arranging the payment of wages and the discharge of charges belonging to the vessel Eleanor Grace. Instructions delivered by her hand are to be regarded as delivered by mine.
She signed it, warmed sealing wax above the candle and pressed into it the O’Shea seal.
Maeve read the authorization twice.
“Confidential representative.”
“For these transactions.”
“Mr. Keane will object.”
“Mr. Keane objects to my possessing a pen.”
Maeve’s mouth nearly curved, but the danger prevented it.
“Are you asking me to do this?”
Abigail heard the care with which she had formed the question.
“Yes. I am asking. You may refuse.”
Maeve folded the authorization and placed it inside her glove.
“I will do it.”
Clara said, “I should accompany her.”
Maeve turned.
“Why?”
“Because Keane is using old company seals. I know which were employed by Renshaw, which belonged to my father and which Julian copied. If another instruction has reached the cashier, I may be able to tell you who prepared it.”
Maeve considered her as she had considered the worn fold upon the false papers.
“Then come.”
It was not forgiveness. It was trust limited to a task, which was more than Clara had possessed the day before.
Abigail wrote the transfer order from the Doran account. The amount was sufficient for Friday’s wages and the Eleanor Grace’s immediate charges, but no more. She directed that the money pass through a solicitor’s client account before reaching the cashier, obscuring its origin from anyone watching the ordinary books.
Nathaniel read the instruction.
“That is concealment.”
“Yes.”
“And if Ellison is questioned?”
“He can answer truthfully that he received money belonging to me and applied it according to my written direction.”
“You arranged this before speaking to him.”
“I arranged the possibility. He may refuse.”
“You expect that he will not.”
“My father selected solicitors for many qualities. Moral surprise was not among them.”
Nathaniel moved toward the window.
The distance between them was not great. It felt greater than Hanover Street had on Christmas morning.
Abigail sealed the remaining instructions.
“Maeve.”
Maeve paused at the door.
“If anything appears wrong, return. Do not attempt to correct it alone.”
“I understand.”
“That is what you said yesterday.”
“Yesterday I returned with the answer.”
“Yesterday a man followed you.”
Maeve held Abigail’s gaze. They were alike in too many ways for either to enjoy being shown the resemblance.
“Then today Clara will tell you if I become unreasonable.”
Clara collected her gloves.
“I have no talent for that sort of hypocrisy.”
For the first time, Maeve smiled at her.
III — The Ledgers
At eleven, Keane received Abigail in the counting house as if nothing had passed between them.
The black deed case stood upon his desk. Beside it lay three ledgers, the supplemental acknowledgment and a pen placed precisely parallel to the blotter.
Nathaniel remained near the door. His uniform coat made every clerk conscious of him, though he wore no sword and leaned more heavily upon his stick than he would have wished.
Keane indicated the chair opposite his desk.
“You inspected the warehouses?”
“Two of them.”
“And found?”
“Men working while their owner is told they are about to be deprived of wages.”
“Then you understand the urgency.”
Abigail sat.
Keane opened the first ledger to the Alder and Gresham guarantees. The pages were orderly. Dates corresponded to cargo entries. Each obligation bore a signature, a witness or a reference to another book.
It was the appearance of proof perfected through abundance.
Abigail followed the entry for the river warehouse backward. The guarantee had originated against a less valuable storehouse, then moved twice between partnerships. Croft had initialled both transfers.
Renshaw’s initials appeared beside the first. A line had been drawn through them so carefully that the letters remained legible.
“Why did Renshaw object?”
“He did not,” Keane said.
“Then why was his approval cancelled?”
“Because the transfer was revised.”
“The amount did not change.”
“The terms did.”
Abigail examined the page. Its lower half was cleaner than the paper above it. The ruling did not meet perfectly at the binding.
“This sheet was replaced.”
Keane rested one finger upon the margin.
“Ledgers wear. Pages tear. Clerks recopy them.”
“After Renshaw died?”
“Before.”
“Which clerk copied it?”
“I can inquire.”
“You brought me every relevant ledger but not the man who altered the most relevant page.”
Keane closed the book.
“You are searching for irregularities in a business conducted across three countries for thirty years. You will find them. If irregularity invalidated every merchant account in London, no cargo would leave the Thames.”
“Convenient disorder is not the same as ordinary disorder.”
He opened the supplemental acknowledgment.
“This document prevents uncertainty from destroying a solvent concern. Sign it, and the operating accounts remain available. Refuse, and Alder and Gresham will act this afternoon.”
Abigail looked at the blank space awaiting her name.
“No.”
Keane’s face did not alter.
“You have not read the remaining ledger.”
“I have read enough to know this document converts questions into debts and gives the man who prepared it the authority to decide whether I am fit to object.”
“Your father accepted those provisions.”
“My father expected to be the man exercising them.”
Keane waited.
“Your refusal will be recorded.”
“Record it in the original ledger. The replacement pages are becoming crowded.”
The answer was sharper than Abigail intended. Nathaniel’s expression warned her, not because Keane deserved courtesy but because anger gave him information.
Keane rang the bell upon his desk.
A clerk entered.
“Send the prepared notice to Alder and Gresham. Miss O’Shea has declined to acknowledge the obligations.”
The clerk looked at Abigail, then lowered his eyes.
“Yes, sir.”
“And tell Mr. Pritchard that Friday’s payroll is to remain upon the designated account pending the bank’s reply.”
Abigail kept her hands still.
Keane dismissed the clerk.
“You prepared the notice before hearing my answer,” she said.
“I prepare for likely events.”
“So do I.”
IV — Two Instructions
Mr. Pritchard’s office occupied two rooms above the firm’s warehouse accounts department. He was a narrow man with a grey beard and the anxious habit of adding columns while other people spoke.
He read Abigail’s authorization, examined the seal and looked at Maeve.
“You are Miss O’Shea’s confidential representative?”
“For the transactions named there.”
“You are employed in her household.”
“Both facts appear to be true.”
Clara placed one gloved hand upon the back of the empty chair. The exchange might have amused her once. Today it did not.
Pritchard read the transfer order.
“I cannot execute this.”
“Why?”
He opened his desk drawer and removed a second instruction.
It bore Abigail’s name.
All extraordinary transfers are suspended by my direction. Friday’s wages will be drawn only from the established account at Alder and Gresham. No agent, servant or representative may alter this order.
The signature resembled Abigail’s. It did not become hers merely by resemblance.
Maeve laid the genuine authorization beside it.
“When did this arrive?”
“Shortly after nine.”
“By whose hand?”
“A boy from the counting house.”
Clara examined the seal. “The impression is genuine.”
Maeve looked at her.
“Then how—”
“The seal is genuine. The instruction is not. This is an older O’Shea device. Cormac stopped using it after the edge cracked.”
She angled the paper toward the light. A thin break crossed the harp upon the wax.
“Julian kept an impression of it. Keane may have kept the seal itself.”
Pritchard pushed both papers away as though dishonesty might transfer through touch.
“I cannot choose between contradictory orders.”
“You need not,” Maeve said. “Preserve both. Do not send Friday’s wages from Alder and Gresham. Place the incoming funds in a holding account until Miss O’Shea attends in person.”
“That is still a choice.”
“It is the choice that pays no creditor, removes no money and preserves the wages until the owner can prove which order is hers.”
Pritchard began adding a column that required no addition.
“Mr. Keane will dismiss me.”
“His authority expires tonight,” Clara said.
“Unless Miss O’Shea is declared incapable of exercising hers,” Pritchard replied.
Maeve heard the fear beneath his precision.
“If you obey the false instruction, Miss O’Shea will dismiss you tomorrow. If you preserve both documents, you will have evidence that someone forged her hand.”
Pritchard stopped writing.
“The money remains untouched?”
“Until she comes.”
Maeve folded the copy bearing Pritchard’s time of receipt and placed it inside her glove. Keane could not yet take the wages, and the forged instruction now had a witness outside Abigail’s household.
He read Abigail’s authorization a final time.
“Very well.”
Maeve waited while he entered the order and signed it. She required a copy bearing the time.
Abigail had asked her to deliver instructions. Maeve left with proof that they had been received.
V — Creed at the River
Captain Hale’s agent accepted Abigail’s payment order more readily. The Eleanor Grace was due to clear with the evening tide, and men who waited upon tides were less inclined than cashiers to debate social position.
The Doran funds had reached Ellison’s account. The port charges would be paid before Keane could interfere.
Maeve and Clara emerged from the river office shortly after two.
Jonas Creed waited beside a stack of timber.
He wore the same clerk’s coat and the same expression of borrowed civility. In daylight his flattened ear was more apparent. So was the scar crossing one knuckle.
“Miss Barrington,” he said.
Clara stopped.
Maeve did not.
Creed stepped into her path without touching her.
“And Kelleher.”
“You have the advantage of us,” Maeve said.
“No. You knew me once.”
She remembered then: a man waiting near Cormac’s stable yard at Vane Manor, boots carrying river mud where no river lay nearby. She had carried ale into the room and been told to forget his face.
“Mr. Creed,” Clara said.
“You remember more quickly.”
“What do you want?”
Creed looked past them toward the office.
“Cormac understood that money moved because men feared what happened when it stopped. His daughter thinks ink moves it.”
“His daughter has just paid a ship’s charges,” Maeve said.
“Then she has moved money Keane cannot see. That will interest him.”
Clara’s hand tightened upon her reticule.
“Are you threatening Abigail?”
“I am advising her household. Interference makes the fall longer. It does not prevent the ground.”
His attention returned to Maeve.
“Cormac destroyed people who mistook loyalty for family. You should remember which one you are.”
Maeve felt anger before fear and distrusted it for that reason.
“I know precisely who I am.”
“Does Miss O’Shea?”
Creed stepped aside.
They continued toward the street without increasing their pace. Only when a loaded cart stood between them and the timber did Clara speak.
“He meant you.”
“He meant Abigail.”
“He meant that you are a way to reach her.”
Maeve looked back.
Creed had disappeared.
VI — Revocation
The message reached Keane shortly before three.
Abigail knew the moment he read it. His eyes moved twice across the clerk’s note. The fingers holding it tightened sufficiently to bend the corner.
It was the first visible breach in his composure.
“A difficulty?” Abigail asked.
Keane folded the message.
“Mr. Pritchard has exceeded his authority.”
Abigail did not know what Maeve and Clara had found or whether the transfer had succeeded. She knew only that Pritchard’s message had disturbed Keane.
“Then Mr. Pritchard has shown more judgment than the man directing him.”
Keane looked at her.
“You sent Miss Kelleher to interfere.”
“I sent my representative to protect my property.”
Nathaniel remained by the door. He did not smile.
“From which account did you move the money?” Keane asked.
The question told Abigail that at least part of Maeve’s plan had succeeded.
“One beyond your authority.”
“No business account is beyond the managing agent’s authority.”
“Then perhaps it was not a business account.”
“If you have concealed company funds from creditors, you have placed the entire concern at risk.”
“If.”
“You cannot preserve the business through methods that make its books fraudulent.”
Abigail thought of Cormac’s hidden ledgers and the men whose silence he had bought. She thought of Nathaniel refusing to participate and of Maeve carrying an authority no one expected a maid to possess.
“I have altered no ledger and invented no debt,” she said. “You ordered Friday’s wages held in an account I did not authorize. That alone is sufficient.”
Abigail drew a prepared notice from her satchel.
“Your temporary authority is revoked immediately. You failed to disclose material conflicts and attempted to place company obligations and wages beyond my control.”
Keane did not take the paper.
“You cannot revoke what secures the creditors merely by writing the word.”
“Then challenge it. In public. Bring the original ledgers and explain why dead men objected to the transfers now being enforced against me.”
“If you do this, Alder and Gresham will petition before the week ends.”
“Then we shall both appear.”
“You believe survival entitles you to competence.”
The cruelty of the remark was contained within its calmness.
Abigail rose.
“No. I believe ownership entitles me to discover who is trying to take what survived.”
She placed the revocation upon the supplemental acknowledgment and left it there.
For one unguarded moment, Abigail saw the Doran account as Cormac must have seen it: not as a question of right, but as a tool that worked because other people did not know it existed. The recognition sickened her. It did not make her wish the wages unpaid.
Nathaniel followed her into the outer office.
Only upon the stairs did he speak.
“You did not tell me you had already arranged the transfer through Ellison.”
“You had said you would not participate.”
“That did not require you to conceal it from me.”
“Would you have tried to stop me?”
He did not answer immediately.
“I would have asked whether saving the payroll required using an account your father created to hide money.”
“And while we debated it, Keane would have acted.”
“Perhaps.”
“There was no clean choice.”
“There rarely is. That does not make every dirty one necessary.”
They reached the street.
Snow had begun again, fine enough to settle upon Nathaniel’s shoulders before it could melt. Abigail wanted him to take her hand as he had on Christmas morning. She also wanted to prove she did not require it.
He offered his arm because the step was slick.
She accepted because refusing would have been another kind of pride.
Neither mistook the gesture for agreement.
VII — St Bride’s Passage
Maeve and Clara returned to Hanover Street before Abigail.
Mrs. Whitcombe took possession of their wet cloaks and announced that any further attempt to investigate London in winter would require the purchase of more suitable boots.
Maeve followed her into the hall.
Something stiff pressed against her wrist.
She reached inside the lining of her cloak and found a folded note lodged beneath the seam. It had not been there when she dressed that morning.
Creed had stood close enough to place it. So had the women crowding the cashier’s stair. So had the printer’s boy the previous day.
Maeve broke the plain wax.
The writing was Croft’s.
Keane knows the transfer failed. He will no longer proceed through the accounts alone. Do not permit Miss O’Shea to sleep at Hanover Street tonight.
Below it appeared a second instruction.
St Bride’s passage. Nine o’clock. Come without the officer.
Maeve read the warning twice.
The front door opened. Abigail entered upon Nathaniel’s arm. They separated inside the threshold with a care that revealed the distance between them more clearly than anger would have done.
Abigail saw the note.
“What is it?”
Maeve folded the lower portion beneath her thumb.
“A warning from Mr. Croft. Keane is no longer relying upon the accounts. He says you must not sleep here tonight.”
Nathaniel took one step nearer.
“How did Croft deliver it?”
“I do not know. It was inside my cloak.”
“Is that all?” Abigail asked.
Maeve felt the hidden line beneath her thumb.
For weeks she had wanted Abigail to understand that loyalty was not obedience. Now she discovered that independence could resemble concealment when practiced by someone else.
“No,” she said.
She unfolded the paper and placed the whole message in Abigail’s hand.
“He wants me at St Bride’s passage at nine. Without Lieutenant Vance.”
Abigail read it.
Nathaniel looked toward the darkening windows.
The clocks had not yet struck four.
They had five hours to decide whether Croft’s warning was an attempt to save Abigail—or the first step in Keane’s remaining method.
THE WRECKER’S DAUGHTER — BOOK TWO
CHAPTER 9
THE ROOK AND THE KEY
I — The Empty House
By five o’clock Hanover Street had begun preparing to appear abandoned.
Mrs. Whitcombe directed Thomas to bring down Abigail’s travelling trunk and place it where anyone watching the front windows could see it. Clara carried dresses from the upper floor. Maeve opened drawers, removed nothing and closed them again.
Nathaniel stood beside the breakfast-room hearth with Croft’s warning in his hand.
“You cannot sleep here tonight.”
“That much appears settled,” Abigail said.
“Nor can you choose another address known to Keane.”
“Sir Edwin’s house will be the first place he watches.”
Nathaniel did not defend his uncle. “Agreed.”
Mrs. Whitcombe entered carrying Abigail’s jewel case beneath one arm.
“My sister has two rooms in Bloomsbury and an incurable belief that every carriage stopping after dark contains a creditor. She will therefore notice anyone who follows us.”
Abigail looked at her. “Mrs. Whitcombe, you need not involve your sister.”
“That is true.”
“Nor are you required to leave your house.”
“Also true.”
“I am trying to offer you a choice.”
Mrs. Whitcombe set the jewel case upon the table.
“Then I choose not to keep you beneath my roof after you’ve been warned not to remain here. I also choose not to leave Thomas alone, because Thomas believes height is an adequate defence against criminal intent.”
From the hall Thomas said, “It has often been useful.”
“Not tonight.”
Abigail accepted the decision.
The plan required two carriages. The first would take Abigail, Mrs. Whitcombe and several trunks openly toward Sir Edwin’s house. It would stop in Bloomsbury after changing direction twice. The second would carry Clara and Maeve separately.
Thomas would lock Hanover Street and remain at a tavern opposite, close enough to observe the house but forbidden to enter if anyone arrived.
Nathaniel sent Sir Edwin a message stating only that Abigail had received a threat and would not be at Hanover Street. He did not give the Bloomsbury address.
“Your uncle will dislike that,” Abigail said.
“He has survived dislike before.”
There was no warmth in the exchange, but neither was there the sharpness that had followed them from the counting house.
Maeve folded Croft’s note.
“He asked me to come without the officer. He did not ask Miss O’Shea to come at all.”
“I am not permitting you to meet him alone,” Abigail said.
Maeve’s expression changed.
Abigail heard the sentence as Maeve had heard it.
“I do not mean that I decide what you may do,” she corrected. “I mean that if you go, I am asking to be near enough to help.”
Maeve considered the correction.
“Near enough,” she said. “Not beside me. If Croft sees three people approaching, he will run.”
Nathaniel tapped the edge of the note against his palm.
“I will wait at the Fleet Street end.”
“He said without the officer,” Maeve replied.
“Then he shall not see one.”
Clara said, “I can watch the churchyard entrance. Croft knows me, but he may not look closely at a woman waiting beside a carriage.”
Maeve arranged them as she had arranged Keane’s false papers.
She would enter St Bride’s Passage alone. Abigail would wait inside the recessed doorway of a closed printer’s shop wearing Maeve’s spare service cloak. Clara would watch Fleet Street and signal if Croft approached with another man. Nathaniel would remain beyond the passage near the western end of the churchyard.
Maeve took the small brass whistle Nathaniel offered her.
“Once,” he said, “if Croft attempts to leave with you. Twice if another man enters.”
“And if I discover you have ignored the plan?”
“Three times. I shall know I am being summoned for criticism.”
Maeve placed the whistle in her pocket.
At half past six the first carriage left Hanover Street carrying Abigail’s trunk and no certainty that the house would remain empty.
II — St Bride’s Passage
Snow had ceased by nine, but meltwater fell from the roofs and struck the stones with the regularity of a clock.
St Bride’s Passage ran narrow and dark between a printer’s warehouse and the rear walls of houses facing Fleet Street. One lamp burned at the churchyard entrance. Its light failed before reaching the centre.
Abigail stood inside the printer’s doorway. Maeve’s cloak was too short at her wrists and smelled faintly of smoke from Mrs. Whitcombe’s kitchen. From the street she appeared to be a servant waiting for an errand. Anyone who examined her boots would know she was not.
Clara passed the mouth of the passage, paused to adjust her shawl and continued. The signal meant one man had entered alone.
Maeve stopped beneath the lamp, no more than twelve feet from the printer’s recessed doorway. If Croft kept his voice low, Abigail would still hear him.
Matthew Croft emerged from the darkness.
He was thinner than Abigail expected. One lens of his spectacles had cracked near the hinge. His coat was grey and too large across the shoulders, as though borrowed from a heavier man. He stopped several yards from Maeve.
“You brought no officer?”
“No officer entered with me.”
Croft looked toward both ends of the passage.
“Did Miss O’Shea leave Hanover Street?”
“She received your warning.”
“That was not my question.”
“It is the answer you have earned.”
Croft rubbed one thumb against the side of his forefinger. Ink darkened the nail.
“Keane believes I am still useful. That is the only reason I remain alive.”
“Renshaw is dead. Wycliffe is dead. Mr. Bell was attacked. Why should we believe you did not help arrange it?”
“Because I am here.”
“Guilt also comes to appointments.”
Croft looked at her properly then.
“Cormac used you at Vane Manor.”
“I worked there.”
“Those are not always different things.”
Maeve did not allow him the comfort of agreement.
“Tell me why Keane wants Abigail incapable.”
III — Croft’s Account
Croft had begun working for Cormac twenty-seven years earlier. He had copied cargo lists, moved obligations between partnerships and altered dates when ships arrived too late to satisfy insurers. At first the alterations disguised delay. Later they disguised ownership. By the time Croft understood the whole structure, his hand appeared upon enough false papers to imprison him.
“Keane kept the originals,” he said. “Cormac kept men loyal with money. Keane keeps them useful with proof.”
“After Cormac was arrested?”
“Keane told us the legitimate businesses would collapse unless someone maintained order. He was not entirely wrong. Captains required wages. Warehouses required credit. Men who had served Cormac honestly would have lost everything beside those who had served him otherwise.”
“So you continued.”
“I told myself I was preserving what could be preserved.”
From the printer’s doorway, Abigail heard in the words an echo of her own defence at breakfast.
Maeve heard it too. Her gaze moved briefly toward the recess but did not reveal Abigail.
“What changed?” Maeve asked.
“Renshaw discovered guarantees being moved after Cormac’s arrest. He intended to show Miss O’Shea at the Thursday appointment. He died before he could do it.”
“Did Keane kill him?”
“I did not see him pushed. I saw Keane remove Renshaw’s objection from the ledger the following morning.”
“And Wycliffe?”
“He witnessed the original guarantee. After Renshaw died, he sent Keane a demand for money and threatened to remember the correct date.”
“Then he died as well.”
“Yes.”
Croft’s attention moved again to the passage entrance.
“I hid because I had received the same instruction that preceded both deaths: surrender the originals and leave London.”
“Yet you continued receiving Keane’s orders.”
“If I ceased, he would know I had chosen against him. I left the blotter where Bell might eventually find it.”
“That was a poor form of courage.”
“It was the amount I possessed.”
Maeve accepted the answer without excusing it.
“What is the remaining method?”
Croft lowered his voice.
“The debts were meant to prove Miss O’Shea could not direct the concern. The physician will prove she cannot direct herself.”
Abigail’s hand tightened inside the borrowed cloak.
Croft continued.
Keane had collected statements concerning Abigail’s conduct after Julian’s death and Cormac’s execution. Servants, clerks and former associates would swear that she suffered agitation, suspicion and dangerous impulses. Forged orders would show irrational interference with the accounts. Her use of concealed funds would be offered as evidence that she could not distinguish inheritance from company property.
“He cannot simply declare her mad,” Maeve said.
“No. But he can create the appearance of illness long enough to exercise the provision concerning absence or incapacity. If the partners and creditors accept temporary supervision, a formal proceeding can follow later.”
“Keane does not need to prove Abigail mad,” Maeve said. “He needs only to make her appear unable to act long enough to act for her.”
“What appearance?”
“Confusion. Lost time. Contradictory instructions. A public disturbance witnessed by respectable people.”
“Caused how?”
“Ask Dr. Silas Mowbray of Welbeck Street.”
Maeve’s face changed.
“He prescribed Miss O’Shea’s sleeping draught.”
Croft looked at her. “You know the bottle?”
“I know where Mrs. Whitcombe keeps it.”
“Then do not return to Hanover Street. The bottle in her cabinet is not the one Mowbray supplied.”
“Where are the provisions giving Keane control?”
“I have seen references, not the complete instrument. Renshaw believed the signed copy was divided from its schedule so neither paper appeared dangerous alone.”
“Where is his proof?”
Croft reached beneath his coat.
Abigail moved before she could stop herself.
Maeve raised one hand without looking toward her. Wait.
Croft produced a small brass key.
Its bow bore the figure of a rook. A number—seventeen—had been stamped beneath one wing.
“My memorandum is held under another name.”
“Where?”
“The rook gives the name. The address is hidden in Renshaw’s appointment book. Marked entries, read by date rather than by hour.”
“Constable Mercer kept the book,” Maeve said.
“Then we must persuade him to let us inspect it before Keane learns what Croft has given us.”
He held out the key.
Maeve did not take it immediately.
“Why give it to me?”
“Because Keane watches Miss O’Shea, the officer and Clara Barrington. He sees a maid only when he requires one.”
“Creed saw me yesterday.”
Fear entered Croft’s face.
“Where?”
“Outside your stationer’s shop.”
Croft looked toward Fleet Street.
Clara appeared at the passage entrance and lifted one gloved hand to her throat.
Two men.
IV — The Passage Closes
Croft pressed the key into Maeve’s palm.
“You led them here.”
“Someone placed your note in my cloak.”
“Creed.”
The name was barely spoken before a broad figure entered beneath the lamp.
Jonas Creed filled more of the passage than one man should have done. Another man appeared at the churchyard end, cutting off Croft’s retreat.
Maeve blew the whistle twice.
Creed advanced without hurry.
“Mr. Croft. Keane has been inconvenienced.”
Croft turned toward the rear door of the printer’s warehouse. It was locked.
The second man moved closer.
Abigail left the recessed doorway.
Creed stopped when he recognised her beneath Maeve’s cloak.
“Miss O’Shea.”
“You appear disappointed.”
“Surprised. Your father taught you to remain behind other people.”
“My father taught a great many things by demonstrating their ugliness.”
Maeve stepped beside Abigail. “The key is no longer here.”
It was a lie delivered too quickly for Creed to know where the truth ended.
He reached for Maeve.
Croft seized a stack of empty printer’s trays leaning against the wall and pulled. Wood frames struck the stones between Creed and the women. In the confusion Croft forced the rear door with his shoulder. Old timber split near the latch.
He disappeared into the warehouse.
The second man followed him.
Creed caught Maeve’s wrist.
“The key.”
Maeve twisted toward his thumb rather than away from it, but his grip held.
Abigail took the whistle from Maeve’s other hand and struck its brass edge against Creed’s flattened ear.
He recoiled.
Maeve drove her heel against his instep and tore free.
Nathaniel entered from the churchyard end. Clara followed several steps behind.
Creed saw Nathaniel and chose escape. He pushed through the door Croft had broken and vanished among the presses.
Nathaniel did not pursue him.
He looked first at Abigail, then at Maeve’s reddening wrist.
“Are either of you hurt?”
“No,” Maeve said.
Abigail lowered the whistle.
“You waited for the signal.”
“I said I would.”
The answer carried no demand for gratitude.
Clara examined the broken door. “Croft has gone.”
“He remains consistent,” Maeve said.
She opened her hand.
The rook and key lay against her palm.
V — What Thomas Saw
Mrs. Whitcombe’s sister, Mrs. Larkin, occupied a brick house in Bloomsbury with lace curtains and a front parlour arranged to discourage comfort. She received Abigail’s party without questions until Thomas arrived shortly before eleven.
His coat was wet and one sleeve had been torn at the cuff.
Mrs. Whitcombe stood. “You entered the house.”
“After they left.”
“That was not the instruction.”
“They had already gone.”
Nathaniel closed the parlour door.
Thomas had watched two men approach Hanover Street separately. One entered through the basement area. The other remained near the corner. No light appeared in the front rooms.
After twenty minutes, both men departed carrying nothing.
Thomas waited until they were out of sight, then entered.
“What did they take?” Abigail asked.
“A page from the correspondence drawer. One of the letters concerning your father’s execution. Nothing else I could determine.”
“They did not come for a letter,” Nathaniel said.
Thomas looked at him. “No, sir.”
In Abigail’s bedroom the medicine cabinet had stood open. Her bottle of sleeping draught remained upon the shelf, but Thomas had marked its label accidentally several days earlier when moving the cabinet. The ink spot was gone.
“It is another bottle,” Abigail said.
Thomas pointed to the label. Its paper had been lifted and laid down again; a narrow ridge of fresh paste showed beneath the edge, and the inked directions had been copied too carefully to resemble Mowbray’s hurried hand.
“Made to resemble the first,” Nathaniel replied.
“I brought it.”
Thomas removed a wrapped object from inside his coat.
Nathaniel did not touch it.
“Keep it sealed. Sir Edwin can arrange an examination by someone unconnected with Keane or Mowbray.”
Abigail looked at the brown paper parcel.
Had she slept at Hanover Street, Mrs. Whitcombe might have brought the draught as she had on other restless nights. Abigail might have awakened confused, unsteady or not at all. Witnesses could then describe exactly what Keane required them to see.
The bottle would have supplied the confusion. The forged instructions would have supplied the proof that confusion had reached the business.
Mrs. Whitcombe regarded Thomas’s torn sleeve.
“Height was not an adequate defence?”
“It was useful at the basement window.”
She touched his arm once, briefly, and said no more.
Clara placed Croft’s note beside the wrapped bottle.
“The warning was genuine.”
“That does not make Croft trustworthy,” Nathaniel said.
“No,” Maeve replied. “It makes him frightened of the same man.”
Abigail stood near the cold parlour fire. The borrowed service cloak remained around her shoulders. One cuff ended well above her glove. Maeve had not asked for it back.
Nathaniel approached, stopping where she could choose whether the distance closed.
“You should have remained concealed.”
“Creed had Maeve.”
“I know.”
“Then you know why I could not.”
“Yes.”
There was still disagreement between them, but it no longer required either to pretend the other lacked reason.
Maeve came to Abigail.
She placed the brass key in her hand.
The rook was worn smooth along one wing. The number beneath it remained sharp.
“Croft gave it to me,” Maeve said. “The address is hidden in Renshaw’s appointment book.”
Abigail closed her fingers around the rook and key.
“Then we shall discover what he was too frightened to carry.”
THE WRECKER’S DAUGHTER — BOOK TWO
CHAPTER 10
THE SEVENTEENTH BOX
I — Marks in the Book
At eight the following morning, Mrs. Larkin’s dining room contained six people, one locked medicine bottle and no breakfast anyone had remembered to eat.
The bottle stood at the centre of the table in its brown paper wrapping. Beside it lay Renshaw’s appointment book, Croft’s warning and the brass key marked with a rook.
Mrs. Whitcombe poured coffee as though a sufficient quantity might restore order to London.
“Thomas has sent word,” she said. “No one returned to Hanover Street after midnight. He remains opposite the house, and he has been instructed not to test the usefulness of his height again.”
Abigail looked at Nathaniel. “Have you heard from Sir Edwin?”
“His clerk received my message before seven. My uncle has been called to the Admiralty and will come when he is free.”
“By then Keane may know we found the key.”
“Creed saw Croft give Maeve something,” Clara said. “He may not know what.”
Maeve had opened Renshaw’s book to the first marked page. A narrow stroke in blue pencil stood beside an appointment dated the third of September. The entry itself concerned a vessel called the Helen Ward. A second mark appeared beside the twenty-first of October, next to a meeting with an insurance broker. Four more followed upon pages whose appointments shared no obvious subject.
“Croft said the marked entries were to be read by date rather than by hour,” Maeve said.
Nathaniel drew the book nearer without taking it from her. “The dates may be numbers. Three, twenty-one, twelve—”
“Too many for an address,” Abigail said.
Clara examined the edge of the paper. “Julian used books this way. Not the dates themselves. The dates told him which line to read.”
Silence followed the mention of Julian. Clara did not look away from the page.
Maeve counted the lines beneath the first marked date. On the third line appeared the name Rook. The October page had twenty-one written entries, but the twenty-first line ended in Court. The next marked date selected the word Cursitor.
They worked through all six marks.
The words, placed in order, read:
Rook. Cursitor. Court. Chancery. Ask. Seventeen.
“Rook is a man,” Nathaniel said.
“Or a business,” Maeve replied.
Mrs. Larkin, who had listened from behind the coffee pot, set down the cup she was drying.
“Rook and Son are law stationers in Cursitor Court. My late husband purchased parchment from them when he wished to threaten a tenant properly.”
Mrs. Whitcombe looked at her sister. “You never mentioned Mr. Larkin threatened tenants.”
“He used parchment. It was difficult not to notice.”
Abigail closed the appointment book. “We go before Keane sends Creed.”
Maeve put her hand over the key.
“Croft gave this to me. I will ask the questions.”
The words were not a challenge. They were a statement of responsibility.
Abigail felt the old answer rise—the key concerned her inheritance, her danger and her father’s business. She let it pass.
“What do you need from us?” she asked.
Maeve considered.
“Clara knows how Julian concealed papers. You know Renshaw’s affairs. Lieutenant Vance can watch the street without appearing to watch it.”
Nathaniel accepted the assignment.
“And you?” Abigail asked.
“I have the key.”
II — Rook and Son
Cursitor Court lay behind Chancery Lane, enclosed by brick walls stained darker beneath every window ledge. Snow had become grey water in the gutters. Clerks moved between offices carrying tied bundles beneath their coats, their urgency sharpened by the hour and the cold.
The sign above Rook and Son showed a black bird standing upon a silver key.
Inside, shelves rose to the ceiling. They held deed boxes, rolled plans, copying books and packets sealed in red wax. An elderly man sat behind a counter ruled by years of knife marks. His black coat shone at the elbows.
Maeve placed the rook key upon the wood.
“I have come for box seventeen.”
The man looked at the key, then at Maeve’s plain cloak.
“Name?”
“The box was deposited under another name.”
“Then that is the name I require.”
Maeve had expected the answer. She turned the key so the worn wing faced upward.
“Matthew Croft sent me. Edmund Renshaw left the directions. If neither name is sufficient, tell me what proof your receipt requires.”
The stationer looked beyond her to Abigail and Clara. Nathaniel had remained outside, visible through the misted glass only when a passer-by opened the door.
“You are not Miss O’Shea,” the man said.
“No.”
“Yet she is standing behind you.”
Abigail said nothing.
The man’s attention returned to Maeve. “Mr. Croft instructed that the bearer of the key was to be served if she came with a woman answering Miss O’Shea’s description. He was particular that the young woman with the key should speak first.”
Maeve’s fingers remained upon the brass.
“When did he give that instruction?”
“Ten days ago.”
Before Renshaw died. Before Croft disappeared. Before the false debts had been presented.
The stationer unlocked a door behind the counter and returned carrying a narrow green deed box. The number seventeen had been painted upon one end. He set it before Maeve but kept one hand on the lid.
“Mr. Croft paid through the end of January. Removal requires the key and the signature used upon deposit. Inspection requires only the key.”
“What signature?”
“I am not permitted to say.”
Maeve inserted the key. It turned without resistance.
The stationer withdrew his hand.
Inside lay a memorandum book, three folded letters and an envelope sealed with plain black wax. Beneath them rested a single sheet of heavy paper torn unevenly along its left edge.
Abigail recognised Keane’s hand before she read a word.
III — The Physician’s Account
The sheet was headed Private Disbursements. It listed dates, initials and amounts. Most entries were meaningless without another ledger, but one appeared twice:
S.M. — consultation respecting continuance — £12 10s.
S.M. — preparation and attendance, when required — £25.
The second payment had been entered four days earlier.
“Silas Mowbray,” Maeve said.
Clara opened the first letter. It was from Renshaw to Croft, written three weeks before his death.
The schedule is not where K believes. I removed it when I understood the effect of the seventh provision. Without the schedule, his temporary authority remains inconvenient but incomplete. With it, incapacity becomes possession.
The missing schedule was the paper that turned a temporary caretaker into the owner’s replacement.
The next lines named no place. Renshaw asked Croft to compare the new partnership articles with an agreement dated twelve years earlier and warned that one witnessed signature had been copied.
Abigail took the torn sheet from the box.
It contained the latter half of several provisions. The beginnings were missing, but the surviving language referred to an owner’s absence, certified incapacity and failure to satisfy a secured obligation within fourteen days. In each circumstance, management passed to a person identified only on the missing portion.
At the bottom appeared half of Cormac’s signature.
The paper had been divided through his name.
They now knew what Keane intended. They still needed the missing half that named the man who would profit.
“This is not proof of who receives control,” Nathaniel said from the doorway.
No one had heard him enter.
Maeve looked toward the window. “Why are you inside?”
“A man has passed the shop three times. Brown coat, grey scarf. He has not looked through the glass, which requires effort.”
The stationer began closing the deed box.
“You may continue this elsewhere.”
“We cannot remove it,” Abigail said.
“Not without the deposited signature.”
Clara lifted the memorandum book. “Can we copy what is here?”
“You may inspect the contents. You may not remove them. What you write while inspecting them is not my concern.”
Abigail opened her reticule.
Nathaniel touched her sleeve. “Not you. The man outside may have been sent to identify whose hand leaves with a copy.”
Maeve looked at the stationer’s shelves, then at the ink upon the counter.
“Clara and I will copy it. Miss O’Shea should leave with Lieutenant Vance. If the man follows, we will know whom he came to watch.”
Abigail turned to her. “That leaves you here.”
“With Clara, a locked door and a stationer who appears prepared to defend his rules against the Crown itself.”
The old man did not deny it.
Abigail still hesitated.
Maeve lowered her voice. “You asked what I needed. This is it.”
Abigail nodded.
She and Nathaniel left by the front door. The man in the brown coat waited until they reached Chancery Lane before following.
IV — The Choice of a Street
Nathaniel did not look behind them.
“He is thirty yards back,” he said. “He has crossed twice when we crossed.”
“Then Maeve was right. He came for me.”
“Or for whichever person led him to the box.”
They turned into Fleet Street, where carts, hackneys and pedestrians compressed the road into noise. Abigail could have entered a shop and allowed Nathaniel to confront the man. She could have led him toward a constable. Either choice would reveal that they had detected him.
Instead she took Nathaniel’s arm and guided him west, toward the old stone gateway of Temple Bar.
“What are you doing?”
“Giving Maeve time.”
“By leading him where?”
“To Dr. Mowbray.”
Nathaniel stopped.
“No.”
The firmness of the word made passing clerks turn their heads.
Abigail lowered her voice. “If Keane’s man sees us enter Mowbray’s house, Keane will believe we learned only the physician’s name. He may not know we found the divided provision.”
“And Mowbray will know you have discovered him.”
“He already agreed to drug me.”
“According to initials in a private account and Croft’s accusation. We do not yet know whether Mowbray prepared the bottle, what Keane told him or whether the payment concerns you at all.”
“How many innocent explanations do you require before a man becomes dangerous?”
“One verified fact would be preferable to three conclusions.”
Abigail released his arm.
The man in the brown coat had paused beside a bookseller’s window.
Nathaniel continued more quietly. “I am not asking you to trust Mowbray. I am asking you not to tell him which evidence we possess before the bottle is examined.”
“By Sir Edwin’s chemist.”
“By someone my uncle can identify and whose testimony may later survive a courtroom.”
There it was again: Nathaniel’s belief that evidence became safe when placed in respectable hands.
Yet he had waited outside St Bride’s Passage because Maeve asked him to. He had withheld the Bloomsbury address from his uncle. His trust in institutions was not blindness. It was a boundary he crossed only when he understood the ground beyond it.
Abigail looked toward Welbeck Street, though it lay far beyond the buildings before them.
“Very well,” she said. “We do not visit Mowbray today.”
Nathaniel studied her face, searching for the portion of the decision she had not spoken.
“And the man following us?”
“We allow him to see us enter Sir Edwin’s house. Let Keane wonder how much your uncle knows.”
“My uncle may wonder the same thing.”
“Then the morning will not be wasted.”
His expression almost became amusement, but weariness prevented it.
“Abigail, there will come a point at which uncertainty ceases to protect us.”
“I know.”
She did not say that certainty had protected her even less often.
V — What the Box Kept
Maeve copied the private disbursements while Clara transcribed Renshaw’s letter and the divided provisions. Neither spoke until the stationer had withdrawn to the rear room.
“Julian had a key like this,” Clara said.
Maeve continued writing. “To this shop?”
“No. To a box in Dublin. He told me it held family settlements. It held letters Cormac used to threaten a customs officer.”
“And you kept the key?”
Clara’s mouth tightened. “For one night.”
Maeve looked up.
“I considered hiding it. Then I imagined Julian discovering it was gone and asking how much I had read.” Clara lowered her eyes to the page. “So I gave it back.”
“You were afraid of him.”
“Yes.”
Maeve blotted the page.
“And you were also willing to let him keep using what was inside.”
Clara’s pen stopped.
“What would you have me say?”
“What you understood when you gave it back.”
Clara looked down at Renshaw’s letter.
“I understood enough to know what he was doing. I simply preferred not to know how much worse it was.” 
It was the first answer she had given Maeve that did not attempt to make ignorance innocent.
Maeve resumed copying.
The memorandum book contained Croft’s record of altered guarantees. Each entry gave a date, a vessel or property and two sets of initials. Renshaw’s initials appeared beside three objections. Wycliffe’s appeared beside a witnessed agreement. Another belonged to Robert Bell.
On the last completed page, Croft had drawn a line beneath five names. Four were familiar: Renshaw, Wycliffe, Bell and Croft himself.
The fifth was M. Kelleher.
Maeve stared at it.
Her father’s name had been Michael.
He had worked on the Westport quay before his death. She had been told that a load shifted while men were unloading in bad weather. Her mother received three pounds from an unnamed shipping concern and no explanation beyond accident.
Clara saw the change in her face.
“Who is M. Kelleher?”
“I do not know that it is anyone.”
The answer came too quickly.
Maeve turned back one page. Beside the initials stood a date fourteen years earlier and the words Westport quay—compensation entered through O’Shea coastal account.
She had been seven.
The stationer returned before Clara could ask again.
“Your time is finished.”
Maeve copied the final line, closed the memorandum and returned every paper to the exact place in which they had found it.
The stationer locked the box.
“If another person comes with the deposited signature,” Maeve said, “will you permit him to remove it?”
“That is the agreement.”
“Will you tell us if he does?”
“That is not the agreement.”
Maeve slid the rook key into her pocket.
Outside, the man in the brown coat was gone.
VI — The Name at the Bottom
Sir Edwin arrived at Mrs. Larkin’s house shortly after two, accompanied by a chemist named Mr. Pelham and a constable who remained in the hall.
Mr. Pelham examined the seal Thomas had placed upon the substituted bottle, then carried it away in a padded case. He promised a preliminary opinion by evening and a written analysis within two days.
Sir Edwin read the copied papers standing beside the window.
“These establish suspicion,” he said. “Not ownership of the provisions and not the purpose of Mowbray’s payment.”
Maeve looked at the divided paper. “They prove Keane prepared the tools of incapacity. They do not yet prove who receives control when he uses them.”
“Nathaniel said nearly the same thing,” Abigail replied.
“Then injury has improved his judgment.”
Nathaniel did not respond.
Sir Edwin looked at Maeve. “Who retained the key?”
“I did.”
“Give it to the constable.”
Maeve’s hand remained at her side.
Abigail said, “The box is held under a private agreement. A constable cannot remove it without the deposited signature.”
“He can prevent someone else from doing so.”
“By placing a man at the shop and informing Keane that we found it.”
Sir Edwin folded the copy of Renshaw’s letter.
“You are withholding evidence from an inquiry into two deaths.”
“We are preserving evidence the murderer may still have authority to collect.”
“You do not know Keane holds the signature.”
Maeve spoke before Abigail could answer.
“Croft said the memorandum was deposited under another name. Keane kept the originals of Croft’s false papers. If the signature belongs to Croft, Keane may already possess it.”
Sir Edwin regarded her for several seconds.
“That is possible.”
“Then a uniform outside Rook and Son may cause Keane to remove the box before you can obtain an order,” Maeve said. “Let him believe it remains undiscovered.”
Sir Edwin turned to Nathaniel.
“And you agree?”
Nathaniel looked first at Maeve, then at Abigail.
“I agree that visible protection may destroy the advantage we have. I do not agree that the key should remain unrecorded.”
“What do you propose?” Abigail asked.
“Sir Edwin records that Maeve holds it by Croft’s instruction. The key remains with her until an order is obtained or the box is threatened. Everyone in this room signs the record. No one later pretends the choice was made alone.”
The last sentence was meant for Abigail.
It did not wound because it was true.
Maeve took the paper Sir Edwin’s clerk prepared and read it before signing. Clara signed beneath her. Abigail added her name. Nathaniel signed last.
Sir Edwin left with the copies and without the key.
Only after the door closed did Maeve remove the page she had kept separate from the others.
She placed it before Abigail.
The line concerning Michael Kelleher appeared at the bottom.
“My father died upon the Westport quay fourteen years ago,” Maeve said. “Cormac’s company paid my mother after the accident.”
Abigail read Croft’s words twice.
“Did you know my father employed him?”
“No.”
“Did Nuala?”
“I do not know.”
Maeve’s face had become very still.
Abigail wanted to promise that Cormac had not caused another death. She wanted to say the account might record nothing more than compensation honestly owed. Both comforts would have required evidence she did not possess.
“We will find out,” she said.
Maeve looked at her.
“Not because he was my father. Because if this belongs to Keane’s list, his death may be part of what is happening now.”
Abigail understood the correction. Maeve did not want pity admitted where judgment had earned its place.
“Then we find out what the five names share,” Abigail said.
They might be witnesses, Abigail thought. Or men whose deaths, fear or obedience had made Keane’s structure possible.
Maeve set the rook key upon the copied line.
Cormac’s concealed business had reached both their families.
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CHAPTER 11
THE DEAD MAN’S HAND
I — Mr. Pelham’s Opinion
Mr. Pelham returned before dusk with the substituted medicine bottle and an opinion he preferred to deliver standing.
Mrs. Larkin’s parlour had grown close with coal heat. Maeve sat near the window with Croft’s copied memorandum upon her lap. Abigail stood beside the mantel. Nathaniel had taken the chair nearest the door, though no one had asked him to guard it.
The chemist placed the bottle upon a folded square of white cloth.
“The preparation contains laudanum,” he said. “That is not remarkable in a sleeping draught. The quantity is.”
“How much?” Nathaniel asked.
“Enough that a person accustomed to the ordinary preparation might become profoundly insensible after taking the prescribed measure. There is also a vegetable extract I cannot identify with certainty without further work. It may increase confusion upon waking.”
Abigail looked at the printed label. Dr. Silas Mowbray’s name appeared beneath the directions.
“Would it kill me?”
Mr. Pelham did not soften the answer.
“It might. Constitution, recent food, habit and the amount swallowed would all matter. If death were not intended, the compound was prepared with indifference to the possibility.”
Maeve’s hand tightened upon the memorandum.
Sir Edwin stood at the far end of the room. He had removed his gloves but not his coat.
“Can you prove this bottle came from Mowbray’s dispensary?”
“The glass and label are of the kind he uses. Any competent printer can reproduce a label, and bottles possess no loyalty to the man who purchases them.”
“Can you prove the contents were compounded by him?”
“No.”
Sir Edwin thanked him and arranged for the bottle to remain sealed in his custody.
When Mr. Pelham had gone, Abigail said, “We have enough to speak to him.”
“We have enough to question him,” Nathaniel replied. “Not enough to accuse him before witnesses.”
“He is unlikely to confuse the two.”
Sir Edwin looked toward the window. “Mowbray has treated two members of the government and half a dozen men whose fortunes are large enough to make truth expensive. If he believes himself publicly accused, he will close his doors and speak only through a solicitor.”
“Your wealthy friends again,” Abigail said.
“His wealthy patients. Some are also my acquaintances. That is precisely why I am telling you what will happen.”
Nathaniel rose with care.
“Then we visit as patients.”
Maeve looked at him. “Which of you is ill?”
Abigail took the bottle’s paper wrapping from the table.
“Keane has already chosen me.”
II — The Case Prepared in Advance
Dr. Silas Mowbray received patients in a white-fronted house on Welbeck Street. A brass plate beside the door carried his name without qualification. Inside, the air smelled of beeswax, damp wool and something bitter concealed beneath orange peel.
Abigail gave her name to the servant.
The effect was immediate.
The man did not consult the appointment book. He opened a drawer, removed a card already bearing her name and carried it upstairs.
Nathaniel saw it.
“You have a case here,” he said.
“Apparently I arrived before I did.”
Maeve had remained in the entrance hall. It had been her decision. A physician expecting to assess Abigail’s mind might speak more freely before a naval officer and a woman he believed to be Abigail’s respectable companion than before four suspicious visitors. Clara’s clothing and manner supplied respectability more readily than Maeve’s service cloak.
Mowbray entered the consultation room several minutes later. He was a compact man of about forty-five, clean-shaven, with pale eyes and hands scrubbed red at the knuckles.
“Miss O’Shea.” He indicated a chair. “Lieutenant Vance. Miss Barrington.”
Abigail did not sit.
“You know all three of us.”
“Mr. Keane provided the names of those likely to accompany you.”
“When?” Nathaniel asked.
“Eight days ago.”
Before the intrusion at Hanover Street. Before Croft’s warning.
Mowbray opened the folder the servant had carried upstairs. Several pages lay inside.
“Mr. Keane expressed concern that recent bereavements and commercial strain had affected Miss O’Shea’s sleep and judgment. He asked whether I might attend if required.”
“For twenty-five pounds?” Abigail asked.
His fingers paused upon the paper.
“A retaining fee is not improper when attendance may be required without notice.”
“What did twelve pounds and ten shillings purchase?”
Mowbray closed the folder.
“You have obtained private accounts.”
“Someone obtained private opinions about me.”
He looked at Nathaniel. “Lieutenant, I understood your presence was intended to moderate this interview.”
“You understood incorrectly.”
Abigail drew the copied disbursement sheet from her reticule but did not place it within Mowbray’s reach.
“Did you prepare a sleeping draught for me?”
“No.”
“Did you provide Keane with a bottle bearing your label?”
“No.”
“Did you advise him how confusion might be produced and mistaken for illness?”
Mowbray’s face changed less than his silence did.
Clara moved toward the desk.
“What did he tell you about Abigail?”
“That is a medical confidence.”
“She was not your patient,” Nathaniel said.
“Concern expressed by a family adviser—”
“Keane is not family,” Abigail said. “He is attempting to take control of my property.”
Mowbray looked down at the folder.
Abigail crossed the room before he could close it. The top sheet was not a medical history. It was a list of incidents.
Subject left Ireland following violent death of intended husband.
Refused attendance at father’s execution.
Persistent suspicion of servants and commercial advisers.
Entered private premises without authority.
Directed concealment of company papers.
Displays agitation when contradicted.
The final line had been left incomplete:
Upon recurrence, recommend—
Abigail read each entry.
Every fact contained enough truth to survive its first hearing.
Keane had not merely arranged to drug Abigail. He had prepared the witnesses to call the result illness.
The bottle would create the symptoms. The prepared case would give those symptoms a respectable meaning.
Nathaniel came beside her. His anger did not announce itself in movement. It settled through him.
“Who supplied these statements?” he asked.
“Mr. Keane summarised information from household and business sources.”
“Did you verify any of it?”
“I had not yet examined Miss O’Shea.”
“Yet you accepted money to be ready with a recommendation.”
Mowbray’s colour rose.
“Physicians are often consulted by relatives before a patient consents to examination.”
Abigail lifted the unfinished page.
“What were you expected to recommend?”
“Rest. Removal from commercial agitation. Observation in a private residence for a limited period.”
“Whose residence?”
He did not answer.
Clara said, “One selected by Keane?”
“A suitable household with experienced attendants.”
“And while I rested,” Abigail said, “Keane would act under the provision concerning my incapacity.”
“I know nothing of commercial provisions.”
That, Abigail believed, might be true. A man did not need to understand the entire machine to accept payment for turning one wheel.
“You will give me that folder,” she said.
“It is my property.”
“It is a proposed medical judgment concerning me, assembled before you met me.”
“You cannot remove it.”
Abigail looked at the bell pull, the closed door and the folder beneath her hand.
Nathaniel watched her.
He would not help her steal it. He would also not pretend he had failed to see her consider doing so.
Abigail released the paper.
“Then preserve it,” she said. “Sir Edwin Vance will request it formally before the day is over. If one page disappears, your servants will be asked who entered this room.”
Mowbray’s eyes moved toward Nathaniel.
“Is that a threat?”
“It is notice,” Nathaniel said.
For once, the distinction belonged to him.
III — The Servant’s Door
Maeve had spent the interview beside Mowbray’s front door, listening to the movement of the household.
Two bells served the consulting rooms. One summoned the footman. The other rang belowstairs, where bottles were washed and parcels received through the area entrance.
When the second bell sounded, the servant beside Maeve excused himself. Maeve waited until his steps had descended, then crossed the hall and looked through the narrow glass beside the door.
A delivery boy stood below street level carrying a wooden medicine case.
The maid who admitted him was young, tired and annoyed by the cold. Maeve knew the expression. It belonged to a servant asked to protect a gentleman’s secrets without being paid for the weight of them.
Maeve descended.
“Is that for the doctor?”
The maid looked up. “Who are you?”
“Waiting for Miss O’Shea. The doctor expected her.”
Recognition displaced suspicion.
“He has expected little else since Mr. Keane began sending notes.”
“Many notes?”
“Enough that Cook says the gentleman should rent a room.”
The delivery boy shifted the case in his arms.
“Am I to wait all day?”
The maid signed his book and took the case.
Maeve saw the printed name upon its side. The address belonged to a small dispensing concern near Cavendish Square.
“Does that firm ordinarily supply Dr. Mowbray?” she asked.
The maid hesitated. “No. His usual chemist is in Oxford Street.”
“Then why has this come here?”
“I do not know.”
“Did that firm prepare Miss O’Shea’s draught?” she asked.
The maid nearly dropped the case.
“I know nothing about a draught.”
“You know her name.”
“Everyone in the house knows her name.”
Footsteps sounded above them.
Maeve did not press. She had learned that frightened servants often told more after a silence than after a demand.
The maid gripped the wooden handle.
“Mr. Keane brought an empty bottle,” she whispered. “Last week. He asked whether the doctor still used the same labels. I heard them through the dispensary door. The doctor told him to leave.”
“Did he?”
“Yes.”
“With the bottle?”
The maid looked toward the stair.
“I do not know.”
It was not innocence, but it was uncertainty honestly given.
Maeve thanked her and returned to the entrance hall before Abigail emerged.
Outside, she repeated the conversation.
Nathaniel looked back at Mowbray’s brass plate.
“Then he may not have prepared the bottle.”
“He prepared everything around it,” Abigail said.
Clara drew her shawl closer. “If the draught had worked, Mowbray could have arrived to find exactly the symptoms Keane described.”
“And recommended removal,” Maeve said.
Nathaniel turned to Abigail.
“You left the folder.”
“You sound surprised.”
“I saw you decide whether to take it.”
“And I did not.”
“I know.”
The quiet approval irritated her more than praise would have done, because part of her had wanted him to understand what the choice cost.
She began walking.
Nathaniel matched her pace without taking her arm.
IV — Robert Bell Remembers
Robert Bell received them in the library where Jonas Creed had attempted to force his signature on Christmas night.
The bullet hole remained in the ceiling. Bell said he kept it because plasterers charged more during holidays and because a repaired ceiling encouraged guests to doubt their memories.
His bruised cheek had yellowed. He read the copied line concerning Michael Kelleher through a small round lens.
“I remember the Westport account,” he said.
Maeve stood opposite him. “Do you remember my father?”
“No. I remember the dispute.”
Fourteen years earlier, a cargo of dyed wool had been unloaded at Westport after water entered the hold. The owners claimed part of it was ruined. The insurer refused payment, arguing that the damage had occurred before loading. Cormac’s coastal account paid the dock labourers and a small sum to Michael Kelleher’s widow after his death.
“Was he killed by the cargo?” Maeve asked.
“That was the report. A bale shifted from a sling.”
“Was it an accident?”
Bell removed the lens.
“I cannot tell you otherwise.”
Abigail heard Maeve breathe.
Bell continued.
“The importance of Kelleher’s name came later. He had signed the unloading tally before he died. His hand proved the cargo reached Westport damaged.”
“Then why does Croft list him beside Renshaw and Wycliffe?” Clara asked.
“Because the tally appeared twice.”
Bell went to the cabinet beside his desk and unlocked it. From a packet of old settlements he removed a folded copy.
The first tally bore the marks of six labourers. Michael Kelleher’s name appeared at the bottom in a broad, uneven hand.
The second document had been created eleven months later. It concerned not the damaged wool but the ownership of a warehouse interest pledged against the insurance payment. Michael Kelleher’s name appeared upon it as a witness.
Maeve touched neither page.
“He was dead.”
“Yes,” Bell said.
“Who used his name?”
“The document was prepared through Cormac’s office. Croft copied the body. Keane certified the witness list.”
Abigail looked at the second signature. The two names resembled one another closely enough to satisfy a clerk who had never seen Michael Kelleher write. The capital letters were nearly exact. The later hand was steadier.
“Keane copied it from the unloading tally,” she said.
“Or directed someone to copy it,” Bell replied. “A dead labourer was useful. He could not deny witnessing the agreement, and no solicitor was likely to ask his widow.”
Maeve’s gaze remained upon her father’s name.
“Did Cormac know?”
Bell hesitated.
“Cormac benefited.”
“That was not my question.”
“No. It is the answer I can prove.”
Abigail had heard that form of caution from men defending her father for most of her life. This time she could not dismiss it merely because it failed to condemn him.
“What did the agreement do?” she asked.
Bell opened the document.
The warehouse interest had passed into a partnership whose surviving assets now formed part of Abigail’s inheritance. The same agreement contained an early version of the provision allowing management to pass during an owner’s absence or incapacity.
“The document in box seventeen was cut through Cormac’s signature,” Nathaniel said.
Bell looked up sharply.
Abigail had not intended to tell him where they found it. Nathaniel glanced toward her, recognising the disclosure only after it had been made.
“You found the schedule?” Bell asked.
“Half of a provision,” Abigail said.
“Then Keane does not yet possess everything he needs.”
“How do you know?”
Bell placed the two versions of Michael Kelleher’s signature side by side.
“Because this old agreement names the person who assumes management. Not Keane. Cormac.”
Maeve understood first.
“Cormac is dead.”
“Which makes the provision useless unless a later schedule substitutes another name,” Bell said. “Renshaw separated that schedule from the articles. Keane needs it to establish that he replaced Cormac as controlling manager.”
Maeve looked at Croft’s five names.
“These are not five people Keane intended to kill.”
“No,” Bell said. “They are five hands he could use.”
Keane needed signatures and witnesses he could direct, not merely dead men.
V — What Abigail Owed
They left Bell’s house after he agreed to surrender the forged agreement to Sir Edwin.
Maeve walked ahead with Clara. Abigail allowed the distance to grow before following. Nathaniel remained beside her.
“You did not know,” he said.
“That does not make the business less mine.”
“It makes the forgery not yours.”
“The warehouse passed to me. Its rents pay my clerks. Its value secures the wages I claimed to be protecting when I used Cormac’s concealed account.”
“Inheritance is not consent to every act that produced it.”
“No. It is only enjoyment of the result.”
Nathaniel stopped beneath a bare plane tree.
“What do you intend to do?”
“Ask Maeve.”
He looked toward the two women ahead.
“That is not the answer Cormac would have chosen.”
“Do not make virtue of one question. I have not yet heard the answer.”
She caught up with Maeve near the square.
“The warehouse connected to that agreement produces an income,” Abigail said. “Part of it may belong to your family.”
Maeve turned.
“My father did not own the warehouse.”
“His name helped transfer it.”
“His stolen name did. That does not make the theft an investment.”
“Then compensation—”
“My mother received compensation when he died.”
“Three pounds.”
“You believe a larger sum will change which one of us is mistress and which is servant?”
The question was quiet. Clara stepped away. Nathaniel remained where he was, close enough to hear and too far to intervene.
Abigail answered carefully.
“I believe I benefit from something done to your family. I do not know what justice requires.”
“Neither do I.”
Maeve’s anger did not disappear. It altered because Abigail had not defended herself.
“Do not decide upon money tonight,” Maeve said. “Do not arrange it with a solicitor and present it to me as though the choice were mine after everything has been settled.”
Abigail recognised more than a request concerning compensation.
“I will not.”
“And do not ask me to be grateful because you offered.”
“I will not do that either.”
They resumed walking.
The distance between them remained, but Abigail no longer mistook distance for departure.
VI — The Broken Seal
The message from Rook and Son reached Mrs. Larkin’s house at half past six.
It was addressed to no one. The stationer’s apprentice had written only:
The green box numbered seventeen was removed at four o’clock under the deposited authority.
Maeve read the line aloud.
“He said he would not tell us,” Clara said.
“I gave the apprentice half a crown before we left,” Maeve replied.
Abigail looked at her.
“You did not mention that.”
“There was nothing to mention unless someone came.”
Nathaniel watched the exchange.
Maeve heard her own defence and closed her eyes briefly.
“No,” she said. “That is what you say when you decide for other people.”
She placed the message upon the table.
“I should have told you. I thought if Sir Edwin knew, he might prevent the boy from warning us or place him in danger by questioning him openly.”
Abigail could have pointed out that the reasoning was sound. That was not the point.
“Thank you for telling us now,” she said.
Thomas had returned from Hanover Street and stood beside the door. “Did the apprentice see who collected it?”
Maeve turned the paper over.
One additional line had been written across the back.
The bearer signed Matthew Croft. His right hand lacked the first finger.
Croft had possessed all ten fingers in St Bride’s Passage.
Clara said, “Keane sent a man with Croft’s signature.”
“And the stationer accepted him,” Nathaniel replied.
“The signature matched,” Maeve said. “That was all the agreement required.”
Abigail thought of Michael Kelleher’s hand copied after death. Keane had practiced the same method for fourteen years: reduce a person to a signature, then place the signature wherever the living man refused to stand.
“The sealed envelope,” Clara said.
No one answered.
They had copied the visible papers but left the black-wax seal intact. Breaking it would have revealed that the box had been inspected and warned anyone later collecting it. At the time, preserving their advantage had seemed worth the unopened secret.
Now the envelope belonged to Keane.
Nathaniel picked up the apprentice’s message.
“We know he has the divided provision. We do not know what the envelope contained.”
Maeve touched her father’s copied name.
“We know what Keane does with a dead man’s hand.”
Abigail looked toward the dark windows.
Somewhere in London, a document had been opened under Matthew Croft’s stolen name.
And Keane now knew precisely which half of his plan remained missing.
He had the divided provision and the envelope’s direction. The schedule that named his authority was still beyond his reach.
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CHAPTER 12
THE KEEPER OF THE DEAD
I — What the Envelope Contained
The message from Rook and Son remained upon Mrs. Larkin’s parlour table long after there was anything left to learn from it.
The bearer signed Matthew Croft. His right hand lacked the first finger.
Abigail had read the words often enough that the apprentice’s cramped letters had begun to seem less like writing than a row of small black bars. The green box had been removed. The seal they had preserved in order to conceal their knowledge had passed intact into Keane’s hands. Somewhere between four o’clock and darkness, he had opened the envelope and discovered what Renshaw had thought worth hiding from him.
Sir Edwin stood beside the mantel, one hand resting upon the brass corner of his dispatch case. Mrs. Larkin had allowed the case into her parlour only after Thomas placed it where she could see it.
“The stationer’s apprentice describes the bearer as a man of middle height in a black coat,” Sir Edwin said. “He wore a woollen scarf across the lower part of his face and left in a hired cab. The description will distinguish him from approximately half the men in London if the other half are considerate enough to remain indoors.”
Nathaniel looked up from the apprentice’s message. “Was the cab traced?”
“To Farringdon Street. The driver was paid there and saw the passenger enter the crowd.”
“With the box?” Maeve asked.
“With the box beneath his arm.”
Clara sat near the fire with Renshaw’s letter open upon her lap. She had read it twice since they returned from Bell’s house. The paper bore no secret writing and yielded no new sentence when held toward the flame.
“The original articles,” she said. “No copies.”
Abigail turned from the window. “That was how he described the appointment.”
“We assumed he meant the papers in his office.”
“He did mean them.”
“Perhaps not only them.”
Sir Edwin held out his hand. Clara gave him the letter.
The note contained very little: a request that Clara come to Renshaw’s office at eleven on Thursday, an insistence that she bring Julian’s original articles, and the warning that no copies should be made. Renshaw had been dead before the appointment could take place.
“If the schedule were in box seventeen, Keane would now possess everything,” Nathaniel said. “Bell believes he does not.”
“Bell believes Renshaw separated it from the provision,” Abigail replied. “He cannot prove where either paper was kept.”
“Renshaw would not place the schedule beside a note identifying its location,” Maeve said. “That would be the same as leaving them together.”
“Unless the note meant nothing to anyone who did not already know what to seek,” Clara said.
Sir Edwin laid Renshaw’s letter beside the stationer’s message. “Then we begin with what Keane knew before he took the box. He knew it contained the divided provision. He did not know where Renshaw placed the schedule. Whatever he found beneath the seal has now supplied the next direction.”
“Or the next name,” Abigail said.
The room became quiet.
Renshaw had not trusted the law enough to place his evidence before a magistrate. He had divided it among boxes, letters and frightened people, then died before he could bring the pieces together. Keane had made use of that caution. Every protection Renshaw had built around the truth now delayed those trying to preserve it.
Abigail looked at Croft’s copied memorandum. Five names. Not five intended victims, Bell had said, but five hands Keane could use.
“The envelope identified someone,” she said. “Someone who possesses the schedule or knows where Renshaw concealed it.”
Nathaniel folded the apprentice’s message. “Then Keane will go to that person first.”
“Unless we find the name before he does,” Maeve replied.
“He has the envelope,” Sir Edwin said.
Maeve met his eyes. “We have Renshaw’s accounts.”
II — Maeve’s Condition
Clara and Sir Edwin went with Thomas to collect the remaining papers from Renshaw’s office. Nathaniel withdrew to the passage to speak with the constable Sir Edwin had left at the door.
Maeve remained at the table, her father’s forged signature beneath her hand.
Abigail had spent the walk from Bell’s house constructing offers. A solicitor could calculate the income produced by the warehouse interest. Its value could be traced from the fraudulent transfer to the assets she had inherited. Money could be settled upon Mrs. Kelleher without passing through Maeve. An annuity could be created. The accounts could be corrected.
Each solution had required Abigail to decide what ought to be done before asking the woman to whom it would be done.
She sat opposite Maeve.
“I will not offer you money tonight.”
Maeve looked at her. “That is a peculiar beginning.”
“It is the only promise I can make without deciding the rest for you.”
Maeve’s expression softened so little that another person might not have seen it.
“What do you want?” Abigail asked.
Maeve lowered her eyes to Michael Kelleher’s name.
“I am not blaming you for what they did,” she said. “But I will not let you decide alone how it is repaired.”
“I want to know who wrote this. I want to know who told him to write it. I want to know whether your father saw it and whether my mother was kept ignorant because she was poor or because she was a widow.” Her finger moved toward the second agreement. “And I want to know how often they used him after he was dead.”
Abigail felt the instinctive resistance before she understood it. Cormac’s business records contained legitimate contracts, concealed accounts, names bought into silence and obligations that had never passed through a court. Opening them would not expose only Keane. It would expose Cormac, Abigail and every compromise she had made since inheriting his affairs.
Maeve watched the hesitation form.
“You asked what I wanted.”
“Yes.”
“You did not promise to give it.”
“You may examine every record I inherited from Cormac.”
The answer sounded reckless when spoken. Abigail did not withdraw it.
“Not only the respectable ledgers,” Maeve said.
“No.”
“And not only the pages you decide concern my father.”
“All of them.”
Maeve studied her as though searching for the limit concealed inside the offer.
“There are records in Ireland,” Abigail continued. “Others are held by Pritchard or remain in warehouses under different company names. I cannot place them all before you tomorrow.”
“Then begin with those you can.”
“I will.”
Maeve folded the two versions of her father’s signature together, carefully preventing the inked names from touching.
“I will look for my father before I look for your schedule.”
The condition was neither obedient nor spiteful. It was simply hers.
“Yes,” Abigail said.
Maeve looked toward the passage where Nathaniel’s voice could be heard speaking quietly with the constable.
“If I find something you would rather Lieutenant Vance did not know?”
Abigail thought of the concealed account she had used to protect the wages, of the pressure she had applied to men who would not have yielded to a lawful request, and of Nathaniel’s face when he understood that refusing Cormac’s methods did not prevent her from using them.
“You will show it to me,” she said. “Then we will decide whom it concerns.”
Maeve’s brows rose.
Abigail heard herself.
“No. You will decide whether it concerns you. I will decide whether it concerns me.”
“That is nearer.”
Nathaniel returned before Abigail could determine whether she had been corrected or forgiven. Maeve placed the documents inside Croft’s memorandum and tied the ribbon around them.
“We are going through Renshaw’s accounts,” she told him.
“Tonight?”
“Keane is unlikely to observe Christmas hours.”
Nathaniel glanced at Abigail.
“Maeve has set a condition,” Abigail said.
“A dangerous habit,” he replied.
Maeve rose. “You will learn to endure it.”
His mouth moved, but whatever answer occurred to him remained unspoken.
It was the first kindness of the evening.
III — The Crossed Accounts
Renshaw’s surviving books arrived shortly after nine in two canvas cases that smelled of river damp and warehouse dust.
Mrs. Larkin objected to the dust, the hour and the constable who carried mud across her tiles. She objected most strongly to Sir Edwin’s suggestion that the books remain in her parlour overnight.
“Dead gentlemen have caused sufficient disorder in this house,” she said. “Their accounts may remain in the breakfast room.”
They worked there beneath two lamps while rain replaced the day’s thin snow against the windows.
The books contained no confession. Renshaw had recorded freight charges, repairs, rents, advances and warehouse wages with the habits of a man who expected figures to be understood by someone other than himself. Clara searched for Julian’s name. Nathaniel copied references to the provision and the western warehouse. Abigail traced the companies that had carried assets from Cormac’s direct ownership into partnerships Keane could present as legitimate.
Maeve began with the labour accounts.
For nearly an hour she said nothing. She read every name, not only Michael Kelleher’s, and compared the wage books with the witness lists Bell had surrendered. At last she moved one ledger beneath the lamp.
“Here.”
A small cross had been drawn beside Michael Kelleher’s final payment. It was not an accounting mark Abigail recognised. The same cross appeared beside three other names upon the page.
Nathaniel brought the witness lists closer.
Two of the men had signed later agreements.
“When were the crosses entered?” he asked.
Abigail examined the ink. “Not when the wages were paid. The nib was finer. The ink has browned differently.”
“Can you date it?”
“No. Only say that someone returned to the page.”
Maeve opened the next wage book. Another cross. Another dead labourer whose name appeared eighteen months later as guarantor of a cargo loan.
Clara took the book from her.
“I know this name.”
Her finger rested upon Daniel Hales, cooper.
“From where?” Abigail asked.
“One of Julian’s papers. A declaration concerning damaged casks landed in Galway. Hales swore that the cargo had already spoiled before it reached Cormac’s warehouse.”
“When?”
Clara gave the year.
Maeve found the death payment. Daniel Hales had been buried seven months before making his declaration.
The crosses spread through the books. Some names appeared later as witnesses. Others guaranteed debts, acknowledged deliveries or surrendered small interests in partnerships they had never owned while alive.
Keane had not invented a single fraud and repeated it. He had built a language from the dead. Their names passed property, excused losses and converted questionable cargo into respectable capital. A clerk unfamiliar with the original labourers would see only signatures supported by old wage records.
“A living man may deny his hand,” Maeve said. “A dead one cannot.”
Nathaniel looked at the growing list. “This proves the agreements are false if we can establish the dates of death.”
“It does not prove who wrote the signatures,” Sir Edwin said.
“Keane certified some of them,” Clara replied.
“He will say he relied upon Cormac’s clerks.”
Abigail turned another page. “And Cormac will receive the blame because he cannot answer.”
Sir Edwin did not disagree.
Near midnight, Maeve found a folded sheet pasted inside the rear cover of the oldest wage book. It contained a list of payments to widows and injured men. Michael Kelleher’s name appeared beside three pounds.
Below it, in Renshaw’s hand, someone had written:
Balance retained under western transfer. Refer E.V., memorial account.
“E.V.,” Clara said. “A company?”
“A person,” Abigail replied. “Renshaw used initials for private agents.”
Nathaniel searched the other books while Maeve continued down the pasted sheet. At the bottom appeared the name of a proctor near Doctors’ Commons who had prepared a draft codicil for Renshaw three weeks before his death.
IV — What Conscience Calculated
The proctor’s clerk received them at ten the following morning in a room lined with tin boxes and bound probate calendars. Sir Edwin’s card produced courtesy but not surrender.
“Mr. Renshaw did not execute the codicil,” the clerk said. “A draft without signature has no testamentary force.”
“We are not seeking to enforce it,” Sir Edwin replied. “We are trying to understand why he was killed.”
The clerk’s eyes moved toward Maeve and then away. “The draft concerns private bequests.”
Maeve placed the two signatures of Michael Kelleher upon his desk.
“One of them was written eleven months after my father died. If Renshaw intended to repair what was done with his name, the privacy belonged to my family before it belonged to him.”
The clerk read both documents. His resistance did not vanish, but it acquired discomfort.
He brought the draft.
Most of it was ordinary. Renshaw left small sums to two servants, a married niece and a church in Surrey where his parents were buried. The final bequest had been added in the margin and continued upon a separate sheet.
Maeve read it without speaking.
To the widow of Michael Kelleher, the sum withheld at the time of the western warehouse transfer, together with such interest as conscience may calculate.
“How much?” Nathaniel asked.
“The draft does not say,” Maeve replied.
“Did Renshaw give you an amount?” Abigail asked the clerk.
“No. He said he required the old accounts before he could determine it. He did not return.”
Maeve laid the draft down.
“He knew.”
“Yes,” Abigail said.
“He knew and continued to receive his share.”
The clerk shifted behind his desk. “Mr. Renshaw may have intended—”
“Regret is not payment,” Maeve said. “And payment is not innocence.”
The clerk ceased defending the dead man.
Another sentence followed the unfinished bequest:
The memorandum entrusted to the keeper of the dead shall be delivered with the original schedule and treated as part of my private confession.
Sir Edwin read the sentence twice.
“Who is the keeper of the dead?”
The clerk shook his head. “I assumed it referred to a parish officer.”
“Which parish?”
“Mr. Renshaw did not say.”
Clara had gone very still.
Abigail noticed. “You know the phrase.”
“Julian used it once.”
Maeve turned toward her.
“He was angry because your father would not let him see an account,” Clara continued. “He said Cormac trusted the keeper of the dead more than he trusted his own son. I thought he meant a priest.”
“Cormac did not trust priests with his accounts,” Abigail said.
“Then who?”
The initials beside Michael Kelleher’s retained balance supplied the answer.
Elias Venn had served as a copying clerk in Cormac’s London office for nearly twenty years. After leaving the firm, he prepared probate inventories, burial accounts and death notices for families who could afford discretion. Cormac had once said that Venn remembered every man who died owing money and every creditor relieved by the death.
Abigail had met him twice as a child. She remembered ink upon his cuffs and a voice so soft that everyone else lowered theirs to hear him.
“E.V.,” Maeve said.
“Elias Venn,” Abigail replied. “The keeper of the dead.”
V — An Empty Office
Venn kept rooms above a printer near Paternoster Row. By the time they reached the address, the printer was closing his street shutters against an early darkening sky.
“Mr. Venn has gone,” he said.
Nathaniel placed one hand upon the shutter before it could descend. “Where?”
“He did not confide his movements to me.”
Sir Edwin’s name made the printer more respectful but no better informed. Venn had arrived shortly after eight, remained upstairs for less than an hour and departed carrying a small case. A visitor had come before him and waited beside the door.
“Describe the visitor,” Abigail said.
“A physician, I suppose. Black coat. Black case. Respectable.”
“What made him a physician?”
The printer looked surprised. “The case.”
“Did you see instruments?”
“No.”
“Did he give a name?”
“No.”
“Then you saw a man carrying a black case,” Nathaniel said.
“That is what I have told you.”
“It is not what you first told us.”
The printer surrendered the key to Venn’s office.
The rooms were orderly. A blotter lay square with the desk. Pens had been cleaned and placed beside a covered inkwell. Shelves held probate calendars, newspaper files and narrow books labelled by parish and year.
There was no overturned chair, no open drawer and no blood.
Abigail examined the desk while Nathaniel searched the small rear room. Clara opened the newspaper files. Sir Edwin inspected the grate, where several papers had been burned too thoroughly to preserve more than their curled edges.
Maeve stood before the shelves.
“These are burial registers,” she said.
“Copies,” Abigail replied. “Venn kept his own extracts.”
“Then one is missing.”
The volumes were arranged by year. A narrow opening separated two books whose dates did not follow one another.
The missing volume covered the year Michael Kelleher died.
They searched the office again. The book was not in Venn’s case, beneath his desk or among the printer’s files. On the shelf, the dust showed that it had been removed recently.
“Keane is clearing the names,” Clara said.
“The death records prove that his witnesses were already buried,” Nathaniel replied. “Without them, we must obtain the same evidence parish by parish.”
“Without the register, Keane can delay the proof,” Abigail said. “He cannot erase the deaths themselves.”
“Which costs time,” Sir Edwin said. “Time is what he requires.”
Maeve ran one finger along the empty place upon the shelf.
“Venn took the case. Someone else took the book.”
Abigail looked toward her. “Why?”
“A man leaving by choice takes what he means to protect. A man frightened into leaving takes what he can carry. This book was beside the others, and its absence is too neat.”
Nathaniel examined the shelf. “The visitor removed it before Venn arrived.”
“Or made Venn remove it and then kept it,” Maeve said.
No deduction extended further than the evidence. Abigail felt the difference. Months earlier, she might have supplied certainty because uncertainty frightened her. Maeve allowed the unanswered question to remain.
Inside the desk, Abigail found a torn sheet bearing three initials and dates. M.K. stood beside the year of Michael Kelleher’s death. D.H. matched Daniel Hales. The third, T.W., belonged to no name they had yet identified.
Below them Venn had written one line:
Schedule retained apart. If Renshaw fails, deliver only upon the daughter’s demand.
The daughter might mean Abigail, Cormac’s heir. Or it might mean Maeve, whose father’s forged hand had helped create the provision.
“The daughter,” Clara said. “You.”
Abigail read it again.
“Perhaps.”
Maeve looked at Michael Kelleher’s initials. “Or me.”
VI — The Selfish Request
Sir Edwin sent men to the railway stations and river stairs with Venn’s description. He sent another constable to the Oxford Street chemist named by Mowbray’s maid. None of the measures could answer the immediate question: which daughter had Renshaw meant, and where had Venn gone?
Outside the printer’s shop, rain darkened the stones and turned the remaining snow to grey ridges along the gutter.
“You will return to Mrs. Larkin’s house,” Nathaniel told Abigail.
She looked at him.
He closed his eyes briefly. “That sounded like an order.”
“It possessed many of the customary features.”
Maeve and Clara moved a short distance ahead with Sir Edwin, granting them privacy without pretending not to notice the disagreement.
“Keane has prepared a physician to declare you unsound,” Nathaniel said. “He has obtained a provision concerning your incapacity. If you are drugged, taken or found wandering in confusion, every lie he has told will appear confirmed.”
“Which is why I cannot remain in a parlour while he finds Venn.”
“It is why I want to know where you are.”
“Those are not the same thing.”
“No.”
The quick agreement stopped her.
Nathaniel rested both hands upon the head of his stick. His injured leg had stiffened during the search, though he had refused the chair the printer offered.
“I am asking you to remain where I can find you,” he said.
“That is not the same as asking me to be safe.”
“No. It is the more selfish request.”
The rain had gathered upon his hair. Abigail wanted to brush it away and disliked that such a small impulse could survive forged names, missing men and laudanum bottles.
“I will not promise to remain behind,” she said.
“I know.”
“I will tell you before I go anywhere.”
“Even if you believe I will object?”
“Especially then.”
He held out his hand.
Abigail placed hers in it. His glove was damp and cold. He did not pull her nearer or turn the gesture into a pledge larger than she had offered. He simply kept her hand while the rain moved down the street between them and the others.
“The same agreement binds me,” he said. “No pursuit, interview or inspired act of foolishness without telling you first.”
“You have narrowed your available activities severely.”
“I had not realised how severely until I spoke.”
The smile that passed between them was brief, but it belonged to neither fear nor evidence. Abigail allowed herself to keep it.
Then Maeve called from the corner.
“If the treaty has been negotiated, Sir Edwin would like us to leave the rain.”
Nathaniel released Abigail’s hand only after she began to withdraw it.
VII — The Second Bottle
The parcel waited upon the hall table at Mrs. Larkin’s house.
It was small enough to hold in one hand, wrapped in brown paper and tied with white string. No name appeared upon it. Thomas said a boy had delivered it twenty minutes earlier and departed before the door was fully opened.
Abigail reached toward it.
Maeve caught her wrist.
“No.”
The word contained none of a servant’s deference.
Abigail stopped.
Thomas brought a tray. Nathaniel cut the string with his penknife while Sir Edwin held the paper away from the contents. Inside lay a blue glass bottle, stoppered and sealed.
Dr. Silas Mowbray’s name appeared upon the label.
Unlike the bottle Mr. Pelham had examined that morning, this one was full.
Clara stepped back.
Maeve did not. “The other chemist?”
“We do not know,” Abigail said.
“The label is Mowbray’s,” Sir Edwin replied. “That proves only that Keane found another empty bottle or had the label copied.”
A folded note lay beneath it.
Nathaniel opened the paper with the point of his knife.
Your father understood when rest became necessary. Mr. Keane hopes you will learn the same.
Abigail read the sentence once.
Cormac had slept badly during the final years. He had kept brandy beside his bed and dismissed anyone who asked whether it helped. Keane knew that. He knew enough private truth to give every lie the shape of intimacy.
“He wants you to destroy it,” Nathaniel said.
“Or conceal it,” Maeve replied. “Either would make us appear afraid of what is in it.”
“He wants me to understand that he can place the bottle wherever he chooses,” Abigail said. “Beside my bed. In my hand. Empty.”
He was no longer preparing a future case. He was showing them that he could plant its evidence whenever he chose.
No one contradicted her.
Maeve examined the wrapping without touching it. A narrow piece of printed paper had adhered beneath the string. Nathaniel lifted it free with the knife.
Only part of the printing remained.
…lias Venn, aged fifty-eight…
Below it survived the beginning of a street and the date of a funeral that had not yet occurred.
Clara’s face lost colour. “A death notice.”
“Prepared before the death,” Sir Edwin said.
“Venn prepares notices,” Abigail replied. “This may have come from his office.”
Maeve looked toward the bottle. “Or it may have been prepared for him.”
Thomas shifted beside the door. “Shall I summon the police?”
“Sir Edwin’s chemist first,” Maeve said. “The constable is already outside, and I do not want this carried through another station house before we know what it contains.”
She looked at Sir Edwin, not for permission but confirmation.
“Mr. Pelham,” he said. “Thomas, give the messenger my card and instruct him to bring Pelham here personally.”
Thomas left.
Maeve drew the tray away from Abigail and placed it upon the highest shelf of the hall cupboard. Then she locked the door and put the key in her pocket.
Abigail watched her.
“You may ask for it,” Maeve said. “I will say no.”
“I was going to thank you.”
Maeve’s expression changed.
“Then you may do that.”
“Thank you.”
The distance between them did not vanish. It had never depended upon a single apology, a key or an opened ledger. But Maeve stood beside her rather than behind her, carrying an authority no one had granted and no one in the hall attempted to take away.
Keane had prepared every element of the trap: a physician, a bottle, and a story to explain her resistance.
THE WRECKER’S DAUGHTER — BOOK TWO
CHAPTER 13
THE DAUGHTER’S DEMAND
I — The Quantity
Mr. Pelham arrived before the hall clock struck nine.
He came without an assistant and carried a plain wooden case that Mrs. Larkin regarded with less hostility than Sir Edwin’s dispatch box only because it possessed no brass corners. Thomas brought the locked cupboard key to Maeve. She opened the door herself and stood beside the tray while Pelham examined the bottle.
Abigail remained in the parlour.
Nathaniel had suggested the distance. Maeve had required it.
The distinction mattered.
Through the open door Abigail could see Pelham scrape wax from the stopper, lift a small quantity into a glass and test it first by scent, then with two preparations taken from his case. Sir Edwin watched. Maeve watched more closely.
Pelham entered the parlour ten minutes later with the sealed bottle wrapped in a clean cloth.
“Laudanum,” he said. “Stronger than the preparation I examined this morning.”
“How much would be dangerous?” Nathaniel asked.
“That depends upon the patient, her accustomed use and what else she has taken. This bottle contains enough to render a person insensible several times over. Given at once, it might kill her.”
Clara looked toward Abigail.
Pelham did not. He spoke to Sir Edwin, perhaps because Sir Edwin had summoned him or because naming the intended victim while she sat before him felt discourteous.
“Can you identify the chemist?” Abigail asked.
“The glass is ordinary. The label was removed from another bottle and pasted upon this one. There are fibres beneath the paper and a second line of gum at the edge.”
“Mowbray’s label?”
“Probably. Not necessarily applied by Mowbray.”
Maeve placed the empty bottle from the morning beside the full one. The printing matched. The paper did not. On the second bottle, Mowbray’s name had been cut so closely that part of the direction above it was missing.
“Keane brought Mowbray an empty bottle last week,” Maeve said. “The maid heard him ask whether the doctor still used the same labels.”
“Then he may have taken it away again,” Sir Edwin replied.
“Or brought another bottle so that the maid would remember the visit,” Abigail said. “He leaves enough truth behind every deception to make the witness useful.”
Pelham closed his case. “I will provide a signed analysis. Until then, the bottle should remain sealed and in the custody of someone other than Miss O’Shea.”
“It will,” Maeve said.
Pelham looked at her, then at the cupboard key in her hand.
“A sound arrangement.”
After he left, Sir Edwin sent the bottle to his solicitor’s strongroom with Pelham’s note, the wrapping and Keane’s message. The scrap of death notice remained upon the table.
…lias Venn, aged fifty-eight…
Below the name survived only the beginning of a street and the date of a funeral that had not yet occurred.
“If Keane intended this merely as a threat, he could have sent the bottle alone,” Nathaniel said.
“The paper tells us he reached Venn’s office,” Clara replied.
“Or wants us to believe he did,” Sir Edwin said.
Maeve turned the scrap over. Printer’s ink had marked the reverse in three broken lines. The words were incomplete, but one contained the end of a surname.
…Wren.
Abigail thought of the three initials found in Venn’s office.
M.K. Michael Kelleher.
D.H. Daniel Hales.
T.W.
“Thomas Wren,” she said.
Maeve was already opening the copied wage list.
II — The Third Dead Man
Thomas Wren had worked as a tally clerk at the western warehouse for nine years. His final wage appeared two pages before Michael Kelleher’s. A cross had been added beside it in the same fine nib and browned ink.
Renshaw’s papers contained no later agreement bearing Wren’s name. Clara found him instead among the declarations Julian had hidden.
Wren had certified that a shipment of dyed cloth damaged during unloading had entered the warehouse in sound condition. The declaration transferred the loss from the warehouse owners to the carrier.
It was dated four months after Wren’s burial.
“Another dead hand,” Nathaniel said.
“He turns dead witnesses into living authority,” Maeve said. “That is why the families matter.”
Maeve read the original wage entry. “He left a widow and a daughter.”
“Where?” Abigail asked.
“The payment column says Commercial Road. No number.”
Sir Edwin sent a constable to the parish named in the burial account. Abigail expected him to insist that she remain at Mrs. Larkin’s house. He did not. Nathaniel had apparently described their agreement, because Sir Edwin asked where she intended to go and accepted her answer without correcting it.
They went first to the printer beneath Venn’s office.
The printer recognised the paper at once.
“My stock,” he said. “But not my composition.”
“You did not set this notice?” Nathaniel asked.
“I did not say that. The letters are mine. Mr. Venn used the small press in his room for private proofs. Death notices often require correction before they are sent to a newspaper.”
“Did he prepare one in his own name?”
The printer took the scrap to the window.
“Not while I was present.”
“Was this paper in his office yesterday?” Maeve asked.
“There was a proof upon his desk. I did not read it.”
“Did it mention Wren?”
He looked at the broken printing upon the reverse.
“It may have. Mrs. Wren sometimes brought copying work to him. Her daughter writes a clear hand.”
“Where does she live?”
The printer hesitated until Sir Edwin’s constable entered behind them carrying the parish return.
Thomas Wren’s widow, Anne, had moved from Commercial Road to a narrow court off Fashion Street in Spitalfields. The burial register named her daughter Sarah as the person who paid the parish fees.
“Venn knew the families of the men whose names were used,” Maeve said when they returned to the street. “He kept memorial accounts for them.”
“And Renshaw’s codicil directed us to the keeper of the dead,” Clara replied. “Venn may have gone to one of those families when he fled.”
Sir Edwin ordered the constable to obtain two additional men before they approached Fashion Street.
“If Venn is there, uniforms may send him out the back,” Abigail said.
“If Keane is there, the absence of uniforms may send one of us through a window,” Sir Edwin replied.
Nathaniel looked down the street. “Let the constables remain at either end of the court. We go to the door without them.”
“You are not yet returned to duty,” Sir Edwin said.
“I am aware of it whenever I stand, walk or receive advice.”
Sir Edwin’s gaze moved to Abigail, as though measuring whether wit had again replaced sense.
“The men remain within sight,” he said. “No one pursues anyone.”
Nathaniel inclined his head.
Abigail did not ask whether the order had been directed specifically at him.
III — Mrs. Wren’s Lodger
Fashion Street was crowded with barrows, damp washing and children who treated the remaining snow as a material for warfare. The houses pressed close enough to keep daylight above the roofs without allowing much of it to reach the stones.
Mrs. Wren lived on the second floor above a seller of used clothing. Sarah Wren opened the door.
She was perhaps twenty-five, with dark hair pinned severely and ink upon the side of her middle finger. Her eyes moved from Abigail’s coat to Nathaniel’s stick, then to Maeve.
“We have no need of charity.”
“We have not brought any,” Maeve said.
Sarah began to close the door.
Maeve placed Michael Kelleher’s copied signature in the opening.
“My father was dead when this was written. Thomas Wren was dead when they used his name. Elias Venn knew both things.”
Sarah looked at the page.
The door stopped.
“Come in.”
Mrs. Wren sat near a small fire mending a man’s shirt too large to belong to either woman. She did not rise when they entered.
“You have brought too many,” she told Sarah.
“They know Mr. Kelleher’s name.”
Mrs. Wren’s needle ceased moving.
A footstep sounded in the adjoining room.
Nathaniel shifted his weight. He did not reach inside his coat, but his right hand left the head of his stick.
Elias Venn appeared in the doorway.
Abigail recognised little of the man she had met as a child. The ink remained upon his cuffs, but his hair had thinned and his shoulders had drawn inward. A bruise darkened one side of his jaw. He carried no weapon.
“Miss O’Shea,” he said.
“Mr. Venn.”
His attention moved to Maeve and remained there.
“Michael’s daughter.”
Maeve’s face closed.
“You knew him?”
“I knew his name. That is not the same thing, though men in Cormac’s office often treated it as sufficient.”
“Did you copy it?”
Venn sat beside Mrs. Wren.
“Once.”
Nathaniel closed the outer door.
“Before or after Mr. Kelleher died?” he asked.
“After.”
Maeve did not move. “Which agreement?”
“A transfer of the western warehouse interest. Matthew Croft prepared the body of the document. Keane brought me an unloading tally bearing Michael’s hand and told me to make a fair copy of the witness page.”
“And you did.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
Venn looked toward the shirt in Mrs. Wren’s lap.
“Because I had a wife, two sons and a position that would not survive honesty.”
“Do they survive it now?”
“My wife is dead. One son went to sea and the other no longer writes. You may decide whether that is an answer.”
“It is an explanation,” Maeve said. “Those are not always the same thing.”
Abigail heard Nathaniel’s earlier correction in the words, but Maeve had made it her own.
“Did Cormac order the signature copied?” Abigail asked.
Venn rubbed one thumb across the other.
“Keane gave the order. Cormac signed the completed transfer three days later.”
“Did he know Michael Kelleher was dead?”
“He knew the labour accounts better than any man in the office. I never heard Keane tell him. I never heard Cormac ask.”
It was not absolution. Abigail had not expected any.
Maeve took the chair opposite Venn.
“How many times did you use my father’s name?”
“I copied it once. Keane used the copy more than once.”
“How many?”
“Three documents that I saw. There may have been others.”
“You kept records.”
“I kept enough to know which dead men were being made useful.”
“The missing burial book,” Nathaniel said.
Venn touched the bruise upon his jaw. “Keane’s man took it.”
“The visitor with the black case?”
“He arrived before I did. He wore a physician’s coat and carried a case because respectable disguises are the easiest. When I entered, he was waiting behind the inner door.”
“Why did he let you leave?” Sir Edwin asked.
“He believed I had told him where Renshaw placed the schedule.”
“Had you?”
“I told him where it had been.”
For the first time, something almost like satisfaction entered Venn’s quiet voice.
IV — Two Daughters
Venn had received the schedule from Renshaw six days before the warehouse death.
Renshaw had brought it after dark, sealed between two plain sheets and accompanied by a copy of the divided provision. He believed Keane had already altered the partnership articles and was preparing to use Abigail’s inherited debts against her.
“Why did he not take it to a magistrate?” Nathaniel asked.
“Because the schedule contains Cormac’s signature, Keane’s name and Renshaw’s attestation. Producing it would expose the alteration, but it would also expose the earlier agreements from which the provision was derived. Renshaw hoped to preserve his fortune while confessing only the portion that endangered Miss O’Shea.”
Maeve looked at Mrs. Wren.
“He wished to return the purse after keeping the coins.”
“Yes,” Venn said.
“Where is the schedule now?” Abigail asked.
“You have not yet demanded it.”
The sentence irritated her before she understood it.
“I came to your office. I searched for you. Keane has sent poison to the house where I am staying. What further demand do you require?”
Venn’s expression did not change.
“Renshaw wrote that the document was to be delivered upon the daughter’s demand. He meant Cormac’s daughter.”
“Then give it to her,” Nathaniel said.
“I altered the condition.”
Maeve leaned forward.
“You had no right to alter it,” Abigail said.
“No. Neither did Keane have the right to use Michael Kelleher’s hand. Neither did Renshaw have the right to decide which portion of the fraud deserved confession. Rights have been absent from this business for fourteen years.”
He opened a narrow account book.
Michael Kelleher’s name appeared on the first page. Thomas Wren’s appeared on the second. Daniel Hales and nine others followed.
“The schedule governs property obtained through these names,” Venn said. “One daughter inherited it. The other lost a father to it. I require them both.”
Maeve understood.
“You require us both.”
“I require the demand of the daughter who inherited the business and the daughter whose father was used to build it.”
Abigail looked at Maeve.
Weeks earlier she might have spoken first. She might have demanded the schedule and treated Maeve’s presence as support. Now she waited.
Maeve looked at Venn.
“I demand every document upon which my father’s name appears and every record explaining what was done with it.”
Venn turned to Abigail.
“I demand the schedule and the memorandum Renshaw intended to accompany it,” Abigail said. “Not so that I may conceal what Cormac did. So that Keane cannot use it to do more.”
Venn closed the account book.
“Then the condition is satisfied.”
Mrs. Wren resumed sewing, although her needle passed through the same opening twice.
“Where is it?” Sir Edwin asked.
“Not here.”
Nathaniel’s patience showed only in the stillness of his hand.
“Where?” he asked.
“When the green box was removed, Rook’s apprentice sent a second message. Renshaw had arranged it before his death. I moved the schedule yesterday morning and left the false burial notice upon my desk. The notice named this house because I wanted anyone searching my rooms to believe I had come here with the document.”
“You did come here,” Clara said.
“Without it.”
“Keane found the notice,” Abigail said. “Part of it came around the bottle.”
“Then he believed the false direction long enough to threaten me with it.”
Venn’s satisfaction vanished.
“He also knows this address now,” Maeve said.
Mrs. Wren’s needle stopped again.
V — The Man in the Court
Nathaniel crossed to the window without approaching it directly. He stood beside the wall and looked through the narrow space between curtain and frame.
“There is a man beneath the used-clothing awning.”
Sarah went pale. “He has been there since noon.”
“Description?” Sir Edwin asked.
“Grey coat. Brown hat. He bought nothing and complains whenever the shopkeeper asks him to move.”
Sir Edwin looked toward the door. The constables remained at either end of the court, but the watcher stood between them, protected by the crowd.
“He may have followed us,” Clara said.
“Or watched the house before we arrived,” Nathaniel replied.
“If he saw all of us enter, Keane knows we found Venn,” Abigail said.
Maeve went to Mrs. Wren.
“Is there another stair?”
“Through the roof room and across the next house. The tenants use it when the court floods.”
Sir Edwin gave instructions without raising his voice. One constable would enter from the front. The second would cover the roof passage. No one was to pursue beyond the court.
Venn gathered his account book.
“I will not go to a police station.”
“You will go where Keane cannot reach you,” Sir Edwin said.
“Keane has friends in offices you believe secure.”
“So do I.”
Venn looked at him. “That is not as comforting as you intend.”
The front bell rang below.
Sarah moved toward the roof stair.
Maeve caught her arm. “Not yet. If the watcher saw us, he expects someone to run when the constable enters.”
Footsteps sounded upon the lower stair.
Nathaniel positioned himself beside the door. Abigail remained near the fire, angry at the arrangement and sensible enough not to disrupt it. Clara drew Mrs. Wren farther from the entrance.
The knock came twice.
“Police,” a voice called.
Sir Edwin opened the door only after recognising the constable.
“The man has gone, sir.”
“Which direction?”
“He entered the clothing shop when he saw me. There is a rear door into the next court. My partner has gone around.”
Sir Edwin’s expression hardened. “I instructed him not to pursue.”
“He is covering the exit, sir.”
From the street came a crash of wood, then a woman’s shout.
Nathaniel did not move.
Abigail saw the effort it cost him.
The second constable returned five minutes later with an empty brown hat. The watcher had knocked over a barrow and vanished through a public house crowded with afternoon customers.
Inside the hatband, a tailor’s mark had been cut away.
“He wanted us to see him,” Maeve said.
“Why?” Clara asked.
“To make Venn run. To see which way he chose.”
Venn sat down.
“Then we will not use the roof passage,” Abigail said. “We will leave through the front, together, with the constables. Mrs. Wren and Sarah must come as well.”
Mrs. Wren put aside the shirt.
“I have been removed from one home by gentlemen’s business before. I will not be removed from another.”
Maeve knelt beside her.
“Then no one will command you. But Keane used your husband’s name and has watched your door. Will you allow Sir Edwin to place someone here tonight?”
Mrs. Wren looked at Sir Edwin.
“Someone without muddy boots.”
“I will make the requirement clear,” he said.
The answer satisfied her more than authority would have done.
VI — What the Schedule Allowed
Venn agreed to leave only after Mrs. Wren and Sarah were placed under guard. Sir Edwin took him to a house belonging to a retired Admiralty clerk whose address was known to fewer people than Sir Edwin’s own.
They returned to Mrs. Larkin’s after dark.
Anne Whitcombe had arrived during their absence with clothing from Hanover Street and an opinion of every safeguard established there. She listened to the account of the watcher, then told Thomas that any stranger carrying a medical case was to be left upon the pavement regardless of the weather.
“And if he is truly a physician?” Thomas asked.
“Then he will understand the healthful benefit of fresh air.”
Venn sat in the breakfast room with Sir Edwin’s solicitor and copied from memory the parts of the schedule he had read.
Keane was named as managing director upon Cormac’s death, but his authority remained subject to Abigail’s approval while she met the partnership’s debts. That was the version Keane had shown her.
The concealed continuation was different.
If Abigail defaulted upon any secured obligation, Keane could assume temporary control without her consent.
If two physicians certified that she was incapable of managing her affairs, the control became indefinite.
If she died before the debts were discharged, Keane became the surviving manager with authority to purchase her interests from the estate at a value determined by the partnership’s own accounts.
Debt removed Abigail’s control. Certification kept it removed. Death allowed Keane to buy what remained.
“Accounts he controls,” Nathaniel said.
“Debts he has increased,” Abigail replied.
“And physicians he has prepared,” Maeve said.
Clara looked at the copied clauses.
“Then he does not need Abigail convicted of anything. He needs her indebted, declared incapable or dead.”
No one softened the word.
“Does the schedule prove he engineered the debts?” Sir Edwin asked.
“No,” Venn said. “Renshaw’s memorandum may. He recorded payments to intermediaries, altered due dates and instructions to suspend credit without warning. I did not read every page.”
“Where are the documents?” Abigail asked.
Venn named a place none of them expected.
“Inside Cormac O’Shea’s probate inventory at the Prerogative Court. Renshaw chose a file Keane believed he already understood. The schedule and memorandum were sealed beneath the inventory cover and entered as a supplemental valuation.”
Sir Edwin’s solicitor removed his spectacles.
“The court will not release a probate paper merely because we ask politely.”
“It will permit the estate’s principal beneficiary to inspect it,” Venn replied.
All eyes turned toward Abigail.
“Tomorrow,” she said.
“The registry closes early,” the solicitor warned. “We will require proof of identity, the grant and an appointment with the clerk who controls the file.”
“Then arrange them.”
Venn looked at Maeve.
“Both daughters must attend.”
The solicitor frowned. “Miss Kelleher has no legal standing in Cormac O’Shea’s probate.”
“She has standing with me,” Abigail said.
Maeve did not thank her. Gratitude would have diminished the moment.
Thomas entered carrying a note delivered from Hanover Street.
It came from Keane.
Abigail broke the seal.
You have placed private estate papers before servants, naval officers and women whose grievances make them unreliable. For the protection of the businesses and of yourself, an application will be made tomorrow concerning your capacity to administer the inheritance.
Below the message, in Keane’s hand, appeared the time of the hearing.
Eleven o’clock.
The same hour at which Renshaw had intended to meet Clara.
Nathaniel read over Abigail’s shoulder.
“He knows we found Venn.”
“No,” Maeve said.
She took the note and examined the time.
“He knows we found something. He is forcing Abigail to choose between answering his application and reaching the probate file before he does.”
Abigail looked at Venn.
“Can Keane inspect the inventory?”
“As executor to several associated interests, he can petition for access.”
“Tomorrow?” Sir Edwin asked.
Venn’s face supplied the answer before he spoke.
“If he has arranged the clerk, he may already possess the appointment.”
Abigail folded Keane’s note.
He had divided her defence into two rooms and set the same hour upon both doors.
This time, she would have to decide who could stand in her place.
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THE TWO ROOMS
I — The Choice
At half past eight the following morning, Abigail placed Cormac O’Shea’s probate grant beside Keane’s note and considered which document had done her greater harm.
The grant had made her wealthy. Keane’s note proposed to make wealth evidence against her.
Snow pressed a colourless light against the windows of Hanover Street. Breakfast had gone cold around them. Sir Edwin’s solicitor, Mr. Alcott, occupied one end of the table with three folded affidavits and the expression of a man who preferred every danger to arrive properly numbered. Nathaniel stood at the hearth because sitting made his injured leg stiff. Clara and Maeve shared the sofa without touching.
Elias Venn had been moved before dawn to rooms under Sir Edwin’s protection. His statement lay beneath Alcott’s hand, signed upon every page.
“The application is preliminary,” Alcott said. “Keane cannot have you declared incapable in an hour. He can ask the Master to restrain you temporarily from disposing of estate property while a formal inquiry is prepared.”
“Which would permit him to preserve the businesses on my behalf,” Abigail said.
“That will be his argument.”
“And once he controls the accounts, he creates the default his agreement requires.”
Alcott adjusted one affidavit until its edge aligned with the others. “That will be ours.”
Nathaniel looked at the probate grant. “You must answer him in person.”
“Yes.”
Maeve’s gaze moved from the grant to the clock. Abigail knew what she was calculating: the distance from Hanover Street to the court at Doctors’ Commons, the uncertainty of clerks, the number of ways one hour might be consumed by a locked cabinet and a man at luncheon.
“I will go to the registry,” Maeve said.
Abigail’s first answer rose with the ease of long habit: No. You will remain here.
She did not speak it.
“Keane may have someone waiting,” she said instead.
“Then waiting is what I expect him to do.”
“You have no standing to demand the file.”
“Clara does,” Clara said. “Or enough of the appearance of it to make a clerk hesitate before refusing her.”
Alcott frowned. “Miss Barrington is not a beneficiary.”
“No,” Clara replied. “But I was raised in Cormac’s house, I can carry Abigail’s written authority, and men who would dismiss Maeve as a servant may waste several useful minutes explaining the law to me.”
Maeve glanced at her. Something almost like approval passed between them.
Abigail had once believed Clara’s beauty opened every door. She understood now that Clara had survived by learning which men mistook beauty for helplessness, and how long their mistake might be made to serve her.
“You would have to go together,” Abigail said.
“We had gathered that,” Maeve replied.
There was no wit in it. Only insistence that the decision not be made as though she were absent.
Abigail took a sheet of paper from Alcott’s case and wrote an authority permitting Clara Barrington and Maeve Kelleher to inspect and copy papers attached to her father’s probate inventory. She signed it, then pressed Cormac’s old seal into the wax.
When she offered the document, she held it toward Maeve.
“Will you do this for me?”
Maeve accepted it after the smallest pause. “Yes.”
Abigail turned to Clara. “And you?”
“Yes.”
The second answer cost more. Abigail heard that and did not pretend otherwise.
Sir Edwin closed his watch. “My carriage will take you to Doctors’ Commons, then return for us. If Keane has divided the evidence, we shall divide the witnesses.”
Nathaniel looked at Maeve. “If you see Rusk—”
“I leave.”
“Immediately.”
“Lieutenant, I understood the word the first time.”
Abigail expected Nathaniel to answer. He did not. He had grown better at hearing the fear beneath Maeve’s defiance, though not yet at concealing his own.
Clara rose and fastened her gloves. Maeve reached for the probate grant.
Abigail kept her hand upon it.
“Bring the papers if you can,” she said. “If you cannot, bring yourselves.”
Maeve met her eyes.
“We shall bring both.”
II — The Application
The room appointed for Keane’s application was smaller than Abigail had imagined and more ordinary than she feared.
There was no bench, only a broad desk beneath tall windows, two rows of chairs and a coal fire that smoked whenever the door opened. The Master who received them was a narrow man named Mr. Bellamy. He read Keane’s papers without expression while Keane waited beside his solicitor.
Keane wore mourning grey. He bowed to Abigail as though they had met by arrangement.
“Miss O’Shea. I regret the necessity of this.”
“You arranged the necessity very carefully.”
Mr. Bellamy looked up. “You will address your observations to me.”
Abigail inclined her head. “Yes, sir.”
Nathaniel sat behind her with Sir Edwin. His stick rested against his knee. Mr. Alcott occupied the chair at Abigail’s right and placed Pelham’s sealed analysis upon the desk.
Keane’s solicitor began with restraint. That made the accusations worse.
Miss O’Shea, he said, had inherited a complex group of enterprises after the execution of a father whose concealed criminal dealings had only recently been exposed. She had suffered a violent assault, prolonged sleeplessness and an attachment to a sleeping draught. She had dismissed experienced officers, withheld signatures needed to preserve credit and permitted confidential papers to pass through the hands of domestic servants. She had also attempted to conduct private inquiries into three deaths rather than leaving them to lawful authority.
“Four,” Abigail said.
Alcott’s fingers tightened around his pen.
Mr. Bellamy regarded her over his spectacles.
“Four deaths?”
“Four former associates of my father are dead. Mr. Keane has named only three because the fourth man proved inconveniently alive.”
Keane’s face did not change.
His solicitor recovered first. “The interruption illustrates the agitation described in the affidavits.”
“It illustrates arithmetic,” Nathaniel said.
Sir Edwin touched the head of his cane once against Nathaniel’s boot. Nathaniel fell silent.
Keane presented statements from two warehouse managers. Abigail had delayed payments, questioned ordinary transfers and demanded original articles before authorising credit. A clerk described her arriving without notice and removing account books from the firm’s office. Dr. Mowbray’s earlier prescription was included, though Mowbray himself had signed no opinion upon her capacity.
Then Keane rose.
“I served Cormac O’Shea for twenty-three years,” he said. “I do not ask to enrich myself. I ask only that the concerns supporting hundreds of labourers not be sacrificed to grief, suspicion and inexperience. Miss O’Shea has courage. Courage is not knowledge. She has inherited obligations she cannot yet comprehend and advisers chosen for loyalty rather than competence.”
His gaze passed over Nathaniel and Sir Edwin.
“One is a naval officer without commercial experience. One is a baronet without standing in the estate. The young women to whom Miss O’Shea has entrusted sensitive papers include a former companion with reason to resent the O’Shea family and a housemaid whose father was employed by it.”
Abigail thought of Maeve walking through snow with Cormac’s grant beneath her cloak.
Keane had reduced her to a housemaid because anything more would have required him to admit what he feared.
Alcott opened Pelham’s statement. He established that the laudanum found among Abigail’s belongings had been substituted; that its strength exceeded her ordinary draught; that the bottle bore a label removed and reapplied; and that the dangerous preparation had been delivered with a fragment referring to a living man as dead.
He produced Keane’s threats, Venn’s signed statement and Renshaw’s appointment entry.
Keane’s solicitor objected that Venn was a self-confessed forger whose present location had not been disclosed.
“His location has been withheld because Mr. Keane sent a false notice of his death to the woman he now calls incapable,” Alcott said.
“You cannot establish who sent it.”
“Not yet.”
Mr. Bellamy read Pelham’s analysis twice.
“Miss O’Shea,” he said, “do you take laudanum?”
Abigail felt Nathaniel become still behind her.
“On some nights, in a measured preparation prescribed for sleep. Maeve Kelleher keeps the bottle and records the quantity. I began after leaving Vane Manor. There were nights when I woke believing Julian Vane stood outside my door.”
“And you consider this proof of sound judgment?” Keane asked.
“I consider asking for help sounder than concealing fear until another person can use it.”
Mr. Bellamy silenced Keane with a glance.
“Why does Miss Kelleher control the medicine?”
“Because I trust her, and because she sees the difference between a difficult night and a dangerous habit.”
“She is employed by you.”
“Yes.”
“Then her livelihood depends upon agreeing with you.”
The weakness in the arrangement had occurred to Abigail before. Hearing it stated before Keane made it feel less like prudence and more like command disguised as affection.
“Her wages do,” Abigail said. “Her agreement does not. She has demonstrated that distinction frequently.”
Mr. Bellamy almost smiled, but did not.
He turned to the accounts. “Did you suspend transfers authorised by Mr. Keane?”
“I required him to produce the underlying agreements.”
“Did that endanger wages?”
“For one day. I paid them from another account after confirming the men existed.”
“Without consulting Mr. Keane?”
“Mr. Keane was the person whose instructions I was examining. Consulting him would have defeated the examination.”
Keane’s solicitor placed another document before the Master. It was a memorandum from a bank warning that O’Shea credit might be withdrawn if management remained uncertain.
Abigail recognised the bank. Keane had introduced its director to Cormac years earlier.
She also recognised the trap. If she accused Keane without proof, suspicion became agitation. If she remained silent, his engineered credit pressure became proof that she required him.
“I ask only for a temporary restraint,” Keane said. “No property need change hands. No permanent conclusion need be reached. Allow me to maintain the concerns until physicians can examine Miss O’Shea and the estate papers can be reviewed.”
“Physicians selected by whom?” Abigail asked.
“By the court.”
“Dr. Mowbray believed you were preparing to pay him.”
For the first time, Keane looked directly at her.
“A physician may be paid for professional work without being corrupted by it.”
“And a debt may be called without being engineered. A signature may be copied without being forged. A man may fall down a stair without being pushed. You have collected innocent explanations until they amount to a system.”
The silence afterward was not favourable. Abigail knew it before Alcott touched her sleeve.
Mr. Bellamy removed his spectacles.
“Miss O’Shea, indignation is not evidence.”
“No, sir. The evidence is in my father’s probate file. Mr. Keane arranged this application at the hour appointed for its inspection.”
“And where is that evidence?”
The clock on the mantel began to strike eleven.
Abigail looked toward the closed door.
“In another room.”
III — The Inventory
At eleven o’clock Maeve Kelleher was being told that Cormac O’Shea’s probate inventory could not be found.
The clerk at Doctors’ Commons had narrow shoulders, ink upon two cuffs and an unfailing ability to look past Maeve when answering her questions.
Clara stood beside the counter in a dark green dress and read Abigail’s authority aloud as though its words had been written principally for the clerk’s improvement.
“The grant was brought from Ireland and deposited with the supplemental papers,” he said. “If it is not in the press, it has been removed for examination.”
“By whom?” Clara asked.
“I could not disclose another applicant’s business.”
“Then disclose Miss O’Shea’s. Who signed for her file?”
The clerk glanced toward a glass-partitioned office.
Maeve followed the glance. A second man sat inside with his back to them. Upon the wall behind him hung keys labelled by year. One hook was empty.
“The file is here,” she said.
The clerk looked at her at last. “I beg your pardon?”
“You said it could not be found. You did not say it had left the building. The key for its press is in that office.”
“You cannot know which key—”
“The label says eighteen forty-seven. There is only one missing.”
Clara laid Abigail’s sealed authority upon the counter. “If you refuse the principal beneficiary’s written request while permitting another person to examine her father’s papers, Mr. Alcott will ask the registrar why. He will use more words than I have, and all of them will be written down.”
The clerk’s face tightened. He went into the office.
Maeve watched him speak to the seated man. The man did not turn, but his right hand closed over something upon the desk.
“Keane’s man,” Maeve murmured.
“Do you know him?”
“No. But he is holding a red leather case with a brass K upon the clasp.”
Clara did not look through the glass. “Then we have arrived before he finished.”
The clerk returned carrying a thick packet tied in faded tape. The man remained in the office.
“You may inspect it at the end table. No paper is to be removed. No ink is permitted beside the file.”
Maeve took the packet before he could offer it only to Clara.
Cormac’s name appeared upon the cover in a hand she did not know. Beneath it were dates, valuations and the seals of men who had converted a lifetime into columns. The packet smelled of dust and old paste.
Clara read the inventory while Maeve examined the cover.
Household plate. Horses. Warehouse shares. Shipping interests declared at values low enough to be dishonest but high enough to attract duty. The legitimate businesses appeared beside properties Cormac had used to conceal the others.
“There is no supplemental valuation,” Clara said.
“There was.”
Maeve held the packet toward the window. Two sets of thread crossed the spine. One had yellowed with the paper. The other remained pale where it had been pulled recently through the holes.
The cover had been opened and sewn again.
She ran one finger along the inner fold. Paste had caught the edge of a second sheet beneath the marbled paper.
“May I borrow your hairpin?”
Clara removed one without asking why. Maeve slid its rounded end beneath the loose edge. The clerk began to rise.
“You may not damage the file.”
“I am showing you where someone else already did.”
The marbled paper lifted. Beneath it lay a narrow envelope flattened into the cover.
The man behind the glass stood.
“Clara,” Maeve said.
Clara stepped between him and the table with such natural grace that the obstruction appeared accidental.
Maeve drew out the envelope.
Across it Renshaw had written: Supplemental valuation. To be opened upon the daughter’s demand.
Inside were six folded sheets.
The first was the schedule Venn had described. Michael Kelleher’s copied signature stood beneath clauses concerning debt, incapacity and death. The second contained Renshaw’s notes of payments to three intermediaries who had called loans or refused O’Shea credit within days of Abigail’s inheritance.
Clara read over Maeve’s shoulder.
“These dates begin before Cormac was hanged.”
“Keane expected Abigail to inherit.”
The third sheet was a valuation of the O’Shea interests upon Abigail’s death. It reduced warehouses, vessels and outstanding contracts to less than a quarter of the figure declared elsewhere in the inventory. At the bottom, Keane was named as purchaser and temporary manager.
The instrument had not been signed.
It had been prepared.
Maeve unfolded the fourth sheet.
It was in Renshaw’s hand, written as a memorandum rather than a confession.
D.K. insists certification remains preferable. If certification fails, default must be established before the quarter closes. Failing both, the estate provision permits immediate purchase. I have warned him that the three courses, pursued together, expose the purpose of each.
Below the paragraph Renshaw had added a date and one final line.
He replied that Miss O’Shea need not know which course succeeded.
Clara’s face lost colour.
The glass office door opened behind her.
Maeve folded the papers into her bodice. She left the inventory upon the table and took Abigail’s authority in one hand.
“Those documents belong to the registry,” the stranger said.
“Then the registry may explain why they were hidden,” Clara replied.
He moved to pass her. Clara caught the edge of the table and overturned the sand shaker into his path. It did not stop him. It made the clerk shout, which was better.
Every head in the room turned.
“This man has attempted to remove Miss O’Shea’s probate papers,” Clara said clearly.
The accusation was not true. It did not need to survive longer than the next ten seconds.
Maeve reached the outer door.
The stranger seized her cloak. The fastening closed against her throat.
She turned into him rather than pulling away and drove Abigail’s heavy seal against the bones of his hand. His grip opened. Clara came through the doorway behind her, carrying the schedule’s final sheet and nothing else.
They ran into the court.
Sir Edwin’s carriage waited at the kerb, its driver under orders not to leave. Maeve pushed Clara inside and followed. The stranger appeared beneath the arch as the horses moved.
He did not pursue them.
He knew where they were going.
IV — Evidence
Mr. Bellamy had begun drafting the temporary restraint when the door opened.
Maeve entered first, breathing hard, one side of her hair loosened. Clara followed with the probate inventory tape caught around one glove. Neither asked permission.
Keane looked at them.
It was not surprise Abigail saw in his face. It was calculation altered too quickly to conceal.
Maeve crossed the room and placed Renshaw’s memorandum before Mr. Alcott.
“The file had been opened,” she said. “One of Keane’s men was examining it.”
Keane’s solicitor rose. “That is an unsupported allegation.”
“The allegations I can support are written down.”
Alcott read the memorandum, then handed it to Mr. Bellamy with the death valuation and schedule. The Master examined each page in silence.
Keane did not attempt to leave.
“Mr. Keane,” Bellamy said at last, “is this your agreement?”
“It is a draft prepared during Mr. O’Shea’s lifetime. I did not author the memorandum.”
“Are the commercial provisions genuine?”
“Some may be. Cormac required contingencies. His daughter was young and absent at school.”
“The valuation upon her death was prepared before she inherited.”
“As were many instruments that never took effect.”
Maeve stood beside Abigail now. There was a red mark at her throat where the cloak had pulled.
Abigail wanted to ask who had hurt her. She wanted to cross the room and do something that would confirm every accusation Keane had made about agitation and judgment.
She kept her hands folded.
Mr. Bellamy read Renshaw’s last line again.
“Certification, default and the estate provision. Three courses.”
“Renshaw feared any decision he did not control,” Keane said. “A dead man’s private interpretation cannot establish mine.”
“No,” Abigail replied. “But it establishes why you should not control my property while it is investigated.”
Bellamy set down his pen.
“I will not grant the restraint today. No alteration is to be made in the management or ownership of the O’Shea concerns until these documents have been examined and the witnesses heard. That direction binds Miss O’Shea as well as Mr. Keane.”
It was not victory. Abigail could not sell property, replace officers or move substantial funds without notice. Keane could not assume control, but the businesses remained exposed to every pressure he had already created.
Neither of them controlled the businesses. Keane had been delayed, not defeated.
“Mr. Alcott will lodge certified copies before four,” Bellamy continued. “The clerk will seal the originals before their return to the registry. Mr. Keane, you will provide a full account of your dealings with the three lenders named here.”
Keane bowed.
As he passed Abigail, he stopped just beyond the reach of Nathaniel’s stick.
“You have mistaken delay for safety,” he said quietly.
Abigail looked toward the red mark on Maeve’s throat.
“No,” she said. “I have mistaken nothing about you.”
Outside, snow had begun again.
Clara waited while Sir Edwin and Alcott carried the documents to the clerk who would seal them. Nathaniel stood near the steps, watching Keane’s carriage disappear into the traffic.
Abigail turned to Maeve.
“Are you hurt?”
“My pride objects to being caught by my own cloak. The rest of me will recover.”
Abigail loosened the fastening gently and examined the mark.
“You should have left when you saw his man.”
Maeve’s expression closed.
The old command had returned before Abigail heard it.
“I should have said that differently,” she said. “I was frightened when I saw your throat.”
Maeve looked at her for a long moment, then let Abigail refasten the cloak more loosely.
“So was I,” she said.
Clara joined them beneath the portico. In her hand was the final page she had carried from the registry, now copied and witnessed by Alcott.
“There is more,” she said.
Renshaw had listed the dates upon which Keane expected each course to mature. Certification came first. Default followed before the end of the quarter. Beside the estate provision was no date at all.
Only a name.
Dr. Silas Mowbray.
Maeve read it twice.
“Mowbray said he was asked to certify her,” Nathaniel said.
“That may not have been the only service Keane expected,” Clara replied.
Abigail thought of the altered bottle, the sleeping draught upon which Keane had built his argument and the unsigned instrument waiting to purchase her inheritance after her death.
Maeve folded the copy.
“He prepared three ways to take the businesses,” she said.
Her eyes met Abigail’s.
“And one required you not to survive.”
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THE PHYSICIAN’S ACCOUNT
I — Three Services
Dr. Silas Mowbray had closed his house.
The brass plate remained beside the door in Welbeck Street, but the curtains had been drawn across the consultation-room windows and no lamp showed behind them. A card had been fixed beneath the knocker.
Dr. Mowbray regrets that illness prevents him from receiving patients until the new year.
Maeve read the card twice.
“He was not ill yesterday.”
“He was frightened yesterday,” Clara said. “Perhaps today he has found the more respectable word.”
Abigail stood at the foot of the steps with Nathaniel and looked toward the upper windows. Snow had softened the edges of the street. Carriage wheels passed at the corner, but none slowed.
They had come directly from Mr. Bellamy’s rooms after leaving Sir Edwin and Mr. Alcott to secure the probate papers. Abigail had wanted Maeve to return to Hanover Street. The mark at her throat had darkened beneath her collar.
She had not asked her to.
Nathaniel struck the knocker.
No one answered.
He struck again. After a longer silence, a bolt moved inside. The door opened only the width permitted by its chain. Mowbray’s maid, Elsie, appeared in the gap.
She recognised Maeve first.
“You cannot come in. The doctor has gone.”
“Gone where?” Abigail asked.
The maid looked along the street before answering. “He did not say. He packed before breakfast and told me to close the rooms.”
“Was he alone?”
“A gentleman came at seven. They spoke in the surgery. Afterward the doctor burned papers and sent for a cab.”
Nathaniel rested one hand against the doorframe. “Was the gentleman Declan Keane?”
Elsie’s eyes moved to his coat and then to his stick. She remembered the naval officer from their previous visit. That did not make her trust him.
“I did not see his face.”
Maeve said, “Did he leave his hat upon the hall table?”
The maid’s attention sharpened. “Yes.”
“Grey beaver, narrow black band, the crown brushed against the nap?”
“You know it.”
“Mr. Keane wore it when he came for the empty bottle.”
Elsie pulled the door closer. “I have told you all I know.”
“Not quite,” Maeve said. “Dr. Mowbray’s name was written beside a provision concerning Miss O’Shea’s death. If he has left you here with Keane knowing what you heard, you are not protected by refusing us.”
The maid’s face changed.
Abigail saw the moment fear became decision.
The chain came free.
Inside, the house smelled of extinguished coal and burned paper. The consultation room remained orderly, but the surgery beyond it had been searched with less care. Drawers stood open. A stain spread across the desk where a bottle had overturned and been wiped away.
Elsie closed the door behind them.
“The doctor kept three books,” she said. “Patients in the black one. Medicines in the green. Payments in a small red book he locked in the desk. He took the red one.”
“And burned the others?” Nathaniel asked.
“Only pages.”
She led them to the grate. Grey ash lay beneath two blackened fragments that the fire had failed to consume. Clara crouched and lifted one with the tongs.
Part of a printed heading survived.
Cavendish Square Dispens—
On the reverse, in Mowbray’s hand, appeared a quantity and a date.
Maeve found the second fragment beneath the grate bars. It bore only four complete words.
…for Miss Abigail O’Shea…
Nathaniel took both pieces in an envelope.
“What did Keane ask of him?” Abigail said.
Elsie twisted her apron between her hands. “The first time, he wanted the doctor to say you were not fit to control property. Dr. Mowbray refused to sign without examining you. Mr. Keane said an examination could be arranged.”
“And the second service?”
“The doctor was to certify that your sleeping medicine had been properly prescribed.”
Abigail looked at the stain upon the desk.
“Even if the bottle contained more than he prescribed.”
“He said he would certify only the label and his usual preparation.”
“A distinction Keane could erase after my death,” Abigail said.
Elsie began to cry without sound.
Maeve moved nearer but did not touch her. “There were three services. What was the third?”
“I do not know.”
“You heard something.”
“Not enough.”
“Tell us what you heard.”
The maid looked at Abigail.
“Mr. Keane said that if grief and medicine ended badly together, no one would question a physician who had treated both. The doctor told him to leave.”
“Did Mowbray accept money?” Nathaniel asked.
“For the examination. He said it was a fee, not a bribe.”
“Men often rename money after taking it,” Clara said.
Elsie wiped her face. “He was ashamed. That is not the same as being wicked.”
Abigail thought of all the distinctions she had made since inheriting Cormac’s businesses: preserving rather than concealing, delaying rather than refusing, using knowledge rather than threatening with it. Each might be true. Together they could still form a lie.
“No,” she said. “It is not the same. But shame may still be purchased.”
Nathaniel looked toward the closed desk.
“Where would he go?”
Elsie shook her head. Then her eyes moved involuntarily toward the medicine cabinet.
Maeve saw it.
“What is in there?”
“Nothing that tells you where he went.”
“Then you will lose nothing by showing us.”
The cabinet was locked. Elsie fetched the key from her pocket and opened it. Most shelves held ordinary bottles. On the lowest stood a wooden case with six compartments. Five were empty. The sixth contained a folded railway timetable and a luggage receipt from the Great Western Railway at Paddington.
The receipt was dated that morning.
One trunk. Left luggage.
Mowbray had packed as though leaving London and then stored his trunk at the station.
“He meant someone to believe he had travelled,” Nathaniel said.
“Or he expected to return for it after meeting someone,” Abigail replied.
On the reverse of the timetable, Mowbray had written an address near the river.
Wren & Son, Chandlers, Wapping High Street.
II — The Name in Cormac’s Book
Thomas Wren had been dead for six weeks.
His son kept the chandlery open beneath the old name.
They learned that before leaving Welbeck Street, when Abigail asked Elsie for paper and wrote to Hanover Street. Thomas returned within half an hour carrying one of Cormac’s narrow account books from the locked cabinet. Maeve had placed the key in Abigail’s hand before they left for the hearing.
The entry for Wren occupied less than half a page.
T.W. — Wapping. Storage, introductions, manifests altered after clearance. Paid quarterly. Son uninvolved.
Beneath it, Cormac had written a single later line.
D.K. says the son may be made useful through the father’s debt.
Nathaniel read the words beside Abigail in the darkened consultation room.
“What debt?”
“Cormac did not record it here.”
“You know where he did.”
It was not a question.
Abigail closed the book. “There is a second ledger. Names are entered by port and by obligation rather than alphabetically.”
“You told Sir Edwin you had surrendered Cormac’s concealed accounts.”
“I surrendered the accounts that recorded money.”
“But not the book that recorded men.”
Maeve stood with Clara near the grate. Neither pretended not to hear.
“I found it after Cormac’s execution,” Abigail said. “It contains debts, offences and private weaknesses. Some entries concern criminals. Others concern men Cormac could compel because he knew whom they loved or what they feared. I did not give it to Keane, and I would not place it in an office where anyone might use it.”
“So you kept it.”
“Locked.”
“That is not the same as harmless.”
“No.”
Nathaniel’s anger would have been easier if it had been loud. Instead, he placed the account book upon Mowbray’s desk with care.
“Where is the second ledger now?”
“Hanover Street.”
“Who knows?”
“Maeve. Nuala. Now you.”
His gaze moved to Maeve.
“You agreed to this?”
“I agreed it should not be left in Dublin for Keane to find,” Maeve said. “What should be done with it afterward was never settled.”
“Because there was always another emergency.”
Abigail heard accusation in the words because she had made the same defence to herself.
“If Wren is sheltering Mowbray,” she said, “the ledger may tell us how Keane controls him.”
“And then what? You threaten him first?”
“I ask him where Mowbray is.”
“With his father’s crime open upon the table.”
“If necessary.”
Nathaniel stepped away from her.
The distance was no more than the width of the desk. Abigail felt it more sharply than she had felt his absence across the Irish Sea.
“Keane believes power is justified by the use he makes of it,” he said. “You cannot answer him by borrowing the belief.”
“And I cannot protect a missing physician by leaving the only useful knowledge locked in a cabinet.”
“There is lawful authority.”
“The constable called Renshaw’s murder a fall. The registry permitted Keane’s man into my father’s file. The bank threatens my credit because Keane asked it to. Which authority would you like me to trust first?”
“Mine, if no other.”
The words stopped her.
Nathaniel appeared to regret them at once, not because they were untrue but because of what they asked.
Abigail lowered her voice. “I do trust you.”
“Not enough to tell me what you kept.”
“I did not know how you would look at me afterward.”
“As I am looking at you now?”
She could not answer without cruelty or evasion.
Maeve crossed the room and took the account book.
“We can quarrel over the other ledger after we keep Mowbray alive,” she said. “This one says Wren’s son was uninvolved. That means Cormac did not own him. Keane may only have told him that he did.”
Clara looked at the luggage receipt. “Then we do not need the father’s secret. We need to learn what lie Keane told the son.”
Nathaniel met Abigail’s eyes.
“Without threatening him.”
“Without threatening him,” she agreed.
It was a promise about Wren, not about the ledger. They both understood the limitation.
III — Wapping
Wren & Son occupied a narrow building between a sailmaker and a warehouse whose upper windows had been bricked over. Coils of rope hung beneath the awning. The air smelled of hemp, tar and the river.
Sir Edwin joined them before they entered. Alcott had sent him after learning of the Paddington receipt and Mowbray’s disappearance. He listened to Nathaniel’s account without interrupting.
Abigail noticed that Nathaniel did not mention the second ledger.
The omission was not forgiveness. It was protection granted while he decided whether she deserved it.
Daniel Wren was younger than Abigail expected, perhaps twenty-five, with tar beneath his fingernails and his father’s pale eyes. When she gave her name, he tried to close the shop door.
Sir Edwin placed one gloved hand against it.
“We are looking for Dr. Silas Mowbray.”
“Never heard of him.”
“He wrote your address this morning,” Maeve said.
Wren’s gaze moved to her. “Then he writes strangers’ addresses.”
Abigail removed Cormac’s account book from her satchel.
Nathaniel became motionless beside her.
She did not open it.
“My father recorded his dealings with Thomas Wren,” she said. “He also recorded that you were not involved.”
Wren stared at the cover.
“Keane says otherwise,” he replied.
“What does he say?”
“That my father altered naval manifests and used this shop to store cargo taken from condemned vessels. He says the Crown can seize it and charge me as successor.”
“You cannot inherit a criminal charge,” Nathaniel said.
“You can inherit a lease, stock purchased with disputed money and a name every dock clerk remembers.”
That was Keane’s method. He did not need the law to support every threat. He needed only enough truth to make resistance expensive.
Abigail handed the closed book to Wren.
He did not take it.
“The entry says you were uninvolved,” she repeated. “I will give a copy to Sir Edwin and swear to it if Keane proceeds against you.”
“Why?”
“Because my father used your father’s guilt to place a claim upon your innocence. Keane continued it. I will not.”
Nathaniel looked at her then.
The anger in his face did not disappear, but something within it shifted.
Wren opened the door.
Mowbray was not in the shop. He was in a storeroom above it, seated upon a coil of new rope with his travelling coat still fastened. A valise lay at his feet. He looked older than he had the previous day.
“You found the receipt,” he said when Maeve entered.
“Elsie did,” Maeve replied. “She chose to help us after you left her alone in a house Keane had visited.”
Mowbray closed his eyes.
“I thought he would believe I had gone west.”
“He will know you did not when his man checks the luggage office,” Sir Edwin said. “How long did you expect this hiding place to remain safe?”
“Until tonight. Wren arranged passage upon a collier.”
Daniel Wren remained in the doorway. “I owed his brother a kindness. I did not know what he had done.”
“Nor do we,” Nathaniel said. “Not completely.”
Mowbray removed his spectacles and rubbed the red marks they had left upon his nose.
“I accepted Keane’s fee to examine Miss O’Shea. I agreed that, if my honest conclusion supported incapacity, I would state it. When I refused to promise the conclusion in advance, he asked me to certify only that I had prescribed laudanum and that grief can cause irrational conduct. Both are true.”
“And the provision upon my death?” Abigail asked.
His hands began to tremble.
“He asked what quantity of laudanum might kill a woman accustomed to a small dose. I told him there could be no reliable answer. He said the question concerned a patient elsewhere.”
“You believed him?” Clara asked.
“No.”
The single word left nothing behind which he could hide.
“What did you do?” Abigail said.
“I wrote to Renshaw. He had introduced Keane to me. I demanded that my name be removed from every estate instrument. Renshaw came to the house two days before he died. He showed me a draft certificate stating that Miss O’Shea had died after taking an excessive quantity of a medicine properly prescribed.”
Nathaniel’s voice hardened. “Before the attempt was made.”
“Yes.”
“Why did you not go to the police?”
“Because the certificate bore my signature.”
No one moved.
Mowbray looked at Abigail.
“It was copied from the receipt I gave Keane for his fee. Renshaw said he would secure the original and the plate used to imitate it. He was dead the following night.”
“The plate is not merely a record,” Maeve said. “It is the instrument that could make Keane’s false medical account appear official.”
“Where is the certificate now?” Sir Edwin asked.
“Keane has it, I suppose. Renshaw took the draft away.”
“Then we have your account and no document.”
“I have something else.”
Mowbray opened his valise. Beneath two shirts and a shaving case lay the small red payment book Elsie believed he had taken to conceal.
He turned to an entry dated three weeks earlier.
D. Keane — examination and opinion, £20.
Below it, in smaller writing, he had added:
Further £80 offered upon certification. Refused. Receipt retained by payer.
The next page contained a copy of his letter to Renshaw and the name of the engraver whose apprentice had cut the imitation signature.
“The apprentice came to me yesterday,” Mowbray said. “He feared Renshaw’s death. He said Keane’s man had ordered him to destroy the plate. He hid it instead.”
“Where?” Maeve asked.
“In the engraving shop in Clerkenwell. He was to meet me there at six tonight and exchange it for money enough to leave London.”
Sir Edwin checked his watch.
It was nearly five.
“Name?”
“Samuel Pike.”
Abigail recognised it from the unresolved list in Cormac’s papers. Not an owner. Not an associate. A young man whose usefulness had placed him in the path of men who killed to remove loose ends.
Nathaniel took up his stick.
“Keane will know of the meeting.”
Mowbray looked toward the dark window.
“He arranged it.”
“Through whom?” Sir Edwin asked.
“A man called Gideon Rusk. He came with Keane this morning and described the shop in Clerkenwell. Keane said Rusk would ensure that neither Pike nor the plate caused further difficulty.”
IV — The Price of a Witness
Sir Edwin wanted Mowbray taken at once to Bow Street.
Mowbray refused.
“If I appear before a magistrate without the plate or certificate, Keane will call me a frightened physician attempting to escape a compromising fee. He will be correct.”
“You are in no position to dictate terms,” Sir Edwin said.
“No. But I am in a position to tell you Samuel Pike will not surrender the plate to anyone but me.”
“Then you will attend the meeting under protection.”
“Keane’s men know Lieutenant Vance and Miss O’Shea. They may know you. If they see any of you, the boy will run.”
Maeve stood near the storeroom window, looking down into the alley.
“They may not know me.”
Abigail answered before she could stop herself. “No.”
Maeve turned.
The word remained between them, carrying every older command Abigail had tried to unlearn.
“You were seized this morning,” Abigail said more carefully. “Keane’s man saw you.”
“He saw the back of my cloak and enough of my face to follow me into a crowded room. He did not see Clara.”
Clara’s expression changed. “You want me to go with Mowbray.”
“I want you to enter the shop as a customer. If Pike runs, you can see which door he uses.”
“And where will you be?”
“Near enough to follow the person following him.”
Abigail felt the morning’s fear return. Maeve was not asking to be included now. She was arranging them.
“Keane has already tried to have you taken once,” Abigail said.
“Because he believed I was only yours to use against you. He may believe it still.”
The sentence hurt because Keane’s belief had once resembled Abigail’s own more closely than she wished to admit.
Nathaniel looked from Maeve to Clara.
“No one enters until we have constables at both ends of the street.”
“Pike will see them,” Mowbray said.
“Then they will remain out of sight.”
Sir Edwin began issuing instructions to his driver.
Abigail drew Nathaniel aside while the others prepared.
“You did not tell Sir Edwin about the second ledger.”
“It was not mine to disclose in a storeroom. That does not mean I will help you conceal it indefinitely.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
She looked down at Cormac’s account book in her hands.
“I brought it intending to frighten Wren,” she said. “When I saw him, I understood that Keane had already done so with the same knowledge.”
“And next time?”
“I cannot promise never to use what Cormac left. Some of it may be the only means of stopping Keane.”
Nathaniel’s gaze held hers.
At Christmas, in the quiet before violence entered the house, they had permitted themselves to imagine that affection could be kept apart from the work before them. Abigail saw now that the work had entered the room long before either admitted it. What she chose as Cormac’s heir would become part of what Nathaniel was asked to love.
“Then do not ask me to call it clean when it is not,” he said.
“I will not.”
It was not reconciliation. It was a boundary, honestly placed.
Maeve came to the door wearing Daniel Wren’s plain wool coat over her dress. It made her look less like Abigail’s maid and more like any young woman employed along the river.
“We should go.”
Outside, evening had gathered early. Snow moved through the alley in thin diagonal lines. Somewhere beyond the roofs, a church clock struck five.
They had one hour to reach Clerkenwell.
One hour before Samuel Pike arrived carrying the object that could prove Keane had prepared Abigail’s death.
And, if Mowbray was right, one hour before Gideon Rusk arrived to take it from him.
THE WRECKER’S DAUGHTER — BOOK TWO
CHAPTER 16
THE ENGRAVER’S PLATE
I — Six O’Clock
The engraving shop in Clerkenwell stood behind a watchmaker’s premises and could be reached only through a passage narrow enough to force two people into single file.
At ten minutes before six, its windows were dark.
Snow had become rain during the drive west. Water shone upon the cobbles and ran beneath the closed doors of workshops. The watchmaker’s sign creaked above them, its painted clock forever fixed at twelve minutes past four.
Sir Edwin stationed two constables in the adjoining court and a third beyond the passage. He gave each man Rusk’s description and instructions not to move until Nathaniel signalled or someone attempted to leave by force.
“If they are seen too soon, Pike will run,” Mowbray reminded him.
“If they move too late, Pike may die,” Sir Edwin replied. “You will accept the arrangement.”
Mowbray did not argue again.
Clara entered first. Daniel Wren had found her a parcel wrapped in brown paper, and she carried it as though bringing a plate to be engraved with a family crest. Mowbray followed several minutes later with his medical case and the money promised to Samuel Pike.
Maeve remained across the street beneath the awning of a closed coffee house. Daniel’s coat concealed her dress, and a dark scarf covered the pale skin below her hat. She watched the passage rather than the shop.
Abigail waited with Nathaniel in an empty storeroom the watchmaker had reluctantly opened for Sir Edwin. Through a slit between the shutters they could see the mouth of the passage and part of the street.
Nathaniel stood close enough that his sleeve touched hers when either moved. The earlier distance remained between them despite it.
“You should sit,” Abigail said.
“My leg will endure ten minutes.”
“We do not know that it will be ten.”
“Then it will endure what it must.”
She heard the answer he gave whenever pain threatened to become another person’s concern. On Christmas night she might have touched his hand and made refusal more difficult. Now she did not know whether tenderness would be received as affection or an attempt to avoid the disagreement waiting between them.
At three minutes before six, a young man entered the street from the north.
He wore an engraver’s apron beneath an unbuttoned coat. One side of his face was discoloured by an old chemical burn. He passed the engraving shop without looking at it, continued to the corner and stopped before a stationer’s window.
“Pike,” Nathaniel said.
Abigail had not seen him before, but the fear in his movements identified him. He examined the reflection in the glass rather than the goods behind it.
Maeve left the coffee-house awning and walked south.
She did not look at Pike. She passed him, crossed at the next corner and returned along the opposite side. When she reached the watchmaker’s passage, she adjusted her scarf with her left hand.
The agreed signal.
Pike had been followed.
Abigail searched the street. A brewer’s dray blocked her view to the north. Two labourers sheltered beneath an arch. A gentleman in a dark overcoat stepped around a puddle and continued without haste.
“Which one?”
“Maeve will tell us when she knows.”
The words should have reassured her. They did not.
Pike waited until the church clock began to strike six. Then he turned from the stationer’s window and entered the passage.
The gentleman in the dark overcoat did not follow.
One of the labourers did.
Maeve stopped beside a costermonger’s abandoned barrow. She lifted her scarf again, this time with her right hand.
Rusk.
Nathaniel reached for the shutter latch.
Abigail caught his sleeve. “Not yet.”
“He is going inside.”
“If the constables close the passage now, Rusk will know the shop is watched before we know where the plate is.”
“And if we wait, he reaches Pike.”
“Clara is inside.”
Nathaniel looked at her.
“That is an argument for moving, not for delay.”
He opened the shutter.
II — The Wrong Plate
Samuel Pike entered the engraving room with one hand inside his coat.
Clara stood near a display case holding the parcel Daniel had given her. Mowbray waited beside the worktable. Neither spoke until Pike closed the door.
“You brought the money?” Pike asked.
Mowbray raised his medical case. “And you brought the plate?”
“First show me the notes.”
Mowbray placed the case upon the table and opened it. Beneath his instruments lay a packet of banknotes supplied by Sir Edwin.
Pike drew a small object wrapped in printer’s cloth from his coat. He did not surrender it.
“Renshaw said you would understand what it proves.”
“It proves my signature was mechanically copied.”
“It proves someone paid for the copying. The order number is cut into the edge. My master’s book has the same number beside Keane’s name.”
Clara moved nearer to the window.
Pike noticed her for the first time. “Who is she?”
“A patient,” Mowbray said.
“No patient comes to an engraver after dark.”
The door from the passage opened.
Rusk entered without removing his cap.
Pike stepped backward. The cloth-wrapped plate disappeared into his fist.
“Mr. Keane said you had become troublesome,” Rusk said.
Clara saw the pistol as his hand cleared his coat.
She threw Daniel’s parcel.
It struck Rusk’s wrist. The pistol fired into the ceiling, filling the room with smoke and plaster dust. Pike ran toward the rear door. Rusk caught the back of his coat and pulled him against the worktable.
Mowbray seized the medical case. Rusk struck him across the face with the pistol barrel. He fell beside the press.
Clara reached the front door.
Rusk pointed the pistol at her.
“Close it.”
She did not.
The second shot tore through the door panel beside her shoulder.
Nathaniel entered through the smoke before Rusk could fire again. His stick struck Rusk’s forearm. The pistol fell beneath the table.
Rusk released Pike and drove his shoulder into Nathaniel’s chest. Nathaniel hit the wall. His injured leg folded, taking him to one knee.
Abigail came through the doorway behind him.
She saw Rusk turn, saw the fallen pistol beneath the table and saw Pike crawling toward it.
“Leave it,” she said.
Pike did not listen.
Neither did Rusk.
They reached the weapon together. Rusk stamped upon Pike’s hand. Bone struck wood. Pike cried out and opened his fingers.
Abigail caught the handle of the engraving press and threw her weight against it. The heavy screw descended upon the loose board Rusk was using for balance. The board shifted. His boot slid from Pike’s hand.
Nathaniel rose far enough to strike him behind the knee.
Rusk fell.
Clara seized the pistol and backed toward the door, holding it in both hands.
“Do not move.”
Rusk looked at the tremor in the barrel and moved.
He overturned the worktable. Metal tools and trays crashed across the floor. The lamp went with them. Darkness consumed the room except for the red glow of the stove.
Someone struck Abigail’s shoulder. Someone else caught her around the waist and pulled her clear of the fallen lamp.
Nathaniel’s voice sounded against her hair.
“Stay down.”
Rusk reached the passage before the constables could decide whether the second shot constituted the signal. One man caught his coat. Rusk left it in the man’s hands and ran into the court wearing only his waistcoat and shirt.
Maeve was waiting.
She drove the abandoned barrow across the mouth of the passage. Rusk struck it at full speed and fell over one shaft. Maeve stepped away before he could catch her.
The constables came from both ends of the street.
Rusk rolled beneath the dray that had stopped near the kerb. One constable seized his ankle, but the dray horse shied at the smoke and gunfire. The driver loosed the brake to keep the animal from overturning the cart.
The wheels began to move.
The constable released Rusk rather than be dragged beneath them.
By the time the dray cleared the crossing, Rusk had disappeared into the lanes beyond Clerkenwell Green.
Maeve ran into the engraving room.
Clara was kneeling beside Mowbray. Blood covered one side of his face, but he was conscious. Nathaniel sat against the wall with Abigail beside him, one hand pressed to his injured leg.
Pike remained near the overturned table, holding his crushed fingers against his chest.
“The plate,” Sir Edwin said from the doorway. “Where is the plate?”
Pike looked toward the empty printer’s cloth upon the floor.
Rusk had taken it.
III — The Impression
The constables searched the street, the court and every passage leading from Clerkenwell Green. They found Rusk’s coat, a discharged pistol and nothing else.
Inside the shop, Sir Edwin’s surgeon examined Pike’s hand and declared two fingers broken. Mowbray required stitches above his left eye. Nathaniel refused examination until the others had been treated.
Abigail remained beside him while the surgeon loosened his boot.
“You were correct,” she said.
“About which poor decision?”
“We should have moved when Rusk entered the passage.”
Nathaniel’s face tightened as the boot came free. “You had a reason to wait.”
“It was still wrong.”
He looked at her, perhaps hearing that she meant more than the passage.
“That is not an admission I expected tonight.”
“Do not grow dependent upon it.”
The answer carried more lightness than she intended. Nathaniel almost smiled. Then the surgeon touched the swollen joint and whatever might have passed between them was replaced by pain.
Across the room, Clara held a basin while Maeve cleaned blood from Mowbray’s temple. They worked without instruction. Clara’s sleeve had been torn by the shot through the door, but the skin beneath it was unmarked.
Pike watched Sir Edwin seal the pistol in an evidence cloth.
“It is finished,” he said. “Rusk has the plate and Keane will destroy it.”
“Your master’s order book remains,” Sir Edwin replied.
“Keane will say someone used his name.”
“Mowbray can identify the false signature.”
“Keane will say the doctor made the plate himself to escape a bribery charge.”
Pike’s despair had the exhausted precision of a man who had spent days imagining every way evidence might fail.
Maeve tied off Mowbray’s bandage and crossed to the press.
“You said the order number was cut into the edge.”
“It was.”
“Then your master tested the plate before giving it to Keane.”
Pike stared at her.
Maeve examined the workbench. Ink rollers stood near a stack of practice paper. She opened one drawer, then another. The third contained spoiled impressions: crests unevenly inked, letters reversed by an apprentice and decorative borders pressed too deeply.
Clara joined her.
“What are we looking for?”
“Mowbray’s name.”
They sorted the papers across the floor. Most were months old. A few carried dates in the lower corner. Clara found the first letters of Silas beneath an impression of a merchant’s seal. Maeve found a complete signature upon the reverse of a discarded mourning card.
Below it appeared the order number.
And beneath the number, written in the engraver’s hand:
Mr. D. Keane. Paid in full.
Pike began to laugh. The sound ended quickly when it hurt his hand.
“My master kept every test impression until the account was closed.”
“He closed this one,” Maeve said. “He did not empty the drawer.”
Sir Edwin took the card by its edges.
Joined to Mowbray’s payment book, Renshaw’s memorandum and Pike’s testimony, the impression made a chain of proof.
“This goes to Mr. Alcott tonight,” Sir Edwin said. “Pike and Mowbray go under guard.”
“And Rusk?” Clara asked.
“He will return to Keane.”
Abigail looked toward the street.
“Unless Keane has already sent him elsewhere.”
IV — The Empty Cabinet
Hanover Street appeared undisturbed when they returned shortly after eight.
The lamps burned behind the curtains. Snow had been swept from the steps. No window was broken and no carriage waited nearby.
Thomas did not open the door.
Maeve used her key.
The hall lamp had gone out. The smell of coal gas lingered beneath something sharper.
Laudanum.
Abigail entered before Nathaniel could stop her.
Thomas lay behind the hall table. A dark bruise marked his temple, and his wrists had been tied with the bell cord. He was breathing.
Maeve knelt and loosened the rope. “Thomas. Can you hear me?”
His eyelids moved but did not open.
Mrs. Anne Whitcombe answered from the morning room.
“I can hear you, and if one of you possesses a knife, I should be pleased to see it.”
They found her tied to a chair, furious and otherwise unharmed. A cloth lay upon the carpet near her feet.
“He attempted to put that over my mouth,” she said when Clara freed her. “I informed him that suffocation would not improve his position. He struck Thomas instead.”
“Who?” Sir Edwin asked.
“The man from the court this morning. The one whose coat did not fit his shoulders. He arrived with a message from Mr. Alcott. Thomas admitted him because the seal was correct.”
“Rusk could not have reached here before us,” Nathaniel said.
“It was not Rusk,” Abigail replied. “It was the man from the registry.”
Mrs. Whitcombe nodded. “He searched the study and Miss O’Shea’s room. He knew precisely which cabinet he wanted.”
Abigail was already moving.
The study door stood open. Cormac’s narrow account books remained upon the shelves. Papers covered the carpet, but the desk drawers had not been forced.
The locked cabinet beside the fireplace had.
Its doors hung crooked from the broken brass plate. The shelf containing Cormac’s second ledger was empty.
Maeve entered behind Abigail.
“He knew it was here.”
“Keane did not know until today.”
They both looked toward Nathaniel.
He stood in the doorway, pale from pain and the effort of climbing the stairs.
Abigail did not believe he had betrayed her. The thought never formed completely. Something worse did.
“Keane had someone in Mowbray’s surgery,” she said. “Or Wren’s shop. He heard us discuss the ledger before Sir Edwin arrived.”
Nathaniel understood the question beneath the answer.
“The man at the registry,” he said. “He followed you to Bellamy’s rooms. He may have followed us afterward.”
Maeve examined the broken cabinet. “Then Clerkenwell was not only about the plate. It placed all of us on the opposite side of London.”
On Abigail’s desk lay one folded sheet weighted beneath her mother’s silver-backed mirror.
It was not in Keane’s hand.
The writing belonged to Elias Venn.
Miss O’Shea—
Mr. Keane now possesses the record your father used to govern men who could not appeal to law. If delivered to the Crown, it will expose offences committed through the businesses you inherited and implicate persons whose cooperation you require. If employed privately, it will give Mr. Keane every instrument Cormac retained against his partners, creditors and servants.
You may prevent either use. Attend the O’Shea counting house at Wapping at ten o’clock. Bring the probate grant and the original authority by which you assumed control. Come without Lieutenant Vance, Sir Edwin or the police.
If you do not attend, the first copies leave London before midnight.
Below the message, Venn had added a line in smaller writing.
I am sorry. He has my sister.
Sir Edwin read the note and immediately called for constables.
Nathaniel looked at Abigail. “You are not going alone.”
“No.”
The answer came too easily. He heard it.
“Abigail.”
She lifted her mother’s mirror. Beneath it lay a second paper addressed only to her.
No one else had seen it.
She opened it while the room filled with Mrs. Whitcombe’s demands for a doctor, Sir Edwin’s instructions and Thomas’s first unsteady words from the hall below.
The paper contained a single sentence in Keane’s hand.
Cormac taught you that every promise requires security; the first page is already beyond London.
Abigail knew the page. It contained the oldest entries in the book: harbour officials, captains, warehousemen and families in Ireland whose names Cormac had bound to his own offences. Some were guilty. Some had merely accepted wages from the wrong man. Keane could not expose one without endangering all of them.
She would not save the businesses by keeping innocent people bound to Cormac’s secrets.
Maeve read the sentence over her shoulder.
“He expects you to go.”
“Yes.”
“Alone.”
Abigail folded both messages together.
“That is what he expects.”
At ten o’clock, she would enter Cormac O’Shea’s counting house and answer the man who believed he had inherited Cormac’s power.
She would not enter it in the manner Keane had planned.
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CHAPTER 17
CORMAC’S HEIR
I — The Manner Keane Planned
The O’Shea counting house stood above the river upon blackened piles.
At low water, mud and broken timber showed beneath its loading platform. At high water, barges could pass directly under the crane fixed to the eastern wall. Cormac had chosen the building thirty years earlier because goods could enter by street, river or warehouse passage without appearing twice in the same record.
Keane knew every entrance.
So did Elias Venn.
He arrived at Hanover Street at nine o’clock under guard, his coat unfastened and his face grey with exhaustion. Sir Edwin had sent men for him after reading the message left upon Abigail’s desk. Venn had not escaped the protected rooms. Keane’s agent had carried a letter from his sister and forced him to copy the summons while a constable waited outside the door.
“Her name is Ruth,” Venn said. “She keeps a stationer’s shop near Ratcliff Highway. Rusk took her this afternoon.”
“Where would Keane hold her?” Nathaniel asked.
“In the counting house. There is a room behind the copying office with no window to the street. Cormac used it for men who required privacy.”
“Or confinement,” Abigail said.
Venn did not defend her father.
He drew the counting house upon the back of Keane’s note. A clerk’s entrance opened from the lane. The public door faced the street. The loading floor could be reached from the river stairs when the tide was low, but the lower passage flooded as the water rose. A narrow service stair connected it to the copying office.
“Keane will place Rusk at the public door,” Venn said. “He will expect Sir Edwin to watch the street even if Miss O’Shea appears alone.”
“Then he expects correctly,” Sir Edwin replied.
“He will have another man at the clerk’s entrance.”
Maeve studied the drawing. “Not below. He will believe the tide guards the river stairs.”
“At half past nine, it may,” Venn warned. “By ten, the lower landing will be under water.”
“Then we go before ten.”
Abigail looked at her. “Who is we?”
Maeve did not bristle. “Clara and I. Clara can reach Ruth while I find the copying room. If Keane has sent pages beyond London, he made copies before taking the ledger to Wapping.”
“You cannot climb a flooded stair in those clothes,” Nathaniel said.
“Which is why I shall not wear them.”
Mrs. Whitcombe, who had refused to leave the hall until Thomas was safely in a doctor’s care, supplied two old servants’ dresses from a trunk. She offered no opinion upon the plan. Her silence carried more disapproval than speech could have held.
Sir Edwin arranged constables at the street, river and lane entrances. They would remain out of sight until Abigail gave the signal from Keane’s office: the eastern window opened and its lamp extinguished.
Nathaniel objected to every part that placed Abigail inside before him.
“Keane asked for me alone,” she said. “If he sees you, he destroys the ledger or sends whatever order he has prepared.”
“If he intends to kill you, waiting for a signal gives him time.”
“Then do not wait beyond ten minutes.”
“Five.”
“Eight.”
“Six.”
She almost smiled. “Seven.”
He did not.
“This is not negotiation over a warehouse account.”
“No. In a warehouse account I would have begun at twelve.”
The faint humour vanished as soon as it appeared. Abigail took the probate grant from Alcott’s case. It was not the original. The original had been lodged under seal after the hearing. Alcott had prepared a certified copy and an authority limited to reviewing the disputed agreements.
“Keane will recognise the limitation,” Nathaniel said.
“Not before he reads it.”
“And then?”
“Then seven minutes must have passed.”
Nathaniel looked toward the closed door, where Sir Edwin was giving the constables their final instructions.
“You kept Cormac’s ledger because you feared how I would look at you if I knew.”
“Yes.”
“Do not conceal another part of this plan for the same reason.”
Abigail could have told him there was nothing else. Instead, she removed a small key from inside her glove.
“The counting house office has a document chest beneath the western window. Cormac kept duplicate seals and unsigned bills there. If the chest remains, I intend to open it.”
“Why?”
“Because Keane could not have created this scheme without preserving the instruments that made it profitable. He destroys witnesses. He keeps accounts.”
“And if opening it warns him?”
“I shall decide whether the risk is necessary.”
Nathaniel’s expression hardened, but he nodded.
It was not approval. It was what trust looked like when approval was impossible.
II — The Counting House
At three minutes before ten, Abigail knocked upon the public door.
Rusk admitted her.
He had changed his torn clothing and bound one hand where the barrow had stripped the skin from his knuckles. No mark of the Clerkenwell pursuit remained in his manner.
“Your satchel.”
Abigail surrendered it.
He searched the contents, examined the probate papers and ran one hand along the seams. He did not search her gloves.
The counting house was warmer than the street and smelled of damp wool, ink and river mud. Most clerks’ desks stood empty. Lamps burned only in Keane’s office and the copying room above.
“No Lieutenant Vance?” Rusk asked.
“Mr. Keane said alone.”
“You do not often obey.”
“He has not often possessed something I require.”
Rusk led her upstairs.
Keane waited behind Cormac’s old desk. The second ledger lay before him beside three documents and a glass of brandy. Another glass stood at the empty chair.
He had placed Cormac’s seal between them.
“You are punctual,” he said.
“You threatened innocent people with exposure. Courtesy seemed the safer answer.”
Keane indicated the chair.
Abigail remained standing.
The office had changed little since Cormac conducted London business there. Shelves covered the northern wall. A river chart hung beside the fireplace. The western window stood above the document chest Venn had described.
The eastern window, their signal, was behind Keane.
“Where is the first page?” she asked.
“On its way to Dover. From there it may travel to Dublin, the Admiralty or a newspaper. The destination depends upon instructions sent before midnight.”
“And Ruth Venn?”
“Safe, provided her brother continues to understand the cost of conscience.”
“You have made many provisions.”
“Because your father taught me what happens to a man who possesses only one.”
Keane opened the first document.
It acknowledged debts exceeding the liquid value of the O’Shea concerns. The second transferred management to Keane until those debts were discharged. The third granted him an option to purchase Abigail’s interests at the valuation prepared before Cormac’s execution.
“You expect me to sign the agreement your witnesses died to conceal.”
“I expect you to preserve the legitimate businesses you claim to value. Refuse, and the ledger exposes their foundations. Banks withdraw. Contracts fail. Men lose wages. The Crown seizes what remains.”
“And if I sign?”
“The businesses continue under competent direction. You retain an income and leave London.”
“Until grief and medicine end badly together.”
Keane glanced at the untouched brandy.
“Dr. Mowbray has been talking.”
“He has been writing.”
For the first time, Keane’s composure altered.
Abigail saw that he did not know about the payment book or the test impression. Rusk had returned from Clerkenwell with the plate and a story of escape, but not enough knowledge to measure what remained.
“Mowbray accepted money,” Keane said. “A frightened physician can invent any purpose for it.”
“Samuel Pike can identify the order.”
“An apprentice who attempted to sell stolen property.”
“Renshaw recorded your three courses. Venn recorded the forged schedule. The registry holds the death valuation.”
Keane placed both hands upon the desk.
“And all of it rests upon criminals, forgers, disloyal servants and dead men. You imagine respectability can be assembled from enough compromised witnesses.”
“You did.”
The hall clock below struck ten.
Seven minutes had begun.
III — Below the Waterline
Maeve entered the river passage with water above her ankles.
Clara followed holding her skirts in one hand and the wall in the other. The lamp Maeve carried showed brick, green weed and the lower steps disappearing beneath the rising Thames.
“You said the tide would remain below the landing,” Clara whispered.
“Venn said it might.”
“That was not the part I remembered.”
Maeve reached the service door. It had swollen in its frame. She gave Clara the lamp and drove her shoulder against the boards. The door opened with a sound that seemed to travel through the entire building.
They waited.
No one came.
The loading floor was empty. Above them, voices moved through the office ceiling, too indistinct to identify. Maeve found the service stair behind stacked packing cases.
At the first landing, they separated.
Clara went toward the room Venn had marked. Maeve continued to the copying office.
Ruth Venn sat bound to a chair behind the closed door. Clara could see her through a narrow inspection window, together with the man from the probate registry. He sat beside the stove reading a newspaper.
Clara tried the latch. Locked.
She withdrew before he looked up.
She knocked softly upon the inspection glass and let him see her retreat toward the service stair. The registry man opened the door to follow. Ruth drove the chair into the backs of his knees as he passed. Clara caught his collar when he fell, struck his nose against the floor and took the iron key from his waistcoat.
By the time he recovered enough to shout, Clara had freed Ruth’s ankles and one wrist and locked him inside the room he had guarded.
Maeve found the copying room unguarded.
Two clerks had left half-eaten suppers upon a side table. Cormac’s ledger pages lay under glass beside four fresh packets. A separate copy of the first sheet lay ready for the Dover packet. A fifth complete copy remained in the press, its ink wet.
Maeve read the instructions attached to it.
One packet was addressed to Dover. Another to an Admiralty clerk. A third to Keane’s bank. The fourth bore the name of a London editor.
Each was to be sent only upon receipt of a red-sealed order.
The order waited beside the lamp.
Maeve took it.
Footsteps sounded upon the stair.
She placed the copies beneath her apron and extinguished the copying-room lamp.
Rusk entered.
He closed the door behind him.
“I wondered which servant she would send.”
Maeve backed toward the press. “Then you should have wondered which entrance she would use.”
“The river stair floods.”
“Not quickly enough.”
He reached for her.
Maeve threw the lamp oil, not the lamp. It struck his waistcoat and blinded him long enough for her to pull the press lever. The heavy platen descended between them. Rusk’s injured hand caught beneath its edge.
He shouted and struck her across the mouth with his free hand.
Maeve fell against the type case. Letters scattered across the floor.
Rusk tore his hand free and came around the press.
Clara entered behind him carrying the registry man’s iron key.
She struck Rusk at the base of the skull.
The blow did not render him unconscious. It drove him to one knee.
Maeve kicked the fallen type case into his path. Clara pulled her through the door, and together they turned the key from the outside.
Rusk hit the panels once. The frame shook.
“That will not hold him,” Clara said.
“It does not need to.”
Ruth Venn stood at the end of the passage, one wrist still trailing rope. The registry man lay inside the room behind her chair with blood upon his nose. She held his second key.
“He believed a bound woman harmless,” she said.
Below them, water struck the lower door.
Maeve gave Ruth the copied packets.
“Take these to the constables at the river stairs. Tell them to enter now.”
“What about you?”
Maeve held up the red-sealed order.
“I have to stop the first page.”
IV — The Inheritance
Keane allowed four minutes to pass before pushing the pen toward Abigail.
“Sign.”
“Show me the ledger first.”
“You know what it contains.”
“I know what Cormac wrote. I do not know what you added.”
Keane opened the book.
His additions filled the final pages: dates of engineered defaults, payments to intermediaries and valuations prepared for the transfer. Beside Renshaw’s name appeared a payment to Rusk dated the morning after his death. Daniel Hales, Thomas Wren and two other former associates were entered with similar sums.
Keane had preserved the instruments of his own conviction because he could not imagine an account that did not also confer power.
Abigail counted the seconds.
“You began arranging their deaths before Cormac was hanged.”
“I began arranging continuity. Renshaw panicked. Hales threatened disclosure. Wren attempted to sell the same information twice. Men who profit by secrecy often mistake betrayal for independence.”
“And Clara?”
“Miss Barrington was useful while she feared exposure. She became dangerous when guilt persuaded her that honesty might restore what she had lost.”
“It cannot.”
“On that point, at least, you remain sensible.”
Five minutes.
Abigail moved toward the western window as though unsettled by the river below. The document chest stood beneath it.
“The grant,” Keane said. “Place it upon the desk.”
She opened her satchel and obeyed.
While Keane examined Alcott’s seal, she slid the small key from her glove and fitted it into the chest.
The lock turned.
Keane heard it.
He crossed the room and seized her wrist before she could lift the lid.
“You should not have inherited his curiosity.”
“You should have replaced his locks.”
He pushed her against the window.
The chest opened beneath them. Inside lay duplicate seals, old bills and a narrow cashbook bound in black leather.
Keane reached for it.
Abigail caught the eastern curtain cord and pulled. The curtain fell across the lamp. The room darkened.
Not the agreed signal, but enough.
Keane released her and moved toward the ledger. Abigail reached it first.
He struck her hand against the chest until her fingers opened. The black book fell between them.
The office door burst inward.
The copying room had a second door to the main stair. Rusk must have found it.
Rusk entered, blood running from his hairline and one hand crushed against his chest.
“The copies are gone. The women took them.”
Keane looked toward the eastern window.
“Then she was not alone.”
Rusk seized Abigail from behind.
Keane gathered the second ledger and the black cashbook. He swept the transfer papers toward the fire.
The seventh minute expired.
Nathaniel entered before they reached the fire.
He had climbed the stairs with his stick in one hand. Sir Edwin followed with two constables, but Rusk placed a knife against Abigail’s throat.
“Stay back.”
Nathaniel stopped.
Keane opened the ledger to its first written page and held it above the flames.
“The copies have already left London.”
“No,” Maeve said from the doorway behind the constables. “They have not.”
She held the red-sealed order between two fingers. Clara stood beside her with Ruth Venn.
Keane looked at the order, then at the ledger.
Keane had lost the advantage on which every prepared course depended.
He dropped the book into the fire.
Abigail drove her heel against Rusk’s instep. His knife moved. Pain opened beneath her jaw, thin and hot, but his grip loosened.
Nathaniel crossed the room.
His stick struck Rusk once in the throat and once across the injured hand. The knife fell. The constables took Rusk against the wall before he recovered.
Abigail went to the fire.
Flame had caught the ledger’s leather edge. The pages curled inward, names blackening as she reached for it.
Nathaniel caught her arm.
“Leave it.”
“It proves what he did.”
“The cashbook proves what he did. The copies prove the rest.”
The ledger held Cormac’s crimes, Keane’s additions and every secret Abigail had feared surrendering. It could convict. It could also continue governing people long after both men were gone.
She watched the first binding thread part in the heat.
Then she let it burn.
Keane moved toward the western window.
Sir Edwin blocked him.
“Declan Keane, you will remain where you are.”
Keane looked past him to Abigail.
“You have destroyed the only means of preserving the businesses.”
“No,” she said. “I destroyed the means by which you and my father preserved yourselves.”
She understood the cost. The accounts would expose compromised allies, unsettle the businesses and end the advantage Keane expected her to protect. She chose disclosure anyway.
“The banks will still call their loans. The Crown will examine every account. Men will lose work because you preferred innocence to competence.”
Abigail looked at the unsigned transfer, the black cashbook and the witnesses filling the office.
“Then I will have to build something that does not require their silence.”
Keane was taken downstairs by the constables.
Rusk followed in irons.
Outside, the tide reached its height against the counting-house piles. River water covered the lower passage through which Maeve, Clara and Ruth had entered. There would be no return by that route until morning.
Abigail stood before the dying fire with Nathaniel beside her. The cut beneath her jaw had stopped bleeding. His injured leg shook with the effort of remaining upright.
Neither mentioned which of them required support first.
Maeve entered carrying the rescued copies. Clara and Ruth followed.
Sir Edwin placed Keane’s black cashbook upon the desk.
The book opened naturally to a page headed with Abigail’s name.
Three alternatives had been written beneath it.
Incapacity.
Default.
Death.
Across all three, Keane had drawn a line after Abigail entered the building.
Beneath them he had written a fourth word.
Transfer.
Abigail closed the book.
Keane had believed the inheritance was Cormac’s empire.
He had been wrong.
The inheritance was the choice of what survived it.
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WHAT SURVIVES
I — The Morning Account
By morning, the snow had begun again.
It softened the roofs beyond Hanover Street and gathered upon the sill outside Abigail’s bedroom, where London appeared briefly capable of innocence. The illusion did not survive the arrival of the first solicitor.
Mr. Alcott came before nine. Sir Edwin followed with two sealed statements and a list of men held overnight. A clerk from the magistrate arrived before breakfast had been cleared. By ten, the dining room contained Keane’s black cashbook, the copied ledger pages, the engraver’s test impression of the altered plate, Dr. Mowbray’s payment record and three separate accounts of what had occurred at the Wapping counting house.
Mrs. Whitcombe refused to permit any of them into the drawing room.
“Miss O’Shea was cut with a knife yesterday,” she told Sir Edwin. “The law may wait until she has eaten an egg.”
Sir Edwin, who could direct armed men without hesitation, accepted this judgment.
He had also admitted, before the magistrate’s clerk arrived, that he had dismissed his first unease about Keane because men he trusted in the commercial world had vouched for him. Once the payments to intermediaries surfaced, he had begun quietly tracing those assurances back to their source.
Abigail sat at the end of the dining table with a narrow dressing beneath her jaw. Nathaniel occupied the chair to her right, his injured leg extended before him. He had declined the guest room after the physician examined them both and had spent what remained of the night in the library. Abigail knew this because she had heard his stick cross the passage twice, though neither of them mentioned it.
Maeve sat opposite them.
Her lower lip was split where Rusk had struck her, and two fingers of her left hand were bound together. She had refused a tray upstairs. Clara sat beside her, pale with exhaustion. Ruth Venn had returned under guard to her brother, but not before giving a complete statement against the registry clerk who had confined her.
Alcott opened Keane’s cashbook.
“This is sufficient to prevent any immediate transfer of your interests,” he said. “It is also sufficient to ensure that every creditor, partner and government office connected with your father’s businesses begins asking questions.”
“Questions they should have asked thirty years ago,” Abigail replied.
“Quite possibly. They will nevertheless ask them of you.”
The distinction mattered. Cormac was dead. Keane could be tried. Neither would stand before the clerks whose task was to decide whether honest cargo and dishonest money could be separated after passing through the same accounts.
“How long?” Abigail asked.
“Months. Perhaps longer. The court can restrain Keane’s instruments and preserve the concerns while ownership is examined. It cannot make every transaction respectable by order.”
Abigail had chosen that uncertainty when she refused to preserve Cormac’s secrets. An honest future could not promise safety or profit.
“And the wages due this week?”
Alcott looked toward the columns he had prepared.
“The London warehouses can meet them. The coastal vessels cannot, unless credit is extended.”
“Then use my personal account.”
“Abigail,” Nathaniel said quietly.
She turned to him.
“If you pledge your independent funds before the examination begins, you may lose them with the businesses.”
“The men did not arrange Keane’s debts.”
“No. But you cannot repair every consequence before you know its size.”
“I can prevent wages from becoming one of them.”
It was not a quarrel. It was the shape of one waiting in the future.
Nathaniel did not tell her that he knew better. Abigail did not pretend that generosity made risk disappear.
Alcott broke the silence.
“A limited advance may be arranged against the legitimate warehouse receipts. It would protect the wages without pledging the whole of your account.”
“And Dr. Mowbray?” Clara asked.
“His records have been secured,” Sir Edwin said. “He is under formal inquiry for the substituted draught and the capacity papers he agreed to prepare.”
Abigail nodded. “Do it.”
Maeve had been reading one of the copied packets. She turned back three pages.
“These names are not all creditors.”
Alcott glanced at the column. “No.”
“Some are men Cormac paid to keep quiet. Some are families of men he injured. The ledger does not distinguish between guilt and loss.”
Abigail looked at the names. For weeks she had treated the ledger as a weapon, then as evidence, and finally as a chain. Maeve saw what remained when its power was removed: people whose lives had been reduced to entries.
“We will distinguish them,” Abigail said.
“How?” Clara asked.
“One by one.”
II — Places at the Table
The legal visitors left shortly after noon. Sir Edwin took the original cashbook under seal but permitted Alcott to retain a certified transcription. The copied ledger packets remained in separate custody so that no single disappearance could erase the case.
Clara prepared to leave with him.
At the entrance hall, Abigail found her fastening her gloves. The bruise along Clara’s wrist had darkened where the registry man had caught her before Ruth struck him.
“Where will you go?” Abigail asked.
“Back to Lambeth. Mrs. Reed has not dismissed me yet.”
“Keane can no longer threaten you with the papers.”
“The papers were not the only reason I stayed away.”
No apology could return them to the sisters they had once been at Vane Manor, or make Julian merely charming and Cormac merely severe. Clara had helped deceive her. She had also entered a flooded counting house and risked herself for a woman she had never met.
Both truths remained.
“Mr. Alcott will need your statement again,” Abigail said. “And I will need help identifying which names in Cormac’s accounts belong to Vane Manor and which belong to Julian. You knew things I did not.”
Clara studied her face. “Is that forgiveness?”
“No.”
The answer hurt them both, but Abigail would not purchase peace with another falsehood.
“It is a door,” she continued. “I do not know where it leads.”
Clara’s eyes filled, though no tears fell.
“A door is more than I expected.”
She left with Sir Edwin.
Abigail returned to the dining room. Thomas had cleared the official papers and laid fresh writing materials at three places. Maeve was standing beside the sideboard, gathering cups onto a tray with her uninjured hand.
“Leave those,” Abigail said.
Maeve looked at her.
The old command had come too easily. Abigail heard it after it was spoken.
“Please,” she added. “Sit with me. There is work to do.”
“There is always work to do. Cups are usually part of it.”
“Not this time.”
Maeve set down the cup and took the chair Alcott had vacated.
Abigail placed the transcription between them.
“I cannot manage these concerns alone. I do not know the captains, the clerks or half the arrangements Cormac permitted. Keane depended upon that ignorance.”
“And upon your trusting him to correct it.”
“Yes.”
The admission was easier than it would once have been.
“I want you to help examine the businesses,” Abigail said. “Not as my maid. As a salaried confidential clerk, if Alcott can devise a title that sounds less like an invitation to commit a crime.”
Maeve did not smile.
“Why me?”
“Because you notice the person standing beyond the account. Because you know when obedience is being mistaken for truth. Because you have contradicted me when contradiction was dangerous.”
“Those are not qualifications generally requested in a clerk.”
“They are qualifications I require.”
Maeve rested her bound fingers upon the table.
“Will I be permitted to refuse you?”
Abigail thought of Blackwall, of the service cloak, of every occasion upon which she had spoken of Maeve’s courage as though courage entitled Abigail to spend it.
“Yes. Including now.”
“And if I believe a payment is dishonest?”
“You will say so.”
“If I believe you are dishonest?”
Abigail held her gaze. “You will say that too.”
Maeve considered the offer for so long that Abigail became aware of the clock and the settling coals.
“I will try it for three months,” she said at last. “With wages agreed in writing.”
“Agreed.”
“And I shall not answer to Miss Maeve in the office.”
“Miss Kelleher, then.”
This time Maeve smiled.
It did not erase the distance between them. It acknowledged that the distance could be crossed in both directions.
III — Honest Cargo
That afternoon, Abigail went to Wapping again.
The counting house had been released from the night’s guard after every desk and cupboard was searched. A constable remained at the public entrance. Clerks gathered in the lower office, uncertain whether they had employment and unwilling to ask.
Nathaniel accompanied her. Maeve came by her own decision and carried the transcription in a locked case.
Abigail stood at Cormac’s desk.
For thirty years, men had entered that room believing Cormac knew the price of everything they concealed. Keane had inherited the knowledge without the name. Abigail possessed the name without the knowledge and had nearly surrendered both because she feared appearing unprepared.
She called the senior clerks inside.
“Mr. Keane no longer holds authority in any O’Shea concern,” she told them. “No debt is to be called, transferred or altered without Mr. Alcott’s review. No cargo is to be moved under a false manifest. No payment is to be made without a named recipient and stated purpose.”
One clerk shifted uneasily.
“Miss O’Shea, some arrangements cannot be written plainly.”
“Then they will not be continued.”
“There are ports where a gratuity is the difference between unloading today and rotting at anchor for a week.”
Nathaniel’s expression did not change. Abigail knew he was listening for the boundary she had not yet drawn.
“A customary fee paid openly is an expense,” she said. “Money paid to conceal stolen cargo is a crime. If you cannot tell the difference, bring the matter to Miss Kelleher.”
The men looked at Maeve.
They saw her plain coat, her bruised mouth and the locked case in her hands. Most knew what place a woman dressed as she was expected to occupy. None knew what to do when Abigail placed authority there instead.
“Miss Kelleher speaks with my authority while the accounts are examined,” Abigail said.
Maeve did not lower her eyes.
The clerks left with instructions to prepare lists of wages, vessels, warehouse leases and outstanding cargo. When the door closed, Nathaniel moved to the window.
“You left yourself room,” he said.
“For honest cargo to reach shore without being ruined by an obstructive clerk? Yes.”
“And who decides when obstruction becomes justification?”
“I do. With Alcott. With Maeve. With accounts that another person can read.”
“That is better than Keane.”
“It is not the same as being what you would choose.”
Nathaniel turned from the river.
“No.”
Abigail appreciated the refusal to comfort her falsely, even as it stung.
“I do not yet know where the line is,” she said.
“Then do not tell me you have found the line when you have only stopped walking.”
“I will not.”
“And do not ask me to approve merely because you have disclosed it.”
“I will ask you to tell me when you believe I have crossed it.”
“I have been doing that since Ireland.”
There was no wit in the words, only weary affection.
Abigail crossed to him.
“And I have been resenting you for it almost as long.”
“I know.”
This disagreement did not end because one of them surrendered. It became something they could name without fearing it would destroy what stood between them.
Nathaniel offered his arm as they descended the stairs.
Abigail took it.
IV — No Rescue Owed
Evening brought a clear sky.
Snow upon Hanover Street reflected the lamps, and the windows of the houses opposite shone gold against the blue darkness. The last official visitor departed before dinner. Mrs. Whitcombe ordered the front bell muffled and informed Thomas that any magistrate arriving afterward could discover patience.
Maeve ate upstairs with Clara, who had returned to complete a list of Julian’s London contacts. They had chosen the small sitting room rather than the servants’ hall or Abigail’s dining room. The choice belonged wholly to neither old order nor new.
Abigail stood at the drawing-room window when Nathaniel entered.
He had abandoned his stick somewhere beyond the door. His steps remained uneven, but stronger than they had been when snow first brought him to Hanover Street.
“Sir Edwin has taken rooms for me near the Admiralty,” he said. “He believes remaining here will encourage Mrs. Whitcombe to treat my recovery as a military campaign.”
“She would win.”
“That is his concern.”
The silence that followed was gentle, though not easy.
“When do you go?” Abigail asked.
“Tomorrow.”
She turned from the glass.
The room had witnessed their first London disagreement, their Christmas gifts and more careful words than either had used in Ireland. Now that danger no longer required his presence, Abigail discovered how much she had relied upon it to postpone asking what remained.
Nathaniel drew a folded paper from his coat.
“My surgeon has approved limited duty in London. Sir Edwin has found work for me reviewing the evidence from Keane’s case and the dock inquiries connected to it.”
“You are staying.”
“For now.”
Relief rose too quickly to conceal. Abigail did not attempt it.
“Is that because of the inquiry?”
“In part.”
“And the remainder?”
He came nearer.
“You once told me that gratitude was not a foundation upon which either of us should build a life.”
“I remember.”
“I am no longer here because you pulled me from the sea.”
Abigail looked at the scar near his temple, then at the hand that had held hers beneath Vane Manor and released it whenever she needed freedom more than comfort.
“And I am no longer beside you because you helped me escape Julian,” she said.
“Then we owe one another no rescue.”
“No.”
“Only honesty.”
That was more difficult than rescue. It was also more durable.
Abigail touched the front of his coat.
“I love you,” she said.
She had expected the admission to feel like surrender. Instead, it felt like setting down something she had carried too long alone.
Nathaniel’s hand rose to her cheek, careful of the dressing beneath her jaw.
“I love you too. Even when I do not approve of you.”
“That is fortunate.”
“It may prove exhausting.”
The hint of humour did not protect them from the seriousness of what had been said.
He kissed her.
There was no storm, no locked door and no danger approaching through darkness. Abigail did not kiss him because terror had narrowed the world to one warm body, or because survival had made desire indistinguishable from relief. She kissed him in a quiet room with the curtains open and tomorrow visible beyond the glass.
When they parted, Nathaniel rested his forehead against hers.
“I am not asking you for a promise tonight,” he said.
“Good. I have signed enough documents for one week.”
His smile was brief.
“I am asking whether I may call tomorrow.”
“You may.”
“At a respectable hour?”
“Mrs. Whitcombe will determine that.”
He kissed her once more before going to find his stick.
Abigail remained at the window after he left. Across the hall, Maeve laughed at something Clara said. The sound did not restore what had existed among them before betrayal. It belonged to what might be made afterward.
On the desk waited lists of vessels, wages and names. In the morning, Abigail and Maeve would begin separating honest work from inherited harm. Clara would return if she chose. Nathaniel would disagree with Abigail again, and neither of them would mistake disagreement for abandonment.
Outside, snow covered the road without erasing where it led.
Abigail extinguished the last lamp and went to join the others.
