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Chapter One: The Counterfeit Viscount
 
The vast majority of days came and went for Archibald Lycrugus Granville, Viscount Fallmont, with the genteel luxuries of fresh-cut flowers, boots polished to a razor gleam, and suppers served on gilded plates. Nights he roved between charming lovers and card games, at which he never lost more than he won.
Butter upon bacon, as Nimble described it.
Archibald owned a stable of high-strung racehorses and retained a vast staff at each of his estates—though he rarely strayed from his elegant townhouse to visit either. From time to time, he pretended to woo the latest foreign heiress released into the staid waters of the peerage, and on occasion he indulged the expenses of a handsome artist or pretty actress.
Aside from the wide red shrapnel scar hidden beneath the snowy breast of his shirt, he appeared wholly unmarked by hardship. Fair, tan, and slim, he passed for a blithe youth even now at twenty-five.
His could’ve been a carefree life, except for the one day every third month when he descended to the pits of Hells Below and paid his devil.
March 21st, he woke before daybreak and slipped away from his attentive staff and current houseguests. He walked through the wan blue light, alongside herb girls and the last of the night patrolmen. Somewhere to the west, men called out the wonders of their coffee carts, and Archibald imagined that he could smell the aroma of the bitter black stuff rising on the clouds of steam that drifted from the river and blanketed the streets.
Sunlight burned through the fog by the time he reached the cold, clean room he rented at the Briar Hotel. There he exchanged his fashionable sable coat, his glossy top hat, and his silver pocket watch for the oilcloth cloak and worn cap common to the multitude of vagrant war veterans he’d once numbered among. He took up his bludgeon of an ironwood walking cane and traded his calfskin shoes for the battered army boots that had been far too big for him when he’d first been issued them at fifteen.
The brass mirror on the dresser door cast him in golden tones, but he certainly didn’t cut the figure of Viscount Fallmont anymore. Just plain old Archie now, and not so important that it would do anyone any good to mind where he went or what company he kept.
He departed the Briar by a back door and clipped through the bustling streets, leaving the realm of marble facades and large green parks far behind as he passed through blocks of modest brick businesses, and tramped on across the Crown Tower Bridge. Out in the less seemly section of the city, he picked his way through narrow alleys of cramped tenements, roaring factories, and sparkling gin palaces already filling up with shadows of human beings seeking bright oblivion. Here a few people knew him as Archie—an apple seller and a cat’s-meat man. They exchanged friendly greetings and a little news, then went their separate ways.
At last he reached the towering granite arch that rose over the worn stone stairs leading down to Hopetown—much more commonly known as Hells Below. Archie descended into the humid shadows slowly, admiring the ornate, soot-stained beauty of the mosaics decorating the walls on either side of him. Even through the ages of dirt and in the dim light, he made out bright shards of color and fantastically graceful figures. The mosaics supposedly chronicled the glorious day, hundreds of years ago, when the terrifying and beautiful armies of Hell had ascended to accept salvation and conversion at the hands of the church. Gleaming serpents and winged lions numbered among the burnished gold figures of fallen angels and towering warriors. Satanel, Leviathon, Sariel, Rimmon. Archie traced his finger over the surface of the inlaid metal-and-glass tiles, admiring the magnificence of those beings who’d once claimed dominion over lightning, raging seas, and the souls of the dead.
Not that anyone like them persisted in the vast ghetto beneath the sprawling city of Crowncross nowadays. Their descendants were called Prodigals, and most labored in dark, hard, and hazardous industries, where their natures supposedly lent them resistance to poisons, smoke, and exhaustion. Many weren’t too easy to recognize at a distance, though up close their yellow eyes, black fingernails, and jagged teeth tended to give them away, as did the citric scent of their sweat. But beyond those superficial traits, most Prodigals had as much in common with their preternatural ancestors as Archie had in common with Lord Bottham’s pet macaque. There were the exceptions, however. 
As had become his habit, Archie paused, studying the mosaic. One devil’s familiar figure always held his attention. Broad and bronzed, with black hair and eyes as yellow as lemon drops. Even obscured within a procession of infernal dukes and damned princes, that single devil seemed to gaze back at Archie with an unreasonably amused and assured smirk. That was the face of a devil who knew he possessed rare and wondrous powers.
Archie could have sworn it was his own Nimble Hobbs, just about to say, “One day every three months, you’ve sworn to be mine, body and soul. So, haul your pampered ass down these dirty stairs and pay me what you owe me, Archie.”
There were far worse ways to pay a debt than in Nimble’s arms.
Archie took the steps by twos and soon reached the vast cavernous catacomb that spilled out beneath the city. It seemed to burrow deeper yearly, as more and more sewer pipes and gas lines invaded from the city above. Churches and storefronts leered out of the stone faces of the walls, and chipped gravel studded the tracks of mud that passed for streets. Yellow gaslight flickered from the occasional streetlight, and oily droplets of condensation dribbled from the pitted stone ceilings high overhead. The air smelled like grapefruit, piss, and burning shoes.
Archie drew his kerchief up over his nose and mouth before they started to burn. A pair of goggles offered his eyes some protection as he strolled along the wooden walkways, greeting crews of miners, dyers, tanners, and hatters as they passed on their way back from working long night shifts.
A gray-haired, legless Prodigal soldier on a street corner hailed him, and Archie stopped to hear a little of his story; he’d defended Sollum Hill as Archie had, but hadn’t been lucky enough to have Nimble stand over his bloody body, safeguarding him through the last night of cannon fire and cavalry charges.
“We held that damn hill, though, didn’t we?” The soldier’s yellow eyes looked as faded as old newsprint. He gazed past Archie into a remembered distance.
Archie nodded and shuddered as a droplet of condensation from the cave ceiling spat down the back of his neck. “You fellows in the Prodigal battalions won us the hill and the war,” he said, and that was the truth. The Nornians had possessed better steel, more deadly bombs, and enormous cavalries, but hadn’t had Prodigals. They’d been utterly unprepared for the monstrous ferocity and inhuman endurance of those few Prodigal forces.
“If it hadn’t been for your lot, we’d all be speaking Nornic, using paper for money, and eating dry fish for every meal,” Archie added.
A flush colored the old soldier’s sallow cheeks. He studied Archie. “You must have been one of them infants they conscripted to drive the guns and carry the silver crosses. You kiddies did right by us, hauling up fresh water and ammunition.”
“Third Children’s Brigade.” Archie managed a smile, though the memories made his skin feel cold as clay slip. He’d not been called up in a lottery, like so many of the Prodigal children who’d been taken from their weeping parents. No, his uncle had handed him and his brother over, like pennies proudly tossed into a collection plate.
“Rifleman in the Fifth, me.” The soldier scratched at the stump of his left leg, then glanced away to glower at a fat black rat. He picked up a pebble and flung it hard enough to stun the rodent.
While the soldier appeared distracted, Archie slipped a generous contribution into his beggar’s canteen—enough to keep him through this year at least. Then he wished the man a good day and went on his way, up the wooden walkways and over the slate roof of the Blessed Medicine Distillery and through the doors of Mrs. Mary Molly’s Boarding House.
Inside the warm, well-lit establishment, Nimble stood strangling a plump little man dressed in a priest’s frock coat.
 

Chapter Two: A Ruffian and a Gentleman
 
Nimble glared over his shoulder but, seeing that it was only Archie who’d walked in on him, gave a nod and returned his snarling attention to the flushed, gasping pastor.
“You tell Reverend Eligos that I don’t abide trespassers on my turf. He sends you around here to poach my kiddies, and it won’t just be Tillie Pistol and Bastard Jack busting up his services. Nimble Knife will cut him right out of the living business, yeah?”
The plump man made a jerking motion that passed for a nod, and Nimble all but tossed him to the floor. The pastor struggled up to his feet, swaying and gasping. The purple color faded from his face, but his eyes still bulged like he’d spent too many afternoons playing dickey games with a noose.
Archie moved away from the door.
“Off with you, you letchwater toad!” Nimble’s voice was always rough and rumbling, but now his words came out like a mastiff’s growl. The sharp teeth he bared would have done a dog proud as well.
The pastor bolted past Archie and raced down the wooden stairs like a teakettle bumping and bouncing off every corner. Archie half expected to hear the planks crack and then shouts as the man crashed through the distillery roof. Nimble strode to one of the three circular windows and studied the pastor’s descent while glaring murder down on the man. Then, all at once, he let the yellow curtain fall back over the green glass window and turned to Archie. He offered a broad theatric smile that seemed to light his yellow eyes to gold.
“Archie, what a pleasure to see you here so early. I wasn’t expecting you before ten. And certainly not looking so clean as this. Don’t tell me you’ve found an honest trade, my bantling.”
“Still employed in the family business of doing nothing for no one at no particular hour, I’ll have you know.” Archie pulled the kerchief down from his mouth and pushed the goggles up to better see his surroundings. The entryway and small parlor appeared as tidy and colorful as ever. Bright wallpaper spilled a riot of floral patterns across the walls. Mismatched chairs stood around the hearth, and gold light glowed from two gaudy orange lamps.
Archie expected Nimble to throw his arms around him and pull him close, as was his habit. Then he would offer Archie a tot of blue gin, or some other alcoholic paint thinner, to ease him up for the inevitable backgammon they’d get up to in Nimble’s private room. But this morning Nimble stood a little too straight, with his big hands jammed into the pockets of his red corduroy jacket. He wore the heavy canvas trousers and tall black boots that he preferred for tramping through muddy streets, instead of the dog-velvet dressing gown he normally donned on the days Archie came calling. His broad, handsome smile looked like it had been slapped on with wallpaper paste and tasted bitter.
At once Archie knew they weren’t alone. He noticed a shadow flitting back and forth where the door to the kitchen stood slightly ajar. Alarm shot through Archie, but he held his nerve.
“And I’m hardly early. The clock on the mantle says ten after, old boot.” Archie sauntered past Nimble and dropped down into one of the worn chairs next to the small fireplace. He held his hands out to the flames. It wasn’t ever biting cold down in Hells Below, but the constant damp made him feel the healed seams that webbed across his ribs and shoulder blade. If it came to a brawl, he wanted his joints loose and ready to move.
“Right you are.” Nimble laughed, and it almost sounded natural. “I suppose I lost track of time, being so caught up in the joy of the moment.”
Archie smiled inanely and watched the kitchen door. If there were Inquisitors there, he and Nimble were both of them likely to end up swinging from nooses. Sodomy had been largely decriminalized, but demonic conjury was still punishable by death. The Queen’s Inquisition might have turned a blind eye to the practices during the war, but they were years past that now. Recently they’d made a very public show of policing trade in magics as seriously as they investigated thefts and murders.
It occurred to him that he should have turned right around and slipped away, instead of sitting his ass down. But if Inquisitors lurked behind that door, then he couldn’t leave Nimble alone to face them and their torture chambers of prayer engines. He’d take as many of them down as he could.
Even as the thought occurred to Archie, he discounted it. Not only would Inquisitors have frowned on Nimble strangling a brother pastor in their presence, but Nimble would never have allowed one of their number so deep into his home, not unless he’d already chopped them up into pie filling.
So that left the options of new client or a Prodigal tough attempting to strong-arm or sweet-talk Nimble into joining a crew. Archie wasn’t particularly taken with either possibility.
“It’s all clear,” Nimble called.
The kitchen door opened slowly. White-haired and stooped, Mrs. Mary Molly poked her deeply wrinkled face out like a shy owl. She gave Archie a craggy smile, and he offered her a friendly wave. He’d only spent a few months in her company, and that had been seven years ago, but Archie had liked her sense of humor and appreciated the small kindnesses she’d done for him while he’d still been recovering the use of his right arm.
As far as Archie could tell, she left it to Nimble to secure the rent for her property and didn’t question his methods or means so long as he was prompt with the payments. All her energies and income went to running a charity school for orphaned Prodigals. The school taught them the manners and skills to land work as clerks, secretaries, and servants in noble houses.
Mrs. Molly snaked her hand back and seized someone on the other side of the door. Then she yanked a gangly redheaded Prodigal boy out. He looked all of thirteen, clutched a half-eaten sausage roll in one hand, and wore the satin livery and silk stockings of a nobleman’s page. From the emblem on his jacket, Archie realized the boy hailed from Lord Umberry’s house. And from the startled expression on his gob, Archie suspected the lad was halfway to realizing where he knew Archie from.
Archie wasn’t close with Umberry, in part because Archie’s uncle, Silas Granville, was. However, Archie had seen a good deal of the man and his household while half-heartedly courting Umberry’s glacier of a sister, Agatha Wedmoor. Archie and Lord Umberry also frequented three of the same clubs and had sat across from each other many times at card tables.
“This is Archie. He’s a friend of mine from the army. Not a Proddie, but you can trust him.” Nimble indicated Archie with his thumb, then flicked a long forefinger in the boy’s direction as he glanced to Archie. “The lad is Thom Chax. He comes to us by way of Mrs. Molly’s Improving School. And as I understand it, two years back Reverend Eligos arranged a post for Thom with some toff. But now, I’m guessing from the pastor coming after him, there’s been tribulation that’s obliged our boy to hightail it back to Mrs. Molly’s protection. Yeah?”
The boy nodded. His gaze shifted to Archie, but then returned almost worshipfully to Nimble. “It’s true, Mr. Nimble, sir. I’ve come into real trouble.”
“Oh! If there’s trouble in your life, the man you need is Nimble the Knife.” Mrs. Molly said it like a proverb. “That’s what it says on your card, isn’t it, Nimble, dear?”
“The old card, my love. Nowadays it reads ‘Reliable and Discreet. Nimble Solutions to Intractable Problems.’ Sepia ink on the prettiest cream paper. But I digress.” Nimble’s grin relaxed, and he gestured to the seats near the fire. “Why don’t you both have a sit-down?”
“That would be a relief.” Mrs. Molly steered the boy to a footstool and took the seat nearest the bright coals herself.
Nimble glanced to the remaining empty chairs but stayed on his feet. “I’ll bitch the tea for you all like a proper host, shall I?” he offered, and his language made the boy grin in delight. Then Nimble sauntered into the kitchen, and the three of them sat in silence. Archie pointedly kept his head down as if his mud-caked bootlaces were the most engaging sight. He considered making an excuse and taking his leave.
But he had a bargain to keep if he wanted to retain his title and the power it gave him to have his revenge. The terms of the conjury had to be met. And—though he’d die before he admitted it aloud—he’d been anticipating and waiting for this day all the last three months. There was an ache in him like a drunkard’s hunger for gin, or an ophorium addict’s longing for the needle. The whole of his body trembled with an almost feverish anticipation. Archie clenched his hands together and scowled at his ugly boots.
He used to resent Nimble for putting this eager need in him, but the older he’d grown, the more he’d come to recognize that it was his own nature that roused and responded to such desires. Nimble was the best and most ardent, but not the only indulgence he’d known since he’d become a viscount.
Archie sighed and almost reached for the deck of cards lying on Nimble’s shelf. What did it say about him that he, a man who could hire the hardest steeds in the city, could sulk in his chair because the needs of an old woman and some sad little lad might delay his pleasure an hour or two?
He’d allowed himself to get spoiled, he had. Somewhere between his racehorses and vast mansions, he’d forgotten that he’d never done a thing to deserve the easy life he now led.
Across from him, Thom gnawed down the remains of the sausage roll while attempting to appear subtle in his uncertain study of Archie’s profile. His weirdly intent expression reminded Archie a little of himself as a lad, and he felt a pang of sympathy for the boy.
Mrs. Molly, in the meanwhile, closed her eyes and sighed in that soft rhythm that made Archie think she was about to drift off to sleep. The stairs must have been a hard slog for her to climb at her age. Archie noted that her boots were missing a few buttons and looked recently scuffed.
What sort of trouble had the boy gotten into, that it had inspired the reverend to send a pastor after him and made Mrs. Molly feel the need to shelter herself and the child with Nimble? What could he have possibly done?
Or was it what he’d witnessed being done, Archie wondered suddenly.
Umberry’s lewd humor had always left Archie feeling slightly oily after an hour of his company, but until just this moment, he’d not considered that there could be any genuine substance behind all the talk.
Just as Archie began to formulate a way to ask the boy, Nimble returned with a brass tray and a very colorful, if eclectic, tea set. Archie decided to leave the questions to Nimble, but he found he did want to hear the answers.
Mrs. Molly straightened in her chair and smoothed the patched fabric of her white apron and gray dress. Nimble served them what had to be the finest floor-sweepings on offer in Hells Below, and even made a little show of embarrassment over the quantity of cream he could offer and the quality of his rough brown sugar cubes.
“I snitched white sugar from a table once,” Thom commented as he stirred a dollop of cream into his cup. “But I like the brown better. Suppose it shows my breeding. Thanks for this!”
Nimble offered the boy the sort of noblesse oblige nod that Archie still couldn’t pull off. Then he kicked back into a high-backed chair with his own cup.
“Well, let’s hear your tale of woe, lad,” Nimble said. “And then we’ll have a think on what good I can do you. Aside from sending that grasping pastor packing.”
“It’s murder. That’s what I think.” Thom added three lumps of dark sugar to his creamy tea and slugged it back like he was downing blue gin for courage. Then he launched into the meandering history of how Reverend Eligos had secured him a position as a page to Charles Wedmoor, Lord Umberry. He’d served the lord for two years now, and aside from swiping a white sugar cube and ogling his lordship’s collection of dirty postcards, he’d kept his nose so clean, it practically gleamed.
Halfway through explaining that he’d spent more time this last year running letters all across the city for Lord Umberry’s sister than he had trailing his lordship to brothels and dogfights, Thom interrupted himself to say, “But my point is that His Lordship is a founding member of the Dee Club.” Thom cast another speculative glance at Archie. “You might have heard of it….”
Archie wasn’t a member, but he did know of the exclusive club. It and several others like it had popped up over the last fifty years, ever since grand old Lord Foster had made a point of patronizing and keeping company with the renowned Prodigal painter B. Sykes. Some of the clubs seemed to genuinely promote equality between their Prodigal and natural members; the Grenfell Club even championed changes to the laws that relegated Prodigals to life in Crowncross City. But the majority had far more in common with kennel clubs, where the rich went to be seen with their latest exotic acquisitions. Dee Club had a particularly dangerous reputation, which ensured it attracted nearly every young blood who imagined himself to be a worldly rake.
“Yeah…. Dee Club.” Nimble paused in thought. “That one’s set up over the south bank of the White River. A fancy jade establishment where snobs gather to watch their pet Proddies recite poems and then tear out one another’s throats, yeah.”
“It’s Sundays that they have the fights.” Thom nodded. “I didn’t used to work Sundays, you see. So I had thought it was all just dances and recitals and—excuse my language, Mrs. Molly—frigging behind the curtains.”
“Oh, I’ve heard of folk doing far worse behind curtains, my dear,” Mrs. Molly assured him.
Archie stifled his laugh behind his teacup.
Thom nodded in all seriousness and went on. “Well, eight months back I got shifted over to Sundays. The lad who’d worked at the club before me had left all sudden-like. Only now I think maybe he didn’t leave. Maybe they done him in.”
A desolate, ill look came over Thom.
Archie’s amusement evaporated. He remembered how he’d felt the first time he’d seen a friend’s corpse, and then how sick he’d been the first time he’d driven a bayonet into a living man’s body. The soldier had died on top of Archie, his hot blood soaking through Archie’s uniform.
But this wasn’t the same. Thom faced only a suspicion, not the fly-infested, bloating reality.
He shook off his uneasiness quickly and went on with his story. “So I worked Sundays at the Dee Club and got an eyeful of the fights. They were so bloody, so mean. My first night, I was sick out in the garden. But I got… used to it. I mean, as much as a soul can. I started to know some of the fighters. Then I noticed something wasn’t right.”
Mrs. Molly gave a sour snort and mumbled under her breath, “Sounds like a lot isn’t right with that place, Thom, my dear.”
Thom nodded and stared down at the cup in his hands.
“But the fights alone weren’t what put the pastor after you or brought you to me, are they?” Nimble prompted.
“No. Nancy is the reason I come here. Nancy Beelze. She is—was—one of the best of the lady fighters. And the kindest women I ever known. She brought me sweets and snuck me storybooks as well. Real pretty, and red-haired like they say my mum was. Nancy always put on a good show. The gents like to see the girls tear each other’s clothes and the like, you know. But Nancy, she’d worked on stages and in genuine theaters, so she was real clever about keeping the gents entertained without losing an eye doing it. See, she’d chat with the other girls, and they’d work it out between them, so none of them got too hurt. Of course, sometimes someone would set a dog on her or bring in some brute from the boxing circuit. Then Nancy’d have a bad night. If that happened, then Nurse Fuggas would give me her keys and send me down to the infirmary rooms to deliver medicines to Nancy and the other girls. Most times Nancy asked me to stay and chat with her till she fell asleep.”
Thom’s expression shifted from nostalgic to troubled.
“A month back, she had one of them bad fights. Up against some slavering wolf of a dog. Afterward, I went down. She was bloody and black and blue from head to foot, but she still wanted to chat with me. Told me all about how she’d seen a map of the whole world and how there were all kinds of cities other than this one. There are places where trees grow all the way up into the clouds, and cities where the streets are paved with gold and copper. That’s when we both realized she’d lost her lucky copper ring in the arena. So I raced back up to fetch it for her. I searched around in the sand, and it took me a little while to find. But when I took it back down, she was gone.”
“Gone, as in… dead?” Nimble asked.
“Just gone. Her bandages was strewn across the floor, her nightgown in a wad on the empty bed, and me standing all alone in her room, holding her copper ring.”
Archie frowned. He’d expected something a little more dramatic than a woman walking out. He glanced to Nimble.
“You don’t suppose she just upped and fled from the whole business?” Nimble asked.
“She couldn’t have,” Thom replied. “The infirmary room doors lock up tight when they close. It’s so as none of the gents could come down and take advantage while the girls were too beat up or dazed to fend them off. Most of them got draughts that helped them sleep. And I’d made sure that the door locked tight behind me when I went out.”
“But surely the lock wasn’t made to keep Nancy from opening it from within the room?” Archie asked.
“But they are, mister. They’re supposed to keep patients from wandering off and falling in the river after they’d had a hard knock on the head or after a dose of ophorium for their pain.”
Thom sounded like he believed the excuse, but it struck Archie as deeply disturbing. A place could be called a sanatorium, a nursery, or an infirmary, but if the person within didn’t have the freedom to leave, then it was a prison.
“When I realized Nancy was gone, I raced upstairs and told Nurse Fuggas. She’s the one that mixes their draughts and does the surgeries. She sat me down in her office with a cup of warm milk and then fetched Lady Umberry—”
“You don’t mean Lord Umberry’s wife?” That Archie couldn’t imagine. Not only did the willowy blonde deem the slightest argument as an opportunity to succumb to vapors, but Charles went to noticeable lengths to distance her from his more indecorous interests and affairs.
“His sister.” Thom pulled the pained face of a young man who’d felt the bite of the lady’s riding crop across his knuckles. Archie didn’t have nearly as much trouble picturing the marble-faced Agatha Wedmoor coolly looking on while any number of men or women scrapped for pennies.
“Lady Umberry serves as hostess in her brother’s club. Even Sundays,” Thom explained. “She marched right down told me not to be a little ninny and claimed Nancy had been moved to a more comfortable room. But when I asked to see Nancy so I could return her lucky charm to her, Lady Umberry held out her hand and said she’d give it to Nancy. She looked at me with them cold blue eyes of hers, like I was a rat she was about to set her dog on. And I knew right then that she wasn’t being straight with me.”
Having courted Agatha, Archie recalled exactly the expression Thom described. He’d once made the mistake of laughing at a comment that had not amused Lady Umberry in the slightest. Later in the evening, she’d accidentally driven her fork into the back of his hand.
“So, instead of giving her Nancy’s ring, I turned over my own lucky penny. Then Lady Umberry and the nurse sent me off. The next day, I asked if Nancy had got her lucky charm, and Lady Umberry assured me that Nancy had been very happy to have it back. Then I was told I wouldn’t be required to work Sundays at the club.”
“You were sacked?” Nimble asked.
“No. That would have been Lord Umberry’s prerogative, since I was his page. As far as I could tell, Lady Umberry didn’t snitch to him that I’d gotten suspicious. She just wanted me away from the club. And she treated me nice enough the weeks after. Had me deliver letters just like before. And I started to think maybe I had been a ninny. Maybe Nancy had changed rooms. Maybe she thought I hadn’t been able to find her ring and that I’d handed over my penny instead. I started hoping I’d got it all wrong that night, but then I was scared that I hadn’t.”
Thom dropped his gaze down into the pale hollow of his empty teacup. “I figured that if I could just see Nancy for myself one time, then I could stop worrying and be able to sleep easy at night again. So this last Sunday evening, I snuck out to the club….” 
Archie thought he could see a glassy gleam welling up in the boy’s yellow eyes.
“But she wasn’t there?” Nimble guessed.
Thom nodded and wiped at his tears. Nimble handed the boy one of his bright red kerchiefs. They waited as the boy pulled himself back together and then miserably stuffed Nimble’s sodden kerchief into his coat pocket.
“One of the other girls told me that she hadn’t been back since that last night I’d seen her. More than that, Nancy’s beast of a husband—Doug the Dog, they call him—had come around looking for her and gotten beaten down and driven off by the Inquisition for annoying the fine gents and making a nuisance of himself during one of their poetry recitals. After I heard that, I knew for certain that I’d been right that night. They’d done something to Nancy, and she wasn’t coming back, not ever.”
Thom pulled out the kerchief again and spent a few moments with his face buried in the damp red cloth. Mrs. Molly leaned forward from her chair and put her arms around the boy, and he leaned into her. His breathing grew steadier as she whispered kindnesses into his curly red hair.
“What was it that got the reverend and his pastors involved?” Nimble addressed the question to Mrs. Molly.
“Thom went to him and told him the whole story. But I don’t know that he exactly believed Thom—”
“He believed me all right!” Thom straightened up. “He didn’t look surprised or nothing when I told him that I thought them gents were making magic potions from the corpses of murdered Proddies. Just like I read about in my penny blood books. The reverend knew just what I meant! But them gents have bought him off. Because instead of telling me that we should press charges and warn off other Proddies, he slaps me upside the head and calls me a liar. He tells me that he’ll turn me over to the Inquisition for extortion if I mention this to anyone again! Then he takes hold of me by the hair to hand me over to Lord Umberry! So I put a knee to his bollocks and pelted straight to Mrs. Molly.”
“Kneed him. No wonder the reverend couldn’t come running after you himself, eh?” Nimble grinned at the boy, but then he shifted his gaze to Mrs. Molly. “Will Eligos cause you trouble if the lad stays with you?”
“Oh, I doubt the pious old miser cares a fart so long as Thom doesn’t show up in his church spouting accusations.” Mrs. Molly shrugged. “It’s his own reputation he’s worried about, not the facts of the matter one way or the other.”
“I ain’t stepping foot in his church ever again!” Thom declared. “He ain’t getting half a penny more of my pay in his collection boxes.”
“Ah, a lad after your own heart there.” Nimble winked at Archie and then added for Thom’s benefit, “If you ever make the mistake of dragging our Archie to a sermon, you’ll hear him muttering words that’ll blister your ears, and he’ll even sing filthy ditties to the tune of the hymns.”
Thom gazed at Archie with an expression somewhere between horror and awe. Like the vast majority of Prodigals, the boy had no doubt been brought up on a constant diet of piety and deference to church authority. Even Nimble, for all his impropriety and conjuring, still carried a wooden cross as a pocket fob. Archie, on the other hand, had been born a bastard in a noble house and witnessed firsthand who truly benefited from church doctrine. He’d lost his last shred of faith in the goodness of God while watching his brother slowly die that last week on fucking Sollum Hill.
“Can we leave it with you, then?” Mrs. Molly lifted her amused gaze from the boy to Nimble, and her expression turned grim. “You know the Inquisition won’t take this disappearance any more serious than the last ones.”
Last ones? Archie raised his brows.
“Yeah. I’ll take it on.” Nimble offered Mrs. Molly a half smile. “It can’t pay worse than the last job you brought me.”
“Oh, it only took you a minute to get the cat up from that ash pit,” Mrs. Molly responded.
“Nearly lost an eye in that minute, though.” Nimble turned to Archie. “Claws like a lion’s on that fat little kitten. And not so much as a two-penny for thanks from—”
“I’ll pay you, Nimble! Just don’t let them get away with what they done to Nancy.” Thom shot to his feet. “I ain’t got money, but I got a strong body and a baptized soul. I know you conjurers trade in souls—”
“Don’t—” Mrs. Molly cried out, but it was already too late.
Archie’s horror probably showed as plainly as Mrs. Molly’s. He knew damn well what such a bargain entailed, and it revolted him to think of a child Thom’s age entering into such a pact. But the words had been spoken aloud and of the boy’s own volition, same as Archie himself had blurted them out to Nimble so many years ago. They couldn’t be retracted, only answered—just as they had been in the ages before when Nimble’s ancestors answered from their kingdoms in hell.
Mrs. Molly shook her head in a silent plea, and Archie glowered at Nimble. But Nimble didn’t pay either of them any mind. Instead he crouched down in front of Thom and studied him with a hard, intent expression.
Revulsion snaked through Archie. This was an aspect of Nimble’s trade that he had never before witnessed and had deluded himself into thinking was something rare and somehow special between the two of them. He’d not wanted to know if Nimble took other men, much less boys, but if he witnessed it with his own eyes, he didn’t know if he could stand it—if he could forgive it.
“Nah. That’s too bright a light burning in you, Thom. You’d blind me, you would.” Nimble stood, though he still held Thom’s gaze. “I tell you what, lad. Why don’t we strike this bargain. I’ll look into what was done to your Nancy and see that justice is got for her, one way or another. In return, you’ll apply yourself to finding good work somewhere solid. When the occasion arises that I need to be let in the back door of your swank establishment, or if I need to know a few names or addresses, well, you’ll be in a position to do me the favor.”
Mrs. Molly melted back against the cushions of her chair, her benevolent smile rising like cream through milk. Archie, too, felt relieved but then slightly confused as well. He realized that as much as he’d been horrified by the thought, he’d also expected Nimble would snatch up the child’s soul—wouldn’t be able to resist doing so.
“You just want me to find a posh job?” Thom appeared rightly skeptical, Archie thought.
“Correct, my lad.”
“Nothing more?” Thom asked.
“There’ll be more. Like I said. The day may well come that I want a favor from a fellow in a first-rate position. I could need information concerning accounts or comings and goings. I might require an introduction or the copy of a key.” Nimble sounded serious now. “It’s not so little as you might think, lad. A bit of knowledge can be as powerful as blood and conjuring if you know how to use it. And I believe this arrangement would suit us both. Yeah?”
Thom appeared thoughtful. Perhaps this was the first time he’d considered the information and access his employment in a powerful institution could confer. He nodded.
Absently Archie wondered how many others had struck this deal with Nimble.
“Shall we have a shake to bind it, then?” Nimble extended a big hand, and Thom grasped it with his own much more delicate fingers. They shook three times.
After that, Mrs. Molly and Nimble traded gossip and news, all while she gathered up her shawl and Thom’s cap from the kitchen. As they discussed the latest attempt of the Good Commons Association to repeal the Prodigal Restriction Codes, Archie picked up a deck of Nimble’s playing cards. He shuffled and flipped through them, absently drawing the ace of diamonds over and over. Nimble cleared away the tea and cups and then bid Thom and Mrs. Molly a good day. Archie folded the ace back into the deck of cards and waved the two of them a farewell.
Nimble locked the door behind them and then went to the window to observe their descent down the wooden stairs.
Archie wondered how much of Thom’s story had been truth and how much a boy’s imagination. The detail of the infirmary locks and the excuses for them bothered him. That wasn’t something a child thought up. Of course, the entire affair was Nimble’s concern, not his; still, he felt curious.
“Anyone waiting at the bottom to thump them?” Archie asked.
“Nah. They’ve just popped in to Britcher’s Ragstand. Probably selling that blue satin livery and picking up something a little more subtle for the boy to walk around in.”
Archie nodded and drew his ace again.
Nimble glanced back in time to see him do it and grinned. “You’ve gotten better with the cards than I ever was.”
“Practice, old boot. It’s just practice,” Archie replied.
“Doesn’t hurt to have a fortune to practice with, though.” Nimble leaned over the tall back of the chair Mrs. Molly had abandoned and watched Archie cut and shuffle. He wore a flatteringly attentive expression.
“There’s not much that having a fortune doesn’t make easier,” Archie agreed. “I don’t suppose you’re going to offer me a sip of something a little stronger than tea, are you?”
“I’m getting to it, my bantling,” Nimble replied, but he didn’t move. “I’ve heard that your uncle lost two more ships at the card tables.”
Archie grinned. It had taken him years of gambling, bargaining, and bribery, but he now possessed the majority of his uncle’s debts and assets. He would soon be in a position to ruin the man completely.
“Must be true to put such wicked smile on your lovely face.” Nimble strolled to the little side table where his yellow bottles of blue gin and pine whiskey stood. “A dash of easy drops?”
Archie shook his head. He’d found it a challenge to wean himself off ophorium after the war. Now he felt wary of the painless languor the drug so easily provided.
“The arm’s not hurting, then?” Nimble commented as he poured their drinks.
“Not today. Suppose that means we won’t be seeing rain.”
“We never do down here.”
Nimble brought Archie a generous tot of blue gin in a fat little glass. Archie accepted it with a nod of thanks. An excited hum seemed to awaken in his belly, even before he swallowed his first mouthful. Nimble swirled the pine whiskey in his own glass. The waters dribbled into the liquor produced milky streaks that reminded Archie of smoke. Nimble, too, studied his glass. His expression struck Archie as unusually thoughtful. As a rule, Nimble maintained an air of glib, grinning confidence. Even while he slept, his lips often curved in smug satisfaction.
“You aren’t far from having all you wanted, are you?”
Nimble caught Archie off guard, lifting his gaze as Archie stared at him. Archie felt an absurd heat rise in his face and covered it by taking a swig of blue gin. The stuff tasted like it could strip stains from sheets. It burned down into his stomach.
“I mean to say, you’re well in now. Accepted as Archibald by all and sundry, set up with the title and posh tracts of soil. Not even your sly uncle Silas suspects—”
“Sure.” Archie wasn’t certain why they were discussing this now. It made him uneasy. “And I know that’s all thanks to you, old boot. I’m not trying to back out—”
“Course not. Your word is good as gold with me. Always has been. But the thing is….” Nimble swirled his glass again, turning the entire drink milky white. “The thing is that we struck our bargain ages back, when we were both still wet. Since then… since then, I’ve started to….” Nimble scowled at his untouched drink like it could be blamed for his difficulty in making his point.
The tremulous sensation fluttering through the pit of Archie’s belly turned from butterflies to spiders. He drained his glass just to kill the feeling. Whatever it was that Nimble needed to say, Archie felt certain it wasn’t anything he wanted to hear. There was too much seriousness and finality to Nimble’s expression.
Suddenly Archie wondered if somehow time had run out. Did Nimble need to collect his soul from his body now? Would that leave him an inhuman wreck? Would it simply kill him? Archie gripped his ironwood walking stick but then forced himself to release it. He’d been the one to make the proposal to Nimble. Whatever fate awaited him, it was his own responsibility.
“Well, here’s the thing.” Nimble dropped down into the seat across from Archie and slouched back so his knees pushed Archie’s tense legs apart. “That Thom boy isn’t the only one willing to pay me to have a go at the Dee Club. All put together, I stand to make quite a haul, but I need an in to the club, don’t I?”
The question fell so far from what Archie had been contemplating that it took him a moment to absorb Nimble’s words.
“You need a nobleman to sponsor you?” Archie said.
“That I do, my bantling. That I do.” Nimble sipped his pine whiskey. “And we both know that there’s only one nobleman I’d be willing to trust with a venture like this, yeah. So, that puts you in a perfect position to secure the properties that you previously sold to me.”
“I don’t—” Archie just caught himself from speaking ruinous words. “I’ve not yet avenged Archibald. I’m close, but it’s not done yet.”
“But you will have wrung Silas out to dry in less than three months, won’t you?” Nimble gazed at him with congratulatory knowing. And Archie wondered how many bankers and debt collectors kept him informed. Archie didn’t want to admit as much, but he couldn’t deny it. When his uncle’s end came, it would be splashed across broadsheets and shouted by newsboys on street corners. A tremendous scandal of bankruptcy, debtors’ prison, and with any luck, suicide as well.
“He can’t last more than two months,” Archie said. “But I still need those two months, Nimble.”
Nimble nodded. “But after that, you’ll want to be free of… this.” He gave a wave of his hand. “And I… well, I need a way into the Dee Club. You do me that favor and we’re square. That’s fair, ain’t it?”
Archie nodded, feeling weirdly stunned, almost as dazed as he’d felt the first moment searing hot cannon shrapnel had torn into his chest—so wounded that it seemed beyond comprehending. The pain came later and lasted for years. He was going to want another drink.
He lifted his gaze to Nimble’s strangely solemn face and realized Nimble was doing him a kindness. Probably at some cost to himself. Souls didn’t come all that easily. He wasn’t hurting Archie purposefully; he just didn’t know. And if he didn’t know after all these years, then Archie wasn’t about to tell him. He still had that much pride.
“Shall we go upstairs?” Archie asked.
Nimble grinned and then tossed back the rest of his whiskey. “One last time, then, my bantling.”
 
***
Archie followed Nimble up the narrow, worn staircase. The first time they’d done this, Archie had just turned eighteen and had been filled with anxieties of nearly every kind, from the dread of selling his soul and taking on the uncle who’d terrified him as a child, to worrying over the freshness of his breath. At the time, Nimble had seemed so much more experienced. Though now Archie realized they’d both of them been little more than boys.
Nimble had been all of nineteen and still hadn’t quite mastered the light steps that he now employed to disguise the immense weight of his iron-dense bones and heavy muscles. These days, floorboards didn’t squeal nor did the steps groan like they strained under lead feet. Just looking at him, no one would have guessed that he weighed nearly twenty-one stone and swam about as well as a cannonball. Archie had discovered as much for himself on maneuvers, when he’d nearly drowned hauling Nimble out of the dank waters of a flooded bog. 
Certainly strangers wouldn’t have imagined that such a jaunty, light-fingered fellow could ever have numbered among the half-starved, barefisted Prodigal Chargers, who’d held Sollum Hill for three weeks against cavalry and heavy guns. Nimble wouldn’t have wanted them to know. He liked being thought of as a flashy tough without any particular history beyond the tall tales that sprang up throughout the back streets of Hells Below.
Nimble seduced every novice in the Sacred Heart Convent and even knocked up the sixty-year-old Mother Superior.
Knife turned that skinner, Fatty Braggs, into a pig and sold him to his brother, Butcher Braggs, for sausages.
Nimble the Knife once killed a snitch, dressed in his clothes, and ate his entire body before the Inquisition captains could arrive on the scene to investigate.
Archie gave a quiet snicker at the thought of that last one.
Nimble looked back at him with a raised brow.
“Just having a laugh at myself,” Archie replied.
“And here I thought you might be having a chuckle at how wasted my fine ass is, dressed in these dull togs.” Nimble took the last three steps up to the narrow landing, then fished his keys from his pocket and opened his bedroom door. Archie’s pulse picked up, and words seemed to evaporate from his mind.
“The trousers look good, actually,” Archie managed to get out, though it was hardly sparkling repartee.
Again Nimble looked back at him, this time with a sharp grin. “I thought they did. Glad you noticed.” Then Nimble beckoned him into the warm dark room. A single Argand lamp rested on the nightstand, throwing circles of soft gold light across the room and adding the scent of olive oil to the air. The modest necessities of a washstand, dresser, and rag rug edged the space, while two small framed prints hung on the far wall—reproductions of Sykes’s famous studies of Adonis in Repose. But it was the four-poster bed that took pride of place and truly revealed Nimble’s love of lavish color and too-bold patterns. Even in the faint light, gold threads gleamed along the length of the bolster. Lush green pinstripe pillows spilled across the scarlet artichoke patterns of his throw. A rainbow of poppy designs enveloped the plump curves of his duvet cover. The silk sheets beneath all that would reveal an indigo sky studded with mauve and yellow stars, Archie recalled. Gilded apple blossoms wound up all four of the bedposts, and the dark violet canopy above displayed hundreds of crescent moons.
Nothing could have been further from the tasteful pearl-gray elegance of Archie’s own home, and yet the sight of this mismatched extravagance flooded him with a feeling of happiness. He didn’t want this to be the last time he ever visited this room or lay spread across that bed.
Hating the melancholy turn of his own thoughts, Archie turned his attention from the bed to the prints on Nimble’s wall. The studies captured a handsome man, but with such an empty expression and flawless body that he might as well have been a polished stone.
Nimble strode to his wardrobe and brought out the three big red candles that he always burned for their ceremony—one for each month. They were no longer the tall, grand columns they’d once been, but now looked short and fat, almost enveloped by the streams and beads of their own melted wax. Nimble muttered some low growling incantation over each one and used his hard black fingernail to gouge a symbol into the wax. He set them in a row and looked well pleased with himself.
Then came his precious blue vial of blessed oil. He added a single drop to the wick of each candle before placing them on the bedside table. Nimble scratched a match to life and then set the candles burning. The familiar scent of camphor wafted up on a ribbon of pale smoke.
Archie drew in a deep breath. The perfume filled him with a bittersweet anticipation. He couldn’t wait, and yet he knew it would all too soon be over. And the next time he caught the fragrance of camphor, it would only fill him with loss.
“Come on, Archie. Don’t look like that.” Nimble walked to him. He reached out and put his arm around Archie’s shoulders, offering him the comforting sort of hug that his father had bestowed upon him on the single occasion that he’d nearly acknowledged their relationship. Coming from Nimble it felt too cautious, too apologetic—like they were visiting a grave, not taking to bed. “You know I won’t hurt you none,” Nimble said quietly.
“Course I do. You’re a sweet bugger, you are. That’s all anyone says of Nimble the Knife—‘sweet as treacle, and he hardly ever tosses a pastor across the room.’” Archie forced a laugh, then shrugged off Nimble’s heavy arm to toss his cap onto the washstand. He hung his oilskin cloak up on one of the three brass hooks that studded Nimble’s bedroom door. Nimble added his own red sack coat to the hook beside the one holding Archie’s cloak.
“Well, as far as buggery goes, I haven’t had any complaints.” Nimble cast Archie a quick, sly glance as he slipped his galluses off his broad shoulders. His trousers dropped to the floor, leaving him dressed in just the white linen shirt that Archie had brought him six months ago. Nimble’s trimmed black fingernails stood out starkly against the abalone buttons. He stripped his shirt off quickly, but took a few moments to fold everything away, neat as a pin.
Naked, Nimble was quite a sight. Muscular enough to rival the framed sketches on his walls, but far more affecting than those idealized images. A mole in the shape of a sloppy heart sat a few inches above his left asscheek, and fine indentations marked his waist, where the leather of his knife belt had dug into his skin. He bore far more scars than Archie. Saber scars, bullet scars, knife scars, along with the common history of scraped knuckles and skinned knees that marked most of humanity. Unlike Archie, he wasn’t self-conscious of any of them. In fact he seemed completely at ease standing there naked and already half-hard. Archie admired and envied that self-confidence.
Then Nimble lifted his gaze to Archie. That jagged, delighted smile lit his face, seeming to wash away the fine lines that edged his eyes, and all at once, Archie forgot the insecurities that made him so awkward. Here with Nimble in this small room, there were no lies to maintain. He felt appreciated as the man he truly was.
“I can’t believe you still wear these foul old boots. I ask you, is that anyway to dress when you’re coming to such a fine bed as this one? Ugh. The entire kit’s got to go, Archie.” Nimble winked at him, and Archie laughed. Archie’s attachment to his army boots—and his nickname for Nimble—was a long-standing joke between them.
He swung onto the bed and lay back to stare up at all those moons spilled across purple velvet. Nimble knelt and unlaced Archie’s boots, then pulled them off his feet and set them at the bedside. He stripped away Archie’s clothes with a kind of care that would have done Archie’s valet proud. Though he paused when he got Archie’s shirt off. He frowned at the yellow-blue bruises mottling Archie’s abdomen.
“Got it fencing at Green’s, I think…,” Archie said, but then he remembered. “No. It was at the Prince Joseph Boxing Club. Punch-ups are all the rage just now.”
Nimble made a disgusted sound and shook his head.
“Next time, send them rich harecops down here to Hells Below. Plenty of us would gladly give’m thrashings for half the cost of the membership to their clubs.”
“You are generous to a fault, old boot,” Archie replied.
Nimble continued to frown at the large bruise. He looked like he wanted to say something more about the scrapes and bruises Archie had acquired while keeping company with the kind of spoiled men who made hobbies of violence. But Nimble only shook his head, then folded Archie’s shirt and set it aside.
He leaned over Archie, both of them naked, exposed in their anticipation but not yet touching.
“Do you freely give yourself to me, Archie?” Nimble asked softly and seriously. This was the one thing he never tried to turn into a laugh.
“Body and soul, I do,” Archie replied without even considering the words anymore. He used to wonder why he trusted Nimble so much more than other men; he’d never been able to decide if it was because Nimble didn’t bother to hide what he wanted, or if it was the result of Nimble’s hold over his soul.
Nimble leaned in and kissed his mouth, sweetly, almost modestly, then straightened and gazed down at Archie’s naked body.
“In return, all I am, any power I possess, I give to your service.” Nimble knelt and bestowed Archie’s stiff prick with a far less chaste kiss.
Pleasure shot through Archie, and when Nimble took him deep in his mouth, he couldn’t help the low moan that escaped him. Nimble knew his way around, and he worked Archie to a bucking, arching, wild thing. Archie ran his fingers over the curls of Nimble’s hair and whispered his pleasure in inarticulate gasps. All of his being seemed to ride between Nimble’s lips and dance on his clever tongue. Ecstasy built and built, until at last it burst from Archie’s body and left him gasping and dazed.
Maybe Nimble truly sucked his soul right out of his body along with that geyser of spunk. It certainly felt like it.
Nimble wiped his mouth and rose to his feet, all the time admiring Archie with a proud expression, like Archie was an instrument he’d played particularly well. The thought made Archie grin.
“You’re having that joke with yourself again, aren’t you? The royal presentation of my grand performance.” Nimble sat down on the bed beside him. His thick erection jutted up at a jaunty angle not too far from Archie’s arm.
“I am,” Archie admitted. “If you will, imagine the royal family and all the noble holy men gathered in their velvet seats. The curtain rises, and there you are, in the midst of an orchestra, performing an astounding solo upon my skin flute.”
Nimble laughed, but there was still a fierce need in his gaze.
Archie reached out and ran his finger along the length of Nimble’s cock. He was rewarded to see Nimble’s breath catch and watched his amused expression give way to helpless pleasure. Archie spent a few more moments stroking Nimble and catching a second wind for himself. Then he rolled over and invited Nimble to lavish his attention and oil upon his ass.
Even shaking and breathing hard, Nimble took his time. When at last Nimble slid into him, Archie was already quivering and truly ready for a second run at staining Nimble’s sheets with his mettle. Then they both went at it like hammer and tongs, shaking the bed till it groaned. Pillows fell and the floorboards squealed. Archie broke first, but Nimble didn’t outlast him by more than a moment. He came with a powerful thrust. For just an instant, Nimble’s full crushing weight drove into Archie as fiery spunk flooded him. Then Nimble rolled off, sweat-soaked and panting like he’d sprinted a mile.
And it was done. Their bargain sealed for the final time.
 
***
Before parting ways, they agreed to stage the first public encounter between Viscount Fallmont and the Prodigal war veteran, Nimble Gamigin Hobbs, in St. Christopher’s Park in three weeks’ time. For the sake of easier communication and less travel, Nimble would take up residence in Archie’s rooms at the Briar Hotel. A bank account in Nimble’s name already existed and had been steadily filling with funds for years, though the information came as a surprise to Nimble.
“What? Why would you do that?”
“Just in case my ruse went tits up and I needed to make a hasty retreat. It never hurts to have a little fortune tucked away under another name.” There was more to it, but Archie didn’t feel like exposing the maudlin plan he’d long ago conceived for the days after his uncle’s downfall. Days he’d always assumed would be brief and end with Nimble taking his life and soul from him forever.
Now Archie had no idea what he would do with all the weeks, months, and years ahead of him. He ought to be relieved, he knew that—ought to be overjoyed by the opportunity to live the long, pampered, pointless life that had been stolen from the real Archibald. He didn’t feel ready to think too hard on why he wasn’t. Instead he focused on this last endeavor with Nimble.
It gave him a small satisfaction to inform Nimble of the high-end shops he’d need to patronize in the coming days, so as to become recognized by the most informed of gossips and so he could dress himself in a manner that might catch the eye of the Viscount Fallmont.
“Discerning, is he?” Nimble angled a meaningful glance to Archie’s ugly cloak and battered army boots.
“An absolute snob when it comes to clothes and horses,” Archie said. It was true; even as a boy, Archibald had been very particular and vocal about his tastes. Though Archie did sometimes wonder if he would have changed, perhaps grown in his ideas of the world, if he’d lived past seventeen. “I probably do him a disservice, playing him as such a dandy—”
“Oh, I don’t know. I think he would have liked the way all the papers make such a fuss over his latest choice of cravat or spats. Not to mention all the breathless speculation over which fair heiress will be so lucky as to catch his heart.”
“I had no idea you followed the social pages so closely, old boot.” It was Archie’s turn to tease, and surprisingly, Nimble seemed a little flustered.
“Of course I pay attention to what you’re doing up there in all that sunshine and fresh air, Archie,” he replied quickly, then added, “And it’s not just you. Even as rough a fellow as me needs to know what laws those noble harecops are passing over us down here.”
“True enough,” Archie agreed. “I’m voting to rescind the travel restrictions on Prodigals again this season. I think we’re close to winning the reform.”
“Yeah? It would be nice….” Nimble’s expression looked distant for a moment, but then his attention focused back on Archie. “Best not hold my breath. Particularly not when we have more pressing business to think on just now.”
After that, they worked out a few more details of their plan, but all too soon, Archie had to say goodbye and make his way back up from Hells Below to the resplendent south side of Crowncross, where he once again costumed himself in the costly silk and privilege of the Viscount of Fallmont.
 

Chapter Three: A Terribly Beautiful Place
 
The very next day, Archie contrived to bump into the dark-haired, pale-eyed person of Charles Wedmoor at the Prince Joseph Boxing Club. He was a fit thirty and nice enough to look at, in that characterless way of so many men who’d done nothing to earn their privileges: healthy, washed, well-fed, and largely untroubled by the lives of people deprived of those favors.
In the ring, Archie allowed Charles to jab past his defenses often enough to make them seem equally matched. Though he couldn’t bring himself to lose to the other man, he behaved as a scrupulously good winner.
Later at Wright’s Gentlemen’s Club, in the company of Charles’s two blandly blond friends—Lupton and Neet—Archie conceded that the boxing match really should be considered a tie. They all drank to that and then kept drinking, each at their own rate. Archie lost a few hands of cards and won several more while observing the other men. Soon enough he secured Charles’s sympathy when he confessed to a lingering heartache over the man’s icicle of a sister.
“Agatha’s not actually so unfeeling as people think. It’s only that she’s difficult to get to know,” Charles assured him. “She gets damnably shy when she’s in the company of fetching men like you, Archibald. I think the things she says come out a bit more sharp than she means them to. That’s all it is.”
“Really?” Archie schooled his expression into one of hopeful delight. Either Charles entertained serious delusions about his sister’s character, or he didn’t know what the word shy meant. Agatha Wedmoor could deliver unflinching criticism of a man’s capabilities on the dance floor, the cut of his jacket, and his grasp of classic literature, all while looking him straight in the face. And Archie still hadn’t forgotten the sensation of silver fork tines biting into the back of his hand.
“Lady Agatha’s shy?” Neet sounded rightly skeptical. He was taller than both Charles and Lupton, but also candidly youthful; he still sported the blemished complexion of an eighteen-year-old, and at times his voice seemed about to crack.
“Well… she is… reserved.” Lupton sounded remarkably sober for the astounding number of brandies he had disappeared down his hatch. Archie wondered just how much it would take to actually inebriate the stocky fellow. Or was he one of those rare birds who hung on to their diction right up to the point of falling down in the street?
“I thought she was a Bible-banger. Those looks she gives when she don’t like a fellow’s jargon…. Reminds me of one of those dried-up old nuns—” Neet cut himself off just a little too late.
Offense darkened Charles’s face, and Archie actually thought a little better of the man for showing a care for what was said of his sister. But for the sake of keeping the conversation moving in the direction he wanted, Archie broke in.
“Yes, I know what you mean, Neet. There is something about her that seems holy, isn’t there?” Archie lifted his gaze upward. A plump cherub leered at him from the painted ceiling. “How can a man even hope to win the affection of such a divine creature? I almost feel that I’m standing before an angel when I see her.”
“Oh, you have got it bad, Archibald.” Lupton laughed. “Must be a family weakness.”
“How do you mean?” Archie asked.
“Well, your uncle has been… em… paying her a great deal of attention at the Dee Club.”
“Has he?” Archie didn’t try to hide his displeasure. Agatha Umberry’s dowry was speculated to be immense, certainly large enough that it might reverse Silas’s fortunes. That, Archie would not abide. Not after devoting seven years to engineering the man’s downfall. And it wasn’t as if Silas’s previous rich young bride had lived long past their honeymoon. All at once the urgency to win his way into the Dee Club doubled.
Archie bought several more rounds of drinks and steadily won more and more cash off Charles and his friends, but he didn’t hold them to their wagers. He smiled and listened to their woes: Charles’s father had refused to advance him any more cash this year, Lupton resented the trade tariffs limiting him from the importing all the Nornian brandy he wanted, and Neet despaired of ever growing a proper mustache, much less the full flowing beard so many elder statesmen possessed.
Archie made commiserating sounds, offered his sympathy, and even granted Charles a small loan to ensure he could snap up the latest orchid for his collection. He offered Lupton a bottle of prewar brandy from the case that remained in the wine cellar of his northern country house. A little later he assured Neet that court fashion currently favored the clean-shaven man for facing the world with a more hygienic and honest visage, according to the Royal Consort, Prince Joseph. Archie had shaved off his own mustache three years ago and hadn’t regretted it.
Hardly a day later, Charles and his friends extended Archie a membership into the Dee Club. He accepted, forked over the steep membership fee, and stifled an idiotic impulse to race down to the Briar Hotel to inform Nimble of their quick success. Instead he accompanied the three noblemen on a riverside ride to take a tour of the place. Their route was not a dangerous one to follow by daylight, but it led into an area of docks and piers where few gentlemen—and certainly no ladies—would wish to find themselves alone at night.
The building the Dee Club occupied had been painted brilliant green and gold, but neither the costly colors nor the Gothic facade and columns were quite enough to distract from the fact that the rambling edifice teetered over the White River, like a man crouched to shit down into a boghole. Thick wooden piles rose from the river like the supports of a fishing pier, and a large portion of the back of the building seemed to spill across them. As he rode closer, Archie noted that someone had even tethered a small boat to one of the wooden braces beneath the overhanging house.
“The place was originally built by smugglers. Generations of them used it,” Charles informed him. “The last sod fell afoul of the monks in the Queen’s tax office and had to relocate immediately. So I was able to pick the entire place up rather cheap, if I do say so myself. And its history endows the place an amusing ambiance. Don’t you think?”
Archie nodded. The stench of chamber pots and rotting kelp rose off the river, imparting a rank pong to the pretty cherry trees and rose bushes planted all around the building. On either side of the club stood large warehouses, and dozens of merchant vessels plied the waters surrounding it. Archie wondered if the sailors and stevedores might have witnessed anything the evening Nancy disappeared. Perhaps it would be worth the effort to chat up a couple of the night guards who patrolled the nearby warehouses as well.
“Of course, the heap was ugly as sin when I got hold of it six years back. Bloody giant holes in the floors and walls where the Inquisition had ripped open all the trapdoors and smugglers’ passages,” Charles went on. “But Agatha took it on as a pet project. She worked absolute wonders. A woman’s touch, as they say. And now the place is pretty as a picture inside.”
He wasn’t wrong. The interior of the Dee Club neatly erased any hint of disgorging sewer pipes, surrounding warehouses, and noisy workforces of sailors and longshoremen. Very thick, beautifully papered walls displayed large paintings and smaller studies by a number of Prodigal artists. Sykes’s startlingly lifelike painting Dragonflies Amidst Water Lilies held pride of place among them. Marble sculptures, exotic potted plants, and side tables boasting huge vases full of flowers kept the large rooms and long hallways from appearing cavernous.
They also appeared to partly conceal the seams of sliding doors, through which servants came and went with drinks, newspapers, and cushions. Once he started looking, Archie realized that a warren of back passages and secret doors riddled the building. All the soft footsteps and whispers reminded him a little of mice skittering behind walls.
Huge windows, which should have looked out onto commerce and sewage, instead displayed stained glass vistas of rose gardens, summer glades, and pristine blue waterfalls. Brightly colored sunlight filled every room Archie strolled through. The club members he passed were all of natural heritage and mostly men. Archie recognized many of them, including a dowager princess and an earl from the Lords Pavilion of the Royal Races. By contrast, every single servant he encountered appeared to be of Prodigal descent. Gloves hid the black fingernails of the footmen and butlers, but their yellow eyes and pointed ears stood out. The single maid he spotted through a distant doorway possessed a formidable set of sharp teeth—though the smile she turned on a young footman struck Archie as truly affectionate.
The Prodigals sponsored into the club were distinguished from staff by large gold medallions hung around their necks—the sight of which reminded Archie disturbingly of the ornate collars that were currently fashionable to bestow upon favorite pets.
As they strolled through sitting rooms and winding galleries of more artistic works, Charles presented Archie to several members, but Archie had to ask before anyone thought to introduce the lanky sponsored Prodigal who stood silently alongside their group. The young man was a composer, and his whole countenance seemed to brighten when Archie admitted to enjoying the foreign scales employed to compose both Nornian and Hamiri songs.
“If that’s the case,” the young Prodigal told him, “you must hear ‘The Nightingale’s Lament’—”
“Dining room, I think!” And just like that, the Prodigal’s sponsor cut their fledgling conversation off. The young composer’s face drained of excitement, and he immediately bid Archie good afternoon. Then he turned and trailed his sponsor out through an arched doorway.
“That was rather abrupt,” Archie commented.
“Well….” Charles shrugged. “Some members can be a little possessive, particularly of their newest discoveries. It doesn’t do to seem too interested, lest they suspect you of poaching.”
“Poaching….” Archie scowled.
“Oh, don’t take it too seriously, Archibald,” Charles added hastily. “Once you’ve presented a discovery of your own, Reggie and men like him won’t fuss nearly so much. It’s only when a member is new and on the hunt for something spectacular that they get their backs up.”
“It’s true,” Neet added. “Soon as you have one of your own, everyone else will want to show off their prizes and give you endless pointers for your next acquisitions.”
Prizes? Acquisitions? These were people they were talking about, not exotic plants. Archie struggled to keep a neutral expression on his face.
Lupton offered him a sympathetic glance. “Don’t let all this talk of hunting and collecting worry you. No one is expecting you to bring down a bird-of-paradise on your first venture. It’s really not too hard to find someone to throw money at. And Lord knows there are plenty of Prodigals more than deserving of a little favor in their lives,” Lupton assured him.
“Oh, and if you haul in a complete dud, then that could actually give you an excuse to approach Lady Agatha!” Neet added. “You might implore her for advice on how best to present your find and encourage an artistic nature. She never tires of delivering lectures on the importance of a nurturing environment. And if you really flub it, well, she loves correcting every damned—” Neet caught himself again as Charles frowned at him. “I mean she likes seeing to it that men improve themselves! She’s very generous that way!”
Lupton nodded, but that appeared to be directed at a servant, because a moment later, a footman delivered a brandy to him.
Archie peered down the hallway that was exposed as the footman retreated through another hidden panel. Had that been a staircase he’d glimpsed? He recalled Thom mentioning infirmary rooms downstairs.
“So, anything to see on the lower floors?” Archie asked.
“The wine cellar and a little show arena, but that’s all rather dull until Sundays,” Charles told him, then added with a wink, “What you really came here to see will be in the library. It’s just a little farther.”
The circular library was impressive, and not just because of the sheer number of books decorating the two-story ring of shelves. Overhead a huge skylight made the heavens above into a constantly changing mural. Archie guessed that a good twenty men occupied the chairs and circled the tables beneath the skylight. A few claimed the solitary seats on the upper floor. Amid so many men, Agatha Wedmoor stood out in her periwinkle dress and extravagantly composed crown of ringlet curls. She wore a brooch of turquoise butterfly wings, and dozens more topped her hairpins.
“Agatha, my dear!” Charles called as they approached her seat.
Agatha looked up from her book with an expression of long suffering and set her reading on the half-moon table to her right.
“Look who joined our club!” Charles beamed as if somehow he could transmit his smile to his sister’s face. “You’ve already met, but just to keep things proper. Archibald Granville, may I present my sister, Miss Agatha Wedmoor, Lady Umberry. Agatha, my dearest, this is fine fellow is Lord Archibald Granville, Viscount of Fallmont.”
“It’s a pleasure.” Archie knew better than to attempt to take Agatha Wedmoor’s hand. He bowed to her.
Agatha Wedmoor’s expression was more puzzled than pained. “I had not expected that such a society as ours would be of interest to you, Lord Granville.”
Something in her tone made Archie wonder if somehow she’d imagined him too decent of a man to frequent such an establishment. But that didn’t make sense. More likely she’d thought him opposed to rubbing shoulders with Prodigals in any capacity.
“How could I resist any society that could boast so radiant a member as yourself, Lady Umberry?” Archie offered her his most besotted smile. Holding his breath, he even managed to pull off the appearance of a hapless blush.
Agatha seemed to blanch in response, which wasn’t an ideal reaction and inspired Charles to call for a servant to fetch a lemonade for her. Then he dragged chairs up beside his sister’s. He plunked himself down in the nearer of them and indicated for Archie to take the other. Neet and Lupton sat as well, grinning like they thought they were the audience in a darkened theater—all but invisible to the players on the stage. Men at the nearest table studied Agatha, some more discreetly than others.
Despite himself Archie felt a pang of sympathy for her. Even with her brother and a fleet of maids surrounding her, the club didn’t seem an ideal place for a woman to be at ease. He tried to think of a subject dull enough to bore their audience, and then his gaze fell on the volume beneath Agatha’s hand.
“A History of Medicinal Herbs?” Archie asked. “Anything in there for arthritis?”
Happily, that seemed to bring Agatha back into her element.
“Of course there is,” she replied as if Archie should have known as much. “Though the actual efficacy of that remedy—as well as most others in the book—seems highly suspect. Reading the thing is a lesson in the kinds of beliefs that can thrive when those practicing medicine are never required to support their prescriptions with any evidence of their effectiveness. It’s beautifully illustrated, however. I suppose that alone speaks volumes about the human appetite for superstition in pretty packaging.”
Archie wasn’t sure of where to go with that. He really didn’t want to spend the afternoon being informed of his ignorance about every herbal remedy under the sun. Though perhaps there was something worth sounding out when it came to the subject of ancient superstitions. Thom had asserted that the members of the Dee Club were distilling magic potions from the flesh and blood of Prodigals. Such horrors had been known to happen. Only three months ago, a grave robber had been hanged for selling putrid concoctions made up from the interred bodies of Prodigals. Most of the potions had reduced the people who took them to jabbering idiots, but it was rumored that one had actually granted a natural man the power to fly for a few hours.
It was hard to imagine Agatha Wedmoor stooping to such an enterprise—even if the potions could grant powers of flight, conjuring, and prophecy, like so many penny novels claimed.
He looked up at the sky and watched a seagull swoop through the white clouds. Should he ask about the Sunday fights, or was it too soon still?
“So, the thing is”—Neet addressed Agatha, but offered Archie a wink as he did—“Archibald here hasn’t a clue about how he should go about acquiring his first Prodigal, and he’s hoping that you might point out a few locations—”
“I’m not certain that I could help a man so ignorant as not to know where to find a single Prodigal, when the whole of Hells Below lies under our city streets and the entire Prodigal population is confined by law to the city limits.” Agatha narrowed her gaze, and Archie recognized contempt in her face. “Why on earth do the Granvilles of this world join clubs like ours when they know nothing of Prodigals?”
Neet blanched, and Lupton sucked a breath in through his teeth as if Agatha’s words had stung him. Even Charles appeared alarmed at her angry tone.
Archie returned her direct stare and nearly offered her a scathing rejoinder—then her actual words sank in. Granvilles… they know nothing. Her ire wasn’t aimed at him, or at least not at him alone. Instead she lumped him in with his uncle as yet another Granville. The thought tempered Archie’s feeling of offense. After all, his own antipathy toward Agatha and her brother stemmed from their associations with his uncle. He wondered suddenly what Silas must have done to Agatha to inspire such a smoldering hatred.
“I mean no offense, Lady Umberry. And I pray that you will forgive my ignorance.” Archie offered her a smile despite her glower. “I was lucky enough to have served with Prodigal men and women during the war. I would not be alive today if it hadn’t been for them. I’ve joined your club because I’ve become aware of the inequity those soldiers and nurses returned to after serving with such courage and—”
“Oh, don’t let’s bring up the war again! We will never hear the end of it.”
The mocking call came from the doorway. Archie turned to see that angular, pale face and silver hair he hated. His uncle favored him with a playful smile, and his teeth flashed fantastically white. It seemed like a cosmic injustice that Silas remained so very handsome and healthy at fifty while Archibald’s bones had filled a grave before he’d turned eighteen. Archie looked away from him to briefly take in the ruddy faces of the twin varlets who trailed Silas everywhere like hungry guard dogs—Mike and Nate Smith.
Then a dark-haired Prodigal girl, perhaps seven or eight years old, peered around from behind the two brutes and skipped into the room. An abundance of freckles peppered her tanned face, and though her patched gray dress and dusty boots lent her the appearance of a matchstick girl, her gold medallion proclaimed her a sponsored member of the Dee Club. Oily repulsion slithered through Archie’s gut as he watched his uncle extend an elegant hand to rest his long, pale fingers on the child’s thin shoulder.
How many times had Silas loomed over him and Archibald in just that manner?
Opposite Archie, Agatha Wedmoor’s entire expression brightened to a radiance that made her almost attractive. She rose to her feet. “My dear, do come here. I’ve a gift for you,” she exclaimed.
For just an instant, Archie felt flummoxed by the idea of anyone addressing his sinister uncle in such a rapt tone, much less Agatha Wedmoor doing so. He’d nearly convinced himself that she despised the man. Then he realized it wasn’t his uncle whom she favored with that utterly doting gaze, but the Prodigal girl. And the girl appeared delighted by the sight of Agatha. She rushed to Agatha’s side, and they hugged.
A few men at the nearby table made disapproving noises, and Archie glowered at them. Then he realized Charles had actually stood as if to challenge any one of them who spoke a word against his sister. He might have a tasteless sense of humor, but Charles obviously possessed some gallantry.
Agatha stiffened but gave no other indication of paying the onlookers any mind at all. When she did release the spindly girl, it was only to remove her own brilliant turquoise brooch and placed it in the girl’s hands.
“A Hesperia lykofos just like the butterfly in your book,” Agatha told her.
“It’s so beautiful! Oh thank you, Aggie!” The girl spun around once in her delight. Then she pinned the brooch to her dress with a nearly reverent expression.
“It suits you perfectly,” Agatha said. “But now, Phebe, you must tell me what delayed you so very long. We had agreed to meet at seven, and I’ve been nearly frantic with worry for hours now, my dear.”
“I’m so sorry, Aggie! I wanted to send word, but I didn’t know how. Lord Granville decided to take me to the Royal Botanical Gardens himself—” The girl then launched into a childishly meandering description of the wonders of the displays of wildflowers, rose hedges, rhododendron mazes, lily ponds, and “—so, so many trees that I imagined I’d magically slipped past the city gates.”
The girl’s astonishment reminded Archie of the hushed wonder that Nimble had voiced when he described the first time he and his division had been allowed outside the city walls and actually seen the woods and sky stretching out endlessly before them. Was it any wonder that he decorated his home and filled his bed with all the color and splendor of nature?
“That was very generous of his lordship. Though I would appreciate it if he would inform me in the future if he changes our plans.” Agatha lifted her head, briefly acknowledging Silas, but then immediately returned her attention to the child. “I don’t suppose you made drawings?”
“Oh yes! Nurse Fuggas and I drew the roses. She has the sketches, and she brought my watercolors as well.” The girl took Agatha’s hand in her own. “Do you think there’s still enough time for the three of us to paint together? We could make studies of the stained-glass windows.”
“Of course, my dear. I’d be delighted.” Agatha’s expression hardened slightly as she lifted her head to address Silas. “That is, if you wouldn’t mind me whisking Phebe away for a few hours, Lord Granville. I would be much obliged.”
“If you wish it, then it is my most ardent desire as well,” he replied, and to Archie’s eye, he appeared far too pleased. He looked to the table where Archie sat, but it was Charles whom he singled out with a nod. “I’ll be upstairs in the card room availing myself of your port, Charlie. Do come along and join me when you have the time.”
“Of course,” Charles replied.
Silas left Agatha and the prodigal girl—Phebe—without further ado. Mike and Nate tromped behind him, as always. Hardly a moment later, Agatha departed, still holding Phebe’s hand, though it didn’t elude Archie’s notice that Agatha cast a hard glance back in his direction before she went.
“Bad luck on the first go at her, Archibald. I fear I might have upset her myself….” Neet pulled a pained face. “But don’t lose heart yet. The game’s just begun. Isn’t that right?”
Neet’s glance to Lupton inspired an unconvincing “Oh yes. Still a long ways to go yet.”
Charles seemed hardly to have registered the exchange. He stared at the empty doorway. Belatedly he seemed to recall the rest of them in the room. “No. It’s certainly not over.” Charles sounded tired beyond reason.
A prim-looking Prodigal footman arrived with the lemonade meant for Agatha. Charles borrowed Lupton’s flask, dashed a sizable tot of liquor into the drink, then downed it all in three gulps. He pulled a grimace of a grin. “Still plenty more to show you, Archibald!”
***
Archie spent the rest of the week familiarizing himself with the Dee Club and its members. He saw a great deal of Agatha and Phebe, but only in passing. They were often accompanied by a Prodigal nurse who looked to be in her midthirties. Her neat white uniform boasted the three gold ribbons awarded for service throughout the duration of the war. She was the oft-mentioned Nurse Superior Fuggas, Archie soon learned—the same nurse whom Thom had described as doctoring Nancy Beelze the night she disappeared.
Seeing Phebe, Agatha, and Nurse Fuggas clustered together around their watercolor sets, painting one of the large stained-glass windows, Archie noticed how closely Phebe’s profile resembled Agatha’s. Having been born a bastard to a noblewoman himself, suspicion of their relatedness came easily to Archie, where it might be unthinkable for men like Lupton and Neet.
But an instant later, the light changed and what had seemed a striking similarity disappeared. In fact, the golden rays pouring over Phebe now lent her a far stronger resemblance to Nurse Fuggas, both in complexion and build. Another shift in the clouds outside and that too seemed to fade away.
Archie shook his head at his own readiness to assume the worst of everyone and everything in the club. There was no point in inventing plots and secrets when there was already a real mystery to set his mind to. Except that he could hardly go around asking questions about Nancy or inquiring if any of the club members were perhaps distilling potions from the bodies of the Prodigals they sponsored. Far more patience and tact was required of him if he was to be of any use in gaining Nimble entry into the club.
Charles came and went, often with Neet or Lupton. He obviously spent much more time gambling and boxing than at the club he’d founded. However, Archie noted that Charles always lunched there with his sister. Most days Nurse Fuggas and Phebe joined them. Charles fled nearly every evening after Silas arrived to court Agatha and drink and dine at Charles’s expense. Silas generally quit the club around ten, when an aged governess arrived to collect Phebe and escort her to the garret where Silas had installed her. Agatha and Nurse Fuggas always remained on hand to see the girl off. Afterward the two of them often withdrew to Agatha’s private salon on the third floor.
Archie attempted to lure Silas into a card game, but he declined the offer. When he trailed his uncle to one of his favorite gambling dens, he discovered Charles already there. Twice Charles covered Silas’s debts to other men before Archie could swoop in. And at a game of blind-man’s-hands, Charles appeared to purposely lose to Silas.
After that, Archie had no doubt that Silas was blackmailing the Wedmoors. He did wonder how Charles and Agatha Wedmoor had managed to placate his uncle with mere scraps of money in place of Agatha’s dowry. Considering how utterly ruined Agatha would be if it were discovered that she’d born a child—a Prodigal child—out of wedlock, it would seem that Silas had them completely in his power.
When Archie’s own mother, Minerva, had found herself with child, she’d used the excuse of a pilgrimage to hide away in a secluded cottage. She’d endured her labor alone, birthing him in secret. Then she’d trekked through five miles of wild forest to her family’s country estate. There, she’d left Archie in a mushroom basket, bundled in rabbit skins, for the cook to find. 
But for all her secrecy, she’d not been able to save herself from disgrace. Ten years later a gentleman fitting Silas’s description had provided several newspapermen with evidence that she’d born the bastard son of her dashing cousin. The contents of the letter she’d penned to her married lover had been widely publicized, and it sealed her fate. She’d been cast out to the mercy of the streets. (For a short time, it had seemed that Algernon—heir to the Granville title—would be disinherited as well. But he had been a charming man and already married into the royal line, so he was soon forgiven; boys would have their youthful indiscretions, after all.)
Before then, Archie had cherished the sweets and small clockwork toys that Lady Minerva Granville had so often secreted to him. He’d adored her for her kindness to him, a foundling pageboy. He’d felt blessed to serve in the country house where she lived. Afterward, he’d been torn between missing her so badly that it made him weep, and feeling furious that she’d again abandoned him. Then his uncle Silas had charitably snatched him up to serve as a timid companion to his newly orphaned half brother, Archibald.
Remembering those years, Archie truly pitied Phebe for the deprivations and constant slights she no doubt endured daily. There was nothing Archie could do directly to better the girl’s existence other than continue to undermine Silas’s finances. Only two months remained before three huge mortgages defaulted; those would set off an avalanche of debts and carry Silas into debtors’ prison where he would find himself at Archie’s mercy.
But for now there was still the matter of Nancy’s disappearance to look into. And so Archie skipped his regular rounds of riding and card games, and dedicated his days to the Dee Club.
The poetry recitals held every Tuesday and Thursday were as uneven as Archie had anticipated. One plump old matron amazed him with her lyrical turns of phrase, while several of the younger Prodigal poets made him wonder if they weren’t having a joke while pocketing their sponsors’ coins. He truly hoped that they were, but feared at least one pallid youth was absolutely serious in his dedication to forcing painfully dignified rhymes upon the stage names of popular actresses. His paean to the beauty of Miss Sandy Butts had driven Archie to jam his kerchief into his mouth to keep from laughing aloud. Neet, on the other hand, applauded the man heartily and with a sentimental flush coloring his cheeks.
Archie found himself wondering how Nimble would fare and what sort of recital he’d have to perform. He felt absurdly nervous for Nimble and then quietly laughed at the idea of Nimble giving a fart for the opinions of these pampered coves.
However, he felt certain Nimble would actually appreciate the talent and bawdy humor of the troupe of Prodigals who put on the Wednesday evening musicals and variety acts. In fact Archie found them so marvelous that he anonymously donated a large sum to supplement the allowances provided by their sponsors. In doing so, he discovered that Agatha and Lupton numbered among their supporters. According to several elderly club members, Agatha had been so moved by Mister Pugg’s devotion to his three deerhounds, who now performed as “Doctor Dogson,” “Professor Pooch,” and “Inspector Barker,” that she’d sponsored his at once.
“Very tenderhearted toward animals and needy creatures, she is,” one stocky baron assured Archie.
“Oh, yes. I’ve noticed.” In truth, Archie wondered if Mr. Pugg’s good looks had been a deciding factor. He possessed the right build and freckled complexion to be Phebe’s father.
Though, under the influence of Archie’s brandy, Lupton suggested that Mr. Pugg was “a jolly poof who probably provides a couple of the Barons with backstage entertainment.” Lupton’s own money went to support a pert and extraordinarily talented soprano, as well as her rawboned, tuba-playing father.
A week of observing art and being constantly entertained muted the sense of urgency he’d experienced when he’d first heard Thom’s accusations. Archie’s awareness of sinister motivations and undercurrents came and went but didn’t ever settle on any single point in the genteel surroundings. He never forgot his reason for joining the Dee Club, but chamber music, mathematical lectures, and operettas felt far removed from dogfights and murder.
Then came Sunday evening.
To his surprise neither Charles nor Neet stayed at the club after tea. In fact, the character of the members who arrived as the day went on altered considerably from what Archie had grown accustomed to. The number of soft-spoken poetry enthusiasts, frail old music lovers, and amateur naturalists diminished as a stream of loud, rowdy young men flooded through the doors. The few Prodigals they brought didn’t wear gold medallions, and they obviously made their money with their bare knuckles or on their backs. Most bore the sunken tracks of ophorium addicts.
The fights took place downstairs where the house sloped over the riverbank. A half-moon of tiered velvet seats loomed over the amphitheater of an arena, but the crowd of onlookers far outnumbered the available chairs, and a vast number of them stood, shouting out their wagers as well as curses and encouragements. The air grew hot and rank as more and more people crowded into the space.
Everyone drank heavily, and Archie was no exception. The atmosphere of the place set him on edge, and soon he found himself draining brandy at a rate that might have done Lupton proud. In one foolish moment, he even accepted a glass of a nearly black liquor he didn’t recognize—compliments of the club, he was told—and tossed it back in the same careless manner as so many of the men around him. The sweet scorched taste of something like burned marmalade slid down the back of his throat, along with a wash of fiery alcohol. A belated alarm shot through Archie, but then he noted that all of the members of the club were being served the same dark drink. Archie rinsed the bitter flavor from his mouth with a watery beer.
He felt sluggish but not yet sloppy. Surrounded by parties of roaring drunk young bucks, he maintained a sedate composure that he hoped allowed him to appear almost sober. Or at least masked his agitation.
Drums rolled and red limelights flared across the fine white sand spread over the arena’s wooden floor. The same plump little Prodigal man who headed up the Wednesday theater troupe trotted out from behind the long black curtains at the back. He sauntered into a spotlight and lifted his large brass megaphone.
“Gentlemen and ladies, coves and chokers, dippers and dolly-mops, welcome! Tonight we are all met on the same standing to witness Fate in all her ferocious might and perilous whimsy! Place your wagers and give a cheer to the contenders for tonight’s golden jackpots!”
Applause, screams, and shouts thundered through the small space, drowning out the drums. Only after several minutes did the crowd quiet. The Prodigal fighters were announced, like horses at the start of a race, and the winners proclaimed and applauded as if bloody bodies and broken hands were mere showmanship.
And it was bloody. What began a barefisted boxing show soon turned to pure savagery as rounds dragged on and on. Blood streamed from split knuckles and broken noses. One hulking man cornered his spindly opponent in the corner and beat the boy against a wall till his face became a crimson stream of gore. Men and women all around Archie cheered. Another contestant won applause when he spat a hunk of his opponent’s ear into the surrounding seats. Archie’s stomach rolled.
Then a burly, bearded man wearing a wide-brimmed hat brought a slavering hound out onto the sand.
Archie didn’t know if another dog would be dragged out or some desperately poor Prodigal; either way, he couldn’t bring himself to stay and watch.
He turned and worked his way out from the crowd. One of the servants met his gaze, and Archie guessed that his revulsion must have shown plainly enough, because the young man looked alarmed. He quickly pointed Archie through a hidden door and down a back hall that led out onto a balcony.
A clammy breeze of rank air rolled up over him from the dark river some thirty feet below. Archie leaned over the banister and heaved up his beer and brandy. The waters carried his sickness away with so much more of the city’s filth.
He hung there, bent over the railing, for several minutes as his nausea passed. His eyes slowly adjusted, discerning shadows from forms lit by distant gas lamps and moonlight. Reflections of boat lamps and stars glittered over the water. The river was so much quieter during the night than in the day. Archie closed his eyes. The noise inside the Dee Club sounded very distant—miles away behind those incredibly thick walls.
He could almost forget it and lose himself, listening to the surge of the great river. A flutter of leathery wings rushed past his face as a bat raced up from the wooden pier beneath him to devour some unsuspecting moth. Archie started, then laughed weakly at himself. Of all people, he should’ve known that the tranquility of the night was an illusion—darkness a veil thrown over countless creatures prowling the city. Always had been, always would be.
Boards creaked behind him. Archie spun back. His uncle stilled only three feet from Archie. For an instant his handsome features remained caught in a murderous sneer, but then he pulled a toothy smile and dropped his hands into the pockets of his coat.
“Be careful not to tip over that banister,” Silas said. “If you went into the water, it would be terribly difficult to haul you out. People drown like that all the time.”
“Your concern is touching, dear uncle,” Archie replied. “I can only return my own ardent hope that no one stabs you to death in a dark corner this evening.”
“Is that a threat, Archie?” Silas scowled at him.
“Of course not. I needn’t lower myself to menacing you when so many debt collectors and loan sharks are already circling. A few of them seem keen on just breaking your knees, but I’ve heard it said that Bastard Jack would be well pleased to have your head in his hatbox.”
For perhaps the first time in his life, Archie thought he saw genuine fear on his uncle’s face. But a moment later, it sank beneath an expression of cunning disdain.
“Smile while you can, Archie,” Silas replied softly as if sharing a confidence. “I’ll be the one laughing in the end. I always have been.”
Silas spoke the truth, and it infuriated Archie. More than anything, he wanted to tear that assurance away from his uncle. He wanted Silas to feel the kind of loss that never seemed to touch him at any funeral. But neither the suffering nor the deaths of any other human beings ever disturbed Silas. Only a threat to his personal comfort shook him in any way.
“Oh, but you might be in for quite a surprise. You really think that I’m going to leave you anything to inherit from me other than your own debts?” Archie heard the slight slur in his own words and knew he wasn’t in any state to tell his uncle anything, but he couldn’t stop himself.
Witnessing Silas’s assurance slip filled him with a spiteful pleasure. His uncle’s gaze narrowed, and he took an angry step closer to Archie. “What are you talking about?” Reflexively Archie squared his shoulders, ready to fight. But Silas immediately retreated two steps. He’d attack a man with his back turned, drown his drugged wife in her bath, and hire highwaymen to murder his brother, but Silas had never been one to fight fair. Even when Archie had been a mere boy, his uncle had always looked on while Mike or Nate belted him.
A glance over Silas’s shoulder assured Archie that the two were there in the shadows, but so too were several women, who looked to be concerned nurses. Too many witnesses for Silas or his thugs to chance Archie raising an alarm.
“What have you done?” Silas demanded.
“Nothing you haven’t done to your own fortune,” Archie replied with a glib grin. The horror and rage in Silas’s face was a delight. Archie only wished the light were better.
“The Fallmont fortune is huge! How could you possibly have squandered it?”
“By any and every means possible. But the sweetest are all those charities that you so utterly disdain. You would be appalled, dear uncle, if you knew how many fallen women, Prodigals, and paupers the dwindling Fallmont fortune has benefitted,” Archie snapped. “You will have nothing—”
“I can’t believe you’d do something so… so stupid! So selfish!” Silas had the gall to appear genuinely hurt. “Ruin our entire family? Why would you go so far?”
“Our entire family?” Archie shouted back at him. “Our family is dead. Murdered!”
All at once a look of realization—almost surprise—came over Silas.
“It’s Archimedes, isn’t it?” he asked.
Archie froze. It had been years since he’d heard his real name. Fear gripped him like frost spreading across his skin. How had Silas recognized him—after all this time and through Nimble’s spell? How was it possible?
That hateful sneer lit Silas’s handsome face with a kind of inner radiance.
“I always suspected that you cared for the bastard brat far more than was natural,” Silas stated. “Incestuous and a sodomite, eh, Archibald?”
Relief added to the laugh that escaped Archie. Of course he hadn’t recognized him. Silas would have had to have bothered to have really looked at him to do that. Never mind the conjury that Nimble had crafted to lend Archie his brother’s natural poise and confidence.
Another bat flitted past.
Archie shook his head.
“I’m not sure what twisted organ you’re using for a mind, uncle. But I daresay your lurid imagination speaks volumes more about your own impulses than it does of my love for my brother.” Archie strode past him and then added over his shoulder, “Thanks for the laugh.”
“I hate to imagine what he must make of the pair of you,” Archie said to Mike and Nate as he shouldered his way between them.
By the time he escaped the Dee Club and closed himself up in his carriage, his bravado had drained away. That had been close. Worse, he’d let on a little too much, a little too soon. Not everything was ready, and if his uncle secured Lady Umberry’s dowry, then there was a good chance he would have the money to find and seize the fortunes Archie had hidden away.
In his place on that pier, Nimble would’ve kept his trap shut in the face of Silas’s provocations. And Archie should have known better—did know better—yet he’d not been able to stop himself from speaking.
His mind was a mess of alcohol, fury, and horror. He didn’t want to admit it, but the fights in the arena had disturbed him far more than he’d been prepared for.
Even after he arrived home and washed, he couldn’t sleep. Every time he closed his eyes, visions of old battlefields arose. The cheers and howls of the crowd in the Dee Club flooded his ears as he remembered the terrifying moment that a fragment of steel tore through his chest and threw him to the mud. His blood welled up in a great stream as Prodigal fighters collapsed into the filth surrounding him. Then the dogs came, slavering and hungry. Archie bolted upright before he could feel canine teeth ripping into his body. There was no point in even attempting to sleep after that.
Instead he sketched maps of the Dee Club’s numerous rooms and secret halls. When he grew too restless to sit in his study, he descended to his ballroom to pace and shadow box. By dawn his hands no longer shook. But when he closed his eyes, memories of the stench and pain of Sollum Hill still arose. When he opened his eyes, his thoughts filled with bloodied bodies of Prodigal combatants down in that pit of an arena. The gleeful howls of their sponsors haunted him.
He couldn’t bring himself to return to the Dee Club for two days after that. Charles and Neet both called upon him. He claimed illness and heartache; the cure for both being time. If it hadn’t been for his bargain with Nimble, he would never have stepped foot in the place again—to hell with the stained glass, music rooms, and breathtaking paintings.
Though even as he indulged in the thought, he recognized how weak and self-pitying it really was.
Witnessing the exploitation that ruled so many Prodigals’ lives was nothing compared to the actual hardship of being exploited. Hiding from the truth of it because it sickened and disturbed him would change nothing—would help no one. That was the same desire for ignorance that so many natural citizens of Crowncross indulged in when they disregarded the wretched living conditions and brutal labor endured by the miners and factory workers under their feet; all that buried misery kept the price of porcelain and steel cheap, after all. The same hypocrisy allowed people to celebrate the bravery of famous majors, generals, and colonels, but forget the Prodigal troops who’d fought and died in the thousands, carrying out the commands of those celebrated men.
Archie knew he couldn’t change the course of every wrong in the world, not even in this city. But he could make a difference for Nimble, and though it seemed a small matter, the thought allowed Archie to at last sleep soundly through a lonely night in his resplendent bed.
 




Chapter Four: Common Knowledge
 
Wednesday, Archie rose early and dressed as informally as his valet and costly wardrobe would allow.
“Taking that bicycle out for another go around,” Archie informed Raleigh, his disapproving valet. “They’re becoming all the rage. Saw a couple of young men racing down Sweeney Hill on them yesterday. Seemed rather mad, but fun as well. Might give it a try myself.”
Raleigh looked worried, and Archie guessed it was for the knees of his trousers when the inevitable crash came. But he wished Archie best of luck and advised him that a cap would serve him better than any of his lovely silk tall hats.
Archie thanked him, then packed up the maps and notes he’d made and sped off. He’d ridden the glossy black bicycle on several occasions previously, but the machine still felt odd to him in comparison to the alert, responsive qualities of his favorite horses. However, the great advantage of the bicycle was its growing popularity with the fleets of clerks, messenger boys, and the multitude of natural, middleclass folk who now regularly escaped the city for jaunts in the green hills of the countryside.
The bicycle required no stabling and drew little attention to Archie as he pedaled through the streets with his haversack across his back and his cap pulled low.
Ten other bicycles already leaned up against the back of the Briar Hotel when he arrived—property of both the staff and guests. Archie drew his alongside the rest. Ahead of him, the back door of the hotel swung open. A burly man dressed in a too-small plaid sack suit bustled out. His face was ruddy and his mustache waxed to the point of gleaming. Graying hair showed from beneath his yellow straw hat, and the buttons of his mustard waistcoat strained against both the muscular bulk of his chest and the softer volume of his potbelly. He carried a red paperboard briefcase emblazoned with bright orange images of musical instruments.
An aging boxer turned music-sheet salesman. Archie had seen dozens of his type throughout the city. It struck him as interesting that a man’s appearance could convey so much about his character and calling in an instant. But then Archie stilled and looked again at the fellow.
Behind the thick blue lenses of a pair of tinted spectacles, Archie recognized Nimble’s amused gaze. Archie gaped at him, and Nimble grinned in response.
“A week early, my bantling, but not a moment too soon!” Nimble walked to him and clapped him on the back. Up close, Nimble’s Prodigal nature was obvious; he hadn’t attempted to hide his black fingernails with bleach or gloves, but that only made the disguise seem all the more authentic. Here was an aging, sweat-stained Prodigal tough, trying a little too hard to make a new life for himself aboveground in a city of natural men. Archie wondered if Nimble hadn’t employed a bit of conjury to perfectly capture the balance of worn-down strength and garish bravado.
“Couldn’t keep away, old boot.” Strange how simply standing near Nimble, even in this disguise, lifted Archie’s spirits. “I recalled your fondness for maps and other intelligence, and thought you might want to take a gander at what I’ve sussed out about the club so far.”
“Got in already, then? I shoulda known. No one can turn you away when you stoke up the charm.” Nimble flashed him a wolfish grin, and Archie laughed at the idea of him charming his way into any private club. His access had everything to do with his family title and nothing at all to do with his character as a man. They both knew that.
“I’d love to look it over and have a chin-wag after that. But I’m working on something myself just now….” Nimble paused, cocking his head to study Archie, from his dusty trousers to his jaunty cap. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to….” Nimble scowled and shook his head.
“I’d certainly be happy to hear out the rest of the sentence, if nothing else, old boot,” Archie prompted.
“Well, all this last week I’ve been beating rugs to see what dirt shakes out. Mostly in the guise of this hymn-hawker. But the next fellow I want to talk to already knows me. And we didn’t part on the best of terms, to put it politely.”
“Oh, yes?” Archie asked.
“Yeah. Doug ‘the Dog’ Beelze.”
“Husband of the missing Nancy Beelze?”
“The very one. Once upon a time, him and me got into a tussle over his failure to pay a lady friend of mine for services rendered. I took twice the payment off him, as well as couple of his teeth.” Nimble grimaced. “So even if he’s gotten over that, he’s not likely to open up to me about his missing wife. But you, on the other hand…. Well, you’ve got an honest face and that trick of blushing like a choirboy, which seems to make folks want to tell you all.”
“Ah, I see.” Archie considered the proposition. “I suppose the worst that can happen is that I get nothing from him. All right, I’ll give it a go. Any suggestions of an explanation to offer for my interest in Nancy? Or shall I just knock on his door, blush, and see how that turns out?”
Nimble laughed. “Take my hat and case. You claim that you’ve come to deliver the sheet music that his wife had ordered. When—if—he tells you she ain’t around anymore, you ask for her new address and such like. Then you offer to leave the hymns with him. If you can, get inside the house and look around to see if there’s any sign of her in the place.”
“You think he might be hiding her? Or holding her prisoner?” Archie asked.
“No. I’m pretty certain that she’s gone, just like the rest of them. But I’m very curious about what all may have gone with her.” Nimble handed Archie the paperboard briefcase, then proffered his straw hat. In return Archie handed off his cap and haversack.
The bicycle that Nimble employed to commute across the city turned out to be a rebuilt old boneshaker that probably weighed as much as a cart pony. But it held Nimble’s weight, and once he got going, Archie was at pains to keep up with his momentum. They panted and teased each other as they pumped their way up hills, then whooped and laughed as they sped down. They reached the rundown edge of the Theater District, where Doug “the Dog” Beelze resided, just after ten in the morning. They agreed to meet back up at the Fatted Cat chophouse after Archie called on the man.
“Try to keep him distracted and chatting for fifteen or twenty minutes, if you can.” Nimble took out his pocket watch and studied it briefly. “Yeah, twenty minutes will give me more than enough time, I imagine.”
“Time for what, dare I ask?” Archie inquired.
“I got a little lark that’ll let me in to the second story of the house. I’d rather Doug not come up while I’m having a rummage through his dresser and wardrobe.”
“In broad daylight?” Archie dropped his voice.
“He’s less likely to be upstairs in the bedroom then.”
“But won’t his neighbors—” Archie began.
“Nah. Who do you think is letting me climb across their balcony? Nice woman, actually, very fond of cats and liked Nancy. She’s worried Doug’s done something to her.” Nimble checked his pocket watch again. “And speaking of, I better go. Don’t fret, Archie. Worse comes to worst, I’ll turn myself into a pretty little butterfly and flutter out the window.”
With that he left Archie to cycle the rest of the block to a gray row of densely packed two-story houses. Archie leaned his bicycle against the side of the wooden steps and strolled up. His heart pounded in his chest as he knocked on the weathered door. No response came, and after a few moments, Archie wondered if Doug was out of the house. All these props and worry for nothing. Though it would make matters much easier for Nimble.
He supposed he ought to hang around and keep watch in case Doug came home.
But then he heard the faint squeal and creak of someone descending a staircase. A tall, gaunt man with stringy brown hair and a sickly pale complexion pulled the door open. He wore a nightshirt and sported an ugly black eye, as well as a scabbed gash across his forehead. Archie recalled Thom mentioning Inquisitors beating Doug—though the two missing upper teeth had probably been Nimble’s doing years before.
An air of sweat, alcohol, and old eggs rolled from the interior of the dark house like a sour breath.
“I ain’t buying nothing,” Doug told him in a forlorn tone.
“As luck would have it, good sir, I’m not selling anything.” Archie offered him a wide smile that seemed suitable for a salesman.
Doug leaned on his doorframe and stared at Archie in a sort of dazed manner that made Archie wonder if he was drunk.
“I’m delivering sheet music that’s already been paid for.”
Confusion slowly spread across Doug’s bruised face.
“By a Mrs. Nancy Beelze,” Archie added.
“Nancy….” And all at once, Doug appeared convulsed with sorrow. His lower lip trembled like it was about to boil over, and tears welled up in his eyes. Despite knowing the man was no friend to Nimble and remembering Thom calling him a beast, Archie felt a stab of sympathy for him.
“I’m sorry,” Archie said. “I didn’t mean to….”
Doug didn’t seem to hear him. He simply hung on the door, weeping for several minutes. At last, when he appeared to regain a little control of himself, Archie proffered him a handkerchief. Doug wiped his face.
“What… what music did she buy?” he asked. His words quaked as he tried to suppress another sob.
“Well… why don’t I come in and show you?” Archie suggested. Maybe he could buy Nimble some time by playing or singing some of the music. Perhaps that would offer Doug some comfort in his grief. Archie possessed a passable voice, and if Doug owned a piano, he could perform on that quite easily.
Doug nodded and stepped back to allow Archie inside the narrow, dark drawing room. No fire burned in the hearth, and the only source of light came from the few shafts of sunlight that shot in between the dusty curtains of the front window. Craning his head slightly, Archie made out the foot of a staircase far back and what must have been a tiny kitchen just beyond that. Definitely no piano. In fact, no real sign of any artistic, literary, or musical interests at all.
As Archie’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, he noticed the shadows that he’d first taken for knickknacks, gimcrack, and vases were in fact assorted stacks of dirty and broken dishes. The single picture on the mantle was cracked, and there was a notable space where Archie guessed another framed image must have once stood.
There was only one chair in the room. It occupied the space between a cluttered sideboard table and the cold hearth. Doug dropped down into the chair and picked a whiskey bottle up off the sideboard. Light from the window cast his face in silhouette as he kicked a spindly footstool out to Archie.
“As you can see….” Archie opened the paperboard briefcase and peered in at the sheaves of sheet music. “Mrs. Beelze—your wife, I presume…?”
Doug nodded.
“She ordered a number of very lovely hymns and a few popular songs—”
“You probably think it’s funny,” Doug stated.
“I beg your pardon?” Archie asked.
“That little bitch running off and leaving me with a bunch of church songs,” Doug grumbled. The accusation seemed to come from nowhere.
“No. I don’t think it’s funny at—”
“She would have!” Doug took another swig from his bottle. “Bet she’s laughing her tit off right now.”
“I… I’m sorry, but I was under the impression from your… response at the door, that she’d passed away.” Archie wasn’t certain, but he thought he heard the faintest creak from the floorboards overhead. Was Nimble up there already? If so, Archie needed to keep Doug distracted and talking, even if he didn’t like the turn of the fellow’s temper. “She’s not dead?”
“Dead? I wish to God she were!” Doug snorted. “The pinchcock’s made a laughingstock of me. Took everything and ran off to get frigged up one end and out the other by every member of some dandy’s club.”
Archie struggled to think of a response, but fortunately Doug didn’t seem to need encouragement.
“Getting it from just one natural man is never enough for Proddie quims. Had to have ’em by the dozen, didn’t she? Liked it real rough too. She’d come home covered in bruises some nights. Hope they give her all the rough she can take and more.” Doug paused to drink from his bottle.
Archie resisted the urge to question Doug. Hadn’t he noticed that the bruises on his wife were from fights? Didn’t it occur to him that something might have happened to her, or did he have reason to suspect that she’d actually left him?
Doug lowered the whiskey bottle, almost dropped it on the floor, but then shuddered and pulled it back to his chest. “They better put her in the river when they’re done with her. ’Cause if I find her alive….” He shook his head. “Pigs won’t have her after I’m done with her. That’s a husband’s right.” Doug’s voice began to quaver again. “The whore took my medicine and poured it down the sink!”
“Your medicine?” Even as he asked, Archie realized he ought to have guessed from the man’s sallow complexion and gaunt frame, or from his abrupt swings of mood: ophorium.
“I got pain, like you couldn’t understand.” Doug snuffled into Archie’s handkerchief, and Archie guessed that he hadn’t been weeping for his lost wife earlier, but for the drug she’d deprived him of.
“I was injured in the war.” Doug sniffed.
Archie nodded. So many of them had been, and not always in way that other people could see or understand. It had spawned an epidemic of ophorium addicts, drunks, and thugs. Archie supposed Doug might count as all three. God knew, it wasn’t easy to come back from war and not bring any of the horror along with you.
“That sheet music,” Doug said. “You suppose it’s worth much?”
“Well, the print quality is rather nice.” Archie really had no idea but did his best to stall for a little more time. “Hymns aren’t in the highest demand since most people already know them, but you might be able to sell the four music hall songs—”
“What’ll you give me for them?” Doug demanded.
“I’m hardly an ideal buyer,” Archie replied. He took a step back to ensure he was well clear of Doug’s long reach. “Being a hymn hawker myself, I already have first pick of all I could possibly use.”
“I fought in the war. Wasn’t for men like me, soft little boys like you would be on your knees for them Nornian sods.” Doug surged up to his feet, with the whiskey bottle still gripped in his hand. “You’ve had it easy—I can tell just looking at you! A pretty little boy who goes around chatting up men’s wives and selling them songs!”
“Sir, I can assure you—”
“I know your type! Half the women in the city giving you free trips up cock lane, as well as their husbands’ money. You here laughing up your sleeve at a man like me.”
“I’m not laughing at anyone,” Archie replied, but Doug wasn’t listening.
“Those ain’t cheap rags on your back. Bet they was bought with other men’s money.” Doug stepped closer. And out of the corner of his eye, Archie thought he glimpsed a shadow moving slowly down the staircase.
The last thing he wanted was for Nimble to get dragged into this—whatever this was about to become.
“Bet my wife liked you plenty! Gave you money she wouldn’t spare for me!” Doug swayed so close that Archie could smell the stale odor of his breath. He glowered at Archie, lips quivering. His hand shook as he raised his whiskey bottle like a club. “You pampered boys owe men like me everything! Now you’re gonna pay up, or I’ll shove this bottle so far up your—”
Archie slammed his right fist into Doug’s gut and then hooked his jaw with a fast left.
Doug fell back. The whiskey bottle bounced across the floor and spilled the last of its contents into the dark hearth.
Archie glanced quickly to the stairs. If Nimble had been there, he was gone now.
Doug moaned from where he lay sprawled on the floor. “You dirty little shit.” His voice broke in another self-pitying sob. “I fought in the war. I was out there—”
“So was I!” Archie snapped. “And so were thousands of other people, and a lot of them never came back. You and me were the lucky ones. We get to live our lives. So if you’re going to wallow and weep for anyone, it shouldn’t be yourself.”
Archie hurled the sheets of hymns down on the floor and left Doug whimpering and moaning to himself.
***
“Remind me never to get into a punch-up with you, Archie,” Nimble commented. “Your knuckles all right?”
“Not too bad.” His left fist was a little red and sore, but nothing felt broken. His hand certainly didn’t give him any trouble as he cut his meat.
All around them, boisterous groups of actors, playwrights, musicians, and costumers filled tall box seats and crowded around narrow tables. Voices boomed, as players—many dressed in costumes and makeup—ran their lines and waiters shouted orders into the steaming back room of the kitchen. The air sizzled and clanged with the sounds and scents of beef and onions searing in hot pans.
Their waiter had recognized Nimble, not on sight but by the sound of his rough voice. He knew Nimble as a character actor who regularly ascended from Hells Below to search for roles. He and Nimble took a moment to discuss the padding Nimble had used to fill out the potbelly under his yellow waistcoat.
That briefly drew the attention of an actor seated at the table to the left of them. The young man wore a fabulous scarlet gown and a towering red wig, and sported a rather convincing bust; he offered Nimble an approving nod. Then he returned his attention to trading fantastically comical dialogue with the two handsome brunette girls opposite him.
The men on the other side of Archie and Nimble appeared even less interested in them. The paunchy middle-aged fellows drained pints of ale and scribbled on what little empty space remained of the many manuscript pages that they passed back and forth between them.
Once the waiter departed, Archie went ahead and described the week he’d spent at the Dee Club. Nimble listened, and every once in a while, asked a question or penciled a note onto the pages that Archie had given him. After Archie had said his fill and their food had been served, Nimble leafed through the sheets of paper.
“You say the building used to belong to a smuggler?” Nimble studied Archie’s map with the intent expression of a man plotting a prison break.
“That’s Umberry’s story, but I’m not certain it explains why he kept all those passages intact.”
Nimble nodded. Absently he picked up one of the golden fried chips from his plate, but he didn’t eat. Archie, on the other hand, polished off his six-penny serving of beef and peas, as well as his chips and lump of cheese. He’d hardly eaten the three days before and felt relieved to regain his appetite. He sipped his beer and considered what, if anything, he’d learned from his encounter with Nancy Beelze’s dissolute husband.
“He said that she took everything,” Archie said.
Nimble looked up, his eyes flashing bright yellow as they rose over the blue lenses of his spectacles. “There weren’t any women’s clothes or toiletries in the bedroom or bath.” Nimble remembered the chip and ate it quickly before turning his attention to his peas and beef.
“You were expecting as much,” Archie guessed.
Nimble nodded. “Like I said, I’ve been asking around about the twelve others who went missing from the club. They share a number of commonalities.”
“All Prodigals.” Archie knew that already. “All took part in the Sunday fights at the Dee Club.” Normally he would have lowered his voice, but in the cacophony of the Fatted Cat chophouse, his words hardly carried. Besides, so many of the surrounding discussions revolved around the murders, affairs, and treasons of stage plays that their conversation could hardly compete with the surrounding drama and scandal.
“Right. Also all but one of the twelve are women. And every single one of them was living with a man, whom my dear departed mum would have referred to as a shit-with-fists.”
“Violent?”
“Oh, definitely. But most deep in debt too,” Nimble said.
“So these missing people would all have had good reason to run away.” Archie considered that. “And if they disappeared, that would be the first thing anyone would think, right?”
“Righto. One girl’s mum told me that she didn’t search for her daughter at first because she was scared that she would lead her daughter’s husband to her.” Nimble leaned forward a little. “I don’t think it would have taken much talking to convince Nancy or any one of the others to pack their belongings and come away. Show a little kindness, lure them in with the offer of shelter. Then when he’s got them alone, do them in.”
The thought struck Archie as horrible, cunning, and manipulative in all the worst ways. What kind of person chose a victim like Nancy—a person in desperate straits—and exploited her anguish to make her take part in her own murder?
That was like something his uncle Silas would dream up, Archie thought in disgust. Then he considered the idea more seriously. Could Silas be involved? He certainly wasn’t above anything so repulsive, not so long as it served him. But the question was, how would the deaths of thirteen prodigals benefit his uncle? Could his presence in the Dee Club merely be a coincidence, unrelated to Nancy’s disappearance?
“On top of that,” Nimble went on, “say one of their bodies does eventually wash up on the river bank one day. There’d be no question of who the Inquisition would arrest. Neighbors, friends, and parents have already seen plenty of bruises, heard fights and the nastiest sorts of threats.”
Archie nodded, recalling Doug Beelze’s hateful words. He hadn’t spent even an hour in the man’s company, but he felt certain Doug had abused his wife and was fully capable of killing her.
From the point of view of someone plotting to murder Nancy, Doug would make a perfect scapegoat. Perhaps even a deserving one.
“And here’s the other thing they have in common, and this one is rather strange.” Nimble’s words interrupted Archie’s thoughts. “Every single one of them was introduced to the club through a pretty fellow who goes by the name of Pugg—”
“Mr. Pugg the dog trainer?” That, Archie had not anticipated at all.
“The very one.” Nimble ate another of his chips.
“Mr. Pugg….” Archie struggled to imagine Mr. Pugg in any capacity other than a handsome man holding out hoops for his hounds to leap through. There had been a guileless—even stupid—quality about his beaming stage presence that Archie found difficult to get past.
“It’s curious, ain’t it?” Nimble commented.
Archie nodded. Both of them lapsed into thoughtful quiet.
Then, without preamble, the young man in the scarlet dress turned in his seat and leaned in to their table. He offered Archie a brief sweet smile and then placed his gloved hand next to Nimble’s. “I’m sorry for intruding, but we just have to know.” He indicated his two companions. The girls smiled with a warmth imparted by one too many pints of beer. “Are you two staging a murder mystery play?”
“Still working out the plot, actually,” Nimble replied.
The taller of the two girls leaned forward as well. Archie had to admire her shoulders and the muscular quality of her tanned hands. “I like the design for your set, but it’s far too complex and fussy.” She indicated Archie’s sketchy map of the Dee Club. “I build trap doors and false floors at the Moonlight Playhouse. All three of us work there.”
Archie recognized the name of the theater; it possessed quite the reputation for staging outrageous productions filled with illusions and transformations.
“This back half here is really all you need or want.” The girl traced her finger over the circular arena on the map. “You’ve got the audience situated perfectly to direct their attention away from the wings, and below you have more than enough space for trapdoors and any machinery you might need to have ghosts or whatnot pop out.”
“I’m playing a ghost,” the young man commented. “A murdered first wife returned to torment my evil husband.”
“Seems to be a lot of that going around—evil husbands, I mean,” Nimble replied. “We have a few in our tale as well.”
“Yes, but we can’t decide if ours are actually to blame or not,” Archie put in.
“They’re always to blame one way or another,” the second girl stated, then downed the remainder of her beer and flopped back in her seat. “Marriage should be banned until women are given the same rights as men. Like the Nornians have.”
Her companions exchanged a look of amusement, and Archie guessed the complaint was one they’d heard on many occasions before.
The five of them exchanged a few more civilities, but the interest of the other three waned notably when Nimble let it slip that he and Archie hadn’t yet secured funding for their production.
“We’re hoping that interested parties might volunteer their time and skills,” Nimble stated.
The young man laughed, and two girls wished them the best of luck with pitying smiles. All three departed very soon after that.
“What would you have done if one of them volunteered to assist us with the production?” Archie asked.
“I suppose I’d have thrown together a play and hoped that a certain handsome viscount decided to fund it.”
“You know he would.” Archie laughed. “He could never say no to you.”
Nimble’s pleased smile was charming and dauntingly affectionate. Archie felt as if his heart was fluttering with a strange delight. How odd it was to feel drawn to Nimble even when he looked well past his prime, gray-haired, age-speckled, stooped, and soft around the middle. Still, Archie couldn’t imagine another man he would rather have been with.
Nimble sipped his beer and frowned at the taste.
As long as Archie had known him, Nimble’s preferred drink had always been black tea. He was a bit of a granny that way, though he could put away pine whiskey when he wanted to. Archie wondered if there wasn’t somewhere the two of them could go for a few drinks and then perhaps….
But no, that was done between them. Nimble had put an end to it, and Archie simply had to accept it and stop wishing matters could be otherwise.
He snatched up the map he’d drawn of the Dee Club.
Why had that girl mistaken it for a stage design, he wondered? Then he considered. The arena was a stage of a kind, wasn’t it? The fights were presented almost like theater for a roaring audience. There had to be a backstage area, as well as wings where the fighters waited to be announced. And the lower levels where the infirmary was housed did have the appearance of a vast trap room hidden beneath a stage floor.
So why not use the arena for the recitals and musicals performed the rest of the week? It wasn’t as if performers from the club’s theater troupe didn’t take part in the fights. At least a few of them had been present. Archie wished he’d managed to remain sober so he could better recall who exactly he’d seen there and in what capacity.
“I don’t like you being there on your own,” Nimble said.
“What?”
“At that club.” Nimble nodded to the map. “I don’t think it’s wise for you to be there without anyone to watch your back. Not with your uncle skulking around and people disappearing from the place with suspicious regularity.”
Archie could hardly argue. Silas had nearly shoved him into the river three days ago. Even so, he hesitated to agree, in part because he didn’t want Nimble coming afoul of his uncle, but also, he realized, because he didn’t want Nimble to have to endure the snide comments and snobbery of the club members.
Which was foolish, and likely Nimble would laugh at him if he ever said as much.
“You’re already a member, so there shouldn’t be any difficulty sponsoring me, should there?” Nimble asked.
“No. No, none at all….” Archie wondered what supplies Nimble would need to conjure spells that could ensure his safety in the club. “Could you be ready to come with me by tomorrow?”
“Tonight would be better.” Nimble set his beer aside. “Pugg is one of the Wednesday performers, isn’t he?”
“He is,” Archie said. “The show starts around seven.”
“Can you meet me at the club at five?” Nimble asked.
“Anything for you, old boot.”
 


Chapter Five: Shots in the Dark
Archie arrived a half hour early, only to discover Nimble already waiting in the shadows of the cherry trees. An odd nervousness fluttered through Archie as he stilled to study Nimble’s altered appearance. He’d stripped away his mustache and padding, rinsed the gray from his hair, and washed out the lines and shadows that had previously tempered his striking features. A jewel-blue tailcoat accentuated his glossy black hair and dark complexion, while his indigo pinstriped trousers clung to his legs in a way that Archie found almost mesmerizing.
Nimble was certainly never going to melt away into the dull anonymity of a crowd, Archie thought ruefully as he glanced down at his own wardrobe—another tediously elegant study in shades of pale gray.
Nimble lifted a leather journal and jotted down some note with a clerk’s pencil. Then he returned to his thoughtful study of the fishermen on the far banks of the White River.
“Penning a poem?” Archie called out.
Nimble glanced up and grinned, then schooled his expression into a study of somber dignity and recited:
“Oh, River White, your foam yellow as nags’ teeth!
How many a strange mystery
Of our city’s culinary history
Has come bobbing up from sewer pipes beneath?”
Archie snorted.
“A better question of our time,” Archie answered, “was ne’er before addressed in rhyme.”
“Oh, you should hear the verses I’ve composed on the subject of dental hygiene.” Nimble shoved the journal into his pocket and tucked the stubby pencil behind his right ear, just as a practiced clerk would have done. “Adventures in Dentures is what I’m calling the collection.”
“A biting satire, I suppose?” Archie drew the gilded Dee Club medallion from his coat pocket. He’d chosen a gray silk ribbon but now realized how dowdy it looked compared to everything else Nimble wore. Even the gold of the medallion seemed faded next to the fiery orange quince flowers adorning his waistcoat.
Archie reached out, meaning to hand the thing over, but Nimble stepped nearer to him and bowed his head. A strange sense of intimacy filled Archie as he carefully lifted the ribbon over Nimble’s head. His hands brushed Nimble’s hair and then rested briefly on his shoulders. It was hardly a moment’s contact, much less a caress, and yet, touching Nimble here in broad day, in public, it felt like a kind of declaration.
Two bright blue dragonflies darted past them. From a branch overhead, a shrike took flight after them. In an instant the bird handily snapped up one of the pair in its jaws.
Archie looked back at Nimble. He wished he possessed even a shred of magic to imbue the medallion with any real protection for Nimble.
Nimble lifted his head, and a flush seemed to color his face. He held Archie’s gaze, then ran his hand over the ribbon and medallion. He looked pleased and about to make a joke. Then his smile folded to a straight line and he narrowed his gaze past Archie’s shoulder. Archie turned to see Silas and his two varlets striding from the stable and through the club’s wide green doors. 
Silas carried a slightly wilted bouquet of scarlet peonies and pink snapdragons under one arm. His expression struck Archie as far too smug for a man who’d just lost his country property. Perhaps the bank hadn’t informed him yet. No, Silas had to have received notice by now. There was some reason the news hadn’t dispirited him. Archie guessed it was the prospect of Agatha Wedmoor’s dowry.
“And the snake has come a-calling for your girl,” Nimble commented.
“She’s hardly mine,” Archie replied, but he turned and started after his uncle. He hadn’t grown fond of Agatha, but he did feel a kind of sympathy for her. Her plight so reminded him of his mother’s.
“Off to the rescue, we go, then,” Nimble commented as he drew alongside Archie.
Inside, a crowd of club members and their sponsored Prodigals filled the galleries, many excitedly discussing the prospect of the evening’s entertainments. Two new Prodigal actresses from the Queen’s Theater had been sponsored since Archie had last attended the club, and they’d agreed to perform a recital. The warm humidity of too many tightly packed bodies filled the place with the atmosphere of a hothouse.
“Standing room only, eh?” Nimble commented as they worked their way through the crush of men. Archie noted Neet’s flushed countenance peeping out from a clot of young men all circled around two very tall, radiantly beautiful Prodigal women. Strings of pearls supported the golden medallions that glinted from the silky breasts of the actresses’ green gowns. Archie thought he recognized Lupton’s stocky figure—brandy snifter in hand—farther down the hall. He appeared to have cornered Archie’s uncle in some conversation. Silas looked bored but not yet belligerent, while Lupton appeared indifferent to Silas’s disinterest.
As Archie neared them, he noticed Agatha Wedmoor and Nurse Fuggas creeping up the stairs with Phebe between them. He gave a nod, and Nimble looked to the stairs with a very thoughtful expression. Archie guessed the women would withdraw to Agatha’s private rooms on the third floor, where Agatha’s maids could repel any male callers.
“Of course, it’s not my place to say why Archibald might bear you some ill will.”
Lupton’s voice drew Archie’s attention. The man appeared unaware of the Smith twins’ glares or Silas’s refined pose—which conveyed to all the world that he was a indulging the rambling of a drunk.
“But if you truly felt that battle would make a man of him, why didn’t you at least send him to serve with peers in the cavalry?” Lupton, for all his flushed face and alcoholic air, sounded sincere. “We would have looked after the boy, kept him safe.”
Several of the men standing near the two of them looked uneasy, and their expressions only grew more alarmed as Archie stalked closer. Though neither Silas nor Lupton seemed to notice him through the crush of gray-clad men.
“You’re quite correct, Lupton. It’s not your place to say anything on the subject at all,” Silas replied, and he twitched the bouquet hanging from his left hand like an angry cat flicking its tail. “But since you’ve deemed yourself qualified to comment upon the private matters of my family, I’ll tell you. I am proud that I had the faith to place my nephew’s edification in God’s hands. I entrusted him to the Children’s Brigade to learn humility and piety. Qualities that I hardly think the horse guard are famous for. If I hadn’t, I have no doubt that he would have grown up a simpering effeminate—” Silas shot a disdainful glance to one of the men looking on, and the young fellow colored. Several of the men standing near him stepped away slightly. Silas turned his sneer back on Lupton. “He’d probably be a lobcock and a drunkard to boot.”
Lupton stiffened and his face darkened with anger. But before he could respond, Archie sidled up beside his uncle.
“As is, I’ve blossomed into a feckless wastrel,” Archie announced. “So, praise the Lord.”
“Deo gratias,” Nimble called out as if he were in a particularly lively church. “Amen and all that!”
Silas nearly dropped his bouquet as he spun on Archie and caught sight of Nimble. “What is this?” Silas demanded.
“Nimble Hobbs, sir.” Nimble made a show of tugging his forelock. “Most obliged to make your acquaintance. I’m the fortunate soul whom your most generous nephew has deigned to sponsor into this magnificent establishment.”
Silas stared at Nimble, then recognition showed in his expression. “You were at the funeral….”
“Yes, sir! I served with your unfathered nephew, Archimedes. Sadly that brave boy’s edification involved too many cannon balls for us to ever learn how he might have turned out. Still, the righteous will have their reward in the end, eh?” Nimble grinned a wide display of his jagged teeth. “Most gratified that you recall me, sir. I promise I have never forgotten you either.”
Silas glanced to Archie, then turned on his heel and shouted after one of the Prodigal servants. He strode away, demanding water for his flowers and that Lady Umberry be informed that he had arrived. Mike and Nate paused a moment—sizing up Nimble, Archie thought. Then they lumbered after their master.
Lupton cast Nimble and Archie a melancholy sort of smile, while around them groups of men muttered varying opinions of both Archie and his uncle. Silas was not without his supporters. The fact that he so often invoked the Good Lord never failed to impress certain peers, who believed above all else that their wealth and privilege resulted from divine benediction—certainly not the exploitation and oppression of the lower classes.
“Good to see you back at the club, Archibald,” Lupton said. “Neet was fretting that we might never have the pleasure of your company again, if a certain lady didn’t come to her senses soon.”
“He needn’t have feared. I’m not so easily disheartened,” Archie replied.
He formally introduced Lupton to Nimble. Lupton didn’t seem to know how to proceed beyond that. Archie wasn’t certain if it was because so many sponsors treated their Prodigal companions like exotic pets, to be displayed but not interacted with, or because he was well past his first glass of brandy. But then Nimble performed a few sleight-of-hand tricks, mostly pretending to pull coins from Archie’s ears, and Lupton warmed to him.
Miraculously Nimble produced Lupton’s own pocket watch from thin air. (Archie had lifted it and passed it along while Nimble provided the distraction of broad gestures and amusing dialogue.)
“Amazing! You must come around to the stage and meet the other performers!” Lupton declared. He handed off his empty snifter to a passing servant, then beckoned Archie and Nimble both to follow him along to the sedate little chamber theater where the club’s recitals and variety shows took place. Archie and Nimble followed him down past aisles of green velvet seats and right up onto the polished boards of the stage itself. Neither the silver-haired crone at the piano nor any of the pink-robed dancers took much note of Lupton as he strode past. Someone up on a catwalk issued a wolf-whistle, which inspired a few twitters.
As they stepped between the black velvet curtains of the left wing, a spindly Prodigal child in a polka-dotted leotard dropped down from a handstand to favor Lupton with a smile. In return Lupton fished into his jacket pocket and handed over his snuffbox.
The towheaded child took a pinch in a quick, practiced sniff and thanked Lupton, saying, “Ta, Pops! Who’s the gents?”
“The handsome youth is none other than Lord Fallmont from the society pages. And this strapping blue jewel is Mr. Hobbs, who is something of a magician, Maggie.” Lupton grinned, and Archie thought this might have been the first time he’d really seen the other man seem happy without a drink in his hand.
Maggie sauntered after them to the backstage. Some twenty people in various states of dress and activity populated the space. Jugglers and acrobats, all costumed much like Maggie, stretched and chatted. Musicians lounged with their instruments. A pair of older men strained to tighten the corset that held two women back-to-back in the illusion of conjoined twins. A plump lad crouched next to a birdcage, tinkering with the cogs of the clockwork parrots inside. Four clowns shouted up to the indistinct shadows scurrying above on the catwalk. Archie picked out a pair of very pale yellow eyes gazing down at them. Then several fat sandbags descended slowly from the rigging overhead and a backdrop painted like the stormy sea rose. A canvas displaying a night sky and city roofs lay behind it.
For just a moment, Nimble stilled and gazed at the painted stars with an expression of longing. Archie recalled that Nimble had used to volunteer for night watch because he loved to stand out under that wide-open sky and witness those stars stretching out forever. Despite the roars of big guns and the groans of the wounded all around them, Nimble had always looked more at peace in those times.
“Flossy painted that one,” Lupton stated. “She’s a keen student of the sky. Did another that’s got a moon so detailed, you’d swear it was transported from the heavens.”
Archie made admiring sounds, and Nimble pulled his attention away to point to the wall of closets that seemed to serve as prop rooms and dressing rooms. Most of the doors hung ajar. Archie glimpsed a few figures leaning close to mirrors, applying makeup. Others napped on divans. But it was the big table where two men sat playing cards that Nimble indicated. Archie recognized the nearest one as Mr. Pugg. His three big deerhounds dozed in their huge kennel cages a few feet behind him.
“Your club magicians?” Nimble asked.
“Well, Burns is.” Lupton indicated the elderly fellow opposite Pugg. He wore a green satin morning coat and long underwear. His trousers hung over the back of an empty chair. “Young Pugg there assists him but has his own routine featuring his trained dogs. Shall I introduce you?”
“Oh, I’d be very much obliged,” Nimble replied. “Never thought I’d get a chance to meet the Incredible, Incombustible Burns in person.”
Archie cast him a sidelong glance, half expecting to catch a hint of sarcasm in Nimble’s expression, but he seemed sincere in his awe of the half-dressed elderly stage magician. Archie felt a little chagrined. He’d not even heard of the man before this moment.
“My pleasure, then!” Lupton straightened and puffed up his chest a little as he strode to the table. He made introductions in a friendly, breezy manner, and Burns invited them all to join him and Pugg playing cards. Pugg smiled, but there was something a little too measured in the way his gaze moved over Nimble’s face and then darted to Archie. Did he suspect they were on to him about Nancy’s disappearance, or was he worried they might notice the cards tucked in his sleeves?
“You understand that we’re all cheats at this table, Lord Fallmont?” Burns said as he handed the deck of cards over to Lupton. “We don’t play for money, and we don’t mean any harm by it, just practice of our craft.”
“I shan’t take offense,” Archie replied.
Pugg appeared to relax slightly then, so maybe it had just been a matter of having three aces tucked under the broad cuffs of his shirt.
“Oh, never fear,” Lupton said as he shuffled the cards. “Archibald here is a great sport. He even let Charlie claim a tie after a boxing match, when we could all see half Charlie’s stuffing had been knocked out of him.”
As Lupton dealt, Nimble declared his great admiration for the elderly Mr. Burns. Apparently, the magician originally hailed from the same ward of Hells Below as Nimble and was still highly regarded there for having once performed for the young Queen. That was as near as any Prodigal could hope to come to a world tour. The old man grinned when Nimble admitted that as a lad, he’d scorched his eyebrows on several occasions attempting to swallow fire as Burns had so famously done.
Archie accepted his cards, noting that Pugg immediately switched one of his out, while Burns hardly glanced at his own hand. He appeared far too taken with Nimble.
“Oh, it’s all catching bullets nowadays,” Burns said, and he pointed his crooked index finger like the muzzle of a pistol and pretended to fire at his own chipped front teeth.
“Fire a real pistol for the audience. Then your assistant switches it for a fake?” Nimble asked.
“Of course,” Burns replied. “The tricky bit is slipping the spent bullet into your mouth while you’re tying on the blindfold…”
“No, the tricky bit comes when some drunken sot staggers onto stage and demands to take a shot with his own iron barker,” Pugg put in.
Alarm at the notion zinged through Archie. Nimble, too, looked horrified. But to Archie’s surprise, Burns laughed and Lupton grinned.
“You should have known it was contrived, Pugg,” Burns said. “Though your stricken expression did thrill the entire audience.”
“Lady Wedmoor looked like she was going to rush the stage and murder me!” Lupton told Archie. Out of the corner of his eye, Archie noticed Burns shift ever so slightly on his elbows. He felt certain the motion had hidden Pugg passing him a card.
“What’s your game, then?” Burns inquired of Nimble, who as far as Archie could tell was playing the hand dealt him and showing no sign of Archie’s own desire to cheat even a little.
“I dabble in quick changes, as no one expects a cove my size to move too fast, but recently I’ve been trying to work out a disappearing girl routine.”
Both Pugg and Burns scowled.
“That’s all props and trap doors. Nothing of the real art to it,” Burns said dismissively.
“Oh, but it never does hurt to have a pretty lady on stage. She draws the eye and everyone wants her to come back. She gives an act a compelling sort of story, doesn’t she?” Lupton commented. He gazed at one of the passing dancers, but then returned his attention to his hand of cards. “You know, the trick I can never work out is the reverse of the rabbit coming out of a hat. The one where the magician stuffs rabbits back in. I keep expecting that the creatures ought to kick the hat over.”
“Nah. You just train them right,” Pugg responded, and Archie felt certain the man was being facetious. As Archie understood it, the trick was to use dead rabbits, which were obliging of any amount of manhandling.
After that, the conversation skimmed over a number of subjects, from newly opened ice cream shops to the Queen’s decision to at long last entertain the Nornian ambassador at her palace.
“We’re all going to have to brush up on our Nornic at court, I suppose.” Lupton frowned and Archie understood. It was hard to feel any warmth toward a nation he’d nearly died fighting, and at the same time, they all wanted peace. Lupton’s gaze met Archie’s, and surprisingly he smiled. “But you know, before the war, the Wedmoors owned lands over there. Charles and Agatha both vacationed there as nippers, so Agatha could school you in the language, I’d imagine…. Come to it, I suppose Charlie could as well.”
“If this ambassador becomes a permanent fixture, I suppose I will need tutoring,” Archie replied. “Only phrases I ever learned would certainly be inappropriate for the Queen’s court.”
That earned him a laugh, and they played on. Burns won the first three hands and Pugg the next two, by which time Archie had to concentrate so as not to slip into the habit of counting cards or secreting any away when it came his turn to deal. He lost with good grace, though it made him want to gnash his teeth. It must have shown to some extent, because Nimble cast him a look of amused camaraderie at one point.
Actors, actresses, singers, and dancers came and went around them. Most greeted Lupton warmly. A few flirted with Archie or teased Nimble about joining their company. Burns looked on and offered advice with the air of a sage elder. The stage hands in particular were keen to hear his thoughts.
Throughout it all, Pugg chatted and cheated with a blithe smile on his pretty face. He gave away very little that Archie could see as suspicious. Since all of the Prodigal entertainers appeared to know one another, the fact that the people who’d disappeared had met Pugg seemed to wane in significance.
And it was growing late. Soon the green velvet seats would fill with club members, and Archie’s place would be out there among them. He folded while the others played out this last hand. Behind Pugg, the three deerhounds seemed to sense the hour as well. They stood and stretched, yawned open huge gaping mouths filled with long white teeth. They truly were immense animals, originally bred not just to hunt stags, but to hold off wolves that might attempt to claim the kills for their own. Of course, wolves were all long dead, but the huge hounds lived on. Archie wondered how Pugg managed to convince these three brindle-coated beasts to wear the elaborate costumes he paraded them around the stage in.
Train them right. Yes, that was likely the answer.
By chance Archie’s gaze fell on the letters etched into the steel of the cages. At first glance he read it as Pugg. But there was something not quite right about the messy engraving of blossoms that followed the name. And the top of the capitol P was slightly too scalloped, almost as if adornments had been scratched in over a different letter. An F, Archie realized, and once he saw that, he easily picked the rest of the name out from beneath the flurry of blossoms: Fuggas.
***
Archie paid terribly little attention to the actual performances, despite his best efforts. The strange pleasure of being able to sit so very close to Nimble in the darkened theater distracted him. Every so often his hand grazed Nimble’s. Nimble’s leg nudged against his occasionally. He was reminded of the winter nights they’d shared blankets and foxholes. Only cannons weren’t firing now, nor were either of them shaking with cold. No, they were warm, comfortable, and companionable. Such simple luxuries likely went unnoticed by the majority of the club members surrounding them, but Archie felt the enormity of them as a sharp flush of happiness. He wished this moment would never end, the lights never come up again.
But all too soon the performers took their final bows and applause quieted. The house lights, dozens of little gaslights on the walls, blazed to life. Archie felt Nimble’s weight shift away from him, a slight chill crawling in where the heat of Nimble’s calf had rested against his own.
In the seat to Archie’s right, Lupton gave a few more claps. Then he gestured to someone across the room. Charles Wedmoor, Archie thought, though he couldn’t be certain.
“What a show!” Lupton turned his attention back to Archie and Nimble. “I sponsor Lilly Vale and her father, Dickey, so my opinion may be a little biased, but by God, I swear Lilly is just as talented as any of the girls currently entertaining the Queen or touring the great cities!”
“I won’t argue with you,” Nimble replied. “Fine pipes on that bird, and not a bad set of lungs on her dad either.”
Both of them looked to Archie. He couldn’t for the life of him remember if Lilly had been the vivacious blonde soprano or the lively brunette. Both hit notes like sharpshooters shattering the highest-flying clay pigeons.
“Yes. Very impressive,” Archie said.
Really the only acts he’d watched attentively had been Pugg’s and those moments when Pugg had donned a white satin mask to play the role of Burns’s assistant. He wondered what Nimble had been paying attention to and what he’d seen through the gloom that Archie had missed.  Perhaps he ought to accompany Nimble back to the Briar, where they could be alone and discuss matters. The bed there was comfortable so, if the hour grew late, then perhaps they could lie together for a few hours and maybe….
Archie rose from his seat. Nimble stretched, his limbs testing the strength of his chair. Then he, too, stood. He cast Archie a sidelong look that seemed particularly hungry. They’d neither of them had any supper. Maybe they could snatch up a couple of pasties on their way back to the Briar Hotel. If they were fish-filled, it would no doubt offer Nimble the opportunity to recite another poem.
“Charlie!” Lupton called, and Archie’s attention lurched back to his current surroundings as Charles Wedmoor approached. He wore a smile like death rictus and looked to Archie like he’d lost more than one round in the boxing ring quite recently. A tiny sprig of snapdragons poked up from the buttonhole of his charcoal satin jacket.
“Lupton, Archibald! Just the gentlemen I was hoping to see.” Charles didn’t quite meet Archie’s gaze. “Would you care to join me for brandy and cards at Wright’s? We could take my carriage before everyone else—”
“The company sounds delightful,” Lupton answered over Charles’s mumbling about busy streets. “But I don’t see why we should decamp when there’s cards and plenty of fine brandy to be had right here. On top of that, I’ve found Wright’s terribly iniquitous. They won’t allow Lilly to accompany me in, and I’m certain they’d turn up their noses at Archie’s friend, Mr. Hobbs, here. I don’t fancy spending my coins there.”
Charles took in Nimble’s presence as if he was a specter materialized from the ether. “Oh. I hadn’t realized that Archibald had managed to….”
“Fascinating fellow, Charlie! A stage magician and a poet!” Lupton waved his hand, and a nearby servant placed a snifter of brandy in his grasp. “He even sent the older Granville slithering away. That cad, Silas, had the gall to sound off about how edifying we must have all found the bloody damn war.”
“Yes. I think I heard something about that.” Charles words came out flat, but he smiled and thrust his hand out to Nimble. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’m Charles Wedmoor, Lord Umberry. But everyone here calls me Charlie.”
Archie couldn’t recall Wedmoor ever before introducing himself to a Prodigal instead of waiting for another club member to provide his name and title. There was something almost apologetic about his tone. Archie wondered if Lupton’s objection to Wright’s had shamed him a little.
“Nimble Hobbs.” Nimble shook his hand. “Hobbs, if you like. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. Archibald has said very good things.”
“Has he?” Charles stole a quick glance to Archie. “Well, I wouldn’t want to disappoint. We shall stay here and play.”
After that, Archie supposed they were required to tromp over to the smoky card room if only to demonstrate that they weren’t the sort of pigs who’d exclude a man like Nimble or a woman like Lilly. A few hands of cards wasn’t the worst fate to face, nor the card room a dank sty. The paintings adorning the walls were beautiful, and the dishes of mustard and sausages, as well as oysters, were generous. The crowd of gamblers and onlookers exuded a noisy air of boozy geniality.
Lilly Vale—the lively brunette, as it turned out—joined their company, as did her vivacious blonde friend Gina Wydly. Both of them did an admirable job of picking up any lulls in the conversation and smoothing over the charged moments when Charles tossed down his cards in frustration but then insisted they all continue to yet another hand.
A number of other Prodigal women, many still wearing stage makeup, circulated between the tables where male club members sat drinking and gambling. Archie noted that one seemed to linger a little too long near their table before hurrying back to the dark corner where Silas sat brooding over his port. Nate and Mike stood to either side of him, while a stocky man in in his fifties hunched in front of Silas. Something about the man’s tweed clothes and the display of gin blossoms spread across his nose reminded Archie of the dozens of old sports forever on hand at country houses, harrying the maids and riding their horses lame at hunting parties. Whatever the man had gotten into, Archie imagined Silas would blackmail him for every penny in his possession. Or perhaps the payment had been made already, because the man gave a quick nod and then skulked away.
Archie turned his attention to his own company.
Across the table from him, Nimble appeared preoccupied with the framed seascape hanging on the far wall. Lupton drank and rambled from subject to subject. Lilly and Gina shepherded his gossip away from any real scandals and covered his gaffes with jokes and gentle flirtation. Archie warmed to the two of them greatly for that. Charles played his hands poorly and shifted in his seat so often that Archie wondered if he’d become afflicted by piles.
Archie limited himself to winning only every third hand. He found Gina and Lilly delightful conversationalists, though twice Nimble took it on himself to kick Archie under the table.
After an hour, Silas’s spy contrived to spill a little of her sherry on Charles’s sleeve. She apologized and fluttered around Charles quite believably. Charles made a stiff show of excusing himself to clean up, and then slunk back to Silas’s table. Nimble arched a brow at Charles’s retreat and Lupton shook his head sadly.
“Don’t think too badly of him,” Lupton said. “He gets jumpy now and then. Been that way ever since the war, you know.”
“He served?” Nimble asked.
“Oh yes! Charles and I were both cavalry. He got thrown early on, poor fellow. Ended up in some god-awful hospital, which the Nornians overran right away, of course.” Lupton’s expression turned almost bleak for a moment, and then he took a long drink of his brandy. “A Prodigal nurse stayed to tend him and the other wounded. Charlie swears that she was the only reason he survived, and the reason he started this club.”
“Nurse Fuggas?” Archie asked, because her name was in his mind; he’d been thinking that she was the right look and age to be Pugg’s sister. Now he recalled that she’d served in the war, as well.
“Yes. Well, no, not the Nurse Fuggas who works here now,” Lupton replied. “Her younger sister, Lucia. Prettiest thing you ever saw. Died before the war ended. Don’t know that Charles ever got over that, really….”
There was a quiet at the table. Both Lilly and Gina opened their mouths to speak, but Lupton went on in a lighter tone.
“Myself, I only saw action twice. Lost my horse to shelling both times. Then our regiment was ordered off to sunny Applebrooke to amuse the local milkmaids and put on parades to buoy public morale. Meanwhile, our infantry—” Lupton cut himself off as he looked to Archie and then Nimble. “Well, I don’t have to tell either of you, do I?”
Archie shook his head.
“Cavalry wouldn’t have fared well at Sollum, in any case.” Nimble took another card. Queen of hearts, if Archie’s count was correct, which set him up with four of a kind. “Wouldn’t have been enough cover or feed for the horses,” Nimble went on. “Certainly no point in sacrificing men and animals in direct charges against those Nornian guns. The only way for it was to make them come up after us and then knock them back down the hill. We just had to keep doing it until they had nothing left.”
“I suppose so.” Lupton swirled his brandy. “Still, I can’t help but feel like there should have been something more we could have done. Other than bother milkmaids.”
“I’m sure you amused parlor maids and goose girls, as well,” Lilly suggested. “You were certainly wiser to spend time entertaining them than wasting your pay for a clap from a Gold Street seamstress, I’d say.”
Archie smiled at her play of words, Nimble inclined his head as if awarding the woman a point on some invisible scoreboard, and Lupton laughed. They all turned their attention back to the cards. Archie won the hand, and Nimble gazed at him as if pondering whether he wanted to make the next round a challenge.
Then Charles returned. He appeared more agitated than before and more intent that they should all depart for a different club. Maybe slum it at the Crone’s Crib. Archie had no intention of padding along to whatever dark corner Silas had prepared for him, and he was also past tired of the Dee Club.
“Kind as your offer is, Charles, I’m afraid I must decline. My bed calls with her siren song.”
“I ought to be on my way, as well.” Nimble, too, stood and added in a stage whisper, “I’m hoping to prevail upon the most generous Viscount Fallmont to offer me a jaunt in his carriage. Certainly his four-in-hand offers a far more handsome conveyance than my own two-on-foot.”
Even Charles smiled at Nimble’s turn of phrase, though it was a tired smile.
“If he won’t give you a ride, Mr. Hobbs,” Gina said with a wink, “I’m sure there’s one or two others here who will.”
Archie caught her eye, recognized the friendliness in her expression, and didn’t bother to pretend to take offense. Charles, on the other hand, seemed disturbed and spent nearly a minute offering to lend Nimble use of his carriage and, failing that, the comfort of his personal rooms at the club.
“I won’t be staying, so you could certainly sleep there for the night….”
Even Lupton—inebriated as he must have been after so much brandy—gave Charles a quizzical look. Nimble simply smiled and repeated that he was flattered but wouldn’t want to take advantage.
Archie put an end to it by gathering his winnings and starting for the door. “Coming, Mr. Hobbs?” he asked over his shoulder.
“Right behind you, my lord,” Nimble replied. “Lead on!”
Outside the club it was dark but not too quiet. The river roared and ships’ bells sounded. Bats chased insects around distant streetlamps, and black clouds of coal smoke billowed from a multitude of industrious chimneys.
Archie nearly took the first loud crack he heard for a machine misfiring in one of the waterfront factories. But the whistling force that ripped his tall hat from his head was too familiar for him to mistake it for anything but a gunshot. He dived to the ground, taking cover beneath a cherry tree. The second bullet splintered the branch just above him. Pale petals fluttered in the air. A third report tore through the night, and Nimble’s weight fell across him. A wet heat dribbled down the side of Archie’s neck, and the sharp citric tang of Prodigal blood seemed to fill his lungs.
Nimble had been shot.
Rage surged through Archie, and he struggled to stand and charge back into the Dee Club. He was going to beat the life out of the bastard who’d harmed Nimble. He’d gut the fucker.
Nimble jerked him back down and lay over him like a steel beam pinning him against the damp grass. “Stay down, damn it,” Nimble hissed.
Archie did as ordered, out of reflex more than reason.
They both lay still, listening. A cacophony of alarmed voices rose from the club. Archie felt certain he heard someone slam a window shut. Had the assassin slipped outside to hunt them on foot? He strained to hear the whisper of steps coming across the grass.
A ship’s horn sounded. Archie freed one hand enough to wipe the rivulet of Nimble’s blood from his neck. He could feel Nimble’s heart beating as fast as his own, but he didn’t shift a muscle, and Archie couldn’t make out his face in the dark.
“How badly are you hit, can you tell?” Archie asked in a whisper.
“A scrape. My lovely tailcoat is likely ruined, though. You?”
“Lost my hat. Still have my head.”
Again, voices rose loudly enough to carry through the thick walls of the Dee Club. More windows groaned open, though this time the figures who leaned out held lamps before them and seemed to be searching for anyone moving across the grounds.
“Half that rabbit warren is up and looking for our sharpshooter now,” Nimble murmured. He lifted himself from off Archie. “The Inquisition will be on their way soon enough.”
Inquisitors would treat a man like Nimble as a menace and a miscreant even when he was the one bleeding from a bullet wound. Archie wasn’t so naïve as to imagine otherwise. As much as he wanted to return to the Dee Club and hunt down the coward who’d fired on them, he knew Nimble’s safety took priority. They could not afford to stay here. Still, he felt a powerful urge to storm back into the Dee Club and pound the life from his uncle with his own fists, all the more so because it was Nimble whom he’d injured. And in a dim corner of his heart, Archie knew it was his fault. The shots must have been intended for him.
The doors of the club swung open. A butler and several sturdy footmen held up phosphorous green storm lanterns and peered out. Then Charles shoved them aside and strode to the stairs. He stilled, staring into the dark with a haunted expression. An instant later Lupton followed him and called, “Archibald? Mr. Hobbs? Gentlemen, are you injured?”
“Not a bit!” Nimble shouted back. Neither he nor Archie made any move to step into the light. In fact, they both crept deeper into the shadows of the cherry trees. “We heard quite the racket in there. Whatever was the matter?” Nimble inquired, and it reminded Archie of the way he had used to shout jokes across to the Nornian infantry at night.
“It seems…. Well, I’m told someone thought it would be jolly fun to shoot at passing bats from one of the windows,” Lupton replied. He peered intently around him. “You’re certain you’re both all right? Archibald? You weren’t hurt, were you?”
“We’re fine.” Archie forced a cheer he couldn’t possibly feel into his voice. 
He didn’t think he was mistaken when he read relief on both Charles’s and Lupton’s faces. But that didn’t undo the fact that Charles had played some part in arranging this ambush; it only meant that he would have been a little sorry if it had succeeded. But he was clearly not overjoyed that it had failed either.
“Now, gentlemen, I and the local bats bid you a very good night,” Archie called as he snatched up his battered silk hat.
 

Chapter Six: Fever Ship
 
“Just calm down,” Nimble said.
Archie thought it was the fifth time in the last hour. He paced the confines of the clean little room of the Briar Hotel, still too agitated to take the chair Nimble had offered. Instead he glowered at the blue pinstriped wallpaper and then stole another glance to the bed.
Nimble stretched out on the duvet, stripped to his flimsy undergarments and holding Archie’s dove gray hat in his right hand. Silk bandages, which Archie had ripped from two clean dress shirts, swathed his left shoulder and his chest. His bloodstained coat, waistcoat, and shirt lay in a heap alongside the wet washcloths Archie had used to clean the long, shallow wound, then staunch the flow of all that hot scarlet blood. A powerful citric tang still scented the air.
Archie looked away from the stained masses of cloth. He’d witnessed far worse and endured far worse, but the fact that it was Nimble’s blood drying to sour brown stains somehow shook him beyond reason.
“The shots came from a very steep angle. Possibly the roof….” Nimble studied the hole torn through the brim of Archie’s hat. “Or the third floor, maybe?”
Archie stilled. For the first time, he noticed that several petals still clung to the black curls of Nimble’s hair. They lent him the look of one of those paintings of some half-dressed, carefree demigod lounging in a woodland meadow.
“The third floor is Agatha Wedmoor’s private rooms and salon,” Archie said.
“Your girl’s a good shot if it was her,” Nimble responded.
“We both know it was Silas.” Archie returned to pacing. Something had to be done about his uncle. Something more immediate than watching him slowly lose all his possessions and power. Archie should have damn well just shot him years ago when he’d first sauntered up to Archibald’s casket at the funeral service.
“It might have been done on his orders, but he couldn’t have come so near his mark, shooting in the dark. Unless he’s got Prodigal eyes, he’d never have been able to see you or me.”
“Neither would Agatha Wedmoor,” Archie replied offhand. “Though my uncle definitely has a hold over her and her brother. I’m pretty certain that he’s blackmailing them using that girl Phebe. It would ruin Agatha if it was disclosed that she’d had an illegitimate daughter by a Prodigal lover.”
“Of that I have no doubt. What I’m not convinced of is that we should assume those shots in the dark were your uncle’s doing. Or even at his behest. There were plenty of other people in that club.”
“I don’t think I could’ve made another enemy at the club so quickly,” Archie objected.
“Not you, my bantling. Me,” Nimble responded, and again he ran his thumb over the brim of Archie’s silk hat. “I’d been poking around the perimeter of the Dee Club’s activities for a good nine months before Thom came to me. And I just spent the last ten days slapping a veritable hornet’s nest, asking directly after people who someone in that club wants gone and forgotten.”
“Yes, but to shoot….” Archie considered Nimble’s suggestion and reasoning. Someone who’d already committed a dozen murders wasn’t likely to shy away from one or two more.
The relief he felt at the thought that he’d not brought this down on Nimble dissipated with the realization that someone completely unknown to them could be plotting Nimble’s death right now.
“You really believe they were firing at you?” Archie asked.
“I’m not certain one way or the other.” Nimble tossed Archie’s hat to the foot of the bed. “But it strikes me as telling that this didn’t happen until I showed my face. You came and went from the club for a full week without provoking as much as a warning shot, yeah?”
“Well, Silas did try to give me the heave that once.”
“On the sly, sure. But he’s not exactly bold. And that was bold as balls, opening fire in a building with a good hundred witnesses wandering all around.”
“True.” Archie’s gaze again fell on Nimble’s beautiful, ruined coat. “But I don’t think he realized until now how completely I’ve cornered his assets. He’s got to be desperate.”
“No doubt about that.” Nimble frowned. “If I’d known that he was a member, I wouldn’t have asked you to get me into the Dee Club. I’m sorry for putting you there.”
“Don’t be, old boot. It’s none of it your fault.” Archie stilled beside the chair. He was exhausted but didn’t feel like sitting. “I’m actually glad to be doing something for you. Relieved to have a purpose in my life that isn’t just propping up a facade of Archibald.”
“Well, if you truly wish to do me a favor, come lay with me and keep me warm, yeah?” Nimble extended his empty right hand. Archie went to him, took his hand, and carefully lay down at Nimble’s side. Nimble sighed and closed his eyes. Archie felt the tight cords of Nimble’s body relax against him. He wasn’t asleep—Archie knew as much from the many other nights he’d lain with Nimble. He was thinking and listening.
Subdued noises of the city night drifted around them. A few drunks, not too far away, sang about distant islands, dangerous waters, and wanton mermaids. Their voices faded, and Archie guessed they were stumbling home together.
Archie gazed at Nimble’s profile and felt foolish that a face he’d seen countless times could still hold him enrapt. There were more handsome men in the world, even ones Archie had bedded. But simply lying beside any one of them never brought him this feeling of happiness and fascination. Of course none of them ever owned his soul either, Archie reminded himself.
“You have cherry blossoms in your hair,” Archie said.
Nimble smiled and cracked his eyes open. “So do you,” he replied. “They’re rather fetching. You really should wear more color.” But his attention wasn’t focused on Archie. He studied the ceiling above them. White plaster rosettes dotted a robin’s-egg blue expanse like clouds filling an afternoon sky. Archie remembered the skylight in the library at the Dee Club. That must have cost a fortune.
“I bet that nurse Fuggas can see well enough in the dark,” Nimble said. “You mentioned that she was three years in the war, so it’s not too hard to imagine her learning to handle a pistol as well as a scalpel.”
 “It does beg the question of why she’d take the chance, though,” Archie added.
“That it does.”
Archie pondered what little he knew of the nurse, Pugg and that mysterious sister who’d died. He took a moment to tell Nimble what he’d discovered of the connection between Nurse Fuggas and Pugg. While they both found it all suspicious, the information didn’t lead them to any new conclusions. Archie found himself considering the accusation Thom had made.
“Any truth to Thom’s idea of illicit potions brewed from Prodigal blood?” Archie asked. It seemed a far reach.
“Not in that quarter. The Butcher Street Crone has the business pretty well sewn up,” Nimble answered without any sign of alarm. “They’re mostly rat blood and chicken bits. Occasionally someone who crosses the Crone ends up bottled, but not too often.”
“Remind me not to cross her, then.”
“You and me too.”
A quiet spread between them. Archie lightly rested his hand on Nimble’s abdomen. His skin felt hot, but his gaze remained focused above them. Archie wondered just how devastating it had to feel to have marched under open blue skies, only to be returned to the dank, dripping caverns of Hells Below.
“If you could do whatever you pleased, go wherever you wanted, what would you do?” Archie asked.
Nimble looked to him and held his gaze for a few moments, but then he shook his head and gave a dry laugh. “That’s too big a question for me to even think on, Archie.” Nimble sighed heavily. “No Prodigal can afford to dream like that. It would just break our hearts, because in the end, we ain’t going anywhere and we don’t have no choices, do we?”
“The painter Sykes got out of the city,” Archie replied. “There have to have been others.”
“Sure. The pets of noblemen, but that’s not freedom. It’s just peddling your ass for a bigger cage.”
“I have a hard time imagining old Lord Foster going in for any ass, much less the aged Prodigal variety that Sykes might offer.”
Nimble laughed at the thought as well. Not only were both men silver-haired ancients, but Foster had famously served as an upright captain in the Inquisition. His support of Prodigal equality obviously sprang from devout humanitarianism.
“All right, it’s not always literally whoring, but you know what I mean. If a Proddie’s right to come or go depends on keeping some toff placated, then that ain’t freedom.” Nimble scowled. “You always gotta watch where you step, mind what you say, and never forget your place.”
He was correct. Archie had seen as much, living in the city. He’d experienced it as a serving boy and a soldier.
“I’m sorry,” Archie said. The words felt worthless.
“Not your doing, is it?” Nimble replied.
Archie sighed and wished he hadn’t asked. It hadn’t been his intention to irritate Nimble, much less remind him of the injustices he knew too well. He’d just wondered if Nimble possessed answers he didn’t. Archie had no idea what he would do if ever his life were truly his own. What would there be left of him after he’d destroyed Silas and avenged Archibald? Stripped of his anger and obligation, who would he even be?
Who was he now, other than the man who impersonated Archibald?
The night seemed to close around them. The bedside lamp flickered low.
Nimble squeezed his hand and shifted very slowly so that his head rested against Archie’s. He smelled of blood, smoke, and flowers.
It had been a damnably long day. Who knew what tomorrow would bring. Archie closed his eyes. For a few moments, he thought of nothing as he drifted toward sleep.
“That account you put in my name,” Nimble murmured. “There’s too much money in there. No one would believe I came by it honestly.”
“And yet, there it is, legal as the Queen’s wedding.” Archie had made very certain of that, because that account was only one of many that would assure that no matter what happened to Archie, Silas would not see a penny of profit. “If you ever need anything, I want it to be there for you, old boot.”
Nimble drew a breath as if preparing to offer up an argument, but then he simply sighed and relaxed. Again a long quiet stretched between them. Nimble’s breathing turned slow and deep. Then he said, “Maybe I’ll pick up a new blue tailcoat.”
“Two if you wish.” Archie nodded.
“Or I’ll buy us a gold dust ship, and we can sail to the wild, red-wind islands like in those adventure novels.” Nimble’s voice was soft.
“You want to sail the ocean?” Archie couldn’t help his incredulity. Nimble wouldn’t last more than a minute in the water. Not even salt water would be dense enough to keep his heavy bones afloat. For just an instant, Archie remembered struggling against the intense weight as he’d dragged Nimble’s bleeding body from ice-cold waters.
“Sure. So long as you’re there to pull me up from the waves.” Nimble laughed softly. “We could set up shop as pearl divers. Me, sinking to the bottom—you, hauling me out with a winch.”
Nimble sounded delirious now, and Archie suspected he’d be asleep in a few minutes. He snuffed the lamp flame. Then he waited as Nimble’s breathing deepened into the rhythm of slumber. At last, in the dark, Archie pressed a kiss to Nimble’s cheek. He started to rise slowly, so as not to jostle Nimble. Hot fingers clenched around his hand.
“Don’t leave me, Archie.” Nimble sounded so strained that Archie knew at once he was running a fever.
“I’m still here, old boot.” Archie leaned back over him and pressed his free hand against Nimble’s brow. He felt warm but not dangerously hot.
“It’s not that I don’t…. I do care, my bantling. I do… but I just can’t go on like this.”
“I know.” Archie was glad for the dark then. He wouldn’t have wanted Nimble to see the hope or hurt in his face.
“If we’re ever going to make something real, something true between us, then it’s got to be on an even standing. It’s got to be as equals….”
It half broke Archie’s heart hearing those words, but not because he didn’t believe Nimble. Love—even one as hopeless and unrequited as Archie’s—required more than lust and shared secrets. It demanded respect and equality, otherwise it was nothing more than usury dressed up with pet names and bound by the dependency of one upon the power of another.
But Archie had always imagined himself and Nimble as equals, regardless of their races or ranks. If that wasn’t how Nimble pictured them, then what could Archie do? The enormity of the social divide between them spread like a chasm of inequity splitting through law and culture at every level. Archie could fight it in the Lords’ court, he could resist it in his own life, but he couldn’t drive injustice from the world. More than that, he couldn’t make Nimble feel something that he didn’t feel—that was beyond his power and outside his rights.
“I know,” Archie repeated quietly. He felt certain that Nimble had fallen asleep again.
He remained at Nimble’s side for another half hour. When Nimble’s fever didn’t relent, Archie changed into his tramping clothes, hired a handsome cab, and raced to Hells Bellow. There he hunted down one of the few physicians who specialized in treating Prodigals and convinced the old fellow to accompany him back to Nimble through the assiduous application of gold coins.
Archie remained at Nimble’s side while the spindly physician stitched Nimble’s wound and lectured him on the subject of veterans practicing battlefield medicine when they were living in a peaceable city. Then the old doctor instructed Archie in mixing the proper dosage of fever powder, changing bandages, and getting some sleep himself. As dawn light crept through the window shutters, the physician took his leave, his mood much lightened after receiving another generous payment and thanks for his discretion and his discourse.
Nimble slept and his fever receded. Twice he woke, drank his medicine, and chatted whimsically with Archie about the ventures they would undertake after they’d bought their ship and sailed to foreign lands. But within minutes of each conversation, he drifted back to sleep again. Archie stretched out in a chair at the bedside and practiced drawing and dealing cards.
In the early afternoon, just after Archie had sent for a change of clothes, Nimble bolted upright in the bed. His yellow eyes were wide, and his curly hair stood up around his face as if startled.
“A boat, of course!” Nimble cried out. “Satan’s fat ass, why didn’t I think of it sooner!”
Archie fully expected another flight of fancy wherein he played handsome card sharp to Nimble’s riverboat captain, but this time Nimble’s expression was intent and focused. Excitement showed in his face, not languid fever.
“Nine months, I’ve been looking at this from the wrong angle. Trying to work out who wants them gone. Who benefits from their deaths? I should have realized that they wanted themselves gone. That’s the heart of it.” Nimble met Archie’s curious gaze and went on. “Why would the missing Prodigals pack up everything they owned if they didn’t believe they were going somewhere? Escaping their lives, yeah? And what would appeal more than being smuggled out of the city—maybe out of the country altogether?”
Archie absorbed the idea, matching it to the history of the building that housed the Dee Club. Direct access to the river and all those ships moored nearby. It wasn’t hard to picture a little rowboat quietly making the journey between the dock beneath the club out to some ship under the cover of night. It did make sense.
“But are they actually being transported to other lands or….” Archie didn’t have to go on. Nimble’s expression assured him that he understood. It would be much easier to accept payments from desperate Prodigals and then disappear them into the river’s depths than it would be to actually organize and secure their passages to new homes.
“The whole venture is set up around the fights, I reckon.” Nimble sounded like he was thinking aloud now. “That’s the one activity that doesn’t fit in at all with the rest of the club. And scheduling them for Sunday nights would be smart.”
“Because very few souls work the docks or in the warehouses on Sundays. Particularly not in the evening,” Archie reasoned, and Nimble offered him an approving nod.
“The fights are also the only time when no one at the club would want to know why a Prodigal hasn’t come around again. They’d think they knew. They aren’t going to question one other, and if an Inquisitor shows up, he’s up against a wall of gentlemen who are all invested in protecting their reputations and standings. Not a damned one of them will admit to ever having seen the missing Prodigal. Certainly not a one of them will turn to the Inquisition.”
“They’d have to confess to their own involvement to do so.” Archie remembered his own feeling of guilt for simply having witnessed the fights. “There are parts of those fights that aren’t just sickening, they’re definitely illegal.”
“Exactly. You want to ensure someone’s silence? Make them think they’re implicated in something illegal, shameful, and gruesome,” Nimble said.
“Like setting rabid dogs on hapless, half-dressed women?” Then Archie realized the full extent of the deception. “Only they’re not rabid dogs…. They’re Mr. Pugg’s trained hounds, I’d guess.”
“Righto, my bantling! Stage blood, screams.”
“And an audience that’s roaring drunk. Maybe drugged as well.” Archie recalled that strange drink he’d been presented, compliments of the club. He wondered suddenly how much of the violence and horror of what he’d witnessed had been genuine and how much had been conjured from his own nightmares. “They start with genuine prizefighters and then slip in a piece of theater….”
“Exactly. Just like a magic trick. You fire the real gun to demonstrate the danger and then switch it out for the fake. It’s illusion. And our lad Pugg isn’t just an animal trainer,” Nimble went on, looking like he was sighting an enemy down the barrel of his rifle. “He’s apprenticed to the finest stage magician in this damn country. He’s definitely in on it.”
“Nurse Fuggas must be as well, since she has to pretend to treat the injuries,” Archie commented, and again Nimble gave him that look of pleased approval. “Charles doesn’t stay on Sundays, but Agatha does….”
“At least one of them is overseeing the entire show,” Nimble agreed.
“And then there’s my uncle.” Archie scowled just thinking of Silas. It wasn’t as if his uncle would be above such an enterprise. Although it seemed like a more complex endeavor than he would normally bother to undertake. Archie supposed he couldn’t know the actual extent of his uncle’s various criminal inclinations. Perhaps exploiting the most desperate of Prodigals served as a kind of amusement for him.
“Silas is a tough one to pin down in all of this.” Nimble stretched and winced as he lifted his left arm. He glanced at the stitches sewn across his shoulder and down his chest as if he’d somehow forgotten that he’d been shot. Mottled bruises discolored Nimble’s skin. More would show as the days passed. Anxiety fluttered through Archie; this matter needed to end before any further harm befell Nimble.
“I’ll go to the Inquisition and report the whole thing,” Archie offered.
“And get your girl, Agatha, locked up?” Nimble’s tone was teasing, but then his expression turned serious. He shook his head, and a single pink cherry blossom petal drifted from his black hair. “First we have to know who’s truly running the enterprise and whether they’re actually ferrying Proddies to better lives.”
“Chances aren’t good,” Archie reminded him.
“No,” Nimble admitted. “But I have to be certain. I won’t shut down something that could be the only means of escape for someone like Nancy Beelze. I’ve got to be sure.”
Archie knew where that line of reasoning led, and he scowled. The only way to know was to become more involved.
“You were shot the first time you went to the club. You can’t mean to return—”
“Technically I was shot leaving the club.” Nimble smiled, but his gaze remained hard. “And for all we know, that was a stray shot intended for you, not me. I recall that was your thinking last night.”
“And I recall that you presented a rather compelling refutation of my assumption.”
“Well, I am a persuasive cove, if I do say so myself.” Nimble grinned as he tossed back his blankets. He made it look very natural while still favoring his injured left side. “Just now I’m convinced that I need to go back to that club and get a closer look at the Sunday fights. It’s too soon for anyone to chance having another shot, so I can probably risk—”
“No! Absolutely not.” Archie jumped to his feet. His heart hammered in his chest, but his blood seemed to run cold. Alarm infused his words with a strident, commanding tone. “You can’t—”
“I’m not yours to order around, Archie!” Nimble snapped, and all pretense of amusement drained from his expression.
“This isn’t about orders. It’s common sense and you….” He took in Nimble’s hard, angry countenance. Nimble already resented their unequal social standing; issuing decrees would only put his back up and send him charging off on his own. Archie forced himself to step back and sit again. “Please. Don’t do this alone.”
For a moment Nimble said nothing. He simply stared back at Archie. Then his expression softened, and he pulled one of his sly smiles. “You fret too much, my bantling.” Nimble stood and went to the dresser. He opened it with his right hand while placing his left on his hip, imitating a casual pose almost believably as he studied the shirts hanging before him. “I’ve got friends and minions in more corners of this city than you would ever guess,” Nimble said. “It’s not me who’s most in danger in that club.”
“I can handle myself,” Archie assured him.
Nimble looked like he might argue, but then said, “It’s the Prodigal who’s been selected for the next secret boat ride who I’m most worried about. Sunday’s only three days away, and we have no way of knowing if it will be some desperate soul’s last day on this earth, do we?”
“No, we don’t,” Archie admitted. Some anonymous person couldn’t matter to Archie more than Nimble did, but as much as he wanted to keep Nimble out of the Dee Club, he recognized that it wasn’t his choice. This was literally Nimble’s business. The only option left to Archie was whether to join him or not. “So, what is it you’re planning, and what will you need from me?”
 

Chapter Seven: Deep Water
 
Archie spent the next three days at the Dee Club, attempting to appear invested in poetry recitals and the most recent collection of lunar observations penned by Prodigal astronomers. He sauntered from room to room, exchanging pleasantries and measuring out the hidden doors and corridors that riddled the building. Now and then he played a few hands of cards. During the long hours between those activities, he searched the library and found a number of volumes on the subjects of Prodigal sorcery and conjuring. He took notes and later dispatched a footman from his townhouse to purchase the required supplies.
“Studying up on love potions,” he informed Neet when the young man came looking for him for advice on matching a rather bold waistcoat to a pair of loud gold trousers.
“It’s not so desperate as all that, is it?” Neet asked. He appeared genuinely distressed for Archie.
“I’m afraid that it might be hopeless,” Archie replied, and he offered the youth a rueful smile. “Particularly where these dodgy spells are concerned. I mean, if I was already in so intimate a position as to readily collect a cup of the lady’s sweat, I dare say I wouldn’t require the love spell that calls for it.”
Neet laughed and cheered up, which did Archie some good. Brooding over Nimble’s safety made for rather dour days, and separating from him each evening made for lonely, frustrated nights.
Later Lupton visited him and went out of his way to point out all the girls in the city who were far more pretty and friendly than Agatha Wedmoor. Archie didn’t laugh, but he had to hang his head to hide his brief smile.
Charles avoided him and the club in general, which Archie didn’t mind one bit.
He saw almost nothing of Nimble outside the short periods when they entered the club together and again when they decamped well after midnight. He knew Nimble spent his time with the members of the Prodigal theater troupe and had won Burns’s interest and some degree of the older man’s trust. Pugg was another matter.
“He’s suspicious of everyone,” Nimble had confided one late night as they bumped along in Archie’s carriage. “Don’t think he even trusts his own dogs.”
By Sunday Nimble won himself a position watching over the props that enlivened several of the Sunday night fights. While he observed the goings on backstage, Archie moved through the rowdy crowd of onlookers to slip out the back and watch boats come and go across the dark waters. None moored beneath the Dee Club that week.
Or the following Sunday.
Then Archie noticed Phebe’s absence from the club. Someone mentioned that the girl had fallen ill with a fever.
That Saturday Agatha Wedmoor accepted Silas’s marriage proposal in the club library, while her hollow-eyed brother looked on like he might vomit at any moment. Archie didn’t suppose he appeared any happier than Charles.
Neet and Lupton both offered to take Archie out for a few drinks afterward, and Archie thanked them but insisted that his pride demanded he put on a brave face and wish Agatha the very best, instead of slinking away with his tail between his legs. In truth, the agitation that they likely read in his expression and demeanor stemmed from both Phebe’s prolonged absence and Nimble’s announcement that he’d at last been invited to act as a fighter this Sunday.
“They could mean to do you real harm, old boot.” Archie hoped the tremor of emotion in his voice sounded like a result of the carriage bouncing over rough cobbles.
“And waste all the time we’ve put into choreographing the spectacle? Nah. I’ve seen enough of Pugg and Nurse Fuggas now to take the measure of them. They aren’t the sorts to resort to murder if they can help it.”
“Two weeks ago you speculated that it was Nurse Fuggas who shot you in the back,” Archie replied.
“I’m certain of it now.” Nimble sounded frustratingly amused. “She and her brother are both very good with those stage guns. I’m also convinced that if she’d wanted to, Nurse Fuggas could’ve taken the top of my head clean off.”
“And yet you’re going to take part in the fights?”
“Not a lot of other options left, frankly. I need to know exactly what’s happening. And I’m sure that they’re going to make their move this Sunday. It’ll be the girl—”
“Phebe?” Archie had been worrying over the same thing. Her supposed illness would be a clever way to threaten Agatha with the prospect of the child’s death and force Agatha into marriage. It also ensured that no one would wonder when—after the nuptials—Phebe never returned. Silas wasn’t the sort to feed and house anyone after they’d served his purpose.
“Exactly the one I meant,” Nimble replied. “But now ask yourself, is her absence an indication that Silas is threatening to drown her in the river tonight to force Agatha Wedmoor’s hand? Or has your girl Agatha agreed to the engagement to keep him from realizing that she’s about to have the child ferried out of his reach?”
“Is that possible?” Archie asked in return. Could Agatha and Nurse Fuggas have outmaneuvered Silas? If so, Agatha would have to get Phebe away before Silas realized he’d been duped. “It would all depend upon how much my uncle knows about the other missing Prodigals. Does he have a hand in their disappearances, or does he think that the only secret in the Dee Club is an illegitimate child?”
“Yeah, that does seem to be what it all comes down to,” Nimble said quietly. “Now you see why I’ve got to be there tomorrow?”
Archie did, but he didn’t like it. He considered saying as much, but he already knew none of his objections would change Nimble’s mind. 
“You’re a bloody hard man to care about, Nimble.” He didn’t mean to say it aloud. The silence that followed made him feel all the worse for his confession. As much of a declaration as it was.
One of the great tower clocks rang out the hour in low, long notes.
“It’ll all be done and over after tomorrow.” Nimble’s voice sounded so quiet that Archie wasn’t sure those words were even meant for him. “Just a precious little time left to us.”
The gaslight glow of a streetlamp briefly cast golden tones across the interior of the carriage. Archie realized Nimble leaned in closer to him than he’d expected. He gazed at Archie with that look of longing that sent a rush through Archie’s body. Neither of them were drunk nor had three months passed, and yet Nimble stretched so his leg brushed against Archie’s thigh. He reached out with his right hand, and Archie clasped his fingers against his own.
“With the road this rutted, I don’t suppose too many will notice if the carriage rocks a bit, do you?” Nimble’s smile looked a little wicked. Then darkness closed in around the carriage again.
“I don’t think so, no.” Archie managed to get the words out. A moment later his breath caught in his throat as Nimble opened the front of his silk trousers and gave Archie’s jutting prick a hungry kiss.
 
***
Not since the war had Archie felt such turmoil churning through him. A good portion of his agitation stemmed from that jostling, joyous, but all-too-brief carriage ride. Nimble’s attention had filled him with such hope but also left him feeling undone and far too alone. His disquiet only mounted the next morning when he discovered Nimble had already left for the Dee Club, hours before him.
All afternoon he ranged through the club, drinking tea as if he enjoyed the stuff and taking pains not to finger any of the odd objects hidden away in the cheat’s pockets sewn into his tasteful steel gray coat.
He attempted to look in on Nimble in the theater, he didn’t manage more than a quick nod before Burns spirited Nimble away behind some infernal black curtain. On Archie’s second try a half hour later Lilly and Gina seemed to materialize from a display of giant peacock fans to swath Archie in cheery, playful flirtation, all the while escorting him out of the theater.
“It’s not that we wouldn’t love to see more of you, Lord Fallmont.” Lilly brushed her gloved hand over his forearm. “But it will ruin the fun if you see how all our tricks are turned backstage.”
“I was only hoping to have a few words in the wings with Mr. Hobbs.” Archie cast her an entreating look, and Lilly seemed to consider.
“Oh, but you’re far too distracting, Lord Fallmont.” Gina offered the absurd flattery with a knowing wink. “If a swell as fine as you stands in the wings during rehearsal, we’ll all miss our cues and trip over one another. We have to send you away if only to save ourselves from shame and broken ankles.”
Archie laughed and didn’t bother to argue further. If Nimble wanted to talk to him, then he could come and find him. If Nimble wanted to avoid him after last night’s carriage ride, well, then that too was his right.
Archie withdrew to the library out of habit more than any purpose. Sunlight and shadows played through the skylight overhead as he paced the upper floor. One beam briefly lit the framed etchings hanging in a reading alcove. Not etchings, Archie realized, but building plans. Two for ships and the other four depicting floors of a building. Having recently sketched the Dee Club, Archie recognized the plans right away. He took the empty seat and began studying the layouts very closely. On the floor below, several scholarly-looking types came and went, natural and Prodigal both, discussing subjects from the laws of gravity to biblical prophecy.
Sunlight dimmed and the skylight overhead took on a pale twilight blue. Archie absently noted the regular denizens of the library fleeing the club as the noise of rowdy voices drifted from other rooms. The Sunday night regulars were arriving and with them their fighters.
A shadow fell across Archie. He glanced up to see Agatha Wedmoor, dressed in a green damask gown and clenching her pale hands together as if she feared what her fingers might get up to if left unrestrained.
“Lady Umberry, what a delight to see you,” Archie said.
“You do realize that I am never going to marry you,” Agatha stated as if Archie had asserted otherwise. “There is absolutely no point in you remaining here.”
“Well, at least you do me the kindness of a gentle rebuff.” Archie glanced past her to see the familiar figure of Nurse Fuggas standing near a collection of botanical volumes. Nate Smith presented a much more unexpected and unpleasant addition to the few people present to witness his exchange with Agatha. He glowered at Archie from the first floor, then started up the circular staircase to the second floor.
Glancing back to Agatha, Archie saw strain, like cracks feathering porcelain, marring her normally placid face.
“How did my uncle ever obtain your father’s approval?” Archie asked very quietly. If nothing else, the sheer number of debt-collectors hounding Silas should have given her family pause.
“It’s not any of your business, but if you must know, my father had refused the elder Lord Granville on several occasions. A week ago, however… Papa suffered a hunting accident. A stray shot from—” Agatha’s voice caught, and for an instant, Archie feared she might cry. Instead she lifted her chin and drew in a slow breath. “Charles has been in charge of matters since news reached us.”
“I see.” Archie wondered if the stout, sporty man he’d seen with Silas weeks past had played a role in the accident. Or perhaps that had been left to Mike and Nate. “I am sorry. I had no idea.”
“Charles only learned of papa’s death late this Friday,” Agatha replied in a dull, automatic tone. “I was informed yesterday.”
Her manner and expression made Archie wonder if Charles had compelled her to accept Silas’s proposal.
“I am most sorry, Lady Umberry,” Archie said again.
“We all are,” Agatha replied, but then she pinned Archie with an intent stare. “But since my brother has given his approval for my marriage, you must see that there is absolutely no reason for you to remain in this place. It will only cause me embarrassment and hurt you to do so. If I could, I would not see you come to harm, sir.”
Archie couldn’t fail to take her meaning. By removing Agatha’s father, Silas had undermined the one impediment to seizing control over both Charles and Agatha, and thus the Dee Club as well. Very soon none of them would be safe within the confines of the isolated building. Despite her poise and steady gaze, Agatha Wedmoor was terrified, Archie realized. Looking again to Nurse Fuggas, he noted the pallor of her complexion and the shadows beneath her eyes. She turned as Nate Smith reached the top of the stairs and blocked his advance, making cheery observations about the summer weather.
“You must go, Archibald,” Agatha repeated. Archie guessed it wasn’t only his well-being that depended upon his departure.
“Of course, I’ll leave, if you insist,” Archie replied. “Though, won’t you allow me the smallest parting favor?”
“A kiss, I suppose?” Agatha actually looked as if she might be sick.
“Lord no!” Archie raised his hand in reflex to her nauseated expression. Then he forced a smile. “It would break my heart to come so near paradise, knowing that I can never attain it. No, I rather thought I might beg one of these pretty pictures from you.” Archie tapped one of the framed floor plans.
Agatha studied the layout, then glanced at Archie. The slightest furrow wrinkled her brow, and then she gave him a very odd look as if recognizing him for the first time.
“Your Mr. Hobbs shares your interest in unique architecture,” Agatha commented quietly.
“Well, it is all rather fascinating.” Her mention of Nimble sent a shot of alarm through Archie. He forced himself to remain seated and smiling. “I do hope he hasn’t gotten too caught up in his curiosity. I will have to have a word with him before I pack up. I’d never forgive myself if I left him in a tight spot. The foundation of these older structures can be so surprisingly unreliable. If you take my meaning.”
“Yes…. They’re particularly dangerous where new construction has been built over old faults,” Agatha replied, then spoke more brightly. “Do let me see that silly picture, and I’ll show you.”
Archie stood and lifted the picture from the wall and placed it on the small reading table beside him. A maze of strong rooms and secret corridors cut through the outlines of mundane rooms throughout the building. Strange to see the plans for deception spread out in such clean mechanical lines. And more spread out beyond the visible structure of the club.
Agatha traced her finger over a faint series of scratches that Archie had taken for details of the rocky bank. But now he realized she followed a crooked, half-sunken corridor running from the river’s edge, beneath the building, and around to the private dock. The jagged course looked natural, not man-made—perhaps a narrow inlet that had been carved out over hundreds of years past and then exploited as smuggler’s cavern. A good place to stow a rowboat out of sight, though no doubt most of the narrow space flooded every time the tide came rushing up the White River.
Agatha tapped her finger once, and Archie took in the small square at the end of the meandering path. A store room, or a prison?
“Take the picture if you like.” Agatha lifted her hand from the frame. “But you had best go soon. It is already growing late, and your way may be hard to find in the dark.”
“Thank you, Lady Umberry. I will not forget your kindness.”
Archie waited until she, Nurse Fuggas, and Nate Smith had left the library. Then he tore the backing from the frame, took the plan, and hurried from the building. He left a single footman staring, aghast, after he commandeered a storm lamp from the man and bounded down to the marshy dark of the river’s edge.
“Perfect evening for collecting fireflies!” Archie called back over his shoulder.
The lamp’s green light chased away shadows as if they were shivering little snakes. Overhead, gulls screeched and winged across the sunset, returning to their roosts. Archie peered down at the dark stone and black water of the riverbank. Stands of tall reeds and outcroppings of rock disguised the actual outline of the bank, but Archie knew what he needed to find and approximately where it would lie.
Indeed, very near an old willow, he picked out the deep shadow of a fault running down the face of the bank. Water surged in and out the narrow mouth. Archie guessed that when the river was at its highest, only a foot of the opening would be visible above the water. Two large rocks blocked the view of it from the opposite bank and sheltered the opening from the full force of the river’s current.
Archie quickly rechecked the items hidden in his coat and rewrapped them in their oilcloth pouch to ensure they remained as dry as possible. Then he clambered down the rocky slope of the bank and tromped into the flooded cavern. Ice-cold water surged around his thighs and mud sucked at his expensive calfskin boots. He held the storm lantern high and fought through the surges of the water, racing deeper into the dark passage. Clusters of sharp barnacles jutted up from the rocks, and snails retreated into their glossy shells as his lamplight struck them.
The farther he penetrated, the more he encountered wooden supports peppered with colonies of black mussels. And the jagged faces of the stone walls and ceiling gave way to raggedly carved surfaces. Bats hurled themselves past him, brushing his hair and face with their hot, soft wings. The air stank of their droppings and of moldering wood. It seemed to him that he struggled up an incline, but the water continued to rise as he went. It reached his hips now. Waves jostled him against the rough walls and dragged at his cold feet as he trudged onward.
The water rose to his chest. His teeth chattered, and the tremors in his hands shook the lantern so the shadows surrounding him jumped and danced. Knowing the water would rise higher still, he pushed on, despite the numb lethargy that weighed down his legs like lead shot.
Lamplight glinted along the metal bars of a large grate, and Archie’s heart sank. He had to get past it before the floodwater reached Nimble. He prayed that the constant influx of water had rusted the damn thing enough for him to kick out a couple of bars and squeeze between the rest. As he slogged closer, he realized someone had already ripped the thing off its hinges. Now the grate fell aside with a shove, and Archie easily stumbled onward, paddling as much as walking through the rising water.
Then he heard a string of familiar growled obscenities. He turned a corner. Nimble looked as annoyed as a drenched cat when the green light fell across him. He spun on Archie with a murderous expression, then stopped short and stared.
“Archie?” He seemed caught between delight and disbelief. Then he pelted through the water to pull Archie to him in a hard embrace. Archie felt the warmth of his body radiating through his soaking clothes. “By God! How did you find me here?”
“Followed the map, old boot.” Archie returned his smile as the dread he’d felt seemed to melt away. He’d found Nimble and they would be all right so long as they were together—that certainty heartened him more powerfully than any faith. “You know the way out is behind us.”
“The water’s too deep for me.” Nimble scowled at his hands, and Archie realized they were bleeding. “I wasted too much time fighting with that bloody grate. By the time I got through it, the water was nearly up to my nipples. I had to turn back.”
“There’s higher ground the way you came?” Archie asked.
“A little higher, and a rotting jetty above that.”
“Then lead on. I’ve not come unprepared.”
They hurried together up the slight incline until they reached a small grotto, where the water lapped around Archie’s waist. Ghostly white crabs scuttled through the water at Archie’s feet. Something long and dark wriggled past the back of his leg and then shot away through the water after a crab.
The rickety jetty looked like it had been lashed together from wrecked boats, barnacle-encrusted planks, and ropes well past the point of being picked apart for oakum. The whole thing rose nearly two feet higher than Archie’s head and stretched some ten feet back to the far rocky wall. There, a solid iron door stood, banded with steel. Archie noted the surrounding rock walls, jetty, and the iron door all bore signs of exposure to floodwaters. Even standing on the jetty, he and Nimble might be in over their heads if the tide was strong.
The aged wooden beams of the jetty groaned as Nimble heaved himself from the water and clambered up them. Archie handed the lantern to Nimble, then climbed much more quietly to his side. The air smelled stale, but its stillness spared Archie from the chill of any breezes.
“How did you get here, of all places?” Archie asked.
Nimble dropped his gaze to his cut hands with a sheepish expression. “The nurse got the drop on me,” he said after a moment. “Asked if I could help her move some crates into the infirmary. Soon as I was loaded down and out of sight of anyone else, she spiked me in the ass with a hypodermic.”
Archie scowled. He’d assumed that Nurse Fuggas served Agatha, but he wasn’t sure how drugging Nimble helped anyone but Silas.
“I think she just wanted me out of the way. Meant to lock me up in one of those infirmary rooms to sleep the drugs off. But I guess she miscalculated just how much I weigh.” Nimble smiled like it was an amusing encounter, though Archie guessed it masked his embarrassment. “So there she was, straining and grunting, trying to roll me across the floor. And there’s me, floppin’ and moaning like a drunk whale. She ended up shoving me down some kind of chute. That spit me out behind that damned door, locked in like some kind of hapless damsel.”
“Hardly hapless, if that grate downstream is anything to judge by,” Archie assured him.
“Fat lot of good it did me, the way this water’s rising.” Nimble glowered down at the dark waves rising up the supports of the jetty. Then he looked to Archie and his expression lightened. “How did you ever find me here?”
“Agatha Wedmoor realized that I wasn’t going to clear out without you. So she hinted me in your direction.”
“Don’t suppose she was so kind as to slip you a key to Leviathan’s Gate over there?” Nimble jabbed his thumb in the direction of the massive door at the end of the jetty. Archie noticed a cluster of deep dents studding the surface.
No wonder Nimble’s hands were so bloodied. He’d obviously split a couple of his knuckles punching the iron.
“We might be able to make a raft from these boards.” Nimble nodded at the plank near his boot. Woodworm burrows pocked the pale timbers, like craters pitting the surface of the moon. “You didn’t happen to pack a jug of tar for waterproofing, did you, my bantling?” Nimble asked with a smile.
“I didn’t. But I hope what I have brought will stand us in better stead.” Archie reached into his jacket and drew out the oilcloth pouch. He revealed the contents and felt relieved to see the matchsticks and stubby scarlet candles had remained mostly dry.
He glanced at Nimble, who stared at the assortment as if caught between sorrow and horror. Archie’s heart sank. What could he possibly have forgotten? He’d brought everything Nimble had ever used to cast his spells, and added in extra that he’d gleaned from his recent reading.
He snatched up three small metal tins. “These are the holy oil, camphor oil, and mandrake dust. The other two are relic powder and sulfur,” Archie assured him. “Between those, the silver nails, the hellwire, and my soul, you should be able to work some conjury, shouldn’t you?”
Nimble seemed almost frozen. He didn’t lift his stare from the candles, matchsticks, and nickel tins. He clenched his bloody hands into fists and then slowly shook his head.
“What did I forget?” Archie asked. “Is it something wrong with my soul—”
“No. No, it’s nothing wrong with you. It’s me….” Nimble shook his bowed head. “I can’t work magic.”
“What’s happened?” Archie looked again to Nimble’s bloody hands. How badly had he hurt himself? Or was this an effect of the drugs he’d been injected with?
Nimble gave a dry laugh. “Nothing’s happened, my bantling. Except that I can’t keep lying to you.” Nimble looked up at him then. His yellow eyes were as bright as flames. “I’m not a conjurer. I never was. I’m a fraud.”
Archie couldn’t have understood Nimble correctly. He shook his head. “Your power lets me pass for Archibald. Your spells made you invincible against the Nornian cannons! I saw you charging through the smoke and fire…. You weren’t afraid of anything. Bullets hit you, horses kicked you, but you never fell. Never.”
Archie didn’t even possess the words to express how he and all the troops behind Nimble had felt the presence of his power. He hadn’t been a mortal boy like the rest of them, but their salvation. He’d been victory, embodied and laughing at the enemy lines.
Their undefeatable devil.
“That was bravado and luck.” Nimble closed his eyes. “And as for you passing for Archibald, well, that was just you believing that you could—”
“No. You conjured his discharge papers for me. Major Corbry shook my hand and addressed me as Lord Granville….” Archie couldn’t believe all of that had been mere chance, but at the same time, why would Nimble tell him this? He felt confused, almost sick. Was he having some kind of strange joke?
“When Archibald died, I took his tags and his ring to give to you.” Nimble spoke as slowly, exactly, as if breaking news of a beloved pet’s demise to a young child. “But then when you were wounded I realized that those snobs behind the hill wouldn’t admit common rabble into the surgical wards. Nobles came first. So I put Archibald’s tags and ring on you. And they saved your life.”
Archie hardly remembered anything of those fevered days, except that Nimble had always seemed to be at his bedside. He’d looked almost harrowed, but then, so had everyone.
“We’d lost so many at Sollum,” Nimble went on. “There was no one left to judge one Archie Granville from another. Captains Jersey and Walter dead. Lieutenant Hain blinded. Masson’s mind so bent that he wouldn’t say his own name. And Major Corbry hadn’t been able to tell the two of you apart from the start, so… it was already done before you even regained consciousness.”
“And you didn’t tell me?” Archie stared at Nimble.
“I….” Nimble shook his head.
“Why?” Archie asked. “Why wouldn’t you tell me the truth?”
“I was going to—”
“When?” Archie demanded. “Because seven years is one hell of a delay!”
“I meant to tell you the first moment we had alone, but then you were so angry—”
“I scared you?” Archie rolled his eyes, because he knew damn well that cavalry charges and cannon balls didn’t actually scare Nimble.
“You terrified me.” Nimble’s words came out in a raw whisper. “You were so desperate to punish your uncle and avenge Archibald. And you were saying mad things, like you’d give anything, you’d sell your immortal soul. There are plenty of real conjurers who would have taken you up on that, Archie. It shook me to the core to imagine one of them laying a hand on you. But I couldn’t think how to stop you going to them except to take you up on the offer, myself.”
Archie couldn’t think of what to say in response to that. He knew for a fact that Nimble was right; he’d been incandescent with fury—not just because of Archibald’s death, but also because three years of agony, horror, and pain still burned within him. Yes, to quench that rage, he might have sold himself to the Butcher Street Crone, Bastard Jack, or anyone. Still, to lie to him for seven years!
“Why keep me coming back? Why not tell me the truth after I’d cooled down?”
Archie couldn’t remember ever seeing Nimble look ashamed of himself, but he did now. He hardly seemed able to meet Archie’s gaze. When he spoke, his voice was a faint whisper.
“I couldn’t bear losing you.” He closed his eyes and hung his head. “You were all set up to leave me and Hells Below behind forever. You were going to have a grand life as Lord Fallmont—and you damn well deserved that life, I knew that. I didn’t want to keep it from you, but… I couldn’t bear the thought of never being with you again. Never so much as seeing you smile at me, or hearing you tromp up my stairs in your ratty old boots.”
For a few moments, Archie simply sat there absorbing Nimble’s words. The storm lamp flickered, and absently Archie noted that the river waters had nearly reached the top of the jetty.
“I didn’t stay with you on Sollum Hill because I was strong or brave. Certainly not invincible. I was as terrified of dying as anyone else,” Nimble said. “But I’d fallen for you so hard, Archie. And even as young and stupid as I was then, I already knew that I wouldn’t want to go on living if it was without you.”
“So you invented that entire ceremony….”
Even in the greenish cast of the storm lantern, the flush that colored Nimble’s face showed. “What did I know about conjury?” Nimble replied. “Just what I’d read in penny blood novels and what I heard in dirty jokes. But I tried to make it nice for you….”
“Thanks for the consideration.” Archie couldn’t help the comment, though it was difficult to feel any real anger at Nimble for knowing how much he’d wanted to be sucked and fucked, or for giving him exactly what he longed for.
Archie glanced down at the small red candles and almost laughed. Who was he to smirk at the faithful for their belief in relics and prayers, when he’d actually believed some oil and a couple of candles would knock down a fortress door?
“I know that wasn’t fair to you, and I know I should have owned up to the truth. It’s not like I didn’t intend to every damn time I saw you, but then….” Nimble sighed. “I was like a damn addict swearing he’d give up his ophorium after just one last shot.”
“Except you did give me up this last time.” Archie didn’t feel any real rancor over that now. He was too stunned by the realization that all this time Nimble had cared for him—that this entire mess had stemmed from him caring.
“You had Silas on the ropes, and that would have completed our contract,” Nimble said. “I couldn’t let you think you’d lost your soul. So I figured if I could find a way to sell it back to you, maybe then…. Maybe if we were on equal ground, then somehow we could find a way to stay in touch.”
“You know you nearly broke my damn heart?” Archie said it lightly.
Nimble looked genuinely startled. “But you had all those others,” he objected. “Those two sculptors, that actress from the Blue Dove, the twin contortionists, that singer—”
It chagrined Archie a little, realizing that Nimble had been so aware of all the meaningless affairs in which Archie had indulged—all while he, himself, had been longing for Nimble’s company. 
“And I’d trade every one of them for you, old boot,” Archie said.
“Yeah?” That sure quality returned to Nimble’s smile, and it filled Archie with delight.
“Yes,” Archie admitted. His sincerity embarrassed him, and he had to look away from Nimble’s all-too-knowing gaze. Archie gestured to the contents of the oilcloth. “Though if I was making any deal just now, it would be to have brought my pistol instead of all this worthless junk.”
“It might not all be worthless.” Nimble pointed to the silver nails and the coils of wire. “You ever made lock picks from bible nails?”
All at once Nimble’s words seemed to transform bits of trash into torsion wrenches and an assortment of picks and rakes perfect for turning the pins and tumblers of any number of locks. That was a kind of magic all of its own.
“I have not yet had the pleasure,” Archie admitted. “But I’m a quick study.”
“Oh, you’re that and more, my bantling,” Nimble replied. “So, let’s get to it, then.”
 

Chapter Eight: Decent People
 
The lock on the iron door proved easy enough to pick. Though Nimble’s knuckles were so swollen that he’d had to turn his boot knife and the bible nails over to Archie. Once they were out, the dark corridor ahead of them loomed like a cavernous mouth. In the flickering green light the pale stonework reminded Archie of long rows of teeth. According to the floor plan, their only way out lay on the opposite end of the club’s private dock and then up through the infirmary to another flight of stairs that led to the arena level of the building.
“Or if there’s a boat at the dock, we might take that and row ashore.” Archie made the suggestion but didn’t feel good about it. His new awareness of Nimble’s mortality made him even more wary of taking him out into rough deep water.
“If there’s a boat, we take it,” Nimble said. “Either way, you have to go to the Inquisition and make a charge against the Dee Club.” 
“But I thought—”
“If your uncle takes over the club, then we both know what he’ll do with it. He won’t hesitate to exploit desperate Proddies for all their cash and then drown them in the river.” Nimble shook his head. “We can’t let that happen. If you summon Inquisitors immediately, they’ll come, see the fights and shut the whole place down before Silas can take control of the club.”
There would be a scandal, but reputations weren’t as important as lives. Archie nodded.
“While you’re with the Inquisitors, I’ll send a runner to warn Pugg and Burns to clear their people out,” Nimble decided. “I don’t know that it’ll keep them all out of prison but it’s better than nothing.”
“If that’s the plan, then we’d better be on our way.” Archie considered the storm lamp and decided not to risk its light alerting anyone to their presence. He snuffed the flame and clamped his hand onto the back of Nimble’s damp coat. “Lead on.”  
They walked in near silence for what seemed to Archie like miles of blackness. The smell of mildew and wood rot pervaded the air. Now and then Nimble whispered a warning concerning the uneven boards beneath their feet, or a low-hanging beam overhead. Archie could hear the river and ships’ bells as though they were only feet away from him.  
Though slowly, the faint green glow of a distant storm lamp filtered in to the clammy corridor. Muted shouts and cheers added their noise to the constant slap and hiss of the river beating against wooden piles, boat hulls, and the rocky banks. 
They were nearly under the club now, Archie realized.
As they followed the corridor around a bend, the air turned sharp and wet with cold spray from the river. A cool wind washed over Archie. Hardly a yard ahead of them, the corridor ended at a low black gate. A weathered wooden dock stood beyond that. The Dee Club jutted over the dock, and three storm lanterns flickered from the large wooden beams rising up from the water to support the building. Through the swaying shadows cast by the rocking lanterns, Archie picked out a wooden staircase at the far end of the dock. It led up into the club.
No boats were moored to the narrow dock, which meant they would have to take the stairs and navigate through the club to get back out onto the city streets. Archie released Nimble’s coat and touched the hilt of Nimble’s boot knife, which he’d tucked into his pocket.
Nimble went suddenly very still, and for an instant, Archie feared he’d frozen at the sight of so much water roiling against the narrow expanse of planks. But then Nimble flattened himself against the corridor wall and pulled Archie back with him. Voices sounded closer to them. They both crouched down, making what cover they could from the decorative wrought-iron bars of the little gate.
Agatha Wedmoor descended the stairs with a shuttered signal lamp hanging from her right hand. Nurse Fuggas walked just behind her, and Nate Smith followed them. He didn’t bother to hide the pistol he aimed at their backs.
“There’s no point in me signaling to the boat if Phebe isn’t here to board it,” Agatha said.
“Ain’t no point in me keeping the both of you alive when Silas only needs the one of you, but here I am letting your nurse keep on breathing.” Nate lifted his pistol to the back of Nurse Fuggas’s head. Both women went rigidly still. Archie thought he saw tears gleam in Agatha’s eyes. Nurse Fuggas looked furious, but she didn’t move an inch.
Silence stretched several moments, and Nate grinned. “Now, see, that’s what I like.” Nate lowered the pistol. “Women who don’t mouth off when they know fuck all.”
Nimble rolled his shoulders, and Archie knew he was calculating his chances of reaching Nate before the man could open fire on Agatha or Nurse Fuggas. Archie placed his hand against Nimble’s side. They needed to wait for a better opening, hopefully one that wouldn’t put Nimble in danger of being knocked into the river with a single shove. Archie hefted the dark storm lantern in his hand. The thing weighed enough to knock a man’s head in, but there was still the trouble of Agatha and Nurse Fuggas standing between him and Nate.
The three walked closer in silence. Halfway down the narrow dock, they stopped and Agatha lifted the signal lamp. She flicked the shutter, exposing flashes of intense red limelight. Far down the river, a tiny red light blinked in response.
Agatha gave a reply, then lowered and shuttered the signal lamp. She and Nurse Fuggas stood like statues while Nate tapped his foot.
“Well?” Nate demanded after several moments. “What did he say?”
“She will be here within the hour,” Agatha replied. “The river’s rough tonight, so it might take a little longer to safely come alongside us.”
“All that in those few winks?” Nate eyed Agatha with suspicion, and she gazed back at him with utter disdain.
“Yes,” Agatha replied. “Brevity being the soul of wit, I suppose it would confound you.”
“You oughtn’t get too hoity-toity with me.” Nate made a show of flourishing the pistol again, this time in Agatha’s direction. She seemed almost pleased to have drawn Nate’s gun from Nurse Fuggas’s direction.
“Now, now, Nate. One mustn’t lose sight of the final prize.” Silas’s voice carried down the wooden stairs, but it was Mike Smith who first appeared. He pulled a miserable-looking Phebe along with his left hand while he gripped a pistol much like Nate’s in his right. To Archie’s surprise, Charles Wedmoor followed them, cradling the side of his face where an ugly bruise already darkened his right eye. His lower lip was split. The front of his shirt hung, torn open, and his black hair dangled around his face like a storm-tossed nest. His attention darted briefly to Agatha, but then he returned to staring at Phebe with an expression of utter anguish.
Silas descended last, looking composed and handsome. He’d bought himself a new cream and gold suit, and the buttons of his large cuffs matched the pearl-handled pistol that he gripped. Archie remembered the gun had belonged to his grandfather and tended to fire left of center.
“It’s a bloody parade down here tonight,” Nimble whispered.
When Silas reached the bottom of the stairs, he drew a large sheet of paper from his coat pocket and, handing his pistol over to Mike, produced one of the new fountain pens from his other pocket.
A terrible thought occurred to Archie. It wasn’t a parade that Silas was orchestrating here on the dock….
“It’s a wedding.” Archie hardly breathed the words, but Nimble nodded in response. 
Knowing Silas, funerals would soon follow.
“So, I have an hour before I introduce myself to my new business partners,” Silas said lightly. “Whatever shall we do to pass the time?”
Nate eyed Phebe with a lewd grin, while Mike appeared more inclined to knock Charles around a bit more.
“I suppose now would be a fine time to legalize the union of our families.” Silas turned to Charles and held out the paper and pen. “As luck would have it, I’ve acquired a special license. And as my beloved’s guardian, I do hope you’d do the honor of signing your permission.”
Charles looked around himself as if seeking a hole to hide inside. He took a small step back but could retreat no farther without going over the dock and into the river. “I—I can’t… I need a surface to sign on…. Couldn’t we do this at a table like decent people?”
“Decent people?” Silas raised a pale brow. “Decent people don’t smuggle filthy Prodigals into godless Nornian territories, where they can conspire against our nation and our Queen. You aren’t decent. You are traitors! And you’re lucky that I am so moved by love as to spare you all from being justly hanged.”
Charles opened his mouth but said nothing, just held up the paper and the pen, obviously at a loss.
Silas turned his attention to Phebe, and the child flinched.
“Bend!” Silas commanded, and Phebe immediately bowed. “There! Sign using that.” He waved a hand at Phebe’s bent back. When Charles didn’t move, Silas reached out to Mike and was handed his pistol back. Silas leveled the gun at Phebe’s head. “If the thing isn’t to your liking, dear Charles, I will dispose of it immediately.”
“No!” Both Agatha and Nurse Fuggas cried out.
Nimble started forward, but Archie stilled him again. Silas wouldn’t kill the child until she’d served her purpose—Archie knew his uncle well enough to be certain of that. Only after the marriage license was signed by all parties could he afford to murder Phebe, Charles, or Agatha.
“He’ll come nearer to get Agatha’s signature. We move then,” Archie whispered.
Nimble simply nodded in response.
Charles rushed to Phebe and laid the wedding license across her thin back. His hands shook visibly as he signed his name. After he handed the paper and pen back to Silas, he remained at Phebe’s side.
“I’m sorry,” Charles murmured as Phebe straightened. “I’m so sorry.”
“Why, are those tears in your eyes, Charles?” Silas laughed. “I admit, I do feel rather moved by the beauty of it all myself.” Genuine pleasure seemed to light Silas’s face as he strode down the dock toward Agatha. Nate stepped out of his way.
Archie tensed. Beside him, Nimble flexed, warming the muscles of his legs. Silas proffered Agatha his fountain pen, and in turn, Agatha handed the signal lamp to Nurse Fuggas. Then without any warning, Agatha launched herself at Silas. She clutched his throat as a murderous shriek wrenched from her mouth. Nate stepped back a step in astonishment and nearly toppled off the dock.
There couldn’t have been a better moment to charge.
Archie bounded over the low gate and Nimble leapt after him.
Ahead of them, Nate regained his balance and swung his pistol toward Agatha’s head. Archie tore across the wooden planks, and Nimble charged behind him so fast and hard that his footfalls rocked the dock. But neither of them were close enough to stop Nate from firing his gun. 
Nurse Fuggas swung the signal lamp into Nate’s side. He stumbled and fired wide. Then he spun back and slammed his gun across the side of the nurse’s face. She fell to the dock.
“Get off me, you mad hag!” Silas heaved Agatha against a wooden dock support. She hit with a loud crack, swayed, and then sank to the dock. 
Silas lifted his pistol as if to shoot her but stilled in horror as he caught sight of Archie and Nimble. The pleasure drained from his expression.
“Kill them!” he shouted to Mike and Nate as he turned his own pistol on Archie. Nimble launched himself forward and the entire dock shook. Silas fired but the bullet ripped into the planks to Archie’s right.
“Where the hell—” Nate’s exclamation ended in a sickly, wet noise as Nimble plowed his fist into Nate’s chest with bone-crushing force.
Archie hurled his storm lantern into Silas’s gun hand. The pearl-handled pistol fell. Archie had no idea where. But without it, Silas bolted back. Agatha kicked out a foot and sent Silas sprawling. Then Archie pounced on him. 
Out of the corner of his eye Archie saw Nimble charge Mike. Another gunshot sounded. 
Cold dread seized Archie, but he didn’t turn his attention from Silas. The old man nearly slid a belt knife between Archie’s ribs. The blade slashed through Archie’s coat and scraped his skin like a shaving razor. Fortunately Archie had learned the same trick from Silas years before, and he practiced it through three years of warfare. He punched Nimble’s boot knife deep into Silas’s chest. 
Silas jerked and swore as Archie bore down on the blade. Then Silas went still.
Archie wrenched his knife free of Silas’s dead heart and sprinted across the dock, desperate to reach Nimble. His pulse pounded wildly, and the sound of the single gunshot seemed to play again and again in his mind. He hardly noticed Charles hunched over Phebe, shielding her body with his own. All he saw was Nimble swaying over Mike’s prone body. Mike was past posing any threat. His head twisted to the side, his neck wrung around like a chicken’s.
“Are you hit?” Archie caught Nimble’s shoulder, offering his strength if Nimble needed it.
“Not a scratch.” Nimble lifted his arm to expose the singed hole, shot through the left side of his scarlet coat. Powder burns blackened his pinstriped waistcoat. “But this is the second of my fancy suits ruined.”
Relief swept through Archie like a giddy rush. From the arena upstairs, he heard a roar of cheers.
***
The noise from the floors above quieted. The pretense of great battles ended, while on the swaying dock their small group worked on, cold, tired, and battered. Archie saw to it that the river carried Silas and the Smith twins’ corpses away. The unremarkable weapons that had belonged to Nate and Mike, he tossed into the river. The pearl-handled pistol he would clean and lock away in one of the many lovely gun cases that he’d inherited from his grandfather.
When—if—the remains came to the attention of the Inquisition, the simple alibis that Nimble, Agatha, and Charles concocted would serve them all. Agatha had invited them up to her private rooms to show that there were no hard feelings concerning her engagement. Nimble had regaled them with a few amusing poems, and they had all entertained themselves, playing cards.
“I won the majority of the hands,” Agatha stated.
“Certainly,” Nimble agreed. “But we could all see that dear lovestruck Archie didn’t have it in his heart to better you.” Oddly that won a hearty laugh from Agatha and Nurse Fuggas both.
Then Nurse Fuggas raced up the stairs and returned with medical supplies from the infirmary. The six of them settled on the worn steps of the stairs with the green glow of Archie’s battered storm lamp lighting them. Nurse Fuggas saw to Charles and Agatha, while Archie washed Nimble’s hands and bandaged his knuckles. Then Agatha looked to the nurse’s scrapes and bruises. Phebe wore Charles’s coat to keep off the night winds. 
Somewhere in the midst of it all, Nimble reassured the Wedmoors and Nurse Fuggas that neither he nor Archie had any intention of exposing them or the Prodigals whom they ferried away to greater freedom. It also became abundantly clear that Phebe was Charles’s child, the daughter he’d been parted from during the war. He spoke haltingly of his despair after he’d lost her and her mother in a prison camp and of how he and Agatha had searched for years afterward.
“This entire pretense of a club was first conceived of as a sanctuary for Phebe, though it grew into much more.” Agatha made an attempt to smooth her wild hair from her face. Then she gingerly dabbed some balm over the ugly bruise already darkening Nurse Fuggas’s cheek. Archie wondered how she would explain it away and then remembered that the nurse had ready access to stage makeup, as well as the latest fashion of veiled hats to fall back on. 
Charles injuries would be chalked up to his boxing club.
“Those of us on her mother’s side were searching for Phebe as well. That’s how Agatha and I found each other.” Nurse Fuggas and Agatha gazed at each other briefly, but with such tender affection that an altogether new aspect of their relationship suddenly occurred to Archie.
Well…. No wonder the two of them had received his pretense of courting so very coldly.
For just a moment, he pondered what, if anything, the two of them might have perceived in the way he and Nimble stood together and how they exchanged familiar smiles.
“Somehow Silas found out. He got to her before any of us.” Charles glanced at Phebe, and she studied him in return. They were not close, that was obvious. But a hopefulness showed in both their expressions. They wanted to care for each other and to be loved in return. That was a start, Archie supposed.
“At first all he wanted from me was my money. I was happy to pay him anything to have my daughter back with me,” Charles said. “But as he spent more time in the club, he came to suspect that he could threaten far worse than the ruin of my reputation. He began to demand more and more. Until I feared that I was losing myself utterly to his wishes. His requirements became unbearable.”
“Like having someone take a shot at me?” Archie inquired without any real feeling of betrayal. What sort of father wouldn’t have sacrificed a veritable stranger’s life for that of his daughter?
“I was meant to do more than that. He’d ordered me to get you on your own in the north side of the city where his men could murder you and pass it off as a mugging.” Charles looked wretched. “But then you didn’t want to go gaming and Mr. Hobbs couldn’t be convinced to leave your side.”
“So what, then? You shot at us out the club window as a sign of good faith to Silas?” Nimble sounded as skeptical as Archie on that count. Charles couldn’t have seen them through the gloom, and he’d been on entirely the wrong story of the building.
“Of course he didn’t.” Nurse Fuggas replied crisply. “Anyway the shots were meant to be a warning. To scare you away from the club and keep you both out of Silas’s horrid grasp. No one would have been hurt if you, Mr. Hobbs, hadn’t thrown yourself out to shield Lord Granville, here. I hadn’t expected that.”
“It was only a scratch,” Nimble assured her with a shrug. Then he turned a smug smile in Archie’s direction. “Told you it was Fuggas who fired on us.”
“As I recall, you also thought she was trying to shoot you, not me,” Archie responded.
Nimble shrugged again as if that was a minor detail. Moths fluttering in the glow of the storm lamp cast odd shadows across the dock. Archie could see Agatha considering him and Nimble. 
“So what is it that you actually do, Mr. Hobbs?” Agatha asked at last.
Nimble produced his card—albeit a rather damp one—and offered a sanitized version of the events that had brought him to the Dee Club. He cast Archie as a mere army acquaintance with a soft heart and too much time on his hands, and himself as a fellow more accustomed to locating lost cats and love letters than a man who readily faced down gunmen with just his fists.
“So, Thom hired you? And he’s well? Thank God for that.” Agatha sounded truly relieved. “When he disappeared, I was quite worried that Silas had snatched him up. I tried to locate him myself, but I don’t have too many contacts in certain quarters of Hells Below.”
“You asked the reverend to look for him.” Nimble sounded certain of it.
Agatha nodded. “I’ll do what I can to see that he receives a letter from Nancy. She is quite fond of him.”
They all quieted as a red rowboat neared the dock. Recognition lit the face of the silver-haired woman at the prow as she caught sight of Agatha and Nurse Fuggas. The strapping young man at the oars slowed his stroke. Archie, being both uninjured and more than eight years old, rose and assisted in mooring the boat. Then he stepped aside as Agatha and Nurse Fuggas said tearful goodbyes to Phebe. Charles begged her to write him, and she agreed.
Agatha assured her that her Nornian great-aunt would adore her and had already made a place for her in her home. “You’ll be free to walk through the meadow and visit any city you like, my darling.” Agatha gave her a last embrace and helped her into the rowboat.
Then to Archie’s surprise, Agatha turned to Nimble.
“Mr. Pugg mentioned that you hoped to one day escape the city,” Agatha said. “After all you’ve done for us, I would love to help you. If not right this moment, then whenever you’re ready.”
Nimble looked startled and then so hopeful that it made Archie’s heart ache. He didn’t want Nimble to go and yet he knew that Nimble deserved the freedom to wander where he wanted. To walk under open skies and visit all the wonders of the world.
“Thank you,” Nimble replied after a moment. “But as much as I’d love to go, well, I’m afraid my heart is still here.”
 

Epilogue: Leave-Taking
 
Archie remained a member of the Dee Club but didn’t attend regularly any longer. He still saw Charles, Neet, and Lupton, but not so often, in part because they each moved on in their own interests. Charles largely abandoned boxing in favor of painting, Neet met a young woman who appeared to appreciate his interest in her and his taste in poetry, and Lupton spent more and more time with his brandy.
For a month, Archie kept clear of Agatha, but when an overbearing young earl began courting her too enthusiastically, Archie once again stepped into the role of her most ardent admirer. He made himself a stumbling block to the earl’s pursuit, and with Nurse Fuggas’s aid, he contrived to frustrate the man into eloping with a saucy widow. While foiling the earl’s various romantic overtures, Archie discovered that Agatha did in fact possess a wonderful sense of humor. They got on rather well and soon grew used to sharing company and shielding each other from matchmakers and gossipmongers alike.
Of course, the Inquisition did come in search of Silas. Happily, Nurse Fuggas was able to warn Nimble away from Archie for the many months that the investigation dragged on. Inquisitors in their deathly black uniforms rifled through Archie’s papers and shot him hard, cold glares as they pointed out that he did not seem unduly troubled by his uncle’s prolonged absence. He acknowledged that he and his uncle were not close. He neither knew nor cared where the old goat had gone off to.
“Would it bother you to learn he was dead, then?” the Inquisition captain asked.
“Of course it would,” Archie replied. “I look terrible in mourning colors. And in addition to that, I’d find myself saddled with his monstrous debts.”
The captain looked annoyed but thoughtful as well and then angled his further inquiries in the direction of Silas’s finances. Archie provided the names of moneylenders and gaming houses. After an hour of getting nothing more from Archie or his townhouse, the Inquisitors withdrew, though the captain assured Archie that he would hear from them again. 
Archie pretended to find it all rather amusing and suggested they meet at the captain’s residence next time. In reality the encounter filled him with a dread that didn’t lift for days. Archie missed Nimble and longed to chat with him, but so long as he knew that the Inquisition watched him, Archie didn’t dare lead them anywhere near Nimble. 
Instead Archie kept himself occupied at Lords’ court in the day and at the card tables most evenings. In both domains he conspired to win votes for the repeal movement. He ensured that gentlemen who had fallen into debt to him developed a sudden, passionate support for his cause. Agatha championed it as well and even managed to win the Queen’s public endorsement.
As weeks passed into months, visits from Inquisitors grew rare. The captain took on a weary appearance, which Archie found reassuring. One Inquisitor admitted to Archie that the captain’s exhaustion didn’t stem from too few leads to chase down but far too many.
Over half a century, Silas had managed to make so very many enemies that Archie soon became only one of a multitude of suspects. (In fact, Archie was a rare individual who actually had something to lose by Silas’s demise.) There were veritable generations of women whom Silas had conned and jilted, illegitimate children he’d abandoned, and numerous men he’d swindled. Rumors circulated that he’d stooped to blackmailing his fellow peers on more than one occasion. Silas’s creditors numbered into the dozens and included the infamous Bastard Jack. 
Summer passed and leaves began to change color. The dour Inquisition captain called on Archie to inform him that they now suspected that his uncle had fled the country of his own volition. Interviews with a boy called Thom Chax had revealed Silas’s numerous inquiries about smuggling people in and out of the country. The entire case was dropped.
Two rainy days later, Archie and his fellow lords cast their votes and at last overturned the Prodigal Restriction Codes. Fireworks lit the night skies and illuminated the crowds of people dancing in the streets. Inquisitors half-heartedly attempted to suppress the week-long celebrations by posting bans and issuing two-penny fines. The crowds were too numerous and too jubilant to be curbed. And the fact was that even natural citizens enjoyed the outpouring of song and revelry.
Archie half-expected Hells Below to empty out in a matter of days, but the exodus proved much more slow. Many families had lived there for generations and desired no other homes, only the right to do business and vacation elsewhere. But the young and the adventurous steadily departed.
It didn’t surprise Archie, though it did shake him a little, when Nimble called upon him, carrying a suitcase and dressed for the road—plain brown coat, boots, and all. Even so, Archie’s sedate drawing room and refined furnishings seemed too small and too dull to confine him. A bright blue feather adorned the green satin band of his hat, and turquoise satin flashed from his waistcoat.
“All set to take on the world?” Archie asked.
“Well, there are a few corners I wouldn’t mind having a go at,” Nimble replied. He cocked his head and studied Archie as if expecting him make some sudden realization. But what was there to wonder at? Nimble had always longed to leave; now he could go as he pleased. Archie only hoped he would come back.
“Your girl didn’t tell you?” Nimble asked.
“Agatha, you mean? What should she have told me?” Archie asked.
“Well, there’s this friend of hers living out on some sprawling country estate. A very charming fellow, or so she says.” Nimble grinned. “And it seems he’s got himself something of an intractable problem. If you take my meaning.”
Archie remembered then that Agatha had taken Nimble’s card.
So, Nimble had been hired. Archie wondered about the nature of the trouble that it merited Nimble’s intervention. What would Nimble find himself up against on that country estate? A family curse? Bandits? Blackmail? Or perhaps something altogether more mysterious. 
Archie frowned. “I’m not sure how I feel about you being out in the wilds with no one to have your back, old boot.”
“Now you see, I’m of much the same mind about that, my bantling,” Nimble replied. “And then I recalled that we did make a good sort of team. So I thought I ought to drop by and ask you how quick you could get your bags packed.”
Delight surged through Archie. “Give me five minutes and I’ll be ready.”
“I’ll give you ten if you pack more than a cloak and those ugly old army boots.”
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