


[image: image]





[image: image]

[image: image]



CONTENTS

TITLE PAGE

EPIGRAPH



PHILADELPHIA

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

THE MIDLANDS

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

THE NORTH WEST

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

LONDON

CHAPTER TWENTY

LONDON

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

PHILADELPHIA

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

LONDON

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

PHILADELPHIA, RICHMOND, AND BEYOND

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

NEW ORLEANS

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

CHAPTER FIFTY

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR



SOURCES AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ALSO BY STEPHEN GALLAGHER

COPYRIGHT



She is coming, my own, my sweet;

Were it ever so airy a tread,

My heart would hear and beat,

Were it earth in an earthy bed,

My dust would hear her and beat,

Had I lain for a century dead,

Would start and tremble under her feet,
 
And blossom in purple and red.

ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON
 MAUD, PART I, SECTION XXII
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ONE

They were driving sheep through the middle of town again. The office window was open and Sebastian Becker could hear them from his desk. All through the afternoon Oakes, the bookkeeper, had been finding reasons to look down into the street. Now he had another.

Sebastian laid down his pen and tilted back his chair. His eyes hurt. He yawned and stretched and pressed the heels of his palms into them and wondered, not for the first time, whether he needed to be checked out for eyeglasses.

Then he realized what he was doing, and cut the yawn short as best he could.

He said, “Are you expecting someone, Mister Oakes?”

Oakes looked back into the office. “Only the boy with the bag from New York,” he said.

“The boy’s been and gone,” Sebastian said. “There was nothing that can’t wait until Monday.”

Oakes hesitated for a moment and then moved out of the slanting sunlight and away from the window. There were at least half a dozen other desks in the room, none occupied, but all of them piled high with paperwork. One chair had a waistcoat slung over the back of it. Another, a gun belt.

As Sebastian lifted his pen again, Oakes gathered together some ledgers and moved them from one place to another. The sheep were almost out of earshot now, their eerie half-human cries pursued by the impatient clanging of an obstructed streetcar. Oakes began to straighten chairs. Despite Sebastian’s permission, he seemed reluctant to leave.

“Mister Oakes…” Sebastian prompted him.

Oakes said, “Mister Bearce has said he’s unhappy with my work.”

“We’ll find some way to change his mind,” Sebastian said. “On Monday. Go home, Mister Oakes.”

“If you’re certain…” Oakes said, fishing for further reassurance. But Sebastian just looked at him, so he went.

Alone now and with one less distraction, Sebastian tried to return his attention to the words on the page. Despite having left the room, Oakes was still somewhere in the suite of offices. Sebastian could hear him moving around, bothering someone else, finding a few last things to do…almost as if the building might absorb his dedication, and then whisper of it to the absent Mr. Bearce.

The General Business letter was a report on the ongoing work of the agency. Compiled every two weeks and sent to George Bangs in New York City, it covered all the investigations that were under way and any new business that might have come in. Bangs would draw together information from all the agency offices and then deliver his summary to the Pinkerton brothers.

Sebastian had been an assistant superintendent for just over a month. The paperwork called for skills he could muster but didn’t enjoy using. It was a warm Saturday afternoon, and he and most of Philadelphia were in a weekend mood. There was also the distraction of the telegraph message that he’d tucked under the corner of his blotter. Personal to him, it caught his eye every now and again.

When the letter was finished, he dropped the handwritten pages into the out-tray for the stenographers and reached for his coat from the back of his chair. He was stiff from sitting, and his eyes ached from the sustained concentration.

Sebastian Becker was a man in his early forties. He had not yet gone to seed, and some thought him handsome—his wife, for one. When he looked in a mirror, what he mostly saw was the face of his father coming through. That, and some of the traces of old pain. Intending no offense to his late father, he didn’t see handsome at all.

He folded the telegraph message and slipped it into his pocket. Then he opened his desk drawer, took out a double-action Bulldog police revolver, and checked and spun its chambers before stowing it inside his jacket.

“Is there a problem, Mister Becker?”

He turned around. Oakes was watching him from the doorway, pulling on his own coat as he stood there.

“No problem, Mister Oakes,” Sebastian said. He closed the window and then followed Oakes out of the office.

As they descended the building’s stairway together, Oakes said, “Any plans for the Sunday, sir?”

“I promised to take the Mrs. and her sister out to Willow Grove,” Sebastian said. “She’s heard that Sousa’s conducting in the park.”

“Hardly the music for ladies, I wouldn’t have thought.”

“Mrs. Becker can be an unusual woman.”

The night janitor was waiting by the metal gates. He’d closed up the building and was letting the last few people out in ones and twos. He was a veteran, and never spoke. It was said that cannon fire had made him simple.

Out on Chestnut Street and raising his voice as the metal slid, Oakes said, “Will you take the boy?”

And Becker said, “I rather think we will.”

         

A streetcar ride and a ten-minute walk took Sebastian home. Home was in a narrow, tree-lined alley just off a pleasant square, a neatly pointed brick row house with shutters on its windows and a small garden to the rear. Before he let himself in, he checked around to see if anyone was observing. A nag was pulling a brewery wagon across the end of the alley, and that was about all.

It was a quiet neighborhood, and strangers would stand out. Come eight o’clock, you’d hear the banging of the shutters, and by nine, all would be dark. But that was the life he’d been looking for.

They’d lived here a month. The rent was a stretch even on a superintendent’s pay, but it was worth it for him to know that his family was secure. When they’d made the move after the rise in his fortunes, he’d had no idea how good the timing of it was. Their old Lehigh Avenue apartment had been right in the heart of the Irish quarter, and in the light of that morning’s news it would have been no safe place to remain.

As he closed the door behind him, his wife’s sister was crossing the hallway with an armful of cut flowers from the garden.

“Good evening, Sebastian,” she said.

“Hello, Frances,” he said. Before he’d finished speaking, the ceiling above their heads began to shiver with the lowest bass notes of a scale from a tenor tuba.

Becker had called his wife an unusual woman. In most respects she was not. She was slight, dark-eyed, pale and freckled and elegantly pretty—all attractive features, but none of them in any way startling or radical. What was uncommon was to find such a woman spending at least twenty minutes of each day in practice on a four-valve euphonium, entirely for her own enjoyment.

He followed the sound up the stairs to the sitting room at the back of the house. When he pushed open the door, there she was. She’d set up her chair and music stand by the window. Against the late sun, not just the brass of the instrument but the entirety of her shone like gold. The floor vibrated like a deck and the very air shook when the low notes sounded. Their son was at her feet, propped on his elbows, oblivious to everything but the magazine he was looking at.

Movement caught her eye, and she saw him. Without missing a beat, she raised her eyebrows in a greeting. Sebastian managed a smile, and wondered at the patience of their new neighbors. They’d discussed the possibility of occasional disturbance with them, of course. Both neighbors had thanked them for their thoughtfulness and insisted that they would not mind. But after a certain amount of Lohengrin, anyone could start to regret being quite so agreeable.

Robert was scrambling to his feet, his dime novel forgotten. He’d seen his father. He came running toward Sebastian and, avoiding his offered embrace, punched him in the leg as hard as he could before slithering by and away. Sebastian could hear Frances calling after him as he scuttled down the stairs.

Elisabeth lowered her euphonium and laid it down with care, before crossing the room to her husband.

“What’s the matter with him?” Sebastian said.

“He’d convinced himself you were going to be early,” Elisabeth said. “That’s all.”

“I never said I would.”

“I know.”

She rose on tiptoe to give Sebastian a kiss of greeting, steadying herself with a hand against his chest. He sensed her sudden tension as she became aware of the Bulldog revolver under his coat, even though her outward attitude showed no change.

“What’s wrong?” she said, dropping back to her usual height.

“Nothing’s wrong.”

“I thought English policemen didn’t like to carry guns.”

“I’m no longer a policeman, and this isn’t England.”

“Is someone looking for you?”

He thought about showing her the telegraph message, and decided against it.

“Stop worrying,” he said. “It’s only a precaution.”

“Against what? Can we still go out?”

From most of the women he’d ever known, such a question would have been thrown down as a challenge or with a pout. But not from his wife.

“We can still go out,” he said.



TWO

After church the next day, and in their summer Sunday best, Sebastian and his family boarded a trolley to the park at Willow Grove. He wore his dark suit and a straw boater. The women wore long, light dresses and Robert a white sailor suit. In deference to Elisabeth’s worries, Sebastian had hidden the revolver in the waistband of his pants. He’d tucked it right around in the small of his back so that she wouldn’t be aware of it, even if the movement of the trolley should throw them together. He hadn’t anticipated its effect in church, where sitting in the hard pew had made the service into an even greater torture than usual.

But he expected no trouble today. Today he was just a man with his family, one face in a very big crowd. The park at Willow Grove had been opened by the Rapid Transit Company to give people a reason to ride on their line, and its model of free concerts and fairground entertainment was being imitated in cities all over the nation. Brooklyn had its Steeplechase Park, Salt Lake City its church-run Saltair. But Willow Grove, Philadelphia’s Fairyland, was ahead of them all. Sousa, the March King, had brought his band to play there two years before, and now his visits were becoming an annual fixture.

Elisabeth loved the sound of a marching band. She always said that she’d inherited the love from her maternal grandfather, an old soldier who would forget everything when he heard one in the street. He would follow the musicians until they stopped playing, whereupon he’d discover himself lost in some unfamiliar part of town and unable to find his way home.

At the terminal station, they moved with the crowd through a tunnel under the tracks to emerge into the park. Frances took the boy off toward the midway while Elisabeth took Sebastian’s arm, and together they crossed to the pavilion of music. Elisabeth’s sister was good with the child, there was no doubting that. She lived with them for that very reason, and earned her keep as his tutor. He did not attend any school.

Sebastian found his son difficult to fathom. He had not begun to speak until he was five, and now cared for little other than his dime novels. Sebastian had forbidden them at first, thinking them inappropriate. But Robert’s interests were not engaged by anything else. He was a shy boy, indifferent to friendships or learning unless it was a subject that drew him. In the end, Elisabeth had allowed him one new dime novel every two weeks. He’d go down to the newsstand with Frances and could take anything up to an hour over his choice. He saved them, reread them, could recite entire passages by heart. Frank Reade, Deadwood Dick, Buffalo Bill. He could give you tables of contents with page numbers, list all the back-page ads for any issue. And yet a schoolteacher, whose name they’d agreed would never again be spoken in their house, had once tried to persuade them that their son might be an imbecile.

The band was playing “The Belle of Chicago” as Sebastian and Elisabeth took their seats. Sebastian cared little for music of any kind, but he cared for Elisabeth and as she watched the band, his eyes were on her. At thirty-one, she was his junior by a number of years.

After a while, she became aware of his attention.

“What’s the matter?” she said.

“Nothing.”

“You’re bored, aren’t you?”

“How could I be?”

She smiled and looked toward the stage, where the forty members of the Sousa orchestra were turning pages and making ready to strike up again. She tilted her chin up a little to catch a cooling breeze that came and went in a moment, and Sebastian’s heart seemed to swell in his chest.

She said, “Daddy once told me he’d buy me an orchestra to play in.”

“The euphonium?”

“The price was that I’d have to learn the cello instead. But that was before he lost his fortune.”

That was typical of Elisabeth’s father. When her family had money they’d lived in one of the big houses north of Market Street. Not quite the “best” district, North of Market was where the new money settled. Elisabeth had spent most of her childhood in a mansion on North Sixteenth Street, just below Columbia. Their neighbors had included families like the Stetsons and the Gimbels.

Despite his own humble background, her father had been a terrific snob, and even financial ruin hadn’t managed to knock any of that out of him. He’d disapproved of Sebastian—too old for Elisabeth, an immigrant, a lapsed Catholic with a Jew name, a paid-by-the-hour Pinkerton Man—and disapproved of him still. Only Frances passed between the two households, and brought them whatever news there was.

Until her teenage years, Elisabeth had been a princess of the nouveau riche. She’d owned several horses and had a servant of her own. She’d had Sebastian walk her by their old mansion once. He’d gazed at it in awe, while she gripped his arm and looked the other way. It had been quite something.

Now he said, “What do you miss most?”

“I’m the richest woman in town,” she said. “There’s nothing to miss.”

The band played “Liberty Bell.” Men tapped their feet, and women waved their programs in time. When it ended, Sousa turned and bowed to the applause. He was a slight, balding and bearded figure in pince-nez. As this was a Sunday concert, he wore a white uniform and gloves.

Joining in the applause, Elisabeth leaned over to Sebastian and said, “I wish you could tell me more.”

“There’s nothing to tell,” Sebastian said.

“It’s not for my sake,” she said, “it’s for Frances and for Robert. How can I warn them if I know nothing at all?”

Sebastian looked away, took a breath, and sighed it out. What could he do? It went against his instincts, but she was probably right.

He said, “It concerns two brothers of an Irish boy that I helped to track down. Word has come through that the boy is to be executed.”

“And these two brothers are looking for you?”

“It’s always wise to keep one’s guard.”

“Are they looking for you?”

He did not mean to hesitate. It was only for a moment, but it was enough to give him away.

“No,” he said, regretting his attempt at guile even as it came out.

Her hand came up into view. He didn’t see where she produced it from, but she held yesterday’s telegraph message in it. Which meant that she’d known the truth all along. Over on the platform, Sousa raised his baton. She raised an eyebrow and waited.

“I’m supposed to be the detective here,” he said ruefully.

“Don’t shelter us quite so much, Sebastian,” she said. “Father kept the worst from us, and I hate that more than anything.” And then, as the music began, she started to rise, saying, “I think I’ve had my fill of marching for now. Let’s head on over and rescue Frances.”

         

The midway stood beyond the Electric Fountain and the lakes, with two large carousels at either end of the broad walk. Beyond the midway were the perilous-looking Shoot-the-Chute ride and other big park attractions. New rides were being planned and added every year. The crowds were dense, but should they fail to find each other Elisabeth had determined that they’d meet at the Lakeside Café. Robert generally made for the larger of the two carousels, where he was fascinated by the mechanical arrangement that gave the animals a jumping motion.

But neither he nor Frances could be seen there, and so Sebastian and Elisabeth started a slow walk back down the midway toward their rendezvous point. There was no reason to hurry. They had more than half an hour to waste until the meeting time.

Most of the attractions on the midway were housed in permanent structures, in a row that resembled one side of a small-town street facing out across a green. Some of the vacant spaces had been leased to visiting showmen, and here Sebastian could sense a change in atmosphere and tone. Their put-up buildings were brasher and shabbier than the regular ones, and the show people fronting them were similarly turned out. This was Willow Grove, and so they were on their best behavior. But they were like yard dogs given a bath and a big ribbon.

Nevertheless, they were a powerful draw. Their ballyhoo seemed to attract even the most decent citizens where, by logic, one would expect it to deter. Brazen, crude, and primal, their showmanship appealed to the primitive in all. Exhibitions of natural curiosities stood side by side with novelty acts. Largest of all, and brashest among the sideshows, stood a boxing booth.

It was a big tent of dirty canvas, before which a painted proscenium had been raised on a scaffold with a platform that set the pitchman above the heads of the crowd. He had no megaphone, but intoned his message with a nasal cadence that was unlike natural speech but which fell on the ear like a ship’s fog warning.

“Three rounds!” he was saying. “Go three rounds with the Masked Champion and win five dollars and compel him to reveal his face to all.”

The so-called Masked Champion stood behind him in a dirty robe, his face concealed by a device no more elaborate than three holes poked in a knitted cap. He was tall and heavyset and badly out of condition. He was scanning the mostly male crowd, making a show of seeking out challengers.

“Never unmasked and never defeated,” the barker went on. “Will you be the man to do it? Have we got any men out there? All I see is a bunch of ladies.”

Some of the people booed and the barker continued to scan the gathering, working them with an expression of superiority and contempt.

“You!” called out the Masked Champion, pointing at someone in the crowd and shouting in a whiskeyed voice that barely carried over their heads. “I’ll fight you!” And when his first random target held up his hands and shook his head, he chose another and pointed and shouted again. “I’ll fight you!”

Elisabeth nudged Sebastian playfully.

“Go on, Sebastian,” she said. “He says he’ll fight you.”

And for a moment it did, indeed, seem that the moth-eaten Masked Champion had picked Sebastian out of the mob to issue him a personal challenge. Sebastian avoided any meeting of eyes and told Elisabeth, “I somehow don’t think so,” but already the Champion had moved on and was pointing to provoke another.

“I have never seen a boxing match,” said Elisabeth.

Sebastian turned to her in surprise. “Would you want to?”

She did not reply. But there was a sparkle in her eyes as she returned his look, as if daring him to respond to some hint that she’d just thrown out and he’d failed to notice. It was a look that he’d seen from her before. It usually marked the start of a path that would lead, in the end, to a private act. But he’d never seen it quite like this, and never before in a public place.

Before Sebastian could say anything more, there was a roar of approval from those all around them.

“We have a challenger!” the barker announced. “What’s your name, boy?”

Sebastian immediately assumed a stooge, but the young man pushing his way to the front of the crowd was surrounded by friends of a similar age and seemed to be a legitimate member of the local public. “Henry Keenan,” the young man shouted back, handing his hat to somebody and beginning to struggle out of his jacket as he moved.

“Come on up, then, Henry Keenan,” the barker called. At the first sign of a contender, the Masked Champion had lowered his head and disappeared back through the flaps of the tent. “Take your seats inside, folks. No spitting, no gambling, no climbing into the ring. No children, sonny.”

Elisabeth was still looking at Sebastian, still daring him. All around them people were starting to push their way toward the entrance to the booth, buffeting them like a passing flood.

Sebastian had seen something of life. He was fairly certain that the experience would not be as she imagined it. But how to explain that to her, without seeming to treat her like a child?

So he inclined his head slightly as if to say, Why not? And they gave in and went with the flow.

         

On the inside, the boxing booth was like a grimy circus tent over a cattle auction ring. There were shaky-looking wooden bleachers on all sides around the fight area. The place had almost filled up as Sebastian and Elisabeth found seats in the middle of a row. Sebastian had worried that his wife might be the only woman to join the audience, but she was far from alone.

The young challenger, now in shirtsleeves, had been given a well-used pair of gloves and was being laced into them by his companions. In the opposite corner of the ring, the Masked Champion was alone and taking off his robe. He had no second; all available hands were out among the crowd, moving along the rows and taking money.

As the robe came off it revealed high boots, long johns, and a woolen undershirt, with baggy trunks over. This closer look confirmed Sebastian’s first impression. The man’s body was powerful looking, but neglected and past its prime. There was something touchingly domestic about the way that he clumsily straightened the creases out of the robe before hanging it outside the ring, as if he had no other and it needed care. Sebastian wondered if he had just the one knitted mask, as well. It covered his entire head, showing only his eyes and his mouth.

In the middle of the arena the showman paced and swung around, favoring every corner of the tent with a commentary. He was there to keep the sense of a show alive for as long as the necessary business took.

“The man in the mask has fought before presidents and the crowned heads of Europe,” he declaimed. “He has traveled the world and he has never been beaten. He has a special contempt for the males of Pennsylvania, who he says are the weakest-looking bunch of old women that he’s ever come upon.”

The males of Pennsylvania responded exactly as they were meant to, loudly and angrily, and the atmosphere became even more charged. It was a strange sight, the Philadelphia middle classes hooting and hollering like farmhands at a cockfight. Sebastian looked at his wife. She was slightly flushed, and he could sense the tension in her; she was glancing all around and missing nothing.

He reckoned he had a fair idea of how it would go. The professional went through this every day of his life, several times a day. A young blood in gloves was unlikely to trouble him much, however full of vim. He’d keep it going, giving the crowd their money’s worth, making it look as if there was a real chance of an outcome, and then probably put the boy down midway through the third. The boy would be carried off with honor, bearing some manly damage and a tale to be told, and the Masked Champion would go back out front to the platform and do it all over again.

That was unless the boy showed some skill, or presented a genuine danger to the professional. Then it would be in the professional’s best interest to floor the challenger quickly, and terminate the boy’s luck. The crowd wouldn’t like it. But there would be other crowds.

All was ready. “Three rounds,” the barker cried out over the racket. “London rules.” He then said something in a low voice that the two opponents had to lean in to hear. The masked man nodded, and the boy started to skip impatiently on the spot.

Then the barker raised his voice again. “Gentlemen, go to.”

He stepped from the ring as the two men squared off.

The noise in the tent was now deafening. The fighters circled. The friends of Henry Keenan were right up against the ringside and making the most noise of all. The boy feinted a few times, and the fighter did nothing in response. Not even a flinch. When the boy suddenly put in a blow, the seasoned fighter blocked it without seeming to alter his stance by more than an inch or two.

Keenan’s supporters grew even more vocal. Sebastian glanced again at Elisabeth. She seemed to be holding her breath.

They continued to circle, the masked fighter lumbering like an ox and the challenger becoming ever more bold. The champion’s action wasn’t impressive, although personally Sebastian wouldn’t have cared to attempt to bring such an ox to the ground. That thought didn’t seem to occur to Keenan; the fighter’s stolidity and lack of speed were tempting the young man into a display of overconfidence.

Keenan was showing off, wasting his energies, playing to his friends. He got in a couple of body blows that didn’t trouble the professional at all, and then a lucky one to the head that did. The masked man didn’t stagger; but he took a step back and he closed up his guard, putting himself beyond the boy’s reach for a moment. He drew his head back into his shoulders as if to protect it better, as if the punch had jarred him.

At the ringside, the Keenan faction roared even louder. Grinning, Keenan acknowledged his supporters and then turned back to press his imagined advantage.

He turned into the masked fighter’s right glove, coming out of nowhere like a rock on a rope and snapping his head around. The left hit him a fraction of a second later, and snapped him around the other way.

One of the two blows broke his nose, but it was impossible to say which. Spit flew, blood flowed. Keenan reeled back, only keeping his balance by a fluke. Flailing his arms, rocking on his heels, he seemed ready to fall. The pro moved around with him, not lowering his guard, ready to give out more of the same.

Glancing at Elisabeth, Sebastian saw the color draining from her face. This was not as she’d imagined. He felt concern, but he also felt relief. Relief that she was still the woman he knew.

Over in the ring, the Masked Champion slammed in another cruel blow with calm accuracy. Henry Keenan wove, staggered, and fell to one knee. The barker was in the ring within moments, stepping between the two fighters with his hand upraised.

“Round One!” he declared. The professional ambled back to his corner, and the young man was lifted back to his own by a couple of his friends. All around Sebastian and Elisabeth, the crowd were getting to their feet in a near frenzy. Only that morning, most of them had been Christians in church; now, with the temporary permission of the sporting ritual, all were pagans in a pit.

She looked back at him and managed a weak smile. He guessed that she’d probably seen enough. Sebastian glanced around them, but between them and the exit was a noisy, heaving mass of passionate spectators. All in Sunday best. All baying like dogs at the scent of a kill.

Elisabeth touched her gloved hand to her lips briefly, as if in need of air.

“Gentlemen,” the barker said, “go to.”

Henry Keenan, partly recovered, came out of his corner with an angry shout. There was blood down his shirt and madness in his eyes. His opponent stood ready to block any punch he might throw. But Keenan now abandoned London rules. He swung no punch, but hurled himself on and headbutted the pro.

The masked fighter staggered. The barker jumped into the ring and tried to intervene, but Keenan shoved him away and pressed his advantage. The fighter’s guard was down. Keenan kicked him a couple of times and then started to beat him about the head, while his friends roared encouragement. The barker seized Keenan from behind, pinning his arms and dragging him back. The masked man had dropped to one knee and stayed there, making a few feeble movements but not rising.

Elisabeth covered her eyes with one hand. Sebastian touched her on the shoulder. Impossible though the crush seemed, he had to get her out of there.

“Let’s go,” he said, and she nodded. They rose, and with Sebastian leading they started to push their way toward the exit.

Back in the ring, the masked fighter had managed to get to his feet. He stood grasping the rope with both gloves, panting and in pain, while the barker blocked Keenan’s attempts to reach him again. Keenan’s friends were climbing into the ring to back him up. The crowd was howling, and from all corners of the tent the carnies and bottle men who’d taken the money were pushing their way through to get to the trouble.

Nobody paid any attention to Sebastian and Elisabeth. He gave up on politeness because no one was listening, and started forcing a way.

As they reached the aisle, Elisabeth fell against his side and said, “It was not as I’d thought.”

“I know,” Sebastian said, putting an arm around her to protect her from further shoving. “But compared to some of the things I’ve seen people do to each other, I can assure you this is nothing.”

It was getting worse. Keenan’s friends had their hands on the barker and were restraining him as Keenan crossed the ring to where the masked fighter stood. For a moment it was looking as if he’d attack him again; but instead he put one hand on the man’s shoulder. With the other, he grabbed the mask and pulled it off the fighter’s head in a single motion.

The crowd gave a whoop as it came off. With the mask went any mystery that it had helped to generate. The man who stood revealed was a battered nonentity. Keenan held up the knitted rag and paraded it around the ring as if it was his enemy’s head. Masked or unmasked, the fighter seemed not to care.

There had been no rare beauty hidden under there, that much was for sure. Hair cropped and mousy, a face like something pickled in gin. It was beginning to swell around the eye and cheekbone where Keenan’s forehead had made contact. The fighter remained passive, his gloves holding the rope, his chest rising and falling, waiting for the noise to end or for his senses to return.

Out in the aisle, where he should have been helping Elisabeth, Sebastian found himself staring. It could not be. And yet…

“Sayers!” he breathed.
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