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PROLOGUE

Manhattan, February 1893

T
hough he was desperate to complete his mission before he lost his nerve, Knox forced himself to take only small, careful steps as he made his way slowly along Fifth Avenue.

There was good reason for this caution. The weak sun had struggled to bring a little cheer into the shivering city during the day, but the second it had been vanquished over the horizon, the pitiless winter had returned with a vengeance.

Now, the sun's pale warmth seemed no more than a distant memory â€“ a rumour that, once, times had been better. Now, frost clung mockingly to the lamp posts and patches of black ice began to form across the sidewalk.

Black ice!

Damn it to hell.

You couldn't see it, because it was almost transparent.

You couldn't guess where it might be, because it did not spread itself evenly, but instead chose to lurk in isolated spots, waiting with malevolent patience for the unsuspecting foot to fall on it.

And there was black ice lurking, too, on the journey that is our lives, Knox thought bitterly. Take a wrong step on
that
journey â€“ make just one little misjudgement â€“ and instead of advancing, you were lying on the ground, bruised and battered.

He himself had stepped on black ice, and that particular sheet of it had been called William Holt, who hadn't looked dangerous and had given no warning of what he might do.

It just didn't seem fair!

Knox reached into his overcoat pocket, and felt the reassuring handle of the revolver he had bought earlier that day.

â€˜It's going to happen,' he reassured himself. â€˜I'm going to do it!'

But he mustn't slip and fall, because, if he did, he knew that it would probably be enough to shake his resolve â€“ to convince him that men like him simply did not take their revenge in this way.

He was still finding it hard to believe that everything had collapsed so quickly around him.

Only two months earlier â€“ as recently as
Christmas
! â€“ he had been regarded by almost everyone who mattered in New York as one of the city's great successes.

He had noticed people pointing him out in expensive restaurants, and had found it easy enough to imagine what they were saying.

â€˜
That's Edward Knox. You'd never think it to look at him, but he's worth millions of dollars.
'

And now?

Now, it was all over. His house had been foreclosed. He could no longer afford to pay for his sons to attend their expensive college. His wife had left him.

He was finished.

He was resigned to that.

He accepted he would never be able to dredge up the energy to start again from scratch, and though he was still walking â€“ albeit timidly â€“ he was already as good as dead.

But before he finally lay down, he'd promised himself, he would make one last attempt to see that justice was done.

He had reached his destination, a large house close to St Patrick's Cathedral, which â€“ like all the other houses around it â€“ was in complete darkness. He walked around the side of the building to the tradesman's entrance, and tapped softly on the door.

Though the Holt mansion had electric light throughout, unlike most of the private dwellings in the city, the woman who opened the door was carrying a small kerosene lantern in her hand.

â€˜It's safer this way,' she whispered.

She led him into the kitchen, and placed the lantern on the table.

He examined her in the flickering light. She was in her late twenties â€“ he knew that for a fact â€“ and a few years earlier she had been a very pretty little thing. But time had not been kind to her. Now she could have been taken for at least ten years older than her actual age.

â€˜Have you got the money?' she hissed urgently.

He nodded. â€˜Right here,' he said, reaching into his pocket and taking out a brown envelope.

She grabbed the envelope from him, ripped it open without ceremony, and began counting the bills on the table.

â€˜It's all there,' he promised her.

And so it was. Some people might have considered him foolish to hand over the last of his savings to this woman, but he had no doubts on the matter. As far as he was concerned, it was the best thousand dollars he had ever spent.

The woman had finished counting.

â€˜I'm not doing this for the money,' she said.

â€˜Then give it back to me!' he said harshly â€“ and instantly felt guilty.

â€˜I can't give it back,' the woman said. â€˜I need it to get away from here â€“
but that's not why I'm doing this
.'

â€˜I know, Margaret,' he told her.

â€˜I was only supposed to be his secretary,' the woman said. â€˜I was supposed to do no more than take shorthand and typewrite his letters. I was good at it. That should have been enough for him. But it wasn't.'

â€˜I know,' Knox said for a second time.

â€˜He didn't use physical force to get me into his bedâ€”' Margaret Wilkins continued.

â€˜I don't really need to know the details,' Knox said, uncomfortably.

â€˜.Â .Â .Â but if it wasn't rape, it was certainly as good as.'

â€˜There's no point in dwelling on the past,' advised Knox, who found himself doing little else now.

â€˜But even though I didn't ever
want
him to sleep with me, it still hurt that he'd only make use of me when there wasn't some other woman within easy reach.'

â€˜He's a bastard,' Knox said, though he never usually swore in the presence of ladies. â€˜We both know that. That's why I'm here and why you're letting me into the house.'

â€˜Yes, that's why you're here and why I'm letting you into the house,' Margaret Wilkins repeated dully.

â€˜Where is he?'

â€˜In his study. He always works late into the night.'

â€˜And is there anyone else around?'

â€˜No, the rest of them went to bed at least an hour ago.'

â€˜Then let's get it over with,' Knox suggested.

Carrying her lantern in front of her, Margaret Wilkins led him through a maze of corridors to the servants' stairs, and then up to the first floor. Here, the corridors â€“ designed for use by family and friends, rather than just as a passageway for mere domestics â€“ were wider and more impressive.

The woman came to a stop in front of a solid teak door.

â€˜He's in there,' she whispered.

â€˜Will the door be locked?'

â€˜No, it's never locked. He wouldn't even dream that anyone would dare to enter without his permission.'

Knox let his fingers brush against the butt of his revolver.

â€˜You'd better go now.'

Margaret Wilkins shook her head. â€˜I want to stay. I want to see it happen.'

â€˜Don't be a fool,' Knox hissed back. â€˜Go now, and you can say you knew nothing of what went on. Stay, and you'll be as guilty as I am.'

â€˜I don't care,' the woman said stubbornly.

â€˜Take the money I've given you and start a new life,' he urged her.

For a second, it looked as if she would refuse again. Then she gave a brief nod, turned, and hurried down the corridor. Soon, she was no more than a faint island of retreating light, and he was left in the darkness.

With one hand he reached into his pocket and grasped his revolver. With the other he groped for the door handle, and â€“ once he had found it â€“ gave it a sharp turn and pushed the door open.

The electric light inside the room blinded him, but only for a moment, then his eyes adjusted and he saw Big Bill Holt sitting at his desk. Holt was still wearing the tuxedo he must have put on for dinner, and there was a faraway â€“ almost ecstatic â€“ look in his eyes. At first, he did not even seem to notice that someone had entered the room, but when that fact registered, the eyes blazed with anger.

â€˜What the hell are you doing here?' he demanded.

Knox advanced further into the centre of the room. â€˜You cheated me,' he said. â€˜You took all my money â€“ and you
cheated
me.'

Holt shrugged his massive shoulders. â€˜Nobody cheated you. You went into a business where you could either have made or lost money â€“ and you lost it.'

â€˜But
you
didn't lose, did you?' Knox demanded, aware that a hysterical note was creeping into his voice.
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