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Portrait with Death (coming soon)

The Lion’s Den ~ the stand-alone free novella

Jack had never forgotten Filly Malvaise.

Then she walked into his pub and into the clutches of a loan shark.

Can he rescue her before she falls victim to evil?
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Hell and damnation.

Jack Portman lifted the pint of stout to hide his face and watched Filly Malvaise look around the pub. That had to be her fourth look, just as blind as the previous ones. Not all of them would be blind.

He hadn’t forgotten her, not a single jot. She’d changed, though. Up with the times, in one of those head-covering hats, her hair bobbed. The loss of her long brown hair hit him like a punch. She wore a shapeless serge grey jacket over a dress. The skirt revealed her calves. That skirt almost made up for her cut hair.

Jack had spotted Filly as soon as she entered the pub. She had threaded her way through the early Wednesday evening crowd of clerks and office jobsmen and a light sprinkling of women. A small table in the center caught her eye, and she slid onto the rattan-backed chair. No sooner had she planted herself than a man placed his hand on the other chair. Jack wanted to hit him. Brown eyes wide, Filly gave a decided shake of her head. The man dragged out the chair anyway. Her gloved hand shot out in a warding gesture. Whatever she said wiped the grin off the man’s face. He rejoined his mates at a larger side table and mouthed a word. Looked like married.

Which Jack knew was an effing lie.

He might not have seen Filly Bedamned Malvaise for three years, but he’d listened for information about her. He’d known when she moved to London and took rooms from the widowed Cecilia Arkwright before she became the married Cecilia Tarrant. He knew she’d found work at a dress shop.

Jack watched her give an order to the barmaid. Her upturned face caught the lamp’s glare. When the maid departed, she looked around the pub.

Something troubled her. Whatever had brought her to his local. The Gold Eagle Pub was far from her flat and her work.

They were up to five looks, still blind.

Occasionally, Filly ran with the other Bright Young Things, the racy ones who jumped in fountains with her cousin Tori or the Bohemian ones who talked around paintings and sculpture with her cousin Greta. Tori and Greta ordered around anyone in their circles. Filly didn’t take their orders, which put her in the outer sphere, for all the blood connection.

He’d like her from the start, that Christmas at Emberley, the Malvaise estate—although her father was second son and had inherited only a modicum of wealth. Still, a modicum was more than Jack had. Filly hadn’t panicked when Tony Gresham turned up murdered. She hadn’t tried to interfere with the investigation. Plucky thing had stood up to her cousins’ interferences.

Jack had thought her too young. His years in the sodding trenches aged him, mental years rather than physical years. He had a need to earn his pay rather than live off the Malvaise family.

Filly Bedamned Malvaise wasn’t effing married, though.

The barmaid returned with two pints, one for Filly, one for whomever she’d come to meet.

Married.

Shite. How had he missed that news?

She sipped the beer and grimaced.

Jack should leave. He had an early day tomorrow. His job required a clear head, clear thinking and quick reactions.

He stayed to see who came to her table. He didn’t see Filly seeking out a pub on her own. She fit a tea room.

She unsnapped her purse and withdrew a lace handkerchief. She dabbed her pinkened mouth to remove the beer foam. Jack drank his stout while she rummaged in her purse. She drew out a man’s pocket watch and opened it to check the time. Then the watch and the hanky returned to the purse, and she snapped it shut. She expectantly watched the door where thugs monitored who entered the Gold Eagle.

A man bumped past Jack. The man didn’t bother to apologize, just headed around the bar.

Jack took one look at the mustached profile, the smashed nose, and round spectacles under bushy eyebrows.

Oh, hell no.

Boggs. Thaddeus Boggs, the arsehole. Filly wasn’t in debt to him, was she?

Boggs came from the back, employees only. That made Jack rethink his choice of local. The arsehole wrapped his thick fingers around whoever he could then squeezed and squeezed until they choked up whatever he wanted.

And he plonked down in the chair across from Filly Bedamned Malvaise.

Hell and damnation.

She didn’t smile. Jack would have cursed aloud if she had. She could have ruined all his dreams with one sweet curve of her pinked lips. But she didn’t smile at Boggs.

She frowned.

Boggs grinned. His tongue touched his upper lip as he listened. Then he shook his head. Whatever he replied widened Filly’s brown eyes.

Then Boggs wrapped his fat fingers around the pint and stood. His other hand swept out, an obvious gesture for her to precede him. She hesitated. Boggs said something short. Filly’s dislike couldn’t be mistaken, but she stood and looked over at the bar’s corner.

Right at Jack.

His nearly empty pint of stout still hid his face.

Yet she wasn’t looking at him. She spied the swinging door behind him and started for it. Boggs followed, enjoying the view he had of Filly’s legs in low heels.

She passed within inches of Jack. Boggs came right behind her.

And Jack intended to find out what shady business Filly had with a moneylender like Thaddeus Boggs.

He waited until the barkeep shifted down the bar to pour a cluster of pints. Then Jack slipped back the half-yard needed to step against then through the swinging door.

The shadowed hall lacked the yellow glaring light of the pub. Light streamed around the door directly opposite, a kitchen by the sounds leaking through. At the hall’s end was a heavy door with two locks, the side door. On the way down to it were two more doors. Pubside would be the coze, no longer in use. Opposite it, a little further along, was another door.

Jack tried the knob to the coze. It turned easily. The door swung into darkness, street lights shining through the windows, the bottom halves blocked by curtains so the people in booths had privacy. He left the coze door ajar and soft-footed to the opposite door.

Pale light streamed under the door. He heard Filly before he reached the door.

“—gone up? Why has the price gone up?”

“I said it does. Fair market price.”

“Fair?”

Hell and damnation. Why had she gone to a moneylender?

“Bidding war,” Boggs said.

“You had a deal.”

“Like I said then, one time offer. Gone now. Price went up. And up again.”

“What do you mean? What do you mean by bidding war?”

“Someone else wants it. They’ve offered more.”

“How much more?”

“I want £400. From you.”

“Four—? I don’t have that much. I brought the agreed price. I don’t think we can get more.”

“We can make that the down payment. Sweeten the deal.”

Jack didn’t like that oily insinuation.

“Sweeten it how?”

“You. Now.”

Jack reached for the door.

“Or her. Tomorrow night. All the night. Matter of fact, I like that idea more.”

“She won’t agree to that.” Filly’s voice shook, fear or rage. “And what guarantee do we have that you will not raise the price again?”

“That’s a chance you take. Like I said, he offers more, the price will go up and up.”

“You are a monster!”

Ah, Filly¸ Jack thought, Boggs holds all the best cards. Don’t make him take everything. He wondered who the other bloke was, offering more money to start a bidding war.

Boggs laughed. “She tell you to say that? Let’s see what she says after tomorrow night.”

“How much is he offering?”

“I told you.”

“No, you said our price had gone up to £400. How much is he offering?”

“£350.”

“Do you have his guarantee that he’ll pay £350?”

“What do you care? You can’t pay that.”
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