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Chapter One
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London, October 1817

My Dearest L,

Forgive me. You will likely not understand what I must do, but I pray you accept it. Do not try to find me. And please, on all you hold dear, stay far away from Curzon Street.  

I’m so sorry.  –H

Lark Evans read through the familiar words three more times before carefully folding and tucking the worn note back into her glove. The lines no longer made her tremble with loss, sadness, or confusion. After nearly a month, those emotions had firmly evolved into a low-burning focus that steadily fueled her purpose. 

The hackney cab she’d hired to bring her to this ostentatious area of Mayfair drove off behind her. Though her boots already squished from the puddles on the sidewalk, the hems of her skirts were soaked and heavy, and water dripped steadily from the brim of her bonnet, she didn’t yet move toward the door looming in front of her. Instead, she tipped her head back, allowing the drizzly rain to bathe her face as she assessed the elegant townhouse belonging to the Marquess of Warfield. 

The aristocratic home had been constructed of red brick in four stories and was adorned with white trim, Palladian-style windows, and a grand arched doorway. It was an imposing structure, effectively denoting the extreme wealth and elite social position of its denizen. 

Lark breathed deeply through her nose to steady her heart rate. Though her stomach churned with the importance of her task, her resolve did not waver. After a moment, she turned and made her way around the house to the servants’ entrance. With a smart rap of her knuckles on the door, she straightened her spine and waited.

The door was opened a few short moments later by a middle-aged footman. His livery, trimmed in gold, was a blue so dark it was nearly black. His expression was suitably impassive.

Lark offered a brief and taciturn smile. “Hello. I am Mrs. Evans. I’ve an appointment to interview for the position of housekeeper.”

The footman stepped aside with a short gesture for her to enter. “This way, please.”

He led her down a dark and narrow hall that eventually emerged from behind an impressive mahogany staircase into what appeared to be the house’s main entry hall. The space was cavernous, with marble flooring, gleaming wood, and an excess of filigree. A quick flick of her gaze upward proved that the ceiling was painted to depict a summer sky and was framed by elaborate crown molding. 

Without pausing, the footman continued across the marble floor to a heavy door tucked into the corner at the back of the hall. 

Lark remained behind the male servant as he opened the door and announced in a flat tone, “Mrs. Evans has arrived, my lord.”

The voice from within was heavy and dark. “Show her in.”

A chill tickled the back of Lark’s neck then slid down the hollow of her spine. Despite the weight of foreboding sinking into her bones, when the footman stepped aside, she strode confidently, purposefully forward into a gentleman’s study.

Instinct born of a childhood lived in near-constant peril triggered a split-second assessment of her surroundings. 

Straight ahead was a wide and gleaming desk set before a wall of windows—likely oversized casements—currently covered by drapes that blocked any bit of light that might have seeped in from the rainy day. The desk held an ink pot and a lamp which managed to illuminate the space just enough to show no one sat behind the imposing piece of furniture. On her left stood three large bookcases containing volumes which had gathered a shameful amount of dust. An elaborately carved marble fireplace took up most of the wall to her right and in front of it an arrangement of sofas and chairs designed in the Italian Baroque style. Aside from the door through which she’d entered, there was another door barely visible in the shadows between two of the bookcases.

The room’s décor was very near to being garish. From what she’d seen in the entry hall, she’d guess the entire house was done in the overly ostentatious style. 

Opulent. And joyless.

It took only a moment to determine the man who’d spoken was sitting in one of the tall wingback chairs turned toward the fire. The one with its back to the door so all she could see was a pair of black boots planted firmly on the floor. She’d assumed she’d be meeting with the house’s steward for this interview, but the footman had addressed the man as my lord, which meant she was about to meet the master of the house instead. 

After hearing the door close behind her, Lark felt a very brief flash of uncertainty, but she quickly squashed it. Even the smallest bit of doubt was pointless. She was here for a reason and that reason hadn’t changed. Coming to a stop in the center of an expansive Persian rug, she did not turn toward the only other occupant in the room but remained facing the desk in front of her. As the marquess had not risen to his feet at her entrance, she chose to keep her gaze steadily forward, her hands clasped lightly at her waist. 

Enduring. Patient. 

She’d been rigorously trained to be so. Or to appear so anyway. No one need know what her true nature was beneath the calm, steady surface of her demeanor. Least of all the potential employer sitting silently somewhere to her right.

“Have a seat, Mrs. Evans. You’re soaking my carpet.”

A strange chill swept over her skin at the hard tone of his voice, a sound not unlike raw steel. Turning dutifully, however, Lark approached the chair directly facing the one he occupied. She properly refrained from pointing out that soaking the silk-covered chair wouldn’t be much better. 

After lowering herself to the edge of her seat and propping her bag at her feet, she kept her expression neutral as she directed her focus to the man who would—God willing—become her new employer.

Darkness.

It was the only word that came to mind at her first sight of the marquess.

Though the flames in the nearby hearth were full and reaching, the man remained in deep shadow. So much so, it appeared deliberate. Dressed all in black but for a glowing white cravat, he sat straight in the chair. His booted feet were flat on the floor, and his gloveless hands rested on his thighs. Black hair was brushed back from a square forehead, and dark stubble shadowed his angular jaw. Thick, straight eyebrows at first obscured his lowered gaze as he took in the sight of her, much as she did him, though a great deal slower. 

Starting at her sodden feet, he assessed her worn boots, her modest day dress of navy-blue wool, and the long pelisse she wore over it. His gaze paused at the mismatched buttons fastening her outer garment and the darker material at her shoulders where the rain had soaked down to her skin. His focus flickered briefly over her dark gray bonnet before settling finally on her face.

Ice.

His eyes. A blue so pale and clear they made her think of ice. And just as cold.

He was a predator. A hunter. Every survival instinct she’d honed over the years was suddenly on high alert. An acute tingle of awareness speared through her, awakening every nerve. She was not the type to indulge in fantastical imaginings, but something about this man made her feel as though she balanced on the knife-edge between fight and flight. 

“Mrs. Evans.” He spoke her name slowly then paused as though awaiting her confirmation. 

She remained unmoving and silent. Everything inside her urged her to proceed cautiously. But caution was a luxury she didn’t have.

There was a subtle bunch and release at the corners of his jaw, suggesting he’d clenched his teeth. “You’re rather young to be a housekeeper.” His tone was heavy with judgmental accusation.  

“I’m older than I look, my lord.” It was true. She was often believed to be a great deal younger than her twenty-eight years. Even so, he was not wrong. Not many maids managed to work up to the position of housekeeper at her age. She hoped he wouldn’t press the issue, but she was prepared to provide proof of her qualifications should he require it.

Lark had gone to a great deal of trouble, reaching out to acquaintances from years past, calling in age-old favors, making promises she couldn’t honestly be certain she’d be able to honor. It had taken weeks of unrelenting determination to gain this interview. She was not likely to get such a fortuitous opportunity again, and she couldn’t allow it to slip away. There was no telling when she’d get another.

“You’ve reviewed my references?” 

Another pause. “Diligently.” 

“Then you know I’m more than capable of managing a household of this size, my lord.” She pressed her lips together to keep from saying more in her desperation to persuade him. Sometimes, the less one said, the more convincing they were. She did not want him to suspect how badly she wanted this position.

“You’ve held positions in a number of noble households, some of them for less than a year at a time.” His focus remained fiercely direct.

“That is not so unusual,” she calmly pointed out. “There can be a variety of reasons a household servant might seek occasional changes in employment.”

“What were your reasons?” Unrelenting.

Lark evaded his question by stating firmly, “Every one of my prior employers provided positive reports of my time with them.”

He stared at her with a cool, unwavering gaze. “Your most recent position was the only one noted to be in the role of housekeeper. A position you held for less than two months.”

“I never claimed not to be new to the position, my lord, but I assure you I am qualified.”

Angular features narrowed with irritation. “Why should I hire a young woman with such little experience to fill one of the most important roles in my household?”

His voice was impatient. Dismissive.

Panic flared. Lowering her chin, she met the man’s chilled gaze. “Lord Warfield, as my references support, I’ve more than fifteen years of experience serving a number of aristocratic families. I am quite capable of managing your household with proper efficiency.” She paused, bracing herself for the risk she was about to take. “Something of which I know you’re in rather desperate need. You see, I’ve been diligent, as well. You’re significantly understaffed when it comes to upstairs and downstairs maids and have been for all the months since you reopened this house. I also know that you’ve had precious few applicants for the empty positions, including that of housekeeper. If you hire me, I can fix that.” 

Lark met his hard stare. Ignoring the way his intense expression made her insides twist into a tight knot of apprehension, she tilted her head. “You need me, Lord Warfield.”

There was a lengthy silence. Every muscle in her body tensed as she waited to discover if her bold impertinence would be punished with a quick dismissal or if her candor would serve her purpose. Being new to London, the lord likely had no idea why he’d had such a difficult time hiring on female servants, but Lark was privy to the fact that the Warfield name had been on a blacklist for many years. There weren’t many women willing to take a position in a household that had been the source of so many rumors even if they had been from more than a decade ago. Though the dark tales had all been in regard to the prior marquess, the current lord’s deceased father, such things had a tendency to linger in the minds of working girls who wished to avoid...perilous situations.

Finally, and slowly, the marquess relaxed into his chair for the first time, lifting a foot to rest the ankle across the opposite knee. Though he remained silent, Lark felt something different emanating from him. His edges seemed less sharp. His manner, less forbidding. 

The predator at rest.

“How soon can you start, Mrs. Evans?”

She did not dare show the depths of her relief. “Immediately, my lord.”

“Have you any personal belongings to be fetched?”

She tipped her chin toward the bag at her feet. She thought she detected a flash of surprise in his gaze, but it was gone too fast to be sure.

“You’ll receive fifty pounds a year, paid quarterly. And a few hours will be allotted for your personal use every Sunday.”

Lark nodded. It was a generous wage, but she wasn’t here for the income. The personal hours, however, were invaluable.

Without warning, he rose to his feet in a fluid motion. Lark stood as well and was immediately aware of the man’s significant height and lean strength in comparison to her smaller form. She’d always hated the way her petite stature tended to incite assumptions of helplessness or fragility. She was neither. But in that moment, as she stood before her new employer, she felt a flicker of vulnerability.

Tilting her head back, she made a conscious effort to meet his cool stare directly. Though she was fully capable of displaying proper deference and respect, she had never been one to cower or simper, and she wouldn’t begin with this lord. No matter how intensely intimidating or handsome the man might be.

Handsome? She didn’t mean that. 

Warfield was intense, dark, cold. Some might see his angular features and crystalline eyes and think them an attractive, potent combination. But not her.

He was a means to an end. Nothing more.

“I’ll have a footman show you to your room. You’ll begin your duties first thing in the morning.”

“I prefer to begin this evening.”

His jaw muscles bunched and released again. “If you insist. The accounts are kept in the housekeeper’s rooms if you’d like to familiarize yourself with them. Gideon is my butler and can assist with anything else you might require.”

Lark nodded in acknowledgment. “And whom shall I report to? I understand there is no lady of the house?” 

“There is not.”

“A steward then?”

He looked down his nose at her. “I’ve no steward. You’ll report directly to me.”

Unusual for the house of a titled lord. But not completely unheard of. Still, the thought of meeting face-to-face with this man on a regular basis gave her pause. For a split second, uncertainty rushed in.

Harriet.

She firmed her resolve and gave another short nod. “As you wish.”

The lord’s gaze narrowed, briefly dimming the light of his pale eyes. Then he swept his hand in a gesture indicating she should precede him toward the door. 

Lark bent to pick up her bag. As she passed by her new employer, sandalwood-scented warmth momentarily enveloped her. It surprised her. She’d not expected a man with the marquess’s chilling manner and cool stare to emanate such heat. 

As she crossed the study in strong strides, she very distinctly felt the presence of the marquess behind her. When she paused at the closed study door, his large hand reached past her to turn the doorknob. Once again, his scent drifted around her. 

A heaviness settled low in her body. She forced herself to ignore it.

The footman who’d shown her in was waiting in the hall.

“Harris, take Mrs. Evans to the housekeeper’s rooms.”

The male servant gave a dip of his chin in acknowledgment before turning to lead Lark toward the back hallway. She was tempted to glance back at the marquess, but she refrained. She didn’t need to look back to know he watched her. She could feel his silent regard.

Lord Warfield was not what she’d expected. But she could handle him. She certainly wasn’t going to allow the man’s unsettling intensity sway her from her purpose.

Harris brought her to a room tucked in along the back hallway. The way there was dim and narrow, but once she stepped into the space reserved for her to live and work, she managed a full, deep breath. The first she’d taken since entering the Warfield mansion. 

Though no lamps were lit, the drapes covering a large garden-level window were thrown open, casting the room in a soft gray light. The room was good-sized. A deep alcove to her left was separated from the rest of the room by a folding privacy screen. Beyond the screen stood a narrow bed, nightstand, and wardrobe. Before the window was a sturdy desk. Shelves lined the wall beside it, holding the account ledgers for household expenses which she’d be in charge of. And across from the desk were a pair of matched armchairs and a tea table angled toward a small brick hearth. A simple braided rug covered the floor.

Turning back to the footman, who’d remained a step outside the door, Lark offered a tight smile. “Thank you, Harris. I understand the butler is named Gideon?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’d like to meet with him as soon as possible. Do you know if that may be arranged?”

“He’s likely with the silver at this time of day. I can notify him of your request.”

“Thank you.”

With a respectful nod, the footman turned and strode back down the hall.

As soon as she was alone, Lark released a heavy breath. It wasn’t nearly enough to calm the tension claiming her entire body, but it was a moment of relief, at least.

She’d done it. 

Crossing to the windows, she linked her fingers tightly together as she looked out over the modest garden. The flowers were clearly overgrown, and the shrubs were badly in need of trimming, but it was lovely in its way. Past the garden were the mews, and beyond that, more walled gardens could be viewed behind an impressive row of aristocratic houses. 

Houses that lined Curzon Street.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Two
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Alastair Blackwell crept silently through the narrow passage. He moved by memory as there was no light to guide him. Not even a single flickering candle. The uneven stone floor had become familiar to him over these last few months, and he no longer needed to run his hand along the cold wall to find his way to the door located at the end of the corridor.

He found the latch easily and the door swung silently toward him. After passing through, he closed it firmly then secured the lock that would prevent anyone from following. 

Not that anyone ever did.  

Alastair was always very careful to ensure his midnight capers remained unobserved. 

He made his way up an equally darkened spiral staircase then down another passage that was barely wide enough for the full breadth of his shoulders. His steps were silent as he passed by a couple small doors before reaching the one he wanted. Pausing, he listened for any movement beyond. Though he was confident the servants wouldn’t be up and about at such a late hour, he couldn’t be too careful. The secret passages he traversed with such regularity needed to remain exactly that.

After ensuring no one was present, he pressed the discreet lever which released the door. Easing it open, he ducked into the darkened library. The concealed wall panel closed silently behind him, securing itself perfectly to remain undetected.

Alastair was about to start across the room when a feeling came over him. An instant conviction. An undeniable truth.

He wasn’t alone.

He wasn’t sure how he knew it. There was no sound to alert him. No one he could see from where he stood in the darkened corner between the great fireplace and the bookshelves. Remaining in his somewhat concealed location, he scanned the room for anything out of the ordinary.

The curtains covering the cushioned window seat had been drawn back several inches. Just enough for the light of the full moon to cast a pale glow into the room. That in itself was enough to give him pause as the drapes were almost always fully closed. 

But there was something else. A feeling. A presence in the silent space that did not belong.  

He waited. Unmoving. 

Then...a sigh. Barely perceptible. A moment later, the curtain was swept back from the window seat, and a small figure dressed in a dark frock swung her feet to the floor. Standing quietly, the housekeeper tucked a folded piece of paper into the pocket of her skirt then turned and drew the curtains back over the window. For just a moment, her pale hair, which was drawn back into a bun at her nape, was illuminated by the moonlight, and her features were shown in clear profile.

Then the room went pitch-black. 

Tension tightened every muscle in his body as heat flowed swiftly through his blood. 

She shouldn’t be there.

Not for the first time, he regretted the moment of madness that prompted him to hire the young Mrs. Evans. Though she’d been correct in stating a distinct lack of applicants for the open positions in his female staff, her insolence in bringing up the fact should have been a reason to boot her swiftly out the door. But Alastair had done the opposite. For some reason, the woman’s stern assertion of his need for her sparked a flash of admiration. He should have ignored it in the same way he’d managed to disregard the intriguing rebellious spark in her dark gray eyes or the stern angle of her chin. 

But once he made the decision to hire her, he couldn’t take it back. In the four days since, Mrs. Evans had certainly been busy. Every morning, when she brought him his tea, she’d stand before him with her expression stoic and her posture unwavering. In an efficient and knowledgeable tone, she reported on her progress in hiring new maids, updating the household accounts, and ordering whatever goods she deemed necessary for the proper running of his household. 

He didn’t question her decisions or suggest adjustments to her approach. Despite her youth and relative lack of experience, running a gentleman’s household was certainly more her forte than his. And he had other concerns occupying his mind.

Other than those daily meetings, he never saw the woman. She’d apparently perfected the expectation of being neither seen nor heard, though the evidence of her work was undeniable. 

And yet...here she was. 

There could be no reason for the woman to be in his library at such an hour. No reason for her to stray so far from her personal rooms so late at night unless it was to accomplish the duties of her station. As far as he was aware, reading correspondence by the light of the moon was not included amongst a housekeeper’s necessary tasks. And it made no bloody sense. Surely, the woman had a reading lamp in her private quarters.

Still caught up in his irritation at Mrs. Evans’s presence, he failed to realize she hadn’t yet left the room. In fact, once the curtains had been drawn and the room had been thrown into full darkness, she hadn’t moved at all.

What on earth was the odd creature about?

Alastair remained still as stone while allowing his available senses to reach out across the lightless room. He sought information. An essence of breath moving through the air, a subtle shifting of energy, a telltale heartbeat. Even in utter stillness, some sound could be detected if one listened carefully enough.

He heard nothing. 

Breathing slowly through his nose—so slowly even he could not discern the passing of air into his lungs—he noted her scent still present in the room. The light perfume of early spring flowers mixed with something richer...darker. Amber, perhaps. 

“Who’s there?”

A delicate shock rolled through his body. Her voice was closer than it should’ve been. Clear and confident. How in hell had she moved without making a single sound? Her skirts should’ve rustled; the floor would’ve creaked. And what of the clink of keys a housekeeper was tasked with carrying about? There should have been something to betray her movement.

The prior marquess had gone through a tremendous amount of trouble to ensure the hidden passages winding through the house were unknown to anyone else. Even servants—who typically knew more about the house they served than their masters. Alastair needed them to remain a secret known only to himself.

Very carefully, he reached behind him to locate and trigger the hidden mechanism with the lightest touch of his fingertips. The panel opened silently, and he immediately stepped back into the blackened corridor. A slight disturbance of air current was all that remained of him once the panel settled back in place.

He could have continued along the passage to another exit far from the trepidatious housekeeper, but he remained there. Waiting. Listening.

After only a moment, there was another near undetectable sigh. That he heard it at all suggested she knew she was alone once again. If she’d wanted to remain silent, he doubted he’d have heard a thing. A moment later, her footsteps and the swish of skirts retreated across the room. 

Only then did Alastair continue along the narrow passage, ascending another turning staircase to his private apartments. The book he’d wanted to fetch from the library could wait until tomorrow. 

He’d have to be more careful going forward.

In the solitude of his bedroom, he removed his gloves and overcoat then his boots, setting each item carefully aside. 

The room had chilled in his absence as had the bath he’d requested some hours ago. Crouching before the coals still flickering in the grate, he added wood and peat to stoke the flames then set the heavy cauldron of cooled water over the fire. It would be a while before it was hot enough to warm his bath, but he was a patient man. 

After crossing back to the concealed doorway, he triggered the mechanism to open it. Tucked into the corner just inside the passage was a small wooden box. Withdrawing the box, he carried it with him as he returned to the hearth and took a seat in the leather armchair which had been positioned off to one side to allow space for the oversized bathtub. Setting it on the floor beside him, he opened the box and withdrew a sheaf of papers and a graphite pencil.

He untied the string holding the papers together then shifted through them, going quickly to the end of what had last been written. Lifting one foot, he crossed it over the opposite knee then braced the pages on his thigh. Putting pencil to paper, he furiously yet meticulously wrote down all he’d witnessed on tonight’s excursion. Every detail—seemingly pertinent or not—every sight, sound, smell, and texture. He left nothing out in fear his memory might not retain it with such clarity if he failed to record even a small thing. And he had no idea what might or might not be important. In truth, he feared everything was important.

When he finished purging all he’d gathered, he shifted back through the pages to the very beginning and read through what he’d written over the last several weeks. Though he’d created the words himself and reread them every night, he still searched and hoped for some deeper meaning, some clue he might have missed, some connection or direction.

Unfortunately, the mystery he’d set himself to solving had been too cunningly formed and was too fiercely protected. But he couldn’t let it go. It drove his very existence. It defined him. He’d never expected his life to take such a disturbing turn, but he was deep in it now, and the only way out was through.

Having grown up on an old estate far from London, Alastair had set eyes on the man who’d sired him only once, when he’d been very young. He didn’t recall much about the visit other than the fact that it triggered one of his mother’s worst spells. After that, he had no desire to know the man who roused so much pain and anguish. 

That was up until a few months ago, when Alastair had been compelled to confront the man over the facts detailed in letters his mother had written but never sent. It took a few inquiries to discover that after the marquess had been exiled from England more than a decade prior, he’d taken up residence in Venice. 

When faced with Alastair’s accusations, the reprobate had denied nothing. He’d been proud, in fact, of his past exploits. But before Alastair could take any steps to ensure his father faced proper justice for his crimes, the old marquess died suddenly in the soiled bed of his favorite prostitute. 

As his sole heir, Alastair had inherited everything the first Marquess of Warfield left behind. Including the lurid memoir of his life as one of the most degenerate and unabashedly licentious lords London had ever seen.

The rambling writings detailed the secret passages twisting through the Warfield mansion and gave explicit direction on how to access the underground tunnel which extended from the house to an empty carriage house located in the mews beyond the walled garden of the Warfield property. It also described in unnecessarily lascivious detail the activities he and a select group of peers had indulged in for decades prior to the scandal which had ultimately forced the marquess from England. The evil acts were laid out in plain, unadulterated terms by a man who clearly felt no remorse for his wickedness. 

To Alastair, they were the words of a monster who’d ruined his mother’s life without a moment’s regret and, as the memoir claimed, the lives of countless other innocent young women.

His father might have escaped justice, but there were others in their self-called brotherhood who would not be so fortunate. They had the wealth and position to protect them from authorities who’d have very little recourse against men of such high stature, but Alastair had no such limitations. Craving vengeance and justice, Alastair vowed to see all members of the wicked brotherhood exposed for the villainous defilers they truly were. 

Despite his sire’s candid descriptions when it came to their depravity, he was frustratingly discreet when it came to the names of his fellow reprobates, using initials or other vague descriptors when detailing their many crimes. All he’d noted was that there had been a dozen men in all, of similar social standing and wealth. Based on a few of his stories and the frequent use of the secret tunnel, it was clear that at least some of them had houses in London that were within convenient proximity to each other and to Warfield House.

As soon as Alastair had taken up residence in his sire’s prior London townhouse, he’d gone about making the acquaintance of his nearest neighbors. And after months of sleuthing and prying, he’d confirmed the identities of six members of his father’s set. But more importantly, he’d happened upon clues that suggested the gentlemen were involved in something more sinister than he’d expected. The marquess’s memoirs waxed poetic about orgies and brothels and sadistic practices explored with unwilling victims, and though his father’s former friends and peers still clearly liked to indulge in their preferred pleasures, Alastair had started to suspect their involvement in something decidedly more criminal and undeniably more reprehensible.

Alastair had acquired a slew of random financial records and had diligently scoured any mention of the lords in public and some private documents going back decades. Through hundreds of references and seemingly unconnected estate records, he’d noticed something disconcerting popping up with surprising frequency. At first, he’d tried to brush it off as simple random occurrences or strange coincidence. 

But the denial didn’t last long. 

In the last four years, seven young maids had been reported as missing, and each of them had been employed by one of the known members of his father’s lascivious club, whether at a London home or country estate. And none of the women had ever been found. In fact, it didn’t appear any investigation at all had been conducted into their sudden disappearances.

Alastair had no doubt the brotherhood was involved in the fates of these young women, whose numbers could be so much larger if the other, as of yet unidentified, members were found to be associated with similar reports.

Frustration rolled through him. With a muttered curse that burned his throat, he rolled the papers once again to replace them in the back of the box atop the notebook containing his father’s lewd scribblings. 

He’d discovered the disturbing reports weeks ago but still had no physical evidence to support his suspicions, just striking coincidences and suggestive circumstances he couldn’t ignore. His vow to avenge his mother had evolved into a near obsession with exposing the noble lords and bringing a final end to the evil thriving right in the heart of London’s most elite neighborhood.

Until he destroyed them completely, the so-called brotherhood would continue preying upon vulnerable young women. Women like his mother. 

He’d bring it all down. Every man. Every house. Every last sordid legacy.
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Chapter Three
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“I won’t be stayin’. This house ain’t natural. It ain’t!”

Lark fiercely resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Please, Jane, calm down. I assure you, there’s nothing to fear.”

The near-hysterical maid ignored her as she placed her meager possessions into a scarf before tying it up. Lark had come looking for the girl after she met with the other housemaids that morning to go over their duties for the day and noticed the new hire was missing. She found Jane preparing to flee. 

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Evans—truly—but spirits roam these halls. I felt ’em last night. And I won’t be stickin’ ’round to become one o’ their victims.”

Though she couldn’t entirely discount what the girl was claiming—there was a certain feeling of oppressive unease in the household—she couldn’t afford the loss of a maid she’d only recently hired. If whispers of ghosts and spirits started to fly through the servant gossip mill, she’d have an even harder time getting the help she needed. 

“I assure you there are no spirits in this house. I was walking around late last night myself and encountered no ghostly forms. No doubt it was my movements you heard.”

The young maid pushed past Lark with a mutinous chin and the light of fear still in her eyes. “I ain’t takin’ the chance, ma’am.”

Lark sighed as she watched the only experienced maid who’d applied in the last week walk out the door.

Then with a low sound of resignation, she turned on her heel and headed toward the linen cupboard. She’d need to gather a few things before going upstairs to the lord’s private quarters. There were only three other upstairs maids, and they’d all been tasked with scrubbing down and airing out the seven other bedrooms, something she’d guess hadn’t been done in more than a decade. She didn’t intend to interrupt them from such an arduous task. 

It was a good thing she already had her other morning tasks completed as she’d have to see to the lord herself. Having spent her childhood in one of the East End’s roughest neighborhoods, Lark was well-accustomed to making do on very little sleep. And though she’d been up late the night before, she’d also arisen long before the sun—and long before anyone else in the house had stirred. Still, after glancing at her watch, she noted there was only just enough time to wake the marquess and get back to the kitchen to prepare his tea while he went about his morning ablutions. Luckily, he preferred to take his tea down in his study while reading the paper rather than first thing in his bedroom. 

Since the marquess did not rise until well into the day and without a housekeeper to keep them to a proper schedule, the few housemaids on staff had gotten in the habit of keeping later hours themselves. It was the first thing she’d addressed when she’d come on staff. And though they’d grumbled at first, since they wished to keep their positions, the women complied to the new schedule.

Just because she was here for an ulterior purpose did not mean she intended to shirk her duties. And to be truthful, the entire house was long overdue for a deep cleaning. 

While researching her employer in preparation for her interview, she’d learned that prior to the current Marquess of Warfield’s arrival in London only a few months ago, the Warfield townhouse had stood empty while the previous marquess had resided on the Continent. That meant every member of the current staff had been in their positions for only a handful of months. Which also meant it was unlikely they’d have had time to gather much gossip about the other residents in the neighborhood. A disappointment, since servants were the best agents of information to be found. Luckily, there were other ways to gain the knowledge she sought.

Outside the lord’s bedchamber, she paused and lifted the watch that hung from a loop at her waist opposite the ring of keys she carried to signify her station. She was a few minutes early. Stepping back from the door, she adjusted her hold on the basket of items she’d brought with her and resigned herself to waiting for the designated hour.

She could hear the distant, muffled movements and low murmurs of the other maids as they scrubbed the floors in a nearby room. The steps of a footman could faintly be heard descending the servants’ stairs, likely on some task assigned by the butler.

Though they’d only spoken very briefly in the days she’d been here, Remus Gideon had proven to be like so many British butlers. Somber, imperious, and very possibly older than the medieval tapestry that hung in the library. She suspected there was a chink somewhere in his very proper armor, and though she hadn’t discovered it yet, she would. 

Checking her watch again, she noted she had another thirty seconds.

Turning her focus to the room beyond the closed door, she listened for any movement to ascertain if the marquess had already risen. She’d spent enough years as an upstairs maid to understand the importance of being as prepared as possible for what you might encounter beyond a closed door.

She heard nothing.

Silently and efficiently, she opened the door and stepped inside. After closing the door behind her, she paused to allow her eyes to adjust to the much darker room. Spotting the faint glow in the grate, she set her basket down and went first to add fuel and stoke the fire. Working efficiently through tasks that had been ingrained into her being over thousands of mornings like this, she made sure the fire was tended before moving toward the windows. With swift and decisive movements, she swept the drapes back to allow the gray light of another cloudy day to spread into the room. Often, that was enough to awaken an occupant.

But there was no stirring from the bed.

The bed she’d intently avoided glancing toward despite the strange urge she’d had to do exactly that from the moment she’d entered. It was unprecedented. She had no business being curious what the lord of the house might look like abed. 

After retrieving the basket, she went next to the valet stand to set up everything that would be needed for the marquess’s morning shave. Then she crossed back toward the fireplace and went about collecting the items left from his bath the night before—the towel which had been carefully folded and draped over the rim of the tub, the washing cloth, also neatly folded, the small cake of soap in its silver dish.

When she turned to survey the room for anything else that might require her attention, she could no longer avoid looking at the large four-poster bed. Nor could she ignore the man sitting at the edge of the mattress.

She immediately braced herself for the inevitable reaction. An icy chill followed by a slow-rolling wave of heat. No matter how hard she tried to block her visceral response to the marquess, it claimed her against her will. Every time. All she could do was hold herself still and wait for the feeling to pass.

Unfortunately, it never really did. The heat, anyway. It just remained a low smolder beneath the surface of her skin until she could leave his presence and properly distract herself.

It was frustrating. And unsettling.

Gratefully, he was gazing toward the windows rather than in her direction. His bare feet were planted wide on the carpet as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his spread knees. She realized with a start that if not for the sheet he’d pulled across his lap, he’d have been completely naked to her view.

As a child of the rookery, where prostitutes plied their trade in back alleys against whatever surface they happened to be near and children bathed in drain ditches in the street, Lark had witnessed a fair share of nakedness. And as a maid, she’d seen numerable men in varying states of dress and undress. Nudity was not something that typically gave her pause.  

But she was fairly certain she’d never seen a body like Warfield’s.

Lean muscled and broad shouldered—even slouched as he was—he exuded efficient strength. This was not the body of a soft and pampered aristocrat. In fact, there didn’t appear to be an ounce of softness anywhere on the man. And when he lifted a hand to rub at the black bristled hair growth on his jaw, Lark found herself transfixed by the play of muscles in his arms and those woven along his rib cage.

“Blasted rain. Again.”

The lord’s muttered curse of annoyance managed to shake Lark from her momentary lapse in propriety. 

“Is there anything else you require, my lord?”

Cool blue eyes angled toward her. For a second, he appeared to tense. But it was such a subtle thing, she wasn’t sure if she’d imagined it. There was no denying, however, the sharp intensity of his gaze cutting across the room.

“Mrs. Evans.” 

His voice was quiet. Sleep-roughened. 

Her nape tingled. 

“Where’s the maid?” 

“Jane, who was assigned to awaken you, left her position this morning. Mary, Bridget, and Tess are occupied with other duties, my lord.” There was a pause while he said nothing in response. Just continued to stare at her from beneath black arching brows. Lark glanced to the valet stand. “I’ve set out your shaving accoutrements. I understand you’ve no valet?”

“Correct.”

“Are you looking to hire one?” It was really none of her business since the domain of male servants fell to the butler, and a gentleman’s valet would have been even beyond Gideon’s authority. For some reason, she couldn’t keep from imagining the marquess standing at the mirror as he ran the edge of a blade along his sharp jaw, and the thought triggered another wave of heat through her body.

His eyes narrowed. “I enjoy my privacy too much for a personal manservant, Mrs. Evans.” 

The message in his statement was clear; at present, she was the one encroaching upon his privacy.

“Of course, my lord. Your tea will be waiting for you in the study.”

Something flickered in his eyes. “I’ll take my tea in the library this morning.”

The change was unexpected, but it was not her place to wonder at it. “As you wish. Would you like breakfast brought to you there as well?” 

“No breakfast, Mrs. Evans.”

Lark curtsied again then headed for the door. It was the same every morning. Tea but no breakfast. Some mornings he went for a ride, and if so, he’d call for a bath on his return. Then a change of clothes and a quick lunch before heading out to do whatever lords did about town. 

Cook, a tall and formidable woman near forty years in age with pale red hair and liberally freckled skin, had complained to Lark more than once how her talents were wasted in such a household where breakfasts and formal dinners were nonexistent and lunch was barely appreciated. 

Before she could slip from the lord’s room, he stopped her in the threshold with a hard-voiced, “Mrs. Evans.”

She turned to see he’d risen from the bed and slipped on a black velvet robe while her back had been turned. 

“I expect a full upstairs staff by the end of the week. Increase the offered wage if you must.” He paused and glanced down as he finished tying the sash of his robe around a trim waist. “Do not to come to my bedroom again, Mrs. Evans. You’re the housekeeper, not a common maid. Do you understand?”

He met her gaze again with his last word. His eyes were cold and hard. 

Something clenched tight inside her, but she couldn’t quite identify it. Meeting his stare with a proud expression, she dipped another quick curtsy. “Perfectly, my lord.”

Then she left, closing the door silently behind her.

Arsehole.

The word came to mind before she could stop it, but she wouldn’t take it back. Not when it was so applicable.

Tea being a particular luxury, especially when the blend was as fine as the marquess enjoyed, meant it was stored in a locked box to which only the housekeeper had access. Of all the responsibilities assigned to the housekeeper of a grand household, the making of tea was Lark’s favorite. There was a sort of earthy magic to the ritualistic task. The slow heating of water, the sifting and crushing of the leaves. The precisely timed steeping to bring out the right balance of strength and flavor. And lastly, the artful presentation. Not that her current employer was the type to appreciate such fine details.
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