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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      December 26, 1825

      London, England

      

      The Christmas merriment was still hanging in the air, the excitement of Boxing Day filling the interior of numerous English households, but at the Theatre Royal in Covent Garden, there was not much to celebrate. Another murder had taken place, and Cordell Steele had decided it was time for him to intercede.

      He generally left most of the routine crimes to the expertise of the Bow Street Runners, the men he used to call his brothers in arms. But when he’d decided to set out on his own as an inquiry agent, that all changed. They now viewed him as something of a traitor who was trying to put on airs and treat them as inferior investigators. None of that was true, of course. Was he trying to better his circumstances? Naturally. But that didn’t mean he considered himself superior in any way. Granted, he might have gained a positive reputation that put him in touch with the upper echelon of society, but he was still the same man who had grown up with most of these men, toiling and clawing his way beyond an otherwise miserable existence. He was still working hard to try to make a difference, and right now, he decided, if there was a mass murderer on the loose in London, that was something more threatening than anyone’s wounded pride and the imagined betrayal he’d committed.

      “Look who it is, gents. If it ain’t Cordell Reed, renowned inquiry agent for the Crown.”

      Cordell was used to the barbs and had long since gotten immune to them. “Always a pleasure, Reynolds. And you shouldn’t listen to the rumor mill. It’s not as if His Majesty reached out to me personally, or that I was invited to the palace for tea.”

      “I’m sure you would have gone if you’d had the opportunity,” he ribbed.

      With a tolerant smile, Cordell tried to change the subject to something more serious. “The last murder was a week ago, and from what I understand, the killer manipulated the victim in a similar manner.”

      Reynolds narrowed his beady eyes. His paunchy frame had gotten a bit thicker over the past few months, but at least he’d kept his wiry beard trimmed. Thankfully, Cordell wasn’t overly concerned about anything but the chance to see the body before it was taken away by the coroner. “It seems you’re well informed, Reed.” He spat a stream of tobacco juice to the side and wiped the side of his mouth with his fist. “Come on inside, then.”

      Until then, Cordell had been forced to wait outside the theatre until Reynolds had appeared to approve or deny his entry. At least the man was smart enough to remember how adept Cordell was at solving a case. He had an eye for detail, and not much escaped his keen notice.

      He followed Reynolds through the rear section of the theatre until they reached the back of the stage. A grayish-blue corpse lay on the ground with a rope wrapped around her slender neck. She was wearing a royal blue wrapper and her eyes were open as if still staring at her attacker. “Holy Christ, does no one have any respect for the dead?” Cordell growled as he walked over and bent down, shutting her eyes to give her some semblance of the peace that had been denied her in her last moments on this earth as her young life was snuffed out.

      Clenching his jaw, he turned to another Runner, who was taking notes on a pad. “What else do we know?”

      The man eyed Reynolds, who gave a slight nod as Cordell continued to inspect the body. “Doesn’t look to be any signs of forced entry or bruising on the body, which tells us that the victim was either surprised by the attack or she knew the murderer.”

      “I would be inclined to agree,” Cordell murmured. “What else?”

      “The victim stayed behind after the play because she was planning to meet someone.”

      “Who? An admirer? A lover?”

      “That is uncertain. All we know is by the time Miss Sims arrived to check on her when she didn’t return to their shared flat, she discovered the body.”

      Cordell suppressed an urge to berate the man. He despised neutral terms like “victim” and “body.” It sounded as though this woman had just been an inanimate object and not a living breathing human just a short time ago. “Her name?”

      “Miss Geneva Adams.”

      Leaning over to grasp a strand of the deceased actress’ light-colored hair, he rubbed it between his fingers and then released it. He rose to his feet as he announced his next move. “I would like to speak with Miss Sims.”

      Reynolds took that moment to intercede. “We’ve already spoken with the lady.”

      Cordell offered a tight smile. “That may be, but I’d like to speak with her myself.”

      He received a disgusted snort in return, but he was led farther into the backstage area where various pieces of equipment lay scattered about. A few dressing room doors lined one wall. One of them was open, and two women were visible, sitting in proximity to each other.

      “Miss Sims, if I might be granted another moment of your time⁠—?”

      The blond woman immediately stood, her green eyes shining with venom. “How many times must I be subjected to this circus that your men call an investigation?” she snapped. “I told you everything I know, and yet you haven’t moved from this auditorium, preferring to stare at Geneva’s body like she’s some sort of curiosity exhibition.”

      Reynolds had the grace to appear properly chastised. Cordell, however, was under no such compunction. He stepped forward, used to the combination of anger and grief from the people he interviewed. “Forgive the intrusion, Miss Sims, but I was the one who requested an audience.”

      Her green eyes shot to him. “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m an inquiry agent. My name is Cordell Reed.”

      Her expression didn’t change, but there was a slight gasp of acknowledgement from her brunette friend. The latter rose to her feet and grabbed hold of Miss Sims’ dress sleeve. “I’ve heard of him. He works for the Home Office.”

      It was not the best time to deny that claim. At least, not until he had the information that he required to find Miss Adams’ killer.

      However, Miss Sims wasn’t so impressed by the gossip surrounding his achievements. She crossed her arms. “Is that so, Mr. Reed?”

      “It’s true I have assisted on a number of high-profile cases.”

      “Then what could possibly interest you about a group of common women who cannot give you anything but their kind consideration should you succeed in your endeavor to find Geneva’s murderer?”

      He had to admit that he admired her fierce loyalty to a fellow actress. He didn’t know how close they had been personally, but something told him this was a devastating blow for Miss Sims. “I can promise you I am seriously interested in this case because it closely resembles another death of an actress which occurred just two weeks ago in Whitechapel. I am eager to see if the victims might be connected somehow and if this could be a growing concern.”

      He could almost see the gears turning in her lovely head. “Leave us.”

      Reynolds, who had been standing by uncertainly until that point, beat a hasty retreat, but the brunette was a bit more uncertain. “Aislynn, are you sure⁠—”

      She gave the woman’s hand a slight squeeze. “I’ll be fine. Go.”

      The departing lady shut the door behind her. Miss Sims didn’t offer him a seat, nor did she ask if he might mind if she smoked a cheroot. However, she returned to the bench she’d been sitting on before, and the tip of the tobacco lit up as she took a steady inhale.

      “I’m only agreeing to speak with you because I want to know more about the previous victim. Otherwise, I would kindly tell you to take your leave.”

      He smiled slightly. “I appreciate your consideration, but as to that case, I’m afraid that is confidential information.”

      “Is that so?” She gave a light scoff. “Then I am afraid I cannot assist you with any further insight into Geneva’s life if you will not offer me the same courtesy.”

      It had been a long time since Cordell had faced a worthy adversary. The fact that the one he faced now was a woman came as no surprise. Over the years, he had known many women like Miss Sims, but whereas she was using her wits and intelligence to negotiate, most of the women from his prior acquaintance had used their beauty and their feminine wiles. There was no question that Miss Sims could use either if she chose, but he applauded her for her direct approach. It was quite refreshing.

      He released a sigh. “Very well, Miss Sims. You win. And since I am sure we would be working towards a common cause in seeing this killer brought to heel, I am willing to divulge certain key factors if you would do the same.” He walked over and sat beside her without an invitation. “Do we have a deal?”
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        * * *

      

      Aislynn had been mildly surprised when the rather handsome man who’d walked into the theatre this evening introduced himself as Cordell Reed. However, upon considering the circumstances, she should not have been surprised at all, because his pursuit of criminals around London had become quite renowned. His name was appearing more frequently in the papers, and although he hunted down thieves and murderers alike, the idea that he might actually care about a small group of stage performers was rather unexpected.

      Then again, if he was being honest and there could be a link between Geneva’s death and another unfortunate performer, Aislynn wanted to know.

      She eyed him steadily, wondering if she truly could put her faith in him. There were very few men that she allowed herself to trust. But since she was determined to find justice for Geneva, she reluctantly agreed to his terms.

      Snuffing out the cheroot, she said, “You are a shrewd negotiator, Mr. Reed.”

      He lifted a brow, and Aislynn took particular note of his dark coloring. His hair, his eyes, and his skin all had a particularly agreeable tone. “Thank you, Miss Sims. I take that as a compliment.”

      She leaned back against the bench and prepared to settle in for a lengthy conversation. “Tell me about the woman who died.”

      His intense eyes flashed as if he was indulging her curiosity, and perhaps that was how he considered it. To be fair, it didn’t matter to Aislynn, so long as she learned what he knew. “Her name was Miss Avery Flynn. She was young and blond like Miss Adams, and also a talented actress who was finding her way into many Londoners’ hearts.”

      “Was she… murdered in the same fashion?” The feeling of dread mixed with grief culminated in the center of her chest, directly over her heart. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to be sick or allow herself to cry unmercifully until the pain subsided.

      “Actually, no. She was stabbed to death.”

      Aislynn withheld a shudder. “How dreadful.” She closed her eyes briefly and then returned her attention to him. “In that regard, what makes you think the two are connected?”

      “Because of the violence with which the act was performed and the almost sensual way they were placed.”

      “Placed?” Aislynn’s attention was immediately more alert. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I think that the murderer did not kill these women where they ended up. I saw no scuff marks from either woman. If someone were brutally attacking you, does it not make sense that you would fight with everything you had within you?”

      She considered the logic in his words. “Of course. I would do everything possible to gain my freedom.”

      “Yet, it seems as if these women were almost lovingly placed where they were found, as if the killer wanted them to shine in their final glory.”

      Aislynn exhaled a slow, steady breath. “My God. I never considered it from that perspective before. If that were a possibility, it would appear that this individual is quite unhinged.”

      “Most mass murderers generally are.”

      Her eyes widened. “You have dealt with this sort of scenario before?”

      His eyes were flat, his lips tight when he replied, “My father was guilty of the same crimes. It was how my mother met her end.”

      She was still trying to recover from the shock of his statement when he switched the topic back to the matter at hand. “Your turn. Do you know if Miss Adams had any enemies?”

      It takes a moment for her brain to switch gears so abruptly. “Er, not that I am aware of. We were roommates—until just recently.” She noticed that he didn’t take any notes of her accounting but seemed to absorb it all behind those fascinating dark eyes.

      “Reynolds mentioned that you found her and she was planning to meet someone.”

      “Yes,” she murmured. “I knew she was staying behind, but she didn’t tell me who she was meeting, only that she would be late returning home. I fell asleep reading a novel while I was waiting for her. When she didn’t appear in the late hours of the morning, I thought to come to the theatre to check on her. That’s when I discovered her… body and sounded the alarm.” She could hardly speak of Geneva in the past tense, knowing that she was truly gone. Her blood had not yet cooled on the backstage floor and she was forced to relive the horror for a second time.

      “What were you reading?”

      She blinks. “Pardon?”

      “The book you said you fell asleep reading. What was it?”

      She frowns. “Does it matter?”

      “Just answer the question.”

      With a blink, Aislynn gave a slight frown. “It was ‘The Mysteries of Udolpho,’ but I’m not sure how that signifies⁠—”

      “Ann Radcliffe at her finest,” he murmured. “A woman who paved the way for Gothic romantic novels.”

      For some reason, her cheeks warmed, although she had nothing to be embarrassed about. “Indeed. She is a particularly talented writer.”

      Abruptly, he rose to his feet. “Do you have an escort back home, Miss Sims?”

      She stood and shook out her skirts in a show of bravado she wasn’t really feeling right then then grabbed her cloak to put it on. “I do not need one. I have managed fine on my own for a number of years now, Mr. Reed.”

      “That may be true, Miss Sims, but are you not concerned that you could be the next target on the killer’s list?”

      His words bade her pause. “What makes you say that?”

      “Merely that there are certain coincidences between you and the victims. You are an actress with fair hair.”

      She waited for more but when nothing else was forthcoming, she gave a light snort. “That is the only comparison that you can come up with? Mr. Reed, do you have any idea of the number of women in London that meet that very description? Actresses are plentiful, which is why it is important for the show to go on. I will mourn Geneva’s death, but I will not let it keep me from the stage and doing what I love.”

      “Even if that devotion should cost you your life?” he countered softly.

      “Precisely, because it is not as if there are many other options for a common woman of limited means. I prefer not to take paths that lead to fates worse than death.” She shook her head. “This has been an enlightening conversation, Mr. Reed, but you will have to forgive me for going home and attempting to put all of this behind me. Tomorrow, the curtains rise once more.”

      Everything had been said, so Aislynn made her way out of the theatre, careful to avert her gaze from the prone form of Geneva, still lying on the backstage floor. A shudder rippled through her that had nothing to do with the chill outside.

      Pure white flakes swirled on the wind, lending a festive appearance, despite the unfortunate circumstances that had unfolded this evening. She lifted the hood of her cloak to blot out the soft winter scene as she trudged along the freshly fallen snow. Aislynn had never imagined the theatre as a violent place. She had endured enough of that during her childhood and she wasn’t thrilled to suffer a repeat of those days. She’d been honest when she had told Mr. Reed that there were fates worse than death. Her right arm still ached during the cold months because of a break that had never fully healed when she’d been young. It had taken months for her to regain mobility in her right arm as it was, and to this day, she found it challenging to use it for long periods of time. At least she could write her name, though, which had served her well when her admirers wanted her signature on a playbill.

      It had been convenient to secure rooms near the Theatre Royal, but now Aislynn wondered if she would have to find somewhere else to call home. It wasn’t as though she had that much to her name, and without the added support of Geneva’s finances to keep them afloat with living expenditures, the future looked particularly bleak. She could always find a protector, of course, but the idea turned her stomach. She never wanted to be some man’s property, his chattel to do with as he pleased. She had encountered women with horror stories about the men who shared their beds, and Aislynn was not keen to experience that sort of life. Survival meant more to her than staying alive, and if she couldn’t do so without sacrificing her livelihood then what was the point?

      Aislynn reached her rooms and entered the interior which did not feel much better than the outside. The fire had dulled to a simmer and although she hated to waste more coal to get it going again, she was frozen from the inside out. Tonight, she needed to splurge on the extra warmth because her thoughts needed the comfort it would provide.

      After ensuring that the door was securely bolted, Aislynn removed her gown. Keeping her shift on, she curled under the coarse woolen blanket and shut her eyes tightly. Repeating the mantra from her childhood, she kept it floating through her mind until she finally drifted off to sleep.

      Tomorrow is a new day… Tomorrow is a new day…
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      Cordell made sure to keep to the shadows as he followed Aislynn home. He did not know why he felt compelled to act as her personal protector when she had made it perfectly clear she did not need him, but he was there regardless of her protests.

      He waited until he saw the light flicker in her small window before he finally turned away. Now that he knew where she lived, he would make sure that the area was watched closely for suspicious activity. He did not necessarily have people who worked for him, but rather some who were loyal and willing to assist for the right price. Luckily, Cordell had been successful in every venture he had set upon, so he had secured a tidy livelihood for himself. If he wished, he might not have to tackle such tough or dangerous cases and could be selective with his clients. However, there was something about the violent and methodical murder of these two actresses that his curiosity had been piqued. When his father had been found guilty of similar, heinous crimes and been sent to Bedlam to live out the rest of his days, Cordell had always wondered if there was some sort of imbalance that caused men like him to act in such a manner, or if it had more to do with power and control of their victims.

      Upon his death, doctors had asked for Cordell’s permission to study his father’s brain. He had agreed, of course, because he’d long wondered what had caused him to commit all those terrible murders. Unfortunately, nothing of import had been discovered, and since then, Cordell had been intent on finding the truth behind such behavior. Perhaps if he discovered the man responsible for these murders, he could finally try to understand what had led to his father’s abrupt downfall.

      Thankfully, his lodgings in Soho weren’t a great distance from Covent Garden. Should Miss Sims have need of his assistance, he could be there in short order. He intended to call on her the following day and offer his help. If she wasn’t aware that she needed it now, something told him that she might change her mind.

      He hadn’t wanted to frighten her this evening after the death of her fellow actress, but he had already found two similarities between Miss Adams and Miss Flynn, both of which Miss Sims also shared. It was still early to determine whether or not they had anything else in common, but Cordell was intent on discovering everything he could to ensure Miss Sims’ safety. He wasn’t sure why he was suddenly so protective of the bold actress except, after meeting her, she had become more real, a living breathing person rather than just a corpse lying on the ground. He’d had the opportunity to speak with her this evening, to hear her voice and watch the way her green eyes flashed with sorrow and a spark of outrage.

      Cordell’s mother had been real too. He had been sixteen years old when his father had changed and gone on a fever haze of brutal killings that had taken the life of six people, Cordell’s mother included. At first, he wondered if it was his father’s lineage. He had descended from much strife in the Ottoman Empire, so perhaps that turmoil had been bred in him and it had finally reached a breaking point. But since there was nothing to indicate such an anomaly after his father’s death, Cordell had pushed that long held theory aside and struggled for years to come up with a truth that made sense. Thus far, he had found no logical conclusions.

      However, with the opportunity to ensnare another criminal with the same propensity, he might finally gain the answers that had long evaded him.

      He hailed a hackney and gave the driver his direction. He had plans that needed to be put in place before he could retire for the evening.

      When he arrived at the Coach and Horses in Mayfair, he walked inside the raucous establishment. He’d strode inside this pub perhaps a hundred times, yet it never failed to stir him with a sense of nostalgia. It was one of the first places he’d visited when he’d first arrived in London and it had become a particularly favorite haunt—as well as a meeting place for various acquaintances.

      He slid into a chair near the edge of the room, one which held a single occupant who was drinking from a pint of ale. The right arm hung listlessly to the side, tucked beneath a snug fitting man’s jacket. He never really knew the true identity of the woman who dressed in men’s trousers and wore her dark hair shorn close to her scalp. She had always just gone by Mary Spade. However, she was a loyal confidante. Since the night Cordell saved her from a brutal assault, she had been a faithful informant. Unfortunately, she hadn’t come out of the attack completely unscathed. Her arm suffered from the brunt of her injuries, a constant reminder of what she’d lost—and yet, what she still retained. Her life.

      However, that didn’t stop her from running a successful brothel and likely many other lucrative side ventures that he decided he’d rather not know about.

      “You must have started late this evening,” Cordell murmured dryly. “You can still sit upright.”

      She drained her mug and set it down firmly on the table. “Perhaps I’m close to holding my liquor as well as ye, Steele.”

      He grinned, because he expected no less than sarcasm from Mary.

      “Was the woman dead?”

      She’d known that Cordell had gone to the theatre to investigate the latest murder.

      “She was.” He frowned down at the scarred wooden table. “I was too late.”

      “Ye’ll get the bastard. Ye always figure out a way to solve any mystery that comes yer way.”

      He scrubbed a hand down his face. “Perhaps. But this one strikes a bit too close to home.”

      Of course, Mary was one of the few people who knew all of his secrets. But there wasn’t anyone he trusted more to keep them. It was another reason he’d gained the torrid reputation of a libertine. Not only did he put some of that reputation into action, but Mary’s house also was where he conducted much of his business affairs as well. Witnesses were more comfortable attending a brothel than meeting in a public location where they could be noticed. Whereas at a bawdy house no one suspected much of anything.

      “Then you already know what to do. Fuck ’em.”

      Cordell laughed because it was such a typical response from her. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “I knew I could count on you to put things in a familiar light.” Turning serious, he said, “I need a favor.”

      “Name it.”

      They were interrupted by the waitress, who brought over two drinks and while they imbibed from their respective pints, Cordell said, “I need you to look after a possible victim. She was a roommate to the woman who was murdered this evening.”

      “Whot’s ’er name?”

      “Miss Aislynn Sims.”

      “The Covent Garden actress.”

      “You know her?”

      “Aye. Everyone in London is familiar with her. She’s gaining quite a bit of popularity on the stage. Some say she’s the next Sarah Siddons.”

      Cordell’s brows rose. He recalled hearing of the infamous Lady Macbeth and her timeless portrayal of the titular character. If Miss Sims was being compared to such a paragon of the stage, it only proved that she might become a future target for this latest killer. To destroy such an illustrious name would cause a flare of intrigue and publicity that seemed commonplace with mass murderers. In his observations, desire for recognition was top of the list when it came to notoriety.

      “I’ll personally see to it that one of my men is watching over her.”

      “Thank you.” Cordell drained the last of his ale and tossed some coins on the table. He glanced at Mary. “Not all of this goes to the waitress.”

      She reached out and picked up a few then tucked them securely into her bodice. “A pleasure as always, Steele.”

      Cordell made his way back home and walked up the stairs to his lodgings. He drew a deep breath then released it and opened the front door and walked into the cavernous townhouse. For years, he’d dreamed of finding a way to better his circumstances. It had come with hard work and determination, but he had finally found his place in society. He might not be invited to all the society events, but he was accepted in certain circles. He didn’t have a gentleman’s club, but neither did he care to gather in a room filled with smoke and idle gossip while complaining over the latest forward government ideals. Working class labor conditions had begun to become a heated argument, with some traditional men believing that the loudest voices for reform should be silenced, while the modern thinkers applauded the need for change.

      For someone who had lived on the lower end of the spectrum for years, Cordell had to agree that the long, harsh hours and child labor should not have turned into an issue in the first place. He had long abhorred the way the working class had been treated, but for those who had never had to suffer and grown up with every advantage, they found it difficult to imagine that it could be as horrific as it was portrayed. The sad truth was that it was worse. It was why so many turned to a life of crime and thievery, because it was easier to evade the watch than to subject themselves to other poor treatment.

      Cordell had nearly been one of those who had taken to the streets, but he was lucky to have discovered others like him along the way who helped to propel him in the right direction. It was with their guidance that he was able to walk into this comfortable abode and call it home. So many were not as fortunate and he made a point to remember his own struggles so that he might help others in need. More than once he’d opened his home to one vagrant or another, saving them from another night on the streets. Most were grateful and the others had already made their choice long ago. Because of his shared loyalty, Cordell had earned the respect from both sides of London—the East End affluent society members and the West End working class. And yet, he was still fighting an inner battle that no one knew about. At least, no one who dared to say anything to his face.

      Climbing the stairs to his chamber, he undressed and climbed into bed, but his racing mind refused to let him rest.

      He wondered why he’d blurted out the truth of his father to Miss Sims like that. It wasn’t as though it was common knowledge. Not anymore. But there had been a time when his father had been alive and Cordell had been dragged through the misery of those trials and judgment. He hadn’t thought of his sire as a monster, but the truth had been laid out for everyone to see and to hear the truth come from his very own lips…

      Cordell clenched his fists as the memory of those dark days pressed down on him with the weight of a hundred carriage wheels, as fresh now as it was back then. Was it possible to ever escape the torture of knowing one’s father murdered people out of pure curiosity? Or perhaps it was sport. It was one of the terrible unanswered questions that he would never know the answer to. He would never understand what had caused his father to shove a knife into his wife’s chest over and over again until there was more blood coating the floor than what was left in her body.

      He slowly forced himself to relax his hands and exhale slowly. It was his severe reaction to these memories that scared him just as much as what his father had done. What if he woke one night, caught in the throes of a night terror and injured someone? It was why he’d vowed to remain a bachelor and live the libertine lifestyle. He visited bawdy houses and never stayed any longer than it took for a mutual exchange of pleasure. He’d never taken a mistress because he hadn’t wanted to accept an overnight stay. He feared it was entirely too dangerous.

      He threw his arm over his forehead and stared at the canopy above his bed, his thoughts once more pulled in the direction of Miss Sims. He was concerned that if he didn’t discern why this villain was targeting fair-haired young actresses for a particular reason, she might end up being the target on the killer’s list. The sight of Miss Adams’ lifeless eyes glared up at him in his vision and he could almost feel that condemning stare. Why didn’t you save me? Why didn’t you catch the murderer before he struck a second time? You failed me. You failed us.

      All of us.

      He clenched his jaw. He would not make the same mistake again. He might not be able to protect every woman in London. That would be impossible. But he could vouch for the safety of Miss Sims. He would ensure that if it took his dying breath to do so.
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        * * *

      

      Aislynn peered out of the corner of her smudged window the next morning and narrowed her eyes. She didn’t know who Cordell Steele was fooling if he thought she was too naïve to spot someone loitering about her flat. She had no doubt that he’d hired someone to watch over her. He seemed the type to act the part of dashing knight and rescue the damsel in distress, but what he didn’t know about Aislynn was that with her growing fame in the city, she was used to looking over her shoulder and warding off unwanted admirers. Unfortunately, it was the ones with money and prestige who were tougher to fight off than those wielding any sort of weapons.

      However, a shiver crawled over her skin because Geneva’s body wasn’t yet cold in the grave and she was expected to play her part at the Theatre Royal that evening as if nothing untoward had happened. The show must go on, and although she might not be in the mood to accommodate an entertainment hungry crowd, she knew if she wanted to eat and have a roof over her head, she had to swallow her pride and put on a winning smile and put on the best performance of her life. Her survival depended on that success.

      Donning one of the few simple dresses she had in her possession, Aislynn considered that she would have her pick of the finest silks that money could buy when she walked out onto the stage. Every need was at her fingertips for the taking—until she walked out the door and returned to her simple flat that used to house two hopeful actresses. Now that it was just Aislynn, she had to start asking around to see if someone would be willing to move into Geneva’s room and help share the expenses.

      She glanced toward the closed door and realized that she couldn’t find the nerve to go inside and look around just yet. There could be clues to her demise, and yet, Aislynn felt sick every time she thought of rummaging around in Geneva’s things. It seemed like a terrible invasion of her privacy even though she would no longer have use of anything inside.

      Aislynn wondered about her family. When Geneva was around, they just talked about the theatre and kept things light and impersonal. It was as if they believed speaking about such things as the past and their family would become too intimate and tears could start flowing. At least, that was the impression she received from Geneva. Aislynn had long been on her own. She had never known her father, only the men that her mother had paraded through their tiny flat.  She managed to deal with her mother’s unstable and cruel environment to a point, but when circumstances became too harsh, Aislynn had finally dared to leave for London at the age of fifteen and hadn’t looked back. There were times when her mother had attempted to contact her through the years, but Aislynn generally found some reason to deny her an audience.

      Aislynn just wanted to put that part of her past to rest. She hadn’t been certain she would survive when she made it to London with the pittance she’d spent to take the public coach there, but by some miracle, she’d been spared the life of a demimonde and found work as a seamstress while she struggled to find work on the stage. It had always been her dream to perform and it had finally come true. To a point, at least.

      She knew she was currently being well received by the common and fashionable crowd alike, but how long would it last before someone rose to take her place in the light? She was under no misconceptions to believe she would always be heading upward. Once she reached the top, there was only one way to go and she had to make sure plans were in place before everything came crumbling down around her.

      Thus, she pasted a bright smile on her face and ignored the stranger standing across the street with a roll of her eyes as she headed for the theatre.

      She made her way in the back entrance and was immediately beset by Mia. “I was about to go to your flat if you didn’t show up within the next few minutes!”

      “Why?”

      Mia’s eyes widened. “Tell me you did not just say that. Have you forgotten about last night already? I was determined to check on you if you were one second late for tonight’s performance.”

      “Afraid you could not take on the role of Juliet in my absence?” Aislynn returned dryly.

      Again, Mia stared at her as if she’d suddenly spouted two heads. “There was a murder here, in this very theatre.”

      “I am well aware of that,” Aislynn said with gritted teeth. “Geneva was my roommate.”

      “I know! That’s why I was terrified for your safety last night!”

      It was the high pitch of Mia’s voice, warning that panic would soon start to set in, which made Aislynn steer her toward her dressing room and shut the door firmly behind them. She grasped her hands and looked at her directly. “We cannot allow this killer to unnerve us. Do you hear me? The moment we do so, he wins and we have too much at stake for our survival to allow him that much power.”

      “But what if⁠—”

      “No.” Aislynn interrupted firmly. “There will be none of that. We are to put it out of our mind the best we can and honor Geneva’s memory by performing the role of our lives.”

      Finally, some of her words seemed to penetrate Mia’s brain, because she blinked a few times and seemed to calm. “You are right. She would not want us to make a fuss over her, no matter what the reasons.”

      “Precisely.” Aislynn turned and headed for her dressing table. “I have to get prepared for Juliet, so if you are feeling more at ease…”

      “Of course. I will check on you later.”

      As soon as the door shut behind Mia, some of Aislynn’s bravado deserted her. She looked down at her hands in her lap and saw that they were shaking almost uncontrollably. She clasped them together and closed her eyes, concentrating on taking deep, steady breaths. What she’d told Mia had not been a lie. Geneva would want the show to be the best it could be under the circumstances. She’d loved the theatre as much as the rest of them did and had always been adamant about a stellar performance, one that would keep the audience coming back for more, because that meant food in their bellies and a roof over their heads.

      A few moments later, Aislynn was composed. She lifted her makeup palette and began to apply Juliet’s face, hoping that it would soon blot out her own, as well as the rest of her worries.

      About half an hour before the curtain was to rise, there was an urgent knock at her door. Aislynn was just sliding on her slippers as the final touch to her costume when Mia walked in looking quite harried. Thankfully, it was in a different manner than the chaos from earlier. Nevertheless, she looked as though she had important news to share.

      “What is it?” Concerned that the manager might have made a drastic change in the play, her mind was eased with Mia’s next statement. At least, when it came to Juliet.

      “The inquiry agent is here! Cordell Steele!”

      Aislynn froze. “Are you quite certain?”

      “I saw him in the audience. There is no way I could forget a man that handsome.” Her face was wreathed in smiles, a stark contrast to the moment she had originally approached Aislynn. “Do you think he’s here to watch the play?”

      Aislynn waited for Mia to understand what she’d just asked, but when she appeared to stare into oblivion with stars dotting her eyes, she supposed she would have to point out the obvious. “If he is in the seats in the auditorium, then I imagine that is the point.”

      “You must have made quite an impression on him.”

      Aislynn wanted to roll her eyes. Instead, she discovered a frown had creased her brow. “Do not be ridiculous. He is likely here to keep an eye on things to ensure nothing untoward happens again.”

      That caused Mia to blanch. “Do you think the killer will strike again? Here?”

      Aislynn had no idea what might or might not happen, but since she didn’t want to upset Mia any more than she appeared to be, she quickly tried to soothe her fears with a little white lie. “The chances of that are very slim. Mr. Steele told me that criminals do not usually strike the same place twice. It is like a lightning strike.”

      Of course, the inquiry agent had told her no such thing, but she wasn’t about to tell Mia that she was concerned about what might occur. She needed Mia to focus on the play and not what might be lurking in the shadows around them. Aislynn was generally used to ignoring things that went bump in the night. Or rather, she didn’t give it the power to unnerve her as they once had.

      “Fifteen minutes to curtain!” The warning rang through the ajar door.

      Aislynn reached out and squeezed Mia’s hand. “Do not worry about anything but stepping on your gown and falling on Romeo.”

      Mia’s face relaxed slightly and a smile started to curve the corners of her mouth. “It would serve Jacob right if I brought him down with me on the stage, but you are right, of course. As always. Thank you, Aislynn.”

      As she left, Aislynn allowed her shoulders to sag slightly. There were times when it became exhausting to be strong for everyone else when her own heart was struggling.

      Bracing herself with a deep inhalation, Aislynn headed out to entertain her adoring devotees.
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      She was absolutely brilliant. Some might claim–magnificent. And they wouldn’t be wrong.

      Cordell stood with the rest of the roaring applause from the rest of the assemblage as the curtains were drawn at the end of the play. He had attended tonight out of more than just curiosity about Miss Sims. He had intended to keep a sharp eye on the crowd lest someone seem suspicious or out of place. He had discovered that some mass murderers revisited a crime scene in order to recreate the moment of an attack. Not necessarily to strike at the same place again, but to absorb the atmosphere around them to prepare for the next assault.

      However, it wasn’t long before Cordell’s attention had been diverted to the play where it remained until intermission. At that point, he knew it was too late to attempt to find a possible target, the killer likely already taking his leave. But at least Cordell was able to enjoy the rest of the play without further concern. And he’d found it more than riveting. He’d never been a fan of Shakespeare’s writing. He knew the bard was deserving of praise for his timeless works, but romantic tales of tragedy were not really of particular interest to him. Gothic novels were the same. He would much prefer to expend his reading time by studying philosophy or astrology.

      However, he had to offer a grudging admiration for the passion in which Miss Sims portrayed half of the main character of Juliet. Romeo paled in comparison to her dramatic reenactment and when she died at the end, Cordell was surrounded by several female sniffles. A few gentlemen had dabbed at their eyes with their handkerchiefs as well.

      Thus, his hands came together with just as much enthusiasm as the rest of the crowd and when the cast returned for a final bow, several flowers were tossed on stage to celebrate the moment.

      He saw the brilliant flash of white on Aislynn’s face, but while it might not be readily apparent to the rest of the audience, Cordell noticed the lines of strain around the edge of her mouth and the happiness that was reflected on her face but did not fully reach her dulled eyes.

      His jaw clenched because he knew that this evening must have been terribly difficult for her, yet what other choice did she have but to cater to the needs of the guests seated in this very auditorium?

      Cordell told himself that it wasn’t his business to get involved, but when he turned to go, he overheard a gentleman’s conversation and he knew he couldn’t ignore such a slight in all good conscience. “I intend to offer Miss Sims the honor of being my new mistress.”

      “Let us hope she is sensible enough to thank her good fortune that you have selected her for the position. Just remember not to keep her all to yourself. I enjoy playing with your castoffs but I might make an exception for this particular talented actress. It might be good bed sport with her between us in the sheets.”

      A chortle was the only reply as the voices faded, but not because they moved away. It had more to do with Cordell’s desire to blot out their torrid conversation. He might be a libertine as well, but he knew what was an inappropriate way to treat a lady. She might not be highborn, but she deserved the same respect. It was that marked difference in how women were treated in upper and lower classes that annoyed him most of all. More than once, at Mary’s establishment, he'd been forced to intervene when one of the patrons had too much to drink and decided that he paid for more than sex with one of the girls, that he had the right to treat her in any manner he chose. Cordell had stopped a flying arm from striking out while allowing his to offer an alternative before they were tossed out into the street on their despicable arse.

      He saw the two men disappear backstage along one side of the curtain while he headed along another. The moment he stepped beyond the crowd, he realized that this was where the real work began. Set pieces were being rearranged and lighting and ropes were being adjusted. Orders were being tossed back and forth from the crew while the performers rushed back to their rooms to remove the remnants of the evening.

      He was almost upon Miss Sims' room when he was nearly run over by a familiar brunette. She was the one who had been sitting with the famed actress the night before, although he hadn’t been able to tell at the time who might have been consoling who. “Oh! Pardon me, sir—” Her eyes instantly widened when she recognized him. “Mr. Steele!”

      “Good evening.” He glanced toward his target, but the door was still slightly open, and all he could hear was the sound of murmured voices from within. Nothing to alarm him as yet.

      “I told Aislynn that you were here tonight.”

      He lifted a brow. “Did you? I am sure she was thoroughly impressed.”

      “Not particularly.”

      He had the urge to smile, because she obviously didn’t catch the sarcasm he’d attempted to portray into his statement. Very poorly, it would seem.

      “I am a huge admirer.”

      “Of murderers?” he countered dryly.

      She appeared affronted. “Of course not. I meant your expertise.”

      He smiled tightly. He had never been very adept at accepting praise when he felt as though he continued to fail at every turn. Not only would another murder take place, but he had yet to find out why his father had acted so rashly. “I have yet to discover who was responsible for Miss Adams’ demise, so it seems I have not uncovered as much as I might want.”

      “I have no doubt you will, given enough time.”

      Cordell thought he heard the elevated voice of Miss Sims. “Perhaps. If you will excuse me?”

      He didn’t wait for a reply as he opened the door to Miss Sims' dressing room. Inside he found the two scoundrels had circled around Miss Sims chair like a pair of vultures closing in on their prey. However, it didn’t take him long to discern that the victims in this instance were the predators. She held a small dagger at the center of one man’s crotch. His face had leeched of all color as she said, “I said that I am not interested in your proposal. Now, please leave this room before I change your sex permanently.”

      Cordell wanted to applaud her actions. They were nearly as impressive as her efforts on stage.

      He stepped to the side as she removed her dagger, and the man adjusted his jacket cuffs and breezed by in a huff, his cohort following close behind. After they were gone, he looked at Miss Sims, who acknowledged his presence before she turned back around to face the mirror. “What can I help you with, Mr. Steele?”
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