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        September, 1817

      

      

      

      Alice Irvine hastened along the pleasure garden’s illuminated cross-walk. Fireworks popped overhead in vibrant displays of shimmering light while Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata” drifted between the trees. The air was cool. Soon, the leaves would change color as summer gave way to autumn.

      Alice quickened her pace. She could not be gone long before her parents noticed her absence. For now, they were preoccupied with the ballet. But like most of Vauxhall’s distractions, it offered only brief entertainment. She had to return to them before the show ended and they realized she no longer stood in the crowd of onlookers.

      Up ahead, a small group of revelers rounded a corner. All were flamboyantly dressed in accordance with the masquerade theme. Their joyous mood was evident in their hoots and whistles as they drew nearer.

      “Oh no,” one of the men in their midst exclaimed, his attention fixing on Alice. “A lonely shepherdess.”

      Disguised as Harlequin, he pranced toward her and grasped her hand before she gauged his intention. Startled, she nearly tripped over her feet when he pulled her into a waltz.

      She did her best to keep up, spinning and twirling across the path. His gaze caught hers and he laughed, enchanting her with his playfulness.

      His companions cheered and clapped and one of them, a woman wearing a lavish Marie Antoinette costume, called, “Bring her along. The more the merrier.”

      Alice’s dance partner slowed his movements until they came to a halt. He raised her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles.

      “Well?” he asked, his voice slightly muffled behind his mask. “Will you favor us with your company or must we part ways?”

      “Thank you for the dance,” Alice said, “but I’m afraid it must be the latter.”

      His eyes pierced hers from behind his black mask. A grin caught the edge of his mouth, concealing the brief disappointment she’d glimpsed a mere second before. “A pity.”

      He released her with a flourish, executed a deep bow, and spun away, his movements fluid as he darted after his friends.

      Alice breathed a sigh of relief and resumed her own progress. Hopefully the mask she wore had made her just as unrecognizable to him as he’d been to her. A soft smile curved her lips as she hastened onward. The anonymity of her encounter added a hint of exhilaration to the pleasure she felt in response to the stranger’s attention.

      It also made her more eager to reach her destination where heated kisses and ardent caresses awaited.

      Her heart pounded faster. She knew the danger that lurked ahead - the undeniable risk of scandal - but she couldn’t resist the thrill of meeting the man who promised her passion unlike any other.

      Ever since he’d first kissed her in an alcove at the Foxhill ball, she’d welcomed every chance to be alone with him, if only for a few moments. No one had ever affected her so. He made her come alive in ways she’d never before experienced.

      Inexplicably, the impropriety and the daring, the prospect of being caught, only fueled her desire for more. As did the rogue himself. The wicked words he’d whispered in her ear when last they’d met still sizzled in her veins.

      Reaching a thick copse of trees, she sent a swift glance over her shoulder, then stepped off the path. Darkness closed in around her as she moved forward through the brush, but she wasn’t afraid. Instead, she welcomed the increased privacy offered by the secluded location.

      Despite the heavy scent of dirt and leaves, she smelled the musky perfume of the man she’d come to meet. She could almost feel the heat of his body encompassing hers, the powerful strength of his presence urging her onward.

      A twig snapped and a strong arm encircled her waist, pulling her backward, flush against a masculine chest. Alice’s breath caught and her pulse leapt with increased excitement. This was one of the things she loved best about their assignations – his ability to surprise her.

      “You’re finally here,” he murmured, the low vibration of his voice sending hot little shivers straight down her spine as he drew her more firmly against his hard frame.

      “Yes,” she whispered in anticipation of what would come next. If he wished to claim her in earnest this time, she’d happily let him do so.

      His head dipped and his mask grazed her neck as he breathed her in. Alice moaned. Who would have thought such a tiny abrasion could feel so incredibly good? And yet it was nothing compared to the rousing sensations igniting within her when he slid his hands over her body, the intimate exploration making the passion between them burn brighter than any flame.

      Heaven have mercy, she wanted more. She wanted him - needed him - more than anything else in the world. So she leaned back against his sturdy frame, and surrendered to pleasure.
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      Chief Constable Peter Kendrick arrived at Vauxhall just after dawn. He stepped from the hackney carriage, paid the driver, and lit a cheroot before proceeding toward the pleasure garden’s front entrance where one of his Runners was stationed.

      “Lewis,” he said, greeting the younger man with a stiff nod. “Give me the details while we walk.”

      Lewis swallowed, the hesitance in his eyes informing Peter that he had no wish to accompany him. But rather than argue, the younger man straightened his shoulders. “Of course.”

      Peter set his cheroot to his lips and pulled the smoky flavor into his lungs. He nodded toward the entrance while exhaling through his nose. “That bad?”

      “Worst I’ve ever seen, sir.”

      Peter considered Lewis. He’d been off duty when Miss Fairchild had been murdered in June, and again when Lady Camille’s body was found last month. Judging from his queasy expression, Lewis was sorry he’d not been off duty this morning as well.

      “Right,” Peter told him. “Best get on with it then, hadn’t we?”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Peter brushed past him and started walking. It wouldn’t take long to know if the murder committed last night was connected to the previous ones.

      Lewis followed, directing him toward the right and onto a graveled path. A hushed atmosphere enveloped the garden, adding an eeriness made more pronounced by the mist dispersing across the ground.

      “A gardener made the discovery,” Lewis began. “He was getting ready to trim the tree branches growing too close to the wall when he happened upon the young woman’s body.”

      “Any idea who she is?” Peter asked.

      “None. She’s still wearing her mask from last night’s masquerade. However, a Mr. and Mrs. Irvine did file a missing person’s report. Their daughter, Miss Alice Irvine, went missing at Vauxhall yesterday evening.”

      “How the hell does that even happen?”

      “No idea, sir. She must have wandered off.”

      Peter sent Lewis a sideways glance. “Cause of death?”

      Lewis clenched his jaw as he met Peter’s gaze. “Her throat was slit and…”

      The young Runner drew to a halt and bent over, hands clasped on his shins. His breaths came heavy and fast, as though he were fighting the urge to vomit. When he finally straightened, he looked a touch paler. “No one should die as she did. It’s morbid beyond compare.”

      Peter reckoned Lewis was right. And although he’d suspected he knew what he’d find, he was still shocked by the sight that greeted him when he stepped between the trees moments later and caught his first glimpse of the victim.

      Her body, dressed in a light-blue shepherdess costume, was not only still and lifeless, but stained by the blood that had spilled from her throat. It was a ghastly sight, not just a thin slash, but a deep and damaging wound. Her glassy blue eyes stared at the sky from behind her white satin mask, and her faded pink lips were parted as if in a whisper.

      Pinned to the front of her bodice, was a square piece of paper containing one word, written in thick black ink. WHORE.

      Peter drew a sharp breath as he surveyed the scene. Although this wound was deeper than the ones on Miss Fairchild and Lady Camille, the cause of death was as identical as the note left behind.

      Despite having twenty-seven years of experience dealing with the darker side of humanity, Peter still shuddered. The air was thick with the sickly-sweet smell of death, and the sight of the corpse, her skin pale and cold, made his stomach churn. He couldn’t help but imagine her final moments. Thankfully, her dress was intact and her positioning gave no indication of any sexual violation.

      He closed his eyes briefly and took a deep breath, deliberately cutting off all his emotions so he could be objective. When he was ready, he bent to remove the victim’s mask, gently peeling it back to reveal her face.

      A quiet rage built inside him as he beheld her youthful beauty. It wasn’t fair. What kind of monster had done this?

      He glanced at the Runners positioned nearby before fixing his gaze on Lewis. The poor man kept his attention well off the ground. Peter didn’t blame him. “Lewis, I’ll need to speak with the Irvines – see if this is their missing daughter. You have their address?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Peter huffed a breath. This was the kind of news every parent dreaded. “Call on them. Take Anderson with you and have the Irvines accompany you to the Bow Street office. I’ll meet them there.”

      Peter watched the two men stride off. Anderson, an older more seasoned member of the force, would lend the support Lewis needed.

      Lowering into a crouch, Peter scanned the area for evidence, his gaze fierce and focused. The ground had been disturbed to suggest the frenzied movement of feet. Most likely the victim’s as she’d fought to free herself from the killer’s grasp. A larger set of footprints were imbedded in the dirt, and Peter quickly ordered measurements to be taken.

      There were several broken twigs and branches as well, indicating that whoever had done this had fled the scene quickly. Leaning forward, he examined the body, looking for any additional clues, but none stood out. Hopefully the coroner would have greater success. If they were lucky, they’d find something meaningful under her nails, like a piece of fabric or some hair.

      If not…

      He sighed and stood, hating the fact that another woman might die before he managed to track down the killer.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost nine by the time Peter entered the Bow Street Magistrate’s Court. Interviewing the gardener who’d discovered the victim had taken some time. The elderly man had been so shaken he’d barely been able to speak.

      Peter swallowed the last of the bread roll he’d managed to buy from a bakery on his way over and wiped the crumbs from his fingers. He then greeted a couple of Runners and started toward his office, only to halt when Lewis came striding toward him.

      “The Irvines are here,” he said, his expression grim. “I showed them into your office.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      “That you might have some news about their daughter.” Lewis held up a file with some papers inside. “The missing person’s report, in case you’d like to go over it first.”

      “Thank you.” Peter took the papers and scanned the description the Irvine’s had provided. He then glanced toward his office door. For now, those people had hope. Unfortunately, he was about to crush that. “I’ll need some coffee first.”

      “There’s a fresh pot in the back room. I can fetch you a cup if you like?”

      “Thanks, but I’ll manage.” Peter began turning away, then thought of something and said, “See if you can get hold of the rest of Vauxhall’s employees and have them come in for an interview. It’s possible one of them witnessed something.”

      Stepping back to let another Runner past, Lewis said, “I can also put an announcement in the paper asking anyone who was there last night to come forward with information.”

      “Let’s wait on that. I’d rather keep the investigation as private as possible for now, though I do appreciate your line of thinking. What you may want to do is locate the files on Miss Fairchild and Lady Camille. Their cases have the same modus operandi.”

      Lewis nodded and Peter went to pour himself a cup of coffee. He took a sip and savored the heat as it slid down his throat. Right. Time to meet with the Irvines.

      He told himself it was part of the job and that someone had to do it. Might as well be him. But delivering bad news never got easier, no matter how many times he did it. Lady Camille’s mother, the Countess of Hightower, had flung herself at him when he’d spoken to her, beating him with her fists while shouting that it wasn’t true – that he must have made a mistake. Miss Fairchild’s parents had been more stoic, but their pain had been palpable nonetheless.

      Despite his feet being heavy, Peter forced himself to walk down the hallway. He had to get past this so he could move on with his investigation and try to find justice for these three women.

      On that thought, he opened the door to his office and greeted the Irvines.

      They rushed to their feet and stood before him, hope brimming in their watery eyes, like sunshine dancing on dewdrops. The husband stepped forward first and stuck out his hand.

      Peter shook it and wished the murdered woman was someone else’s daughter – that the awful heartbreak waiting around the corner could be delayed just a little bit longer.

      “A couple of Runners came by our house this morning,” said Mr. Irvine as soon as the introductions were out of the way. “He told us there was news about Alice.”

      “Possibly.” Peter glanced between the couple. “Would either of you like something to drink?”

      Mr. Irvine sent his wife a questioning look, in response to which she shook her head.

      “Very well then.” Peter gestured toward the chairs they’d been using before his arrival. “Please have a seat. As I understand it, your daughter went missing last night while the three of you were enjoying an evening out together at Vauxhall. Correct?”

      “That’s right.” Mr. Irvine glanced toward the piece of paper Peter had placed on top of his desk. “We gave the clerk a description of her.”

      Peter kept his expression carefully schooled. “If you don’t mind, I’d like you to tell me about your evening, up until the point where Alice disappeared.”

      He needed to understand what had happened – how it had happened. It was vital he got as many details out of the Irvine’s before he delivered the damning news. After that, they’d likely be incapable of any coherent thought.

      Mr. Irvine leaned forward, propping his forearm on his thigh. He frowned at Peter. “I was led to believe that you’d be the one giving us information. Not the other way around.”

      “They haven’t found her,” Mrs. Irvine muttered. “Have you?”

      “Please,” Peter said, his eyes on the husband. “What time did you arrive at the gardens?”

      Mr. Irvine flattened his mouth and leaned back. For a moment, Peter didn’t believe he’d answer. But then a distant look entered his eyes and he finally said, “Our carriage dropped us off around eight o’ clock. There were six of us, including our sons and youngest daughter. We were all dressed in costume, because of the event.”

      Peter didn’t bother asking him to elaborate on that. The shepherdess costume was already mentioned in the missing person report. “Did you have supper upon your arrival, or did you stroll about?”

      “We had supper, after which we went to watch the cascade. There was a ballet performance after that. It was scheduled to last fifteen minutes and I…” Mr. Irvine drew a shaky breath. “It was a very good show. Absorbing. I never noticed Alice’s disappearance until it was over and I turned to ask her opinion. Only she wasn’t there.”

      “Did either of her siblings see where she went?”

      Mrs. Irvine shook her head. “No.”

      “Were you familiar with any of the other spectators? Anyone we might be able to call upon and question?”

      “I…I don’t recall,” Mr. Irvine muttered. He reached for his wife’s hand and clasped it tight. “The Marquess of Lundquist approached Alice earlier in the evening, at the cascade. They exchanged a few words before he strolled off.”

      Peter made a note of it. “Are the two of them friends?”

      “They’ve danced together a few times at various social events, but he’s never called on her or invited her out for a walk,” Mr. Irvine informed him. “I don’t believe they’re especially close.”

      “So you would say it’s unlikely that the marquess convinced your daughter to meet him for a rendezvous while you were distracted by the ballet.” Peter kept his voice soft as he spoke, for he knew what he implied would not be well received.

      Mrs. Irvine blanched. “Alice would never resort to such mischief. She’s a decent person, Mr. Kendrick, not the sort to be led astray by a man. Not even by a marquess.”

      Apparently, Mrs. Irvine didn’t know her daughter well. Or maybe she did and the killer had made a mistake? Peter considered that possibility. It had been dark and Alice was wearing a mask when she met her fate between those trees.

      “If anything,” Mr. Irvine said, his voice stiff, “she received word that one of her friends was in need of help and went to lend her assistance.”

      An unrealistic theory, Peter decided, considering she had since failed to return. He glanced at his coffee and wished it were brandy, then folded his arms on the table.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Irvine,” he began while doing his best to keep his voice level, “I regret to inform you that a young woman was found murdered at Vauxhall this morning. She matches your daughter’s description, though I cannot say for certain—”

      Mrs. Irvine’s anguished cry cut him off. Her slender body doubled over in pain as she wept with heaving sobs. Mr. Irvine slid from his chair and crouched before her, his arms embracing her as best he could while tears slid down his cheeks.

      He glanced at Peter. “It cannot be true. I want to see her. Just to be sure.”

      “Of course.” Peter stood from behind his desk and crossed to the door. “Take as much time as you need. I’ll accompany you to the morgue when you’re ready.”

      He left the office, closing the door on his way out. The Irvines still held on to some small sliver of hope, but Peter already knew this too would soon be gone. There was no doubt in his mind. The woman he’d seen in Vauxhall that morning would soon be identified as Alice Irvine.
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      Adrian Croft was still restless when he returned from his morning ride. He’d given the horse its head and savored the rush of cold air on his face while they’d galloped through Hyde Park.

      The exercise usually helped clear his mind, but today was different. Uneasiness gripped his bones on account of the news that had reached him before he’d gone out. Another victim had just been named in what had become a horrific series of murders. Miss Alice Irvine was dead.

      Knowing the villain remained at large increased his concerns for his sister’s security. His stomach clenched with the idea of her encountering any sort of danger when she ventured out of the house.

      Setting his jaw, he climbed the stairs and entered his room. His valet, James Murry, was already there, waiting with a bath and a clean change of clothes. He greeted Adrian and proceeded to help him remove his jacket.

      “Have my father and sister arisen?” Adrian asked while Murry began untying his cravat. He flexed his fingers, enjoying the strain the action produced in his joints and tendons.

      “Your father is already in his study,” Murry informed him. “The bell from your sister’s room rang just before you arrived. I believe Emma is helping her dress as we speak.”

      “Thank you, Murry.” The cravat was undone and unwound. Murry removed it, leaving Adrian to unbutton his forest green waistcoat. He started to shuck it. “I want a footman with her whenever she leaves the house. At least until the man who’s murdering upper-class women has been apprehended.”

      “Perhaps it would be wise of you to warn her against going out,” Murry suggested. He’d been employed by Adrian ten years ago and had not only earned his master’s absolute trust in that time but had since become more than his job title claimed him to be. “At least for the foreseeable future.”

      Adrian glanced at him. “She’ll never listen.”

      Evelyn was stubborn that way, and who could blame her? She was eleven years younger than he and had recently made her debut. Of course she wished to go out and attend social functions. She wanted to dance and consider her marital options.

      Adrian tensed on that thought. Did the world possess a man good enough for her?

      His thoughts shifted to Edward, his closest friend, and the tension in Adrian’s body eased. Yes, he decided. Just the one. Provided Evelyn took the time to notice the admiration with which Edward watched her.

      He shook his head and tugged at his shirt’s front closure, undoing the tie before pulling the garment free from his breeches.

      “I’ll see about the footmen then,” Murry told him.

      “Thank you. That will be all for now.” Murry left and Adrian finished undressing before stepping into his bath. As usual, there was much for him to accomplish today. Those who depended upon his father’s good graces had to be kept in check.

      With this in mind, he bathed quickly and toweled off, his thoughts returning to Miss Irvine and the two other victims who’d come before. The notion of someone preying on innocent women made his blood boil. Whoever this murderous bastard was, he had to be stopped so Evie could be safe.

      As was too often the case, Bow Street didn’t appear to be making progress in that regard. The first victim, Miss Fairchild, was murdered two months ago, yet the killer had yet to be captured.

      Adrian muttered a curse and snatched up the shirt that had been laid on his bed then proceeded to dress. After donning his trousers and waistcoat, he called for Murry to assist him with his cravat.

      Once ready, he went to locate his sister, who was now in the dining room enjoying her breakfast.

      “I wanted to wish you a pleasant day before heading out,” he informed her.

      “You’re not eating?” She slid her gaze toward him, abandoning the paper she’d been reading. A hint of a smile tugged at her lips.

      “I did so before my ride.”

      “Of course.” Disappointment filled her dark gaze. “I suppose I’ll see you later then?”

      “Tonight,” he confirmed. “At supper. Until then, there are matters I need to attend to. In the meantime, I’d like to ask that you don’t go out.”

      “A bit hypocritical of you, wouldn’t you say?” She arched her brows before turning her attention to her tea and taking a sip. “I’ve a scheduled meeting with Rose and Louise. We’re to go shopping together.”

      “Call it off.” He doubted the women she spoke of were genuine friends of hers anyway. Most people, he’d learned from his father, hoped to gain an advantage from the connections they made. Experience had taught him that this was true, with only a few rare exceptions.

      “Whatever for?”

      Adrian gripped the doorframe. “There’s a murderer on the loose. It isn’t safe.”

      She raised her chin. “According to the articles I have read on the matter, all three women were killed in the evening while on their own. It’s daytime now and I shan’t be alone. There’s no need for you to worry.”

      “Easy for you to say,” he muttered. Unlike him, she’d been spared from dealing with villains and cutthroats – men who’d sell their own daughters into a life of whoring if they stood to gain from such a transaction. He’d seen the bleak side of London, the shadowy corners where crime thrived and death prevailed. There was no escaping it in his line of work, but he supposed his sister did make a reasonable point. Nevertheless, he felt inclined to tell her, “I’ll not argue further if one of our footmen goes with you.”

      Her gaze snapped to his and held for a second before she finally answered. “Fine.”

      Expelling the breath he’d been holding, he eased his grip on the doorframe and wished her a pleasant day before stopping by his father’s study on the way out.

      “I’m off to speak with Macintyre and Goldie,” he told him from the doorway.

      Papa glanced up briefly from the ledger in which he was writing. Of stocky build, George Croft still conveyed an intimidating amount of strength and power, despite having reached his seventieth year. His features, however, had slackened a little with age, and the hair that had once been black had faded to grey.

      “Let’s get some results this time, shall we?” Papa’s quill scratched the paper as he made a note. “Your men’s last effort was laughable at best.”

      Adrian gritted his teeth. “I’ll handle it myself this time. Rest assured, I know what needs to be done.”

      Papa’s steely blue gaze returned to him once more, and this time it held. “I should bloody well hope so.”

      Without adding anything further, Adrian took a step back and shut the door. He then went to let Murry know about Evie’s plans to go out, before setting off for the gaming hell Macintyre ran.

      The place had been transformed from a filthy, dimly lit dump only those who lacked class and pride would frequent, to an elegant place of business where several upper-class gentlemen now chose to risk their fortunes. All at the Croft family’s expense.

      With several weapons concealed on his person, including a long narrow blade tucked into a specially crafted channel located in the sleeve of his jacket, Adrian alit from the carriage when it pulled up in front of The Devil’s Den. Keeping all senses on full alert, he moved toward the front door with swift strides and, finding it locked, proceeded to knock.

      A sleepy-eyed woman answered his call. Dressed in a red satin robe, she looked as though she belonged to the brothel where he would be heading next. Her lips drew into a saucy smile as her gaze swept the length of his body.

      “You’re a welcome morning surprise,” she purred, stepping a bit too close for comfort. If only she knew how he loathed the cloying perfume of roses.

      He nudged her aside with his shoulder and entered the building, his gaze quickly moving toward the gaming room that stood beyond the foyer. “Where’s Macintyre?”

      A dainty hand slid over his arm as the woman, having briefly stumbled when Adrian passed her, approached him once more. “Somewhere nearby, I expect. How about we find him together after I show you how a good hostess should greet men like you?”

      He scowled at her. “I’ve no interest in what you’re offering.”

      “But—”

      Eager to be done with his task, he stalked toward a pair of glass doors and flung them open so hard he heard their frames crack. “Macintyre?”

      Not finding him in the gaming room, Adrian turned on his heel and shouted for him once more. “Macintyre?”

      A thud came from somewhere upstairs. Adrian glanced at the woman, who suddenly blocked his path. “Get out of my way.”

      “Please, don’t hurt him.”

      He didn’t have time for this nonsense. Grabbing her upper arm, he yanked her sideways so he could pass then dashed up the stairs while she screamed words of warning to Adrian’s quarry. Maybe he should have tied her up and gagged her first. The last thing he felt like right now was a rooftop chase.

      Turning left, he started along the hallway, thrusting doors open as he went, searching for the man who’d indebted himself to his father. He found him soon enough, half dressed and with one leg out an open window.

      Adrian leapt forward and grabbed him by the shirt collar, yanking him inside with so much momentum they fell back together, onto the floor. Macintyre grunted and started to scramble, still hell-bent on his escape.

      Unwilling to let that happen, Adrian jammed his fist into Macintyre’s shoulder, knocking the man sideways just enough to let Adrian pin him down.

      “Please, please, please,” Macintyre cried. “I’ll do whatever you—”

      Adrian’s fist connected with Macintyre’s jaw, splitting his lip and sending a thin stream of blood down his chin. “You’ve said so before.”

      Another punch to Macintyre’s face cracked his nose with an unpleasant crunch. Adrian beat him until he stopped struggling and his head lolled to one side. Only then did he grab him by the front of his shirt and haul him upright so he could deposit him on a chair.

      Adrian leaned in, his eyes boring deep into Macintyre’s soul. “Everything you own has been paid for by the Crofts. We’ve built you up and we’ll tear you down if you don’t meet the terms of our agreement.”

      “I’m trying,” Macintyre wheezed.

      “Try harder,” Adrian growled. “The club has been thriving these last three months since it was reopened. Your payment to us is long overdue. I want names, details, and fifty percent of the profits.”

      Just to be sure the man understood how serious he was, Adrian drew the blade he’d concealed in his sleeve and held it against his throat. Macintyre’s eyes bulged. He started to tremble, and then the pungent smell of urine filled the air. He’d bloody well gone and pissed himself.

      Good.

      The greater his fear, the simpler this would be. Adrian pressed the blade closer, until he knew Macintyre felt a sting. “Well?”

      “The Earl of Elmhurst cheated last night,” Macintyre rasped. “Paid me a hundred pounds to let the incident slide when I drew him aside.”

      “That’s not the kind of information I’m after,” Adrian hissed. He already knew the earl to be underhanded. A series of similar incidents filled the file he’d gathered on him.

      “All right…all right…” Macintyre’s gaze darted toward the door. He leaned back slightly, away from the blade, but Arian only pressed it harder against his throat. “One of the serving girls overheard something about Lord Glendale being pro-French.”

      Adrian eased the blade a little. This was better. If word got out that the man who’d led a campaign against Napoleon’s army and lost might have done so on purpose, he’d be arrested and hanged for treason.

      Adrian stepped back, removing his blade from Macintyre’s throat in the process. “I’ll take the fifty percent now.”

      “But I—”

      “Before you finish that sentence, I urge you to consider what will happen to you if you tell me you don’t have the blunt.”

      “Right. Yes. Of course. I’ll fetch it for you right now.”

      “And don’t try to cheat me,” Adrian warned. “I know how much you make on average per night.”

      He left The Devil’s Den ten minutes later with nearly three thousand pounds in his pocket, and headed toward his next destination.
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        * * *

      

      “You did well today,” Papa told Adrian later when the two men removed themselves to the study for after dinner drinks. “I’m proud of you.”

      Adrian almost snorted with disdain. He hated what he’d done, hated the person his father had turned him into, and the fact that this hadn’t been a one-time occurrence. He’d been his father’s enforcer for years now and knew how to make those indebted to him pay their dues.

      Thankfully, most of them gave up quickly. Only a few had forced Adrian to resort to real violence. And then there were those who’d betrayed the family – those who’d been taken care of for good.

      He set his glass to his lips and downed the contents before saying what had been preying upon his mind for too long.

      “I want out.”

      Stillness filled the room. Adrian forced himself to look at his father, unmoved for once by the anger that burned in his eyes. “There is no out. Not when you’re my only son – the heir to everything built by generations of men who came before you. My God, boy. You’re supposed to be King of Portman Square after me.”

      Disgust curdled Adrian’s blood. That moniker would not apply to him. “I never asked for any of this.”

      “And you think I did?” Papa scoffed. “This is a matter of building wealth and power, and the best way to do that is by having the upper hand on everyone else.”

      Adrian glanced at the cabinet where the files were kept; hundreds of detailed accounts on England’s most prominent men, to be used for extortion whenever the need arose. “There’s also the assistance we’ve offered criminals, our blackmailing efforts, the smuggling, and other endeavors the law won’t look favorably on.”

      Hell, if someone were to investigate them and actually manage to prove their criminal undertakings, the House of Croft would crumble.

      “Bah.” Papa waved a dismissive hand and downed the contents of his glass before pushing himself to his feet. He crossed to the sideboard where he proceeded to refill his tumbler. “You know as well as I that there’s nothing more beneficial than putting others in debt. As for the goods we acquire, I’m a firm believer in every man having the God-given right to procure whatever he wants at the lowest cost. But there’s a group of puffed-up peacocks who’ve decided to raise the price of imported corn so none can afford it, ensuring English landowners profit instead. Besides, why should the government take a cut when we’re the ones doing all the work?”

      “Because it’s the law?” Adrian tried.

      “A law made by those attempting to gain control over the masses.” Papa huffed a breath while flexing the fingers of his left hand. He frowned before quietly adding, “I’ll not be subject to that.”

      “And I’ll not hold another blade to another man’s throat on your behalf,” Adrian countered. “I want more for myself than that.”

      “More for yourself?” Papa snapped, his face darkening with splotches of red. He shook his glass of brandy, sloshing the contents over the sides. “How bloody ungrateful of you. After all your ancestors and I have done to secure your life of luxury – your future. And here I was, prepared for you to take on more responsibility. Lord knows it’s time. You’re almost thirty. But I’ll be damned if you make a mockery of your good name by going soft.”

      “It’s got nothing to do with going soft,” Adrian said, his voice as hard as the blade he’d threatened Macintyre with that morning. He stood, even as Papa’s expression contorted. “This is about me wanting to live a life free from all this. It’s about wanting to marry and raise a family without my wrongdoings forever nipping at my heels.”

      Papa took a sharp breath. He staggered slightly, as though he’d been pushed off balance. Jaw tight, he reached for the bookcase behind him and steadied himself with one hand. Still, his gaze, sharp and unyielding, never strayed from his son.

      “In case you’re unaware, you’ll never be free from all this,” Papa spat. “Not as long as my blood runs through your veins.”

      “I—”

      Papa suddenly groaned and his features twisted. He dropped his glass, which exploded upon the floor, sending shards of crystal and brandy across the Aubusson rug. A raspy intake of air followed. He suddenly clutched his chest with one hand.

      Adrian rushed to his aid and wound one arm around him, his intention to help him into a chair. “What’s wrong?”

      Papa’s lips parted but no words came. It sounded as though his breath was lodged in his throat. Until it wheezed from his lungs. His eyes went impossibly wide.

      Without further warning, he pitched forward, breaking free from Adrian’s grasp as he fell to the floor with a thud.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian stood immobile, his posture rigid as the velvet-clad casket was lowered into the family vault beneath St. Paul’s. Although the day was temperate, the cool granite with which the tomb had been built made the occasion uncomfortably chilly.

      Evie, who suffered the loss of their father more fiercely than he, sniffed as she dabbed away tears. For Adrian, Papa’s death had come as a shock. He’d not expected it to happen yet. Despite his age. Papa had not appeared to suffer from declining health. He had, however, been a difficult man for Adrian to love. In fact, he could not say that he missed him.

      “Are you ready?” he asked once the pallbearers had left him and Evie to mourn alone, their retreating footsteps echoing the loneliness of this subterranean place. This would be the last time a Croft was confined to eternity here. In future they would be laid to rest outdoors, surrounded by life. He’d make sure of it.

      Evie nodded. “Yes.”

      Taking her arm to lend support, Adrian guided her through the long stone hallway toward the stairs, then up into the north transept of the church and out into the bright afternoon sunlight. There, he escorted her to their waiting carriage and helped her climb in.

      She leaned on him the entire way home, quietly weeping while he said nothing. For what could he say? The father she’d known had been so very different from the one who’d ordered Adrian to drown an unwanted litter of kittens when he was but ten years old. He bore no resemblance to the brute who’d whipped him whenever he’d cried or to the unforgiving authoritarian who’d raised him to be ruthless.

      Gritting his teeth, he clenched one fist until his nails dug into his palms. He loathed himself for not rebelling sooner, for the real concern and dread he’d experienced on behalf of this man when he’d realized he was unwell. It had waned soon after, but that did not erase the fact that in a brief instant, he’d felt more for his father than what he’d deserved.

      “What shall we do now?” Evie asked as they removed their outerwear a short while later and handed them to Elks, their butler. The older man was not quite fifty years old, yet his neatly combed hair was as white as the snug cravat adorning his neck. Soft features accompanied by a pair of warm brown eyes afforded him with a kind appearance that only a fool would misjudge as weakness.

      “I recommend tea in the parlor.” There was much for them to discuss, most notably Evie’s future. Adrian’s fondest wish was to see her happily married, not for convenience as Papa would have wished, but to a man of her choosing. “I’ll just have a quick word with Cummings first. Shouldn’t take long.”

      He dropped a kiss on Evie’s cheek and strode to the study where he was unsurprised to find his father’s secretary waiting. After years of service to the family, Cummings, like most of the senior staff, was more than an average servant. He’d been one of Papa’s closest confidants.

      As expected, he stood upon Adrian’s arrival.

      “Sir. May I offer my sincerest condolences once more?”

      Adrian bristled. “That’s really not necessary.”

      “The service was lovely,” Cummings pressed. He and the rest of the household had been in attendance until it was time for George Croft to be interred.

      Choosing not to comment, Adrian hardened his gaze. It was time to defy his father once and for all. “There’s work to be done now, Cummings. For starters, I want the Croft files destroyed.”
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      Apprehension clung to Peter Kendrick’s shoulders as he climbed the steps of Number 21 Albemarle Street. The chief magistrate would not summon him to his private residence without good reason, and Peter very much feared that reason involved him having to stand to account for failing to catch the man who’d murdered Miss Fairchild, Lady Camille, and Miss Irvine.

      Inhaling deeply, he drew back his shoulders and used the knocker.

      “Yes?” asked the slender middle-aged man who answered his call. His aloof expression left no doubt in Peter’s mind that this was the butler, though it did surprise him a little that his superior could afford one. His own salary barely covered his monthly expenses.

      “Chief Constable Peter Kendrick to see Sir Nigel Clemens,” Peter said, his voice so even and dry there would be no debating that he preferred to be anywhere else.

      “Of course. Do come in.” The reed-like servant stepped aside, allowing Peter to enter a narrow foyer. “Your hat and gloves, sir?” 

      Peter handed him the items, then waited while the butler went to announce his arrival. Moments later, he was shown into the chief magistrate’s study.

      Sir Nigel had always struck Peter as an imposing figure of a man with wide shoulders, thick salt and pepper hair, and sharp eyes.

      “Chief Constable,” the magistrate said, his voice tight as he rose from behind his desk. “Thank you for coming.”

      Peter answered the greeting with a firm nod while trying to gauge his superior’s mood. “Of course.”

      Sir Nigel held his gaze. “Would you care for some tea or coffee?”

      “Coffee would be welcome.”

      The order was placed and then Sir Nigel motioned Peter to one of the chairs in front of his desk before returning to his own seat. He leaned forward, interlocking his fingers on top of the mahogany surface as he began to speak.

      “Judging from your silence regarding the murderer responsible for the deaths of those three young ladies last year, I’ll assume you’re no closer to seizing him now than you were seven months ago.”

      Peter shifted uneasily in his seat. A dressing down it was then. Not that he didn’t deserve it. He’d failed those women, failed their families, and failed the city as a whole. Hell, those crime scenes still kept him awake most nights. Despite every effort on Bow Street’s part, there had been no progress in finding the killer or identifying a motive for the murders.

      All he could do was pray that there was a reason why he’d not managed to track down the villain. Hopefully, the bastard himself had met with a tragic end and no longer posed a threat.

      Even as he thought it, an icy shiver slid down his spine. Unfortunately, such luck was rare. Nevertheless, he raised his chin. “Evidence was lacking. The two men I brought in for questioning were quickly let go.”

      One had provided a compelling alibi. Sir Nigel himself had vouched for Lundquist. Peter hadn’t liked that one bit. Given the severity of the case, he’d considered it an abuse of power. Especially since the measurement Peter had taken of the footprint left at the crime scene matched the size of the marquess’s.

      But what could he do? Not a lot, it would seem. Sir Nigel had simply reminded him that thousands of men shared that size.

      “I think we can both agree they were unlikely suspects.”

      Peter was tempted to argue, but chose to refrain. Instead he said, “As you are aware, we have deduced that the man who did this is upper class.”

      “That has been your conclusion, Mr. Kendrick. One based on nothing more than supposition.” A maid arrived at that moment. She served the coffee with efficient movements and swiftly departed. Sir Nigel leaned back in his chair, the leather squeaking beneath his bulk. “It is a theory I refuse to subscribe to until you provide me with concrete proof.”

      A challenge, to be sure. “The fingernails of all three victims were clean.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “They showed no sign of struggle.”

      “Your point?”

      Peter stared at the magistrate. How could he not see it? To be sure, rumor did suggest that he’d been unwell of late, but still… He took a deep breath. “The killer was either so stealthy that he was able to sneak up on them and deliver the fatal wounds before they realized what was occurring, or he was someone they had no cause to fear. A man they happily approached with no concern for their well-being.”

      The deadly wounds had been dealt at extremely close range.

      “Again, without witnesses, something left behind at the crime scene, or even a disgruntled suitor lurking somewhere in one of these women’s pasts, you’re at a dead end.”

      Peter was well aware of the fact. He hated every second the monster who’d done this went unpunished as much as he’d hated showing the Irvines their daughter’s lifeless body.

      Some parts of the job were best forgotten. But there had been one thing. Each woman had burned a piece of paper before she’d gone to meet her demise. Remnants had been found in their bedchambers when he’d searched them. He was convinced it had to have been a letter inviting them to their secret rendezvous, but with nothing but ash left behind, he had no proof.

      “Powerful people are very unhappy with our incompetence in this matter,” Sir Nigel said bluntly, jolting Peter out of his reverie. “Complaints have been made. Most notably by the Earl of Hightower, as I’m sure you can understand.”

      The earl’s daughter, Lady Camille, had been the second victim. Her body had been discovered beneath Westminster Bridge.

      “It ought not surprise you,” Sir Nigel continued, “that the earl has the whole bloody peerage up in arms over this. The Prince Regent himself has written to me, demanding answers. To put it bluntly, our jobs are at stake, Mr. Kendrick. Yours especially.”

      The gravity of Sir Nigel’s words weighed heavily on Peter. It took a great deal of effort for him not to slump in his chair. Instead, he sat straighter and reached for his coffee. He frowned at the steaming hot liquid before allowing himself a soothing sip.

      “I can begin again, review the entire case from start to finish. It’s possible I missed something. At the very least, it should appease the public by making it look like we’re not giving up.”

      Sir Nigel sighed heavily. “Unless you expect to do what you’ve been unable to do until now, within the next couple of days, I propose we come up with something else.”

      “Sir?”

      “I’m not saying we should stop hunting for the killer, but we do need an immediate distraction. A victory if you will. Something that will take attention away from Bow Street’s lack of progress in this matter.” His gaze fell upon Peter who did his best to refrain from showing emotion. Sir Nigel cleared his throat before speaking again. “I suggest we go after Adrian Croft.”

      Peter almost dropped his cup. The dainty piece of porcelain dipped, spilling hot coffee on his thigh. He winced and set the cup aside on the desk. “We’ve tried before without result. Are you sure another attempt won’t make us look even more foolish?”

      “I’ll admit it’s a gamble,” Sir Nigel murmured. He drummed his fingers lazily on his armrest while seeming to ponder his options. “However, all things considered, it’s one I’m prepared to make. If we can remove Adrian Croft, the newly minted King of Portman Square, from the game, everyone of consequence will breathe more easily. The prince included. Instead of demands for answers, we shall be thanked, celebrated even.”

      The chief magistrate wasn’t wrong. Bow Street had always suspected the Crofts of building their wealth through nefarious means. Acquaintances of theirs had mysteriously vanished on several occasions after speaking against them. According to what Peter himself had managed to piece together, the family traded in damning secrets, playing people against one another, and providing favors in exchange for political gain.

      Their influence made them the most sought-after allies and the most hated foes within London Society. And yet…

      “We’ve never been able to prove their involvement in any illegal matters. Everyone connected to them is either incredibly loyal or too afraid of what will happen if they betray them.”

      “Correct. They’ve always seen us coming and as such, they’ve always been prepared. Mr. George Croft was especially careful – sly as a fox, that one. But he’s gone now and his son is in charge. Mr. Adrian Croft is younger, less experienced and, most importantly, unmarried.”

      Peter tried to work out the logic behind those words, only to find himself saying, “I’m not sure how that signifies.”

      A smug smile stretched Sir Nigels’s lips into a tight line. He leaned forward once more, pausing as he folded his arms on the table. “It signifies because it allows us the chance to use The Nightingale Project on him.”
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      Dorian Harlowe stood near the terrace railing, spine straight, hands clasped loosely behind his back. The early morning sunshine spilled from a cloudless sky. It sharpened the colors, brightening the freshly cut grass that stretched toward the forest.

      A gentle breeze danced around him, rustling the leaves of the trees. Birdsong infused the air with soothing effect until a disturbance sent the birds soaring, their squawks of alarm announcing the four young women’s arrival.

      Samantha and Hazel burst from between the trees, racing along the well-trodden path with Tara and Holly close behind. Their lean bodies moved with an elegant ease that could only be reached through vigorous exercise, determination, and discipline.

      Their attire, more suited to men than to women, aided their movements. Their shirts and breeches were snuggly fitted, their shoes constructed from a sanded calf-skin that made the leather especially supple.

      Shoulder to shoulder, they sprinted toward the ninth obstacle they would encounter as part of the course – a low stone bridge traversing what looked like a natural depression in the landscape. For them it would serve as a tunnel.

      Dorian watched the women fling themselves onto their bellies and into a crawl, their arms dragging their bodies forward until they vanished from view. A moment passed before they appeared on the opposite side of the bridge, Samantha now in the lead.

      She leapt to her feet, Hazel hard on her heels, and ran for the ramp leading onto a piece of peripheral fencing. Without needing to slow her movements, she made her way along the narrow beam, gaining additional distance to Hazel, if only by a slight margin.

      A bothersome fly began buzzing around Dorian’s face. He swatted it away, his attention on his protégés briefly interrupted. It nearly caused him to miss Samantha’s somersault through the air as she leapt from the fence.

      He nodded his approval and checked his pocket watch. She and Hazel were both on track to beating their own personal records while Tara and Holly, the youngest of the four, did their best to keep up.

      With the Crown’s support, he’d managed to train the women to become the deadliest spies in the country. Only a few select people knew of The Nightingale Project, an initiative intended to bring England’s enemies to their knees, if need be.

      Unfortunately, war with the French had ended since the project’s inception. Napoleon had been captured and imprisoned. There wasn’t the same need for military intelligence as there had been before. His project lacked a reason for implementation, and since he needed to prove the necessity for its continued existence, one of his students had taken on an assignment much too simple for her level of skill.

      A satisfied smile tugged at his lips as he watched Samantha circle around and approach the course’s greatest challenge - a series of staggered roman pillars gradually rising from the ground in ever increasing height.

      To the untrained eye, they would appear like nothing more than a curious folly, arcing from the forest side of the property and toward the roofline of Clearview House. For the women he trained, the pillars tested the contestants’ balance, agility, and courage.

      The pillars were not for the faint of heart, but they were necessary. If his students were ever chased across the rooftops of a city, this test would make sure they were able to do so as though it were second nature.

      Samantha kept an even pace, the toes of her right foot landing on the first pillar. At only ten inches in height, it was more of a tall step. She leapt up onto the next one with her left foot, continuing her upward climb with Hazel second and the other two close behind.

      It didn’t take long for the women to reach a height equal to Clearview’s second floor landing. Still they continued, their nimble pace crafting the illusion that this was a simple feat, easily accomplished by anyone daring enough to attempt it.

      Dorian knew this was not the case. One wrong move would lead to disaster, which was why he never let them try it until he was confident they would excel.

      “Don’t you worry they’ll fall?” The question came from Chief Constable Kendrick, who’d just been shown onto the terrace by Branton, Dorian’s butler.

      Dorian dismissed the servant, then glanced at Kendrick who’d come to stand beside him. “They won’t.”

      He returned his attention to the four women. Samantha had already reached the top-most pillar, so far above the spot where he stood, she was level with the roof-line. Hazel was right behind her with Tara and Holly closing the distance. If Samantha didn’t jump soon and the others failed to slow down, they’d collide and lose their balance.

      Beside him, he sensed Kendrick holding his breath.

      It was expelled in a gush of amazement when Samantha leapt for the roof and vanished from sight. The others followed, disappearing one after the other.

      “Look there,” Dorian murmured, directing Kendrick’s gaze to the right.

      Samantha soon reappeared. Gripping a rope attached to one of the many iron rings that had been embedded as structural ties at the top of the walls, she swung herself over the side of the building and started rappelling downward.

      With bent knees, she landed in a stance that allowed her to spring back into a run and race to the end of the course. Hazel met her there two seconds later and clasped her raised hand in celebration of their achievement. Tara and Holly soon joined them.

      United, yet independently capable.

      The camaraderie and support they consistently showed one another pleased Dorian greatly. They would do well if they were ever called into action. He took a slow breath and expelled it, aware that there should be five instead of just four. Melody’s talents were wasted in her current position as lady’s companion to the dowager Marchioness of Heathbrooke.

      He often wished he’d been able to send someone else in her place.

      The problem was trust. In this regard there were only five people upon whom Dorian knew he could count without fail. Samantha, Hazel, Tara, Holly, and Melody. He’d saved them from the orphanage where they’d been placed and had raised them with his wife’s assistance until her death a few years ago.

      His only regret was the shortsightedness with which he’d regarded the project. In retrospect he should have fostered ten more children at least.

      Clapping, Dorian shouted his support, then sent the footman who’d been waiting with a tray full of fresh lemonade, glasses, and biscuits to go serve the women their treat.

      Turning to Kendrick, he arched a brow. “I wasn’t expecting you today.”

      “I know.” Kendrick looked mildly uncomfortable, yet determined. “Please forgive the intrusion, but I’ve come to acquire an asset.”

      Dorian stilled so briefly he doubted the constable noticed his apprehension. Forcing a welcoming smile, he gestured toward the cushioned bamboo chairs that surrounded a matching table. “Have a seat.”

      Kendrick did as he suggested and Dorian took the chair opposite him. Coffee was served. Kendrick had the good sense to wait for the attending maid to be well out of earshot before offering further explanation.

      “The order has come from the chief magistrate himself,” Kendrick said. “The mission will be—”

      “Less laughable than the previous one?” Dorian made no attempt at hiding his bitterness. Installing Melody as Lady Heathbrooke’s companion had been careless.

      “Miss Roberts is in an excellent position with regard to acquiring intelligence,” Kendrick countered. “She sees and hears a great deal from her vantage point in Grosvenor Square.”

      “Gossip.” Dorian spoke the word with distaste. “Nothing substantial.”

      “Let’s not forget that she’s also able to spread it,” Kendrick pointed out.

      This was true. Melody had managed to change two parliamentary votes by placing suggestive comments in Lady Heathbrooke’s ear. Hours later, the information had been reported as fact, the men it referenced losing all credibility with regard to the bills they’d attempted to pass.

      Still…

      “My downstairs maid is just as capable of achieving such goals. It does not require the skill of a highly trained agent.”

      Averting his gaze, Kendrick glanced out across the garden.

      “I realize you’re disappointed,” he murmured. His gaze returned to Dorian, sharper this time. “I’d be unhappy too if I’d dedicated over a decade of my life to a cause that’s unlikely to live up to what I envisioned. It could be worse though. You and The Nightingale Project could be forgotten completely. Your protégées could be forced to make the same choices as other young women their age, between marriage and spinsterhood. Or something less appealing, given their backgrounds.”

      Dorian considered Kendrick with care. There was no denying he made a fair point. Sighing, he picked up his cup and sipped his coffee. “What sort of skill do you need this time?”

      Kendrick’s attention returned to the garden, to the spot where the four women lounged, enjoying their drinks. “Whatever the blonde has to offer.”

      It took every ounce of training Dorian possessed not to flinch in response to that comment. Keeping his voice cool and level, he said, “Samantha’s the best I’ve got. Unless you’re sending her overseas to infiltrate a foreign power, I’m afraid I’ll have to refuse. One of the others will serve well enough otherwise.”

      “Not in this instance.”

      Dorian studied Kendrick with rising interest. “What the hell are you planning?”

      Kendrick reached for his cup and sipped his coffee, using the same stalling tactic Dorian had used a short while ago. “The chief magistrate has his heart set on Adrian Croft.”

      “Bloody hell.”

      “He’s not the sort of man one arrests for no good reason. Solid proof of every illegal undertaking he’s been involved with will be required. No rumors, no maybes, but facts.”

      “You realize there’s a chance Croft might not have taken up the mantle his father left him. According to my own sources, things have been quiet in Portman Square lately.”

      “As one might expect. It’s been seven months since the funeral. Mr. Croft and his sister have been in mourning. I believe things will liven up a little, now that this time has passed.”

      “If you think Mr. Croft might welcome the comfort offered to him by a beautiful woman with whom he’s not acquainted, that he will invite her into his home and give her the chance she needs to find something damning against him, you’d best re-think your strategy, Kendrick.” Dorian scoffed. “Any idiot would recognize that as a trap from a mile away.”

      Kendrick coughed, then cleared his throat. “We’re hoping he’ll let something slip.”

      “Not going to happen.” When Kendrick merely stared at him, Dorian sighed. “The Crofts did not evade capture for generations by letting something slip. Devil take it. Who do you think you’re dealing with? This man you’re after has been raised, much like every other heir in the country, to assume his legacy. He’ll know not to trust a stranger with his secrets.”

      Uncertainty finally showed itself in the tightly knit lines on Kendrick’s forehead. “All we have are assumptions, woven together from situations that turned in the Crofts’ favor. The problem is those who’ve been blackmailed, or who might know of men who went missing, refuse to speak out because they’re afraid of the repercussions.”

      “Or that is what you believe,” Dorian murmured, “since all this has yet to be proven.”

      “Precisely.”

      Dorian pinched his brow and muttered a curse. “There’s no denying that men sat up straighter whenever George Croft entered a room. He conveyed power and an underlying hint of aggression. His fortune was substantial. Have you tried following the money?”

      Kendrick nodded. “There’s a country estate – Deerhaven Manor – a good three hours’ ride from the City. It’s on the shore, near Worthing. Apparently most of the Croft earnings come from fishing and the barley Deerhaven grows in its fields.”

      “Sounds reasonable.” Dorian drank some more coffee. “Have you considered the possibility that there may be nothing to find?”

      “I don’t believe that. They’d need a fleet of boats, not the three I’ve got on record, and a hell of a lot more land for fishing and grain to support their lavish lifestyles. Besides which there’s also the schools they’ve sponsored and the almshouses they’ve opened.”

      “You do truly make them sound perfectly horrid.”

      “My point is, their fortune comes from somewhere other than where they claim or it wouldn’t be large enough to cover these huge expenses.”

      Dorian knew Kendrick was likely correct, yet he was compelled to make another suggestion. “Secret investments, perhaps?”

      “Maybe, but there’s something else going on as well. I’d stake my career on it, Harlowe. Grown men don’t look like they’re ready to piss themselves at the mention of somebody’s name, unless they have cause to fear that person.” Kendrick’s eyebrows dipped. “Last time I mentioned Croft to a smuggler we’d apprehended, he said the smuggling was nothing compared with the killing he’d done. That’s how terrified he was – he was willing to hang for a murder I doubt he committed, just so Croft wouldn’t come after him for thinking he’d spilled information to Bow Street.”

      “And did he?” Curiosity hung in the hair. “Hang, that is?”

      “No. I released him, hoping he’d lead to more information. Three days later, some dockworkers fished him out of the Thames.”

      “In other words, it looks like you’re on to something.”

      “Truth is, the chief magistrate needs a win and so do I.”

      “You probably shouldn’t go around mentioning that. Doesn’t instill much faith.” He chuckled when Kendrick blanched. “If what you suspect about Croft is true, Samantha will find out. But she can’t do so in the space of one week. She’ll need time – lots of time – so the acquaintance she builds with Croft appears natural.”

      Kendrick leaned in. “How much time are you thinking, exactly?”

      “A month or two at least.”

      The other man sat so utterly still, it was clear he’d hoped for a much shorter time-frame. He finally nodded. “Very well, but I want regular updates on her progress.”

      Dorian agreed to the terms and saw Kendrick out before returning to the terrace. Resuming his seat, he allowed himself a peaceful moment to mull over their meeting while finishing off the last of his coffee.

      He had every faith in Samantha’s ability to see this mission through even though he feared the impact Adrian Croft might have upon her.
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