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        London, August 15th, 1818

      

      

      

      Lady Eleanor dropped onto the stool in front of her vanity table. Exhausted from entertaining dinner guests with her parents, she looked forward to climbing into the soothing comfort of her bed.

      Something pushing against her leg made her lower her gaze to Milly, the miniature poodle her parents had gifted her with for her sixteenth birthday. Rising onto her hind legs, Milly shifted her paws to better press her damp nose against Eleanor’s thigh, her stubby tail wagging with eager affection.

      Eleanor chuckled and scooped the pup into her lap. She raked her fingers through Milly’s fur, scratched her a few times behind one ear, and allowed her to settle comfortably in her lap.

      “Are you ready, my lady?” The question was posed by Audrey, Eleanor’s lady’s maid. A short woman with dark brown hair and eyes to match, the servant was five years Eleanor’s senior and possessed a positive outlook to match her own.

      Eleanor glanced at her and smiled in response to the warmth she found in Audrey’s eyes. “Yes. Please begin.”

      Audrey raised the comb she’d collected earlier and drew it through Eleanor’s hair. Molly snuggled farther into the circle of her arms, nails scratching a little at Eleanor’s lap as she repositioned her legs.

      Eleanor sighed and sent her bed a longing glance. The coverlet had been folded back to display the crisp white sheets that beckoned. It would be good to climb between them and let the weariness seep from her body.

      Molly’s curls compressed beneath the weight of her hand as Eleanor stroked the fluffy fur. Glancing up, she caught Audrey’s gaze in the mirror, her thoughts returning to the charity visit she’d planned for tomorrow. “Maybe you’re right about the brown woolen spencer. I never wear it, so I might as well include it in the donation.”

      “Are you sure?” Audrey set the comb aside and collected a glass bottle containing Warren & Rosser’s Milk of Roses lotion.

      The question was a legitimate one since Eleanor had argued against the suggestion yesterday when she and Audrey had prepared the box that would go to St. Augustine’s Church. The spencer had been a gift from her aunt three Christmases ago. It was undoubtedly lovely, but every time she’d put it on she felt it didn’t quite suit her.

      “Yes,” she said, her mind made up. “There’s no sense in it taking up space in the wardrobe when it can keep someone less fortunate warm.”

      Audrey dabbed a bit of lotion on Eleanor’s face and began rubbing it in with wonderfully soothing circular motions. “I’m always impressed by your kindness, my lady.”

      But was she always kind? Guilt gathered in Eleanor’s stomach, becoming so heavy it felt like a block of lead. The choice she’d made for herself – for her future – had not been easy. She hated how selfish it made her feel.

      Yet she managed to smile and pretend Audrey’s comment was welcome. “Thank you.”

      Audrey responded with a smile of her own and proceeded to plait Eleanor’s hair. The peaceful activity calmed her mind. She allowed herself to focus on what was to come, instead of worrying over the past.

      She’d had her say, and in so doing, she’d paved the way to a new adventure.

      A surge of excitement filled her breast at this thought. Everything would be fine. All she needed was rest. The maid finished her ministrations and tidied up. Eleanor set Molly down and climbed into bed. The mattress sagged beneath her weight, the cool sheets inviting her to sink deeper.

      “Would you like me to close the window before I go?” Audrey asked.

      “No. Leave it open.” The afternoon sun pouring into the room several hours before had made it unbearably warm and stuffy. She couldn’t sleep like that.

      “I’ll bid you good night then, my lady.” Audrey called for Molly to join her and the dog complied without question, knowing full well that a walk and a treat awaited.

      “Good night,” Eleanor replied, “and thank you for your help.”

      The maid left and Eleanor reached for her book. This was her favorite time to read, when all was silent and there was no risk of being disturbed. She opened Pamela and flipped to the spot where she’d left off the previous evening.

      A gentle breeze streamed through the window, toying with the curtains. Distant laughter reached her ears. It was followed by a horse’s faint whinny. Eleanor’s eyes grew heavy. The book began sagging between her hands.

      She yawned and it felt like only a moment had passed before she was startled by a loud noise. Her eyes snapped open, adjusting and observing. The light by which she’d been reading had burned itself out. Her book had slipped from her grasp. She must have fallen asleep.

      Light flashed beyond the window. A resounding boom followed. The curtains flapped with wild abandon while rain poured down from the heavens. She blew out a breath and went to close the window. It was just a storm. No need for alarm.

      Barefooted, she padded across the Aubusson rug and noted that parts of it were now damp from the rain. She leaned forward through the window’s opening, her abdomen pressing into the sill, wetting her nightgown as she reached for the handle.

      Her hand caught the slick wood and she pulled the window shut. A welcome silence followed, cocooning her from the elements. Pausing briefly, she watched water streak down the smooth window pane, saw lightning flash across the sky.

      Intent on returning to bed, she took a step back, prepared to close the curtains, and froze when her toes connected with something unpleasant. Not just water, but a thick and squishy substance of sorts. But how could that be? Confused, she dropped her gaze, but the darkness was blinding. She’d need a candle or an oil lamp in order to see.

      She straightened and started to turn, her aim to locate the tinderbox she kept on her nightstand, when a pair of large hands captured her throat. She opened her mouth, attempted to scream, but couldn’t even manage a gasp as the fingers dug deeper and cut off her breath.

      Terrified, she stared at the window, at her own blurry figure reflected in the wet glass, and the larger man standing behind her. Tears welled in her eyes. She clawed at the hands that gripped her, kicked her attacker’s shins, and did what she could to wriggle free.

      None of it worked.

      He was much stronger than she, and her strength waned with each breath she was denied. Her heart fluttered desperately. It begged her to keep on fighting. But it was no use.

      She had already lost
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        * * *

      

      Chief Constable Peter Kendrick removed his hat as he entered Orendel House. Given the circumstances, a somber atmosphere wasn’t surprising. But the gloom he encountered in the elegant foyer was unparalleled.

      Servants stood near the walls, slumped like wilting plants. Maids wept while the male servants stared into nothing, their stricken expressions underscoring the horror they’d woken up to. Even the butler struggled to speak when he offered to take Peter’s hat, his voice cracking before he averted his gaze.

      “Where are the earl and countess?” Peter asked.

      The butler gave his eyes a quick swipe and straightened his posture. “In the parlor with their…remaining children.” Someone sobbed and the old man’s expression twisted with grief. “As you can no doubt imagine, this is terribly difficult for them. They asked me to show you upstairs.”

      “Very well.”

      He followed the butler, one step at a time, a couple of Runners at his back. They arrived on the landing, their footfalls muted by the plush carpet lining the hardwood floor. A few more paces and then…

      The butler paused and gestured toward a door. “Through there. I realize I ought to come with you, but… Do you mind if I remain here?”

      “Not at all.” Peter reached Lady Eleanor’s bedchamber doorway and froze. A sick feeling caught hold of his stomach. Ghastly didn’t come close to describing the scene he beheld. This was the sort of thing that could make men lose all hope in humanity. It was…barbaric.

      “Good lord,” murmured Anderson, the Runner standing at Peter’s right shoulder.

      Anderson’s colleague, Lewis, only managed a faint, “Excu…” before he bolted for the stairs, no doubt hoping to make it outside before he vomited.

      Peter swallowed and took a deep breath, then entered the room. It hadn’t been so long ago since another young woman’s body was found – the last in a series of brutal murders that left him baffled for more than a year. But that killer was dead, so it couldn’t be the same man who’d acted here.

      Besides, this was different and shockingly worse.

      He clenched his jaw, reminded himself that he had a job to accomplish. There was just…so much blood. It felt like the room was bathed in it. And the victim…

      Forcing himself to employ an analytical mindset, he considered her position on the bed and the clean blanket draped over her torso and legs.

      “I’ll need the usual sketches,” he said.

      “Already working on it,” Anderson told him, his voice gruff.

      “You may want to wait a moment.” Peter studied Lady Eleanor’s face and the empty eye sockets that seemed to mock him. “Until I’ve removed the blanket.”

      “Sir?”

      “It doesn’t belong. Someone placed it here after the fact, no doubt to protect her modesty.” He shot a look over his shoulder. “If you’ll please shut the door.”

      A firm click followed and then, “Why would the bastard take her eyes?”

      “I don’t know. Could be a trophy of sorts. There’s no telling what goes on in such vile creatures’ heads.”

      Slowly, with respect and consideration directed toward the poor young woman whose body lay on the bed before him, Peter folded back the blanket and shuddered. Whatever nightgown she’d worn to bed was gone, her naked body left on display.

      Air rushed into Peter’s lungs on a sharp inhalation. She’d been stabbed too many times to count, as though her attacker hadn’t been able to stop. And her neck – the skin there was a bright red shade.

      Swallowing, he surveyed the rest of the room while Anderson kept on drawing.

      A vase lay on the floor near one of the windows, smashed to pieces. The flowers were strewn across the Aubusson rug. They’d probably ended up there during a struggle. Peter lowered himself to a crouch, his fingertips testing a dark brown stain and feeling the wetness. Mud.

      “Take notes too, will you?” Peter retreated until he’d reached the bedchamber door. He grabbed the handle. “And cover her with the blanket once you’re done. I’ll question the servants in the meantime.”
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        * * *

      

      The parlor was made available for interviews, each servant introduced to Peter by the butler as he showed them into the room. Peter considered the latest arrival. Audrey was her name. Short in stature, with mousish features and lackluster hair, she’d been Lady Eleanor’s lady’s maid.

      “I…I don’t…” Audrey gulped.

      She dabbed at her watery eyes again. Her handkerchief looked heavy and wet. Peter handed her a fresh one and gave her a moment to try and collect herself. Not easy, he realized, since she’d been the one who’d discovered her mistress’s body when she’d gone to rouse her.

      “Did you always wake her in the mornings?” Peter gently asked.

      A nod accompanied trembling lips. “She was always so…active. Liked making the…the most of each day. Today… Oh dear. Please forgive me.”

      “It’s quite all right,” Peter told her and waited once more for the woman’s tears to abate. “Take your time.”

      She swallowed, licked her lips, and seemed to straighten a bit. “We planned to visit St. Augustine with a few donations. My mistress…she was so very kind I…I don’t understand why anyone might have wanted to hurt her.”

      “So you can think of no enemies?”

      “None.”

      “No hopeful suitors she might have spurned?”

      Audrey shook her head. “She’s engaged to Mr. Benjamin Lawrence. They were supposed to marry three months ago, toward the end of April, but his horse-riding accident forced a postponement.”

      Peter recalled news of the tragedy. The event had turned the young man into a cripple. He’d lost the use of his legs. “She still meant to go through with it, despite what happened?”

      “Of course.” Additional tears slid down Audrey’s cheeks. “My mistress loved Mr. Lawrence and intended to stand by him. That’s the sort of person she was.”

      And yet, the nature of her death suggested someone had loathed her beyond all reason. Peter made a few notes in his notebook, his pencil scratching the paper with quick and efficient strokes.

      “Thank you, Audrey. That will be all for now.” He accompanied her to the door and called for the next servant.

      Again, his thoughts wandered back to the murders that took place earlier in the year. Those women had all seemed like proper young ladies. Friends and family had vouched for them. Yet they’d each had a secret that had gotten them killed.

      In all likelihood, Lady Eleanor had secrets too. If he was to figure out who killed her, he’d have to discover which of hers had led to her death.
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        * * *

      

      There was no greater nuisance than murder.

      It was hard to predict how one would play out. Killing Lady Eleanor had been messier than he’d intended. Perhaps because he’d allowed himself to get carried away.

      His lips curled. At least he’d had the foresight to stash a change of clothes for himself at St. George’s burial ground. Returning home covered in blood would not have helped him get away with the crime. As he intended to do.

      Hands shoved into the pockets of a clean pair of trousers, he stood by his bedchamber window and watched the London traffic go by.

      He had no regrets. She’d deserved every part of what he’d done.

      His attention focused on the carriages filling the street and on the people hurrying by. It was the busiest hour of the day, when men of consequence made their way to Parliament while those who belonged to the working class went off to start their jobs.

      Bow Street would have its hands full this morning. He casually wondered if they were examining Lady Eleanor’s body right now and where the clues they discovered might lead them.

      Spotting a young girl who carried a crate of eggs on her head, he tracked her as she walked along the opposite side of the street. A man coming the other way nudged her shoulder as he pushed past her, but failed to disrupt her stride.

      She threw a quick glance toward him then stepped off the pavement and hurried between two carriages, making her way to this side of the street.

      A couple of street urchins came from the left at a run, most likely fleeing someone whose pocket they’d picked. Leaping into the street at the same exact time as the girl with the eggs attempted to exit, they crashed into her, tripping before regaining their balance and sprinting onward while she was sent reeling.

      Down went the crate and all of her eggs, straight into the gutter.

      Not one person stopped to inquire about her wellbeing. She was invisible to the crowd – just another lowly individual doing her best to scrape by. Too much trouble for the middle or upper class to get involved with. Too time consuming for the rest.

      And yet, as he watched the poor wretch try to salvage the few eggs that somehow remained intact, there was no doubt she’d prefer her situation to Lady Eleanor’s at the moment.

      He watched the girl until she’d gathered whatever she could and continued along the street, vanishing from his view before he turned from the window. His gaze went to his bedside table and he crossed to it, retrieved a small key from his jacket pocket, then dropped into a crouch.

      With adroitness, he set the key in the lock of the door beneath the drawer and turned it. The door opened and he reached inside, retrieving a jar that he held up against the bright morning light.

      A pair of eyes contained in a clear solution stared back at him while his lips twitched with amusement. The last time they’d talked, Lady Eleanor had insisted she’d no desire to see him again.

      It was a wish he’d been more than happy to fulfill.
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      Something wasn’t quite right.

      Seated in her usual spot at the dining room table, Samantha Croft sent her husband a careful glance. He was reading the morning paper as was his daily habit. A serious expression firmed his features until he caught her gaze and gave her a smile.

      According to appearances, all was as it should be within their marriage, yet a niggling feeling deep in her stomach warned that something had changed between them. The problem was she couldn’t say what, exactly.

      Nothing was amiss as such. Adrian treated her well. He showered her with attention, spoke to her as though she were his equal, and gave her free rein to purchase whatever she might desire – encouraged her to do so.

      They’d visited his ancestral home, Deerhaven Park, where they’d ridden together and gone for walks. He’d even gotten into the lovely habit of kissing her when she retired at night and again in the morning when she woke.

      However…

      A month and a half had passed since they’d spoken their vows yet they’d still not consummated their marriage.

      She reached for her tea and sipped the hot liquid while Adrian returned to his paper. To be fair, she had been wounded when they’d wed, shot through the shoulder the previous day. It had taken over a week for the wound to heal. Longer for the ache to abate, upon which she’d gotten her courses.

      No sooner had they ended, than Adrian had caught some sort of cold that left him feeling unwell for two weeks. After which there had been a slew of work for him to catch up on, resulting in late nights that led to his sleeping much of the day.

      So although they’d shared the same bed, they’d not retired or woken at the same time. Which made it incredibly hard to consummate anything.

      The fact that he was presently breakfasting with her was therefore immensely uplifting. It surely meant that he was returning to his regular schedule. Which would hopefully allow them to start their lives together properly as husband and wife.

      She bit her lip and frowned at her toast. While he did kiss her, he didn’t do so as often as she’d have expected him to now that she was his wife.

      It was as though his ardor had cooled.

      Or maybe her expectations were simply hard to slot in between everyday tasks and obligations.

      She set her tea aside and took a bite of toast, mulling this over while she chewed, barely noting the flavor of creamy butter and raspberry jam.

      No, this didn’t make sense. He’d shown passion and impatience before the wedding. She’d expected him to act on those right away.

      And yet, he refrained.

      If she didn’t know any better, she’d think he’d discovered the truth about her.

      But that didn’t make sense either. Had he done so, she doubted they’d be sitting down to breakfast together, never mind sharing the same bed.

      It had to be something else, though she couldn’t figure out what.

      Unless of course she was reading more into the situation than what was actually there. Perhaps, if she were to raise the issue instead of waiting for him to act, progress would be swifter.

      She swallowed, acknowledging the rapid beat of her pulse brought on by discomfort. Though she might be well-trained in combat and knew what it meant to skewer a man, speaking of copulation made her break out in a cold sweat.

      Still, there was no such thing as backing away from a challenge. Only cowards did so and she was anything but. So she straightened her spine and turned to her husband. “I’d like for us to retire at the same time tonight.”

      There was a sharp pause, almost imperceptible though it stood out in the slight flinch of his hand and the rustling sound the paper made in response. A less perceptive person would have missed it, but Samantha took note.

      A smile formed on his face – gentle and warm – while strong emotion filled his gaze in a look so intense it stole her breath. It seemed like forever since he’d looked at her in that way.

      “Am I to understand that you’ve an interest in bedsport, Mrs. Croft?”

      She forced herself to hold his gaze. “It’s past time, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Perhaps.” He was studying her, she realized then, like a cat might study a mouse, as though trying to figure out whether to toy with it a little or simply pounce. Leaning back, he set his paper aside, sipped his coffee, then stood. “Let’s discuss it later. When I’m not on my way to an important meeting.”

      And there it was – the avoidance he hid beneath layers of seeming affection and consideration. She saw it now, even as he bent to press a kiss to her cheek, as he told her how lovely she looked and wished her a pleasant day. There was a distance between them, a line he’d no wish to cross.

      It felt like a large crevice, and she’d no idea how to breach it.

      “Why don’t you meet your friends for luncheon?” he suggested, his hands on her shoulders as he stood behind her, thumbs gently massaging. “Then you and I can visit the Hunterian later. How does that sound?”

      As though the width of the crevice might be decreasing. “Wonderful.”

      He kissed her again and departed, leaving her with a flicker of hope. Their last outing had taken place the day after their wedding, when they’d gone to the theatre. It would be nice to have another, a chance to focus on each other and reconnect.

      Especially given the decision she’d made upon her marriage to turn her back on Harlowe and Kendrick. To instead protect her husband.

      She doubted her former guardian or the chief constable knew she’d taken Adrian’s side in the end – that she would guard him against their plan to use her against him – a plan now putting the two men at odds.

      Despite Harlowe reminding her on her wedding day that she had to locate Adrian’s files and discover the names of the people listed there, he’d since told her she was to pause in her mission.

      Kendrick, however, insisted she stay the course. He wanted her to link Adrian’s name to blackmail threats made against high-ranking individuals, aid offered to criminals, smuggling operations, and whatever else could build a case against him. Preferably something that would help put Adrian away for good. Or see him hanged. It went without saying that she would do no such thing. The man she’d married had proven himself to be someone she greatly respected and admired.

      She would never betray him.
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        * * *

      

      The exhibition at the Hunterian was certainly different from anything else Samantha had ever seen. Strolling from display case to display case, she studied the various specimens, from insects to reptiles, to the giant skeleton of a man who stood at nearly eight feet in height, and a series of odd-looking animals kept in glass jars.

      “These are beautiful, don’t you think?” Adrian asked when they paused to admire a collection of colorful butterflies, their wings pinned back to showcase their unique designs.

      Samantha drew closer to his side. “I’d love to visit the exotic places they come from one day.”

      “Duly noted.” He smiled at her. “It’s been a while since I last travelled. Perhaps we should study the globe when we return home and plan our ideal trip.”

      Warmth settled within her breast, creating a surge of excitement. “I’d love that. Truly.” For them to escape, get away from this place that seemed to have him in its grasp and enjoy having nothing to do but savor each other’s company.

      “I’m glad we did this,” Adrian said when they settled into their carriage later. He drew Samantha against him and dropped a tender kiss to her brow. “It makes me realize how much I’ve neglected you lately.”

      “You’ve been busy with work,” she reminded him since she’d no wish for him to feel guilt over it.

      “That’s no excuse.” He laced his fingers with hers, then raised her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “I promise I’ll try to do better.”

      Turning, she gazed into his dark eyes, expecting to find the same longing she felt in her heart, but was met by a look of determination instead. Ignoring it for a second, she leaned toward him. They were husband and wife, after all, completely alone in their carriage and with at least fifteen minutes left of their ride.

      Enough time for a bit of abandon.

      Yet when she pressed her mouth to his, it was as though it was he who lacked the experience, barely moving his lips and making no effort to take things further.

      She finally gave up and sat back in frustration. Whatever was going on was untenable. She had to address it. So she forced herself to ask the one question persistently preying upon her mind. “Have I done something to displease you, Adrian?”

      “Of course not. Why would you ask such a thing?”

      He made it sound as though all was as it should be and any suggestion to the contrary was utterly preposterous. It would not deter her from figuring him out. “Because you don’t seem to want me as much as you did before we married.”

      There. She’d said it. With the sort of boldness most women would blush at.

      A gruff sound was his first response. “Did we not just spend the afternoon together?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “I’ve apologized for not giving you more attention lately, but the truth is, I’m a busy man, Samantha. I thought this was something you knew and understood.”

      “This has nothing to do with that. It’s the lack of interest I’m sensing from you that has me concerned. You used to kiss me as though you were eager to rip my clothes off but now…it’s like you’re doing the bare minimum simply to appease me.”

      “You’re being unfair,” he countered, withdrawing his hand from hers and setting it in his lap. “All I’ve done is show endless consideration for you and your comfort, yet you reply with ingratitude and an almost childish demand for more.”

      “Is passion really too much to ask for?”

      “When you and I have both been sickly and I’ve spent the rest of the time exhausted, then yes. It most certainly is.”

      “Adrian, I—”

      “We’ll discuss this no further.” He turned from her, his attention on the view beyond the window. When they reached Croft House he alit, his posture stiff as he helped her down. He escorted her into the house, removed his hat and gloves with unparalleled swiftness, and strode to his study where he shut the door, leaving her alone in the foyer.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian poured himself a measure of brandy, downed it, and poured himself another. Bloody hell, he was in a tough bind. The act he’d been keeping up since he’d learned of his wife’s deception was starting to crack and crumble.

      She was beginning to see straight through him. Soon, she’d uncover the truth – that he loathed being near her, loathed himself for every conflicting emotion she forced upon him with her presence, and loathed the fact that he did not hate her nearly as much as he ought to.

      Had she been anyone else, she would have been carted off to some desolate field and shot without much thought. He’d done precisely that to others who’d crossed him. Murry, his valet, still couldn’t believe he’d allowed her to go unpunished. Her betrayal was, after all, destructive in more ways than one.

      Yet he couldn’t deny the weakness he harbored for her. It would likely ruin him in the end, but the fact was, she had saved his life. There was no getting around that, even if she might have done so purely to win his trust. He still owed her that debt. Besides, he’d hoped pretending all was well between them might prompt her to offer some insight.

      All he knew was that she’d been working with the authorities, spying on him and trying to weasel her way into his life – an endeavor she’d succeeded at with spectacular results since she’d bloody well managed to make him propose. But he still didn’t know what her end goal was. Not for certain, anyway, though he did have suspicions.

      In any event, his hope of discovering any additional details had led to nothing. According to his own sources and observations, she hadn’t met with Harlowe or Kendrick since settling into his home. Nor had she spoken with Hazel, Melody, Tara, or Holly, the four women with whom she’d been raised at Clearview House.

      And since she’d not seen the boy who’d run errands on her behalf either since Murry had caught and questioned him, it stood to good reason that she had no clue about Adrian’s knowledge. Whatever her suspicions, they were entirely based upon his inability to keep up the ruse past a certain point.

      For while he could hold her and kiss her and let himself block out her lies while they chatted, he could not make himself take her to bed. Not when he feared he’d resort to violence, as he might very well do since she already spoke to his baser instincts. That sort of need could easily turn ugly when it collided with anger and pain. He’d no wish to risk that, so he’d come up with every excuse he could think of to try and postpone it.

      He drank another measure of brandy and puffed a weary sigh. Perhaps Murry had a point. Maybe he ought to confront her outright and demand she provide him with answers. His lips twisted with perverse pleasure as he considered how shocked she would be to discover that he knew her secret.

      Maybe then, once everything was out in the open and they’d had whatever heated row it might lead to, when he’d forced her to crawl through glass on her hands and knees as penance, they might stand a chance of saving their sham of a marriage.

      Brows knit, he stared at his desk while considering this, only to realize he’d find no pleasure in causing her pain.

      Still, she would have to be punished somehow. Allowing her to get away unscathed with what she’d done was not an option. The greatest obstacle in this regard was his own moral code which prevented him from hurting women. He’d never done it and would not start now. Certainly not with his own wife. So what then?

      It was a conundrum that kept him perplexed until Elks, his butler, came to inform him that there was a caller. The Earl of Orendel wished to see him.

      Adrian set his nearly empty glass of brandy on his desk and frowned. This was unusual. Though he was familiar with the earl, having met him at various social functions, they’d never conversed at greater length. In fact, he was one of those men whom Adrian thought of as less than an acquaintance.

      Strange that he’d choose to stop by.

      Despite having little desire to meet with the man, curiosity got the better of him. He gave Elks a nod. “Please show him in.”
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      Orendel, who’d always struck Adrian as a spirited man with a pleasant demeanor, looked like he’d aged three decades since Adrian last saw him a couple of months ago. His slender frame appeared brittle, the clothes he’d chosen to wear a touch somber. Dark smudges shadowed the skin beneath his eyes, and his mouth was set in a grim line.

      “I was going to offer you tea or coffee,” Adrian said once they’d greeted each other, “but you look like you might prefer something stronger.”

      “A brandy, if it’s not too much trouble.” It sounded like he struggled to get the words out.

      Adrian had no desire for additional drink himself, so he asked Elks to have some coffee brought in before going to fill a glass for his guest. “Your visit caught me a bit by surprise.” He handed Orendel the glass and observed the slight tremble in his hand. “To what do I owe the pleasure.”

      Orendel downed the brandy and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “It’s my daughter.”

      Adrian tilted his head. The way he said it…

      That same icy shiver he’d known when he’d heard of his sister’s death traced the length of his spine. He took the glass Orendel held and went to refill it. “Which one?”

      “Eleanor. She…” A series of raspy breaths followed before the earl managed to say, “She was murdered last night.”

      Adrian froze, his fingers gripping the cut crystal tumbler, the decanter forgotten as another vision from another crime scene flashed before his eyes. Mouth dry, he flexed his muscles against the unbidden memory, shook himself free from the web it cast over his mind, and poured Orendel’s drink.

      “My sincerest condolences, my lord.” He handed the glass to the earl and invited him to sit. “Having been in your situation, I sympathize with you.”

      Orendel drank, his hand shaking so violently now that he spilled the brandy, causing the liquid to slide down his chin. He wiped it away, brows dipping above mournful eyes. A strenuous breath scratched the air. “I’m still coming to terms with the tragedy of it and…my God, Croft… She was brutalized in ways you cannot imagine.”

      Tears welled in Orendel’s eyes and when he spoke next, his voice was a choppy whine of pure sorrow. “What sort of monster would do this?”

      Adrian couldn’t imagine. He knew very little of Lady Eleanor, had no idea what sort of person she’d been or why anyone might want to harm her. As for his own sister, Evie, the killer had made a tragic mistake, believing her guilty of something she’d had no part in.

      A knock at the door was a welcome distraction. One of his maids entered with a tray which she placed on the desk. She poured Adrian’s coffee, added a splash of milk, and departed.

      Orendel, slumped in his chair, the glass between his hands, seemed to have lost himself in some internal musing. Adrian sipped his coffee, set the cup aside with a soft clink, and asked him bluntly, “Why have you come here?”

      Orendel raised his gaze, desperation straining his features. “I want your help.”

      “In what capacity?”

      “Whoever did this…I don’t want to leave their fate in Bow Street’s hands.”

      This was something Adrian understood. “You don’t trust them to catch the villain?”

      “It’s…it’s not that.” A shudder went through the earl’s shoulders. He seemed to struggle with his composure, gulping down air until he’d managed to calm himself enough to say, “I want the person who did this delivered to me.”

      Adrian didn’t move a muscle. He kept his expression neutral, forced himself to remain completely still while allowing Orendel’s implication to settle. Taking a moment to think, he reached for his cup and gave himself the time to enjoy another sip of his coffee while figuring out the correct response.

      Choosing to err on the side of caution, he finally told him, “Your desire to mete out your own justice is understandable, but it’s not a matter I’m able to help you achieve. Whatever my reputation may be, I’ll not be party to torture or murder, which is what I presume you have in mind.”

      Orendel stared across the desk at him, his gaze suddenly sharp and shockingly clear. “The rumors about you say otherwise. In fact, it’s believed that Newton did not hang himself from St. Bartholomew’s church tower, but that he was put there by you.”

      “A falsehood,” Adrian lied, refusing to give away anything that might convict him of murder when Newton had gotten what he’d deserved. “According to the papers, a confession was found on his person. Clearly, he took his own life out of guilt.”

      “I don’t believe that. Neither does anyone else, though you may rest assured there will be no further investigation into the matter. Everyone is too relieved by Newton’s death to worry about how it happened. Especially since there is, from what I gather, no evidence of your involvement other than Mr. Nigel Lawrence’s claim that you managed to catch Newton the night before his body was found. Seems unlikely to me that you’d let your sister’s murderer slip through your fingers.”

      Adrian held Orendel’s hard gaze while fighting the increased strain in his muscles. He wanted to leap from his chair, grab the earl by his throat, insist he retract every word. Of course Lawrence would prove a problem. Adrian had known it as soon as he’d mentioned catching Newton in Lawrence’s presence.

      “You’re wrong. Newton managed to give me the slip before I could hand him over to Chief Constable Kendrick.”

      Orendel seemed to consider this with increasing degrees of futility until something sparked in his eyes – a flash of hope that put Adrian on edge. “Even if that’s the truth, you managed to figure out he was the culprit. You trapped him, which is more than Bow Street was able to do. So I’d still like to place my faith in your hands. At the very least, help me identify the killer. I’ll pay you handsomely, Croft. Just name your price.”

      It was a tempting offer, not because of the money, but because he believed in Orendel’s right to enact his own justice. A pity that it would be much too risky for him to accept. The amount of trust he’d have to place in the earl, a man he barely knew, was far too great. Only trouble lay in that direction.

      Besides, aiding a quest for vengeance would not lead away from the criminal life he still hoped to put behind him.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t get involved with your plans for revenge.”

      Orendel winced. He dropped his gaze, his body slumped in the chair. “Given what happened to you, I was certain you’d understand my position.”

      “I do, I just—”

      “He cut out her eyes,” Orendel cried, his body jerking as though in protest, causing his drink to slosh over the side of his glass and onto his trousers. “Left her naked with fifty stab wounds. The blood…” He shook his head, tears streaming down his hollow cheeks.

      Adrian could only stare at him as the horror of what had transpired speared him. No one should suffer such heartless brutality. Of course Orendel wanted the murderer caught. Adrian understood precisely what he was going through. When he’d seen Evie’s body, he’d known he had to look her killer in the eye while damning the bastard to hell.

      Orendel deserved the same chance, but there was danger in helping the man with his goal. Unless Adrian served as nothing more than a source of knowledge and allowed the earl to manage the reins.

      “All I can offer is my opinion and council. Whatever else you wish to accomplish will be up to you. Is that clear?”

      “Perfectly so.” It wasn’t what he’d come for, but the earl’s expression still brightened a little. “What will your fee be?”

      Acknowledging the importance of planning ahead, Adrian chose to revert to his father’s tactics and ask for that which could prove more useful than money. “A favor, which I shall collect when I see fit. Is that agreeable to you?”

      Orendel’s hesitation was understandable. Given the reputation afforded to Adrian’s father and the presumption that Adrian worked in the same sort of way, the earl probably thought it no different than selling his soul to the devil. Nevertheless, he nodded and stuck out his hand.

      Adrian reached across his desk and shook it, then took another sip of his coffee before saying, “To begin with, I’d like to take a look at the crime scene.”

      A hasty nod as Orendel told him, “Anything to help find the bastard who did this.”

      “Very well. I’ll be there tomorrow morning. Eight o’clock sharp.”
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      The bedchamber Adrian stood in was like a scene from the worst kind of nightmare. Splotches of dried blood stained most of the bed, including part of the wall behind the headboard. It looked like the work of a rabid animal, not a human.

      Adrian stepped forward, leaving Orendel by the door. He scanned the space, from the floors to the vanity table and dresser, to the mattress on which Lady Eleanor’s body was found. She’d since been moved to the coroner’s office for further examination.

      Adrian crossed a large Aubusson rug and considered the bed. There was still an indentation on the pillow where her head had been. Dark stains framed the area but were most prominent on the sheets.

      His throat tightened as one particular spot drew his attention. The mattress had been punctured there, the blood surrounding the indentation suggesting the blade had been driven straight through the body.

      That had not only required force, but would suggest the use of a longer blade.

      “Do you have a ruler and some sort of thin stick available?” He sent Orendel a glance. “A knitting needle, perhaps?”

      “I’ll see what I can find.”

      The earl departed and Adrian sucked in a deep breath. Devil take it, he could not fathom the pain of the murder having been done in the Orendel’s house. There would be no escape from it unless they moved to another location.

      He circumvented the bed, took a seat at the vanity table, and slid his gaze across the floor. It looked like there was blood here as well, smeared across the rug, as though it might have been stepped in. Something shimmered near the wall and Adrian slid from the stool and into a crouch. It was a piece of glass.

      “Was something shattered here?” Adrian asked when Orendel brought the items he’d asked for.

      “A vase.” Orendel sounded as though he was doing his damndest to fill his voice with strength, only to fail as the words came out broken. “The pieces were strewn across the carpet along with the flowers in it. Must have broken in the scuffle.”

      “So someone’s been in here to clean.”

      “Eleanor’s lady’s maid, Audrey. My wife told her to stop when she realized what she was doing. Audrey was only trying to help, but we wanted to make sure all the evidence had been collected before making any…changes.”

      Adrian drew another deep breath and expelled it. Having the crime scene disturbed would make his job harder since there was no telling what else the maid might have done. He studied the carpeting nearest the window. “Looks like this spot was scrubbed. It’s brighter than the rest.”

      “I don’t know why that would be.”

      Adrian pulled off his glove and tested the area with his fingers. It was damp to the touch. “This was done recently.”

      “You’re welcome to speak with Audrey about it.”

      “That might prove useful.” Adrian glanced up at the window. A theory was already starting to form in his mind. He stood and went to collect the items the earl had brought him.

      Using the knitting needle first, Adrian carefully probed the cut left in the mattress and marked the distance with his fingers when it wouldn’t go any deeper. He retrieved it and set it against the ruler. Four inches

      Add to that the estimated depth of Lady Eleanor’s torso, and the blade would have been at least nine inches long. Not exactly the sort of thing one carried around in one’s boot. A nasty piece of equipment, most likely used for protection or possibly during a hunt.

      A lot of men would have such a tool. What he’d learned here was unlikely to help him track the villain. He turned to Orendel, wishing he could offer the man a concrete lead. Instead he said, “I think I’ve seen all I need. If I may, I’d like to speak with the maid you mentioned.”

      Interviewing the rest of the family would perhaps prove useful as well, but given what they had all been through, he decided to give them a few days in which to recover before pressing them. He followed Orendel into the parlor and waited for the maid to arrive. It didn’t take long for her to do so, despite the reluctance that showed in her hesitant stride and wary expression.

      “Describe to me the scene in Lady Eleanor’s bedchamber this morning,” Adrian told her once she was seated. “Before your attempt to clean it.”

      “I’ve al…” She cleared her throat and sniffed, retrieved a handkerchief with which she dried her watery eyes. A deep inhalation disturbed the air with its long and uneven vibration. “I’ve already told the constable all I know.”

      “Please repeat it for Mr. Croft’s reference.” Orendel sounded as though his very essence had been depleted and he was struggling to carry on.

      Audrey clasped her hands tightly in her lap and twisted the handkerchief between her fingers. A quick nod preceded her account. “The vase had been knocked off the dresser, the bouquet of roses it held a mess on the floor. I…I didn’t know I was meant to leave it.” She clapped one hand over her mouth to stifle a sob, her tearful gaze going to Orendel. “I’m so incredibly sorry.”

      The earl said nothing, his attention on a family portrait above the fireplace.

      “It’s all right,” Adrian told her. “I was wondering…it looked as though part of the carpet was recently cleaned.”

      “Yes.” She gulped down a breath and dabbed at her eyes.

      “Any particular reason besides attempting to get the blood out?” He could easily imagine it – a distraught servant, frantically scrubbing away at those stains as if that could undo some of the damage.

      “I meant to clean the blood too but decided to start near the wall. There was dirt there. Mud. Most likely because of the rain.”

      Adrian nodded. It seemed his theory about an intruder could be correct.

      “Someone must have entered through the window. It’s the only explanation and I…I left it open. I am to blame for what happened. I…” Her words became sobs, so pained and wretched they made her shake.

      “Thank you for telling me this. I believe it may prove useful.”

      “Do you honestly think what you’ve learned here will help?” Orendel asked as soon as the maid was gone.

      “It tells us that it’s unlikely the killer is someone within your household.” Unless he’d been cunning enough to leave false clues. “I trust your daughter had a positive relationship with all the servants and the rest of the family.”

      “As far as I know.”

      “Then let’s proceed with the assumption that whoever did this came from elsewhere. A quick look outside might offer additional information.”

      They headed into the garden and toward the wall leading up to Lady Eleanor’s bedchamber window. Adrian studied it, taking note of the mud coating the white cornerstone bricks.

      There was no longer any doubt. This was how the killer had gained access. It hadn’t been hard. He’d simply used the edges provided by the cornerstones for leverage, and had then grabbed hold of the window edging. Getting back down would likely have proven more of a challenge.

      He dropped his gaze and searched the ground until he discovered a flattened area in a nearby flowerbed.

      “He either jumped or fell. See those indentations there.” Adrian frowned at the markings which had been firmly pressed into the sodden ground. “Looks like his hands and knees made contact. My guess is he hurt himself quite a bit from the impact.”

      “So we could be looking for someone who’s limping?”

      “It would be strange if we weren’t.”

      Adrian scanned the rest of the ground, searching to see if there might be anything more – an item the killer had dropped, a torn piece of fabric or… He leaned forward, his breath nearly seizing in his lungs in response to the shimmering steel that gleamed between the trampled lavender.

      Retrieving it, he turned to the earl whose face had gone pale. “Holy mother of God.”

      An appropriate response, considering Adrian held the blade that was used to slaughter his daughter. Despite last night’s rain, her blood still lined parts of the edges.

      Adrian frowned. “How could Bow Street have missed this?”

      “It was still raining when they were here. The constable was also in a hurry to get the coroner started on his report. He said he’d return later when the weather was more conducive to an outdoor investigation. In my opinion, it proves I made the right decision, coming to you.”

      Adrian couldn’t argue. It was the same kind of careless ineptitude he had experienced from the Bow Street Magistrate’s Court when Evie’s murder was being investigated. Newton would probably still be on the loose, free to kill again, had Adrian not interfered with Samantha’s help.

      His frown deepened as irritation shoved its way into his chest, and tried not to think of how stupidly happy she had once made him. A lot had occurred since, none of it conducive to what he was meant to accomplish now.

      Inhaling the smell of wet soil, he turned the blade over between his gloved hands. “It carries John Prosser’s signature. Excellent quality with what appears to be an incredibly fine bone handle. I’ll check to see where a hunting cutlass such as this one can be purchased and if any of your daughter’s acquaintances might have owned one.”

      “Thank you. I…appreciate your thoroughness.”

      It was no less than what he’d applied when trying to root out his sister’s killer. Unfortunately, this had also taught him that even the most glaring clue might lead them nowhere. And even if it did, there was a chance twenty men or more might possess a dagger exactly like this one. Figuring out which one had motive and opportunity would be time consuming.

      But that didn’t make it impossible.

      Returning the dagger to where he had found it, he told Orendel to show it to Kendrick when he returned.

      “There’s one more thing,” Adrian told the earl before taking his leave. He paused for a second, aware of the impact his next words would have, before saying, “I’ll need to take a look at your daughter’s body.”

      Orendel flinched. He drew a ragged breath, his gaze flickering with a distinct lack of focus. “As I’ve mentioned, the…um…coroner came to collect her. I’ve been told he wished to examine her, to aid in Bow Street’s investigation.”

      “Naturally. His findings may serve us as well. But I’d still like to make my own observations. If you can arrange a viewing and let me know the day and hour, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Of course.” Orendel’s voice had weakened to a frail thread. “I’ll do what I can.”

      Adrian thanked him, repeated his condolences, and took his leave.

      When he’d been in this terrible situation himself, Samantha had come to his aid and he’d been grateful. Her help and support had been undeniable, but he’d since wondered if it had been real or merely a way for her to get closer to him.

      His chest tightened around his heart like a trap clamping down on its prey. He would have liked to discuss this case with her now, if only he were able to trust her. It angered him that he couldn’t. She was his bloody wife, yet he had no choice but to keep up his guard around her so she would have less information to sell.

      Frustrated, he arrived home with every intention of making excuses so he wouldn’t have to spend additional time in her company. Only to find her absent, with Elks informing him darkly that Murry was on her tail.
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