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      Set in Victorian London, the Virtue & Vice series is for readers who cried when Harlots was canceled, binged Bridgerton, and anxiously await the further adventures of Miss Scarlet and the Duke. Each book follows a different couple through to their happy ever after, while advancing the plot between Belladonna and Hawke.

      Belladonna is the morally gray heroine at the center of politics, society and crime. She maintains her hold on power through sex and money while hoarding secrets of her own. Hawke is the one person she cannot manipulate, charm, or blackmail into doing her bidding. Theirs will be the final entry in this seductive 7-book series, full of mystery and passion.
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        Rosalyn: A Steamy Age Gap Victorian Romance (Virtue & Vice, #2)

        Justine: A Steamy Victorian Masquerade Romance (Virtue & Vice, #3)

        Cora: An Age Gap, Arranged Marriage, Enemies-to-Lovers Victorian Romance (Virtue & Vice Book, #4)

      

        

      
        Forthcoming books in the Virtue & Vice series:

        Isabelle (2024)

        Rose (2025)

        Jane (2025)

      

      

      
        
        Get Belladonna, a series prequel, for free.
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          CORA

        

      

    

    
      The first day of 1882 dawned bright with blustery promise. Cora thrust open the door to her private balcony, shoving away mounds of snow that had fallen overnight. There was nothing she loved more than a fresh start.

      “Go on, Titi,” she said encouragingly to the tiny dog posed anxiously at the threshold, her little nose twitching. “I know it’s cold, but you need to go out.”

      Titania, a bundle of brown and black fur that barely stood higher than Cora’s ankle, shivered.

      “Don’t be such a coward.” Cora scooped up her pet and carried her outside, barefoot, relishing the stinging bite. Titi took care of her business promptly, and minutes later they were back inside, where her maid was waiting to help her dress.

      “Mrs. Wilder has requested an audience,” the maid informed her.

      There could only be one Mrs. Wilder, for Cora remained a mere miss. She glanced at the clock.

      “A bit early for that.” She lived with her brother and new sister-in-law, but her wing of the mansion was sufficiently separate that most days they only intersected at either the midday or evening meal.

      Downstairs, she found Annalise staring out the front window, her blond hair frosted by the cold winter light. Halting with one hand on the banister, she said, “Is everything all right?”

      “Fine,” Annalise said, glancing at her and then gazing down at the street. Cora had heard her brother, Annalise’s husband, Eryx, stomping around the house earlier. He must have gone out.

      One might think that a first Christmas with his new wife would merit a proper holiday, but her brother had been the opposite of cheerful, snappish and irritable all week. Eryx was a grump on the best of days, but his behavior lately was extreme even for him.

      So much for a fresh start.

      “Be honest, Anna.” Although Annalise was only a few inches shorter, she was fine-boned and being near her often made Cora feel like a galumphing giant. “Everything is not fine. What is going on?”

      Her sister-in-law turned to her and said calmly, “There’s been a run on the bank. Surely you’ve seen mention of it in the papers.”

      “I hadn’t, actually. I stopped paying attention to anything they print about my family years ago.” She’d quit for her own sanity after her one and only disastrous Season, except for a brief foray into the classified advertisements, which no one needed to know about.

      Cora knew that once they started, bank runs were difficult to stop. One could not live with a banker for years without learning a few things about the business, whether one wished to or not. Her brother had parlayed a substantial inheritance from their father into building his own bank, Wilder & Co. She and Eryx were born on the wrong side of the blanket, but their father had tried to set them up in life despite their parentage. With their legitimate half-brother Lysander’s help, Eryx had won the trust of many in the ton. Granted, they were the fastest set, and he had invested in some unsavory enterprises at the outset.

      Still, the bank that bore his name was Eryx’s pride and joy.

      What could have gone wrong?

      Until now, Cora had never minded being cut out of dreary financial matters. Society, yes, but she was not remotely interested in the business of earning money. Despite the circumstances of her birth, she was privileged and protected, and content to remain that way.

      According to everyone around her, she ought to have been married a decade ago. Thanks to one horrid man, here she was with her pet Yorkie, in advanced spinsterhood at the age of twenty-nine. She entertained herself with visits to a small circle of friends and enjoyed the freedom of riding her penny-farthing bicycle in the calmer streets of London.

      She was not lonely. She had Titania, and her brothers.

      Nor was she bored. Nothing had ever quite replaced her passion for playing piano, but she found ways to amuse herself.

      She had always assumed her well-managed dowry would carry her through life and into her dotage. It had grown into a substantial sum under her brothers’ stewardship. Not having control over her own money sometimes made her feel like a kept pet, but she had at least trusted that her investments were in capable hands.

      Until now.

      If the bank went down, she could lose everything, too.

      Shock rolled through Cora like a thunderstorm.

      This was serious. This crisis affected her, personally.

      “Your brother has gone off to try and offer the house as collateral,” Annalise said.

      “This house,” Cora echoed in disbelief. “The one that’s been mostly gutted into a construction site? The one where we’re more camping out than living in? Why would anyone want this place?”

      Annalise lifted one slim shoulder and let it fall.

      “It’s well-located. The architectural plans are approved. It’s going to be very elegant once completed. In the meantime…” She inhaled and released a sigh. “We plan to move into my small holding.”

      In an act of contrition after his disastrous courtship, Eryx had given Annalise a house with a bit of land on the outskirts of London. It was presently unoccupied.

      “What happened to the hotel?”

      “Luxury is no longer an option,” Annalise answered.

      “Where will I go?” Cora asked inanely.

      Annalise smiled faintly, a gesture that didn’t reach her eyes. “Could you stay with Lysander until this blows over?”

      “He doesn’t like Titi.”

      “Impossible. Everyone likes Titania.” Annalise bent to pet the little dog.

      “I suppose I could stay with Honora, but her stepmother doesn’t like pets. She says they’re dirty and has the sitting room cleaned after each visit.”

      Honey did like pets and wanted a dog badly, but she was an unmarried lady, her family still held out some hope of her one day making a match. Until she did, she had to live by her father and stepmother’s rules.

      “The situation is dire, then?” The frightened part of her simply wanted reassurance.

      Annalise looked up, and Cora read the answer in her eyes.

      “We are on the verge of losing everything,” she answered calmly. “You’re always welcome to stay with us, of course. Although I must warn you that quarters could become very tight soon.” She stood up and sighed. “Especially once the baby comes.”

      Baby.

      Eryx was about to lose his wealth, his business, and his home—and his wife was pregnant. No wonder he’d been so surly of late.

      Cora ignored the pang of longing that flickered through her. For years, she had watched her onetime friends settle down and start families, options that had long since been closed to her. Now she knew that what little kindness they’d shown her had all been posturing in an attempt to gain favor with her father or, once he passed, Lysander, the new duke. After her disgrace, everyone had dropped her immediately.

      Even Eliza Wells, the girl she’d known from her one year at finishing school, had only been trying to get to Eryx. Last Cora had heard, she had married and borne children, too. Everyone except her.

      “Congratulations,” Cora finally remembered to say, after an awkwardly long silence.

      “You seem surprised.”

      “I’m not. I have been anticipating such a happy event.”

      “I confess I wanted to wait longer. Nature had other plans.” Annalise stared out into the street with a tiny pleat on her forehead. Worried. She had lost everything once before and been forced to take charge of her younger siblings after their parents died. Cora could hardly blame her for wanting some time to herself before diving back into child-raising.

      Annalise squeezed her hand. “I’d suggest packing up anything you need for an extended stay elsewhere. Chin up. It’s not so different from what we had already planned.”

      Cora ran her fingertips over the smooth wood of the pianoforte that took up a corner of the front parlor. Soon it would be covered in cloth and removed through the window to be placed in storage. Not that it mattered. She hadn’t played in many years. Not since her disastrous debut.

      Not since him. The man whose name she refused to even permit into her mind. Another reason she no longer read the papers: he was her brother’s banking competitor.

      She had survived unexpected problems before, and stroking the gleaming wood reminded her that she would survive this setback, too. She did love a fresh start, after all, and this new year had presented her with an unanticipated one.

      “We shall find a way to make the most of it, won’t we, Titi?”

      The little dog blinked up at her with trust shining in her shoe-button eyes, and yipped.
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          GIDEON

        

      

    

    
      If there was one thing Gideon Wentworth took enormous pleasure in, it was making his enemies squirm.

      He lived for conquest. In olden days he would have been a knight errant riding about vanquishing his adversaries. His careful ruthlessness was what had made him into the most respected financier in London, managing investments for Queen Victoria herself.

      The brash, illegitimate duke’s upstart son had made a killing by lending to questionable enterprises like that deplorable countess’ fancy whorehouse. Watching Mr. Eryx Wilder, the proprietor of Wilder & Co., try to wriggle out of trouble brought him immense satisfaction. Especially knowing that he, Gideon, had been the one to start the rumor that brought Wilder so low so quickly.

      Depositor confidence was everything to a bank. Once lost, the bank was sunk.

      A single well-timed lie that Wilder had made loans to criminals and was about to have his assets seized was all it took to level Wilder & Co. He’d waited until news that Lord Silas Huntley had withdrawn a sizable amount from Wilder’s bank, thus ensuring that deposits would be depleted, before casually passing along a little tale he’d heard to just the right person. The news, and fear, spread like wildfire.

      One he’d invented, if one wished to be pedantic.

      His nefarious falsehood circulated for days over Christmas when banks were closed. Depositors swarmed Wilder’s bank the day it reopened to withdraw their funds. As planned, Wilder & Co. couldn’t meet the demand.

      He ran his tongue over his lower lip.

      “Another whisky, sir?” a server asked.

      He tapped the glass with one blunt forefinger to indicate yes. He wasn’t done listening to Wilder beg. Eavesdropping ought to be unbecoming to a man of his years, yet he loved the sound of desperation coming from his quarry’s lips.

      “I have a house in a prime part of London to offer as collateral,” Wilder was saying with a pleading note that was music to Gideon’s ears. “It’s well-situated, spacious, and undergoing renovations to modernize the kitchen, add water closets, install gas lighting⁠—”

      “You mean it’s a construction site,” the other man cut him off. “I don’t want a liability, Wilder. Isn’t there anything else?”

      There was something else—or someone, rather. Was Wilder desperate enough to shove his sister into matrimony yet?

      His breath caught and held until his lungs burned.

      “I have liquidated all of my other assets to prop up the bank,” said Wilder. “We can get through this. Our balance sheet is strong. My portfolio performs well, and at higher interest rates than most other banks can charge.”

      “Because you loan to criminals,” his companion said flatly.

      “No,” Wilder declared. “I do not.”

      An outright lie. Countess Oreste’s clandestine brothel was indisputably illegal, no matter how well she passed it off as a house of reform. She, too, had been a part of his plot to finally gain the prize he desired.

      “Spare me the details, Wilder. I’m not interested.” The other man set down a mostly-full drink and strode away. Wilder blew out a breath. So did Gideon.

      Wilder hadn’t dangled his sister as an inducement. At twenty-nine, Cora Wilder was a spinster, thoroughly on the shelf. She was hardly a catch, and yet…

      Gideon wanted her.

      He intended to have her.

      There was no way for him to obtain her than through treachery, and gaining her had been a very long game, indeed. He was so close he could taste victory.

      At some point during the eleven years since he ruined her marriage prospects, Gideon had finally, grudgingly accepted that he would never settle for anyone other than Cora Wilder as his wife. Still, the chances of her agreeing to his proposal were lower than a snowball’s chance of surviving a trip through hell.

      If gaining her meant ruining her family, then so be it.

      He made his opening gambit in the way calculated to best get under Wilder’s skin. Keeping him off-balance was essential. If the man sensed how badly he wanted Cora, Wilder might put two and two together and figure out that Gideon was responsible for his woes. That would be disastrous.

      “Why not turn to your duke of a brother?”

      “Half-brother,” Wilder snapped, as if he felt compelled to remind the world that he and his sister were illegitimate. “Not that my family’s affairs are any of your business, Wentworth.”

      They would be, soon enough.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t offered your sister as collateral,” Gideon said mildly. “Cora is yet unmarried, is she not?”

      “Thanks to you,” he muttered. More forcefully, Wilder said, “She is not an object to be offered in trade. She is a woman.”

      Gideon was well aware. He refrained from saying so.

      Another man might tremble at the menacing growl from the tall, strong man. Gideon kicked back in his chair, confident that were he to condescend to rise to his feet, he would be able to look Wilder straight in the eye. There were few men in London, or anywhere, that could threaten Gideon physically. Eryx Wilder was one of them, but he wasn’t concerned.

      “Your sister’s Season was a disaster long before I came along.”

      “It wasn’t. If not for your stupid prank, she would be married by now.”

      Or ruined by a scoundrel. Either outcome was precisely what Gideon had been afraid of. Only Gideon and one other man knew the truth of what happened that day. He shrugged. “Perhaps. Your sister was hardly a diamond of the first water.”

      Wilder shoved his hands deep into his pockets and sauntered several steps away. “You know what you did, Wentworth. If publicly humiliating a girl only a few weeks into her debut is what makes you feel powerful, then no wonder you’re reviled by every decent man in England.”

      Gideon discovered his hands clenched into tight balls and flexed them, forcing himself to relax back against the leather chair. Wilder was one to talk about decency, what with the sordid activities he was up to his neck in.

      “Everyone but the Queen.”

      Wilder stilled. Apparently, he’d gotten better at controlling his temper since the night he’d smashed Gideon’s nose on Lord Pindell’s front lawn. Gideon touched the bump on his nose, a permanent reminder of his lowest moment, and felt a grudging admiration for the man’s right hook. Wilder and his half-brother had beaten him within an inch of his life that night, and he’d daresay he deserved it.

      “Victoria is nothing if not pragmatic,” was all Wilder said.

      In the decade-plus since, Gideon had taken great pride in leveraging his connection with the crown to ensure the Wilders stayed out of high Society. It surprised him now to realize that somewhere along the line, Eryx had grown indifferent to his exclusion. Growth, Gideon mused. How inconvenient.

      Which left Gideon with only one tool: money.

      “Your sister’s dowry is enough to tide you over, is it not?”

      “It is hers, Wentworth,” he gritted out. “Not my personal piggy bank to smash whenever I find myself in dire straits.”

      “It’s her father’s⁠—”

      “Who is dead.”

      “And in your custodianship until she is wed.”

      “Lysander’s, actually.”

      Interesting. Made sense, once he thought about it, but Gideon had understood the Wilders to have a rocky relationship with their legitimate half-brother. Perhaps that had changed, too.

      Well. The Duke of Gryphon could be an ally in this endeavor, if handled carefully.

      “But he entrusts me to manage the investments,” Wilder added, almost as an afterthought, then scowled. “Why am I telling you this?”

      “Because I am your only hope of saving your bank, your home, and the lifestyle to which you have become accustomed. Not to mention your new wife.” Gideon held his gaze.

      “Didn’t realize you’d turned into an avid reader of newspaper wedding announcements,” he said acidly.

      “How could anyone have missed it?” A full page celebrating the nuptials of Mr. Eryx Wilder and Miss Annalise Fernsby. Like a bounty hunter claiming a sought-after prize.

      Gideon would never fawn publicly over a mere female. No woman was worth emasculating oneself in such a manner. Not even Cora.

      With a pained expression, Wilder gritted out, “Countess Oreste mentioned you might be willing to take a stake in the bank.”

      He knew she’d suggested it, at his behest. The countess may be a courtesan who had wormed her way into a marriage and a veneer of respectability, but she was intelligent, cunning, and not to be crossed. She could also be an effective ally, when properly handled. Gideon respected her despite not liking the woman.

      “I’d consider it.”

      Here it was. Victory within his grasp. All depended upon how he framed his proposal to be maximally appealing, without giving away his true objective. “I’ve followed your banking career closely. I’d want to examine the books, but I’d consider a merger under the right circumstances. Your bank and mine.”

      Wilder inhaled sharply. Gideon froze, thinking he might have sunk the deal prematurely, but then Wilder relaxed and said, “Go on. What are your terms?”

      “Assuming your books are in reasonable condition and you cut loose your unsavory clients, you’d keep your house. I’ll infuse as much cash as necessary to save your bank, while taking an ownership stake.”

      “What if the run contaminates your bank, too?”

      “I have the full backing of the British Crown,” Gideon said loftily. “I can survive any calamity.”

      Wilder’s scowl deepened. “A luxury we cannot all depend upon.”

      “It comes with responsibility, Wilder. Something you wouldn’t know anything about.” He ignored the other man’s glare and crossed arms, and continued. “We need to find a way to cement the deal. Neither of us will like working together. I propose you maintain primary control over Wilder & Co., but I will review any future investments. Some of the ones you made are quite shocking. The Bonsack Machine, for example.”

      Imagine, encouraging the masses to smoke tobacco. Not only was investing in a cigarette rolling machine a risky proposition, it was a filthy habit, even for the wealthy who could afford to purchase hand-rolled cigarettes. Investing in mass-produced cigarettes was not the mark of an upstanding member of Society.

      But he would make a mint. One couldn’t be too scrupulous when it came to making money.

      “How do you propose cementing this bargain?” Wilder asked.

      Sweat beaded beneath Gideon’s collar.

      “I am yet a bachelor. Your half-brother and sister remain unwed. I do not have an unmarried sister for the seventh Duke of Gryphon to consider for a bride, but if your sister would countenance a union, I might be inclined to overlook her shortcomings.”

      Wilder threw back his head, laughed, and strode away.
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          HAWKE

        

      

    

    
      Hawke strode the halls of Buckingham Palace with the familiarity of a man who knew each nook and cranny like the back of his own hand.

      Queen Victoria did not summon him idly. Theirs was a curious relationship. Not a friendship, precisely. She was too stroppy for such. She reserved her patience for her children and grandchildren.

      Yet there were times when the grand dame of the realm sent for him with no discernible purpose other than to offload her darkest thoughts. She trusted him to be a sounding board who would never repeat her secrets to another soul, and for fifteen long years, Hawke had served as her personal spy, her errand boy, her confidant, and, yes, something akin to a friend.

      God knew he couldn’t claim anyone else as one. He and the Queen were two lonely souls who had found a strange kinship in spite of their differences in age, station, fortune…and height.

      Although he was not a giant of a man, he towered over the Queen by a full foot. The top of her head did not reach his shoulder. At just under five feet tall, Victoria was accustomed to commanding the room despite being the most diminutive person in it.

      “You have kept us waiting for far too long, Hawke. We are displeased.”

      “I beg pardon, Your Majesty. I have been searching for someone.”

      Three long weeks of tracing every step Bella had taken late last December before disappearing into thin air. He had tracked down a man who’d witnessed a woman of Bella’s description speaking with a woman at the train station. This witness, discovered purely by luck, had observed the women switch clothing. An intelligent move for a woman who had reason to believe she was being trailed. Not subtle enough to avoid notice, but a respectable attempt at evasion.

      From there, the trail had gone dead. Based on the timetables, the other woman could either have gone southwest to Cornwall, or northwest in the direction of Birmingham. Bella had continued on to France. That was all he knew.

      A hollow spot opened near his heart ached.

      She couldn’t be dead. A force of nature like Bella came along rarely. He had expected her to be there, drifting along in her self-constructed prison, until he was ready to leave spying for the crown behind. Yet that day never came, for Victoria always needed him.

      Until last Christmas, when she hadn’t shown up at her Parisian flat as expected. Ever since, Hawke had been consumed by the fear that Bella was in grave trouble. She was lucky to be alive, considering the trouble she’d stirred up the summer before.

      “That dreadful countess.” Victoria sniffed as though she detected malodorous air. “We pray she is indefinitely detained and that awful charity house she runs is shut down.”

      He refrained from informing his sovereign that The House of Virtue was naught but an elaborate cover for a clandestine brothel specializing in any vice the wealthy aspired to. Years ago, when rumors about its true nature were beginning to circulate—no secret ever remained secret for long, a fact essential to Hawke’s work—Victoria had tasked him with finding out the truth. She had been worried about her husband’s relation, a Prussian prince, getting mixed up with the wrong crowd.

      He’d confirmed her suspicions about her relation, but withheld one small detail from her. If Victoria knew with certainty, she would demand he find a way to hinder operations. No one in the aristocracy was going to inform their sovereign. Anyone with direct knowledge was also a client, and Bella was a ruthless blackmailer. One had to admire Countess Oreste’s strategy of mutually assured social destruction.

      The former courtesan had clawed her way into the aristocracy by pure force of will. Hawke had come to respect the woman with one foot planted in high Society and the other in London’s underbelly.

      At first, he’d been curious. Then fascinated. The deeper he dug into her private affairs the more he was impressed with the way her mind worked.

      But it was her heart that had won him in the end. Her soft, beating, human heart that her formidable mind and iron will protected behind thick walls. Had she been merely ambitious, only beautiful, or simply crass, he wouldn’t have thought twice about turning her over to the Queen for a harsh comeuppance. Bella was all of those things and so much more.

      Now, after years of shielding her, he had failed her utterly.

      If he was right about what had happened to Bella, then the Queen was also in grave danger. The only way anyone could have known about her departure was if a counter-spy had overheard Victoria’s private conversations with him.

      “Do you wish Countess Oreste gone, despite not answering for her role in the late Opposition Leader’s demise?” he asked. Bella had not played any role in Erskine’s demise, but she had intended to. Furthermore, she had been the one to track down the murderer. Hawke had been trying to shield her from Victoria in that sense, too, ever since last fall.

      Victoria waved on hand. “As long as she is gone, and stays gone, We do not care a farthing as to what happens to her.”

      Hawke did, though. A great deal.

      “The Erskine matter has died down, now that his daughter-in-law is distracted with Mr. de Lucey,” Victoria paced. “Through him, Mrs. Erskine is a touch closer to the aristocracy than We would like, but there is nothing to be gained by attempting to ruin the match. He does intend to make an honest woman out of her, does he not?”

      “Once the formal mourning period for her father-in-law is concluded, I understand they have set a date for a wedding in April.”

      This was the sort of picayune nonsense the Queen of England and Empress of India oughtn’t concern herself with, but did, when it came to matters of the aristocracy and their frequently immoral behavior. While Mr. de Lucey was not a lord, his eldest brother was the Earl de Lucey and therefore within the Queen’s self-appointed purview. She heaved a sigh.

      “We suppose their temporary licentiousness can’t be helped. The lady is a widow, after all.”

      She had no word of censure for the male half of the supposedly licentious couple.

      “The couple is caught between dueling expectations for honoring family. They will undoubtedly make things right in due time. I presume Your Majesty has other business to discuss than the private amusements of adults?”

      It was not a gentle nudge, and he earned himself a sharp glance in rebuke.

      “You do presume too much, Hawke. A marriage is no amusement but a solemn act.” She paused. “And generally, a sad one.”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      “I really think people marry far too much.”

      She had slipped from the royal We to I. He smiled inwardly. Almost fondly. For a woman who had been happily married herself, Victoria took a dim view of the institution.

      “However, I understand that as a man approaches his middle years he often longs for domestic comforts. I therefore have decided to take the unusual step of elevating you to a knighthood.”

      Hawke blinked. Rarely was he taken so off-guard.

      “You are retiring me?” Putting him out to pasture like a broken nag? Shooting him like an old dog put out of its misery? He’d just turned thirty-seven. He had many years of service left in him.

      Besides, what was he going to do with himself, if he couldn’t be a spy?

      “I intend to relieve you of the more physically demanding aspects of your current role. You will be appointed to the Royal Victorian Order in recognition of your service. As few people know what you have done for me, we must spend the next several months setting the stage for your public honoring. These things tend to incite envy. I cannot abide the backstabbing.”

      In other words, he was being put on notice. If he behaved himself, he would be rewarded with a title. Fat lot of good titles did anyone. He’d spent much of his adult life acting as Victoria’s eyes and ears in high Society. The aristocrats were no better, and were often worse, than the hoi polloi.

      Especially the one Victoria had tasked him with keeping a close watch over. Prince Leopold.

      “The knighthood comes with a baronetcy. You understand what that means, Hawke? Land. I have personally selected an estate for you in Essex.”

      What in God’s name was he going to do with acreage? If he’d wanted to be a farmer, he would have stayed at home instead of joining the military as a youth.

      That was how he had come to be appointed to Her Majesty’s personal guard, where he’d distinguished himself by thwarting a would-be assassin, a foreign diplomat. Had the man succeeded, the incident could easily have embroiled England in a ruinous war. For that reason, no one could ever know what happened. Hawke had kept this particular secret very well, but he was growing weary of carrying the accumulated weight of so many half-truths and burdensome knowledge.

      Being put out to pasture with the memories of his work as a spy would be unbearable.

      Where was Victoria’s impulse coming from? She needed him. Early in her reign, there had been Edward Oxford, who fired a dueling pistol at the pregnant Queen on a pleasant June day. Two years later, a man named John Francis had attempted to shoot her. In that instance, Victoria’s own stubbornness put her in danger. She had been warned of a gunman, but drove out anyway. Victoria had a tendency to brush off danger. In a man, it would be considered bravery, but she was a woman and therefore sometimes held in contempt for downplaying risks.

      Only a few months after that, John William Bean made an attempt upon her life, but considering his pistol was loaded with tobacco instead of bullets, Hawke didn’t count this as a sincere attack.

      Recently, things had been quiet, which set him on edge. An absence of danger required greater vigilance, not less.

      He knew this, and yet he was torn between his sworn oath to protect his sovereign and his desire to shield the woman he…

      He would call it admiration, for now. Fascination, definitely. Beyond that, Belladonna was a luxury he could not afford.

      Could Bella have run off? Tired of her decadent life half in the shadows and taken the opportunity to walk away from it all?

      Possible, yes. She had been distractible ever since her encounter with the Witch of St. Giles, Biddy Ross. A procuress of children with a black book of names nearly as long as Bella’s, but far worse in most respects.

      Including one John Erskine, the late Opposition Leader, and father-in-law to Mrs. Justine Erskine. There was another name, one that behooved Victoria to keep out of the press. Hawke had laid his trap well, but the Witch had beaten him to the punch. He’d meant to catch her in the act of attempted murder that evening. Instead, he’d arrived too late to save Erskine or apprehend Ross, and nearly too late to save Bella from a cunning setup intended to frame her for the crime.

      Was it likely that Bella had walked away from her life? No. And that meant these miserable weeks of separation had probably been a thousand times worse for her. A spike of fear lodged behind his breastbone.

      “Hawke.”

      He jerked his attention back to the here and now.

      “I was saying that we will spend the next several months making it publicly clear why I am granting you such an honor.”

      He bowed slightly.

      “You will finish bringing Ross to justice. Quietly. When she is tried and judged for her crimes, you will be hailed as a hero. By Christmas next, if all goes well, you shall be a wealthy man.”

      By this time next year—late January—he’d be clad in muddy boots wondering which end of the sheep to start shearing from. He’d be drowning his sorrows in treatises on land management. He’d have no excuse to haunt Bella’s House of Virtue anymore.

      Hawke liked the stimulation of high Society. A knight and a baronet might gain access to the lower rungs, but he held more sway in his current ambiguous, untitled status. People knew he was affiliated with the Queen, but they weren’t sure how. They curried his favor. Prince Leopold knew he was being closely watched. He suspected. There was nothing he could do to stop Hawke from reporting back every unsavory detail of his life to his aunt-in-law.

      “You have my sincere and immense gratitude for your generosity,” Hawke lied.

      “You shall leave off searching for that troublesome countess if you want your knighthood.” His protest must have been etched on his face—an uncharacteristic lapse of control—for the Queen quickly added, “That’s an order. If she wanted to be found, she would be home by now.”

      He had the sinking feeling that Victoria was right.
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        Gryphon House, Two Weeks Later

      

      

      “Titi!” Cora whisper-shouted, crouching with her hands on her knees to peer through her half-brother’s slightly ajar door. Lysander was at his desk, head bent, while the besotted Yorkie gazed at him longingly.

      “Get your pet out of my study, Cora,” Lysander grumbled without looking up. “Animals do not belong indoors.”

      “Where do you propose I put her on a frigid day in January?”

      “Outside. Where animals belong.”

      She stood up with a huff and went to collect her deranged dog, who had taken an inexplicable liking to him. Poor Titi’s affections were not returned. The duke grumbled every time he saw her, which happened several times a day ever since they had been forced to decamp to Gryphon House.

      Cora stroked Titi’s head and closed the study door behind her noisily. Not quite loud enough to be called a slam, but enough to convey that after a week of having to live with her half-brother, she was ready to consign herself to a nunnery just to get a bit of peace and quiet. Assuming she could find one that accepted pets.

      “Ignore him. The duke is the worst sort of grump. I cannot figure out why you like him so well.”

      Titi merely whined and gazed forlornly in the direction of Lysander’s study.

      Few people would consider moving into a duke’s mansion to be a hardship. Cora was not most people. She was being coddled to death. Unlike at home, where she was perfectly content with a single maid, there was literally nothing for her to do here except read, sew, shop, or nap.
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