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        London, 1796

      

      

      

      War. The bloodshed it entailed was unconscionable.

      Dorian Harlowe was sick to death of it all. There had to be a better way – some means by which to prevent it. Elbow propped against the edge of the carriage window, he pressed his chin to his fisted hand, and directed his gaze outward – away from the awful memories flooding his brain.

      A useless pursuit when screams of anguish trailed him wherever he went.

      The battle at Quiberon last year had been a tragic disaster. Aimed at raising Western France in revolt, with every intention of ending the French Revolution and restoring the monarchy, Britain had been eager to help. But communiques had been ambiguous and misleading while disputes between Royalist commanders had further ruined the chances of victory.

      In the end, hundreds of French nobles who’d fought in the battle were executed, even though they were told they would be spared if they surrendered. They were but a fraction of the total numbers killed.

      Dorian couldn’t escape them any more than he could escape what he’d seen at Quiberon. Torn flesh and severed limbs. Wailing men clawing their way through the dirt in search of safety.

      He’d done what he could to help them and still wished he could have done more.

      A heavy sigh only reminded him that, unlike those soldiers, he still breathed. He’d come home. In one piece. A gift for which he would be grateful were it not for the endless guilt gnawing at him. Because he’d made it when so many others hadn’t.

      In truth, he understood soldiers who numbed their minds with drink, opium, and whatever else offered peace. He’d considered going that route himself once or twice. Especially when he was younger.

      Now, something else burned inside him – a need for change, the determination to make a difference – to stop this preposterous waste of life. And to that end, he had an idea. A proposal he meant to put before William Cavendish-Bentwick, the third Duke of Portland, who currently served as Home Secretary.

      Dorian reached the man’s office on King Charles Street without having registered passing through Oxford Street or Piccadilly. A secretary announced his arrival. Only a few moments after that he was being shown in.

      “Harlowe.” A faint smile pulled at Portland’s lips as he stood to greet him. “I cannot tell you how glad I was to hear of your safe return.”

      “A sentiment you share with my wife, though I wager you’d rather I do not embrace you as I did her.”

      Portland dipped his head, a hint of amusement curling like smoke behind his dark eyes.

      Dorian crossed the colorful Aubusson rug to shake his hand and allowed the somber mood from earlier to catch him in its grasp. “It’s good to be back, even though my heart and soul feel shredded.”

      “You blame yourself for surviving?”

      “No. I blame myself for being a part of this in the first place.”

      Portland took a deep breath, expelled it, then crossed to the sideboard where he proceeded to fill two glasses. “War is a nasty business.”

      “Made worse by our poor intelligence.”

      Portland turned to him, two drinks in hand. He extended one to Dorian. “I must confess, I didn’t expect you to be so critical of your own work.”

      Dorian took the proffered glass and sipped the brandy, enjoying the extra bite to it since Portland had always favored the stronger stuff. The duke’s surprise was understandable. After all, Dorian had been put in charge of the spy operation tasked with uncovering details about Napoleon’s motives, movements, and plans of attack.

      After Quiberon, he’d headed for Paris, where he’d learned that the French were preparing to march on Vienna. He’d sent word back to London but it had been too late. The French Revolution was spreading, plunging Europe deeper into a war that threatened to cost additional lives before it was finally over.

      Considering the stakes, Dorian reckoned it was past time for someone to take responsibility. “Had we discerned Napoleon’s plans sooner, we might have avoided the capture of Milan which led to the Siege of Mantua and Austria’s subsequent defeat.”

      An honest opinion, nothing more.

      “You’re likely correct,” Portland said, the dark-green velvet of his frock coat and matching breeches shimmering as he moved. He stepped toward a seating arrangement comprising two armchairs placed between a small table and invited Dorian to join him. They sat, slightly angled toward one another, before Portland said, “There’s nothing we can do about the past, besides learn from it. Knowing you, I’m sure you’ve already thought of a way in which to improve our methods so we can be better prepared in future.”

      Dorian drank another measure of brandy and set his glass aside on the table. “It’s a rather simple idea, albeit one you’ll probably find a touch controversial.”

      “Tell me what it is, Harlowe, and I’ll let you know my thoughts on the matter.”

      So Dorian did, half expecting the man to shut the idea down at any moment. Instead he listened, his gaze sharp and intent, until Dorian said, “I realize the investment would be substantial and that it’s not without risk.”

      A thoughtful nod from the duke. “The greatest problem you’ll face will be secrecy.”

      “True, though this will be easily overcome with time. As mentioned, this would be a long-term project intended to serve the future. The implementation will be so slow, no one will see it for what it truly is.”

      “I must confess, you have me intrigued. And you’re right, it is both simple and controversial, but if it works…”

      “Wars would hopefully be prevented. Lives saved. There might be peace.”

      “In which case I certainly think this is worth discussing in greater detail.” Portland knocked back his glass of brandy. “I’ll set up a meeting with the king. For this to work, we’ll need to keep Parliament out of it. So I’d like to gain his support – make sure you and I have royal backing in case any questions arise later. Understand?”

      “Of course.” Dorian polished off the last of his drink and stood. “Thank you, Your Grace. I’ll expect to hear from you soon.”

      He left Portland’s office and returned to his carriage, unburdened for a change and with renewed purpose, despite the long road stretched out before him. If his suggestion was approved, he’d be kept busy for the next two decades, possibly more.

      A daunting prospect, yet the Nightingale Project was a challenge he could not wait to sink his teeth into.
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      Even though the winter chill lingered, the rain that had pelted down over Deerhaven Park for the past week had finally ceased. Sunshine spilled between parted clouds, encouraging plants to stretch their leaves skyward. Puddles dotted the gravel pathways surrounding the vast estate and water droplets clinging to new foliage winked in response to the afternoon light.

      Eager to get outdoors, Adrian completed the last sum his tutor had asked him to solve and handed it over.

      Mr. Turner checked the calculation. A satisfied nod followed. “Excellent work, Mr. Croft. We’ll get started on basic algebra tomorrow. Until then, you’re to read up on your history, so you’ve a better grasp on the major events that led to the Battle of Hastings.”

      Adrian agreed, even though he had no intention of doing any such thing. As soon as he’d quit the library where his lessons took place, he raced upstairs for a change of clothes before making his way to the stables.

      The cool air nipped at his lungs as he took a deep breath – an invigorating feeling that quickened his stride. Choosing the most direct route, he cut across a soggy patch of grass, enjoying the squelch his boots made as they sank against the sodden ground. The sound of horses whinnying beckoned, the welcoming warmth of the stables embracing him as he entered. Coupled with the dry smell of hay, he considered the place more inviting than most homes. Certainly more so than his own.

      It was a sentiment he was sure would shock most people. He doubted many would understand it, but the fact was he found his home stifling. Here, on the other hand, he felt like the chains that bound him – the rules forcing him into the box his father had been designing – slipped away. And when he rode…

      It was the only time when he could be free from expectation, from obligation, and from all his tedious lessons. To say nothing of the fear that drove through him whenever his father arrived from London and asked to see him. A thought that caused his heart to race a bit faster – to pray he’d find the strength required to stand up to him once and for all. To speak his mind without dreading the outcome.

      He shook off the unhappy thought and approached the stall where Jupiter stood. The black stallion already looked toward him, expectancy in his dark-brown eyes, head angled in Adrian’s direction. Adrian held his hand up to Jupiter’s velvety muzzle and carefully ran his fingers alongside the mount’s head with smooth strokes.

      “He’s been growing increasingly restless this past hour.” Mr. Barrow, the head groom, came to stand beside Adrian. “I reckon he knew you’d be wanting to take him out soon.”

      “I’ve thought of nothing else since I realized it had stopped raining.” Adrian smiled at Jupiter and allowed the familiarity of the horse to calm him.

      “I’ll see about having him saddled then.”

      Ten minutes later, comfortably seated in the saddle, Adrian trotted out of the stables. Gripping the reins, he steered Jupiter onto a path that would take them between a small copse of trees and toward the fields beyond. Their gentle walk turned into a trot, then a canter, and finally the gallop that gave Adrian wings and allowed him to fly.

      Air rushed across his face, the scenery a blur of color as it swept past on either side. A finite moment in which horse and rider could both enjoy the illusion of liberty.

      Of all the things Papa had done, gifting him with Jupiter and insisting he learn how to ride had been the only one Adrian valued.

      The rest…

      He shook his head, tears already burning his eyes as he thought of Papa’s last visit. Of what had transpired. The awful thing Papa had forced him to do. The memory of him clutching that coarse sack in his fist – of the pleading sounds the kittens had made – had plagued him every day since.

      His vision blurred. An achy knot formed in his throat. Jupiter raced onward and Adrian’s face twisted. You need to grow up. Stop being so weak. This is nothing compared with what you’ll have to do once you claim your legacy.

      Self-loathing didn’t come close to expressing how angry he’d been every single day since. For lacking the strength to tell Papa he could go to hell.

      He’d thought of running away too many times to count. But where would he go? How would he live? And what of Mama? Adrian knew it would likely break her if he were to vanish. She was the one good thing in his life – a dependable constant who offered the love his father denied him.

      When he returned from his ride, she was strolling toward the part of the property overlooking the sea. It was her favorite spot. Most likely because she imagined she could glimpse her homeland across the water. Or maybe because she could dream up a ship that would come and whisk her away to a happier place.

      Not that she would ever give voice to such musings. Whatever regrets she had about moving to England and wedding Papa, she kept them to herself. But that didn’t stop Adrian from seeing the sadness in her eyes, or sensing the desperation she felt whenever she learned of her husband’s intention to visit.

      Adrian dismounted, handed the reins to a groom who came to assist, then hurried to where Mama stood. Hearing him, she glanced his way and immediately spread her arms when she saw who it was. The embrace was warm against the brisk ocean breeze. He held on tightly, squeezing her to him with all his might.

      “What’s troubling you?” she asked, her attention now on his face – eyes searching his and no doubt seeing far more than Adrian wished.

      “It’s nothing.” A lie, but how could he possibly tell her the truth?

      Her arm swept around his shoulders, bringing her shawl with it so they could stand for a while, gazing over the frothy water together in their little cocoon. “Try to find comfort in knowing that you are but ten years old. You will only get stronger from this day onward, while he will become increasingly weak. The day will come when he’ll be the one to fear you.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Adrian muttered. He didn’t feel as though he would ever be strong enough to stand against Papa.

      “You are his heir. As such, the coming years will likely be the hardest. He no longer views you as a child, which means he will start making more demands.”

      Adrian didn’t want to think of such things. He wanted to forget the poor kittens and the part he’d played in their deaths. Yet he found himself asking, “Like what?”

      “I’m not sure.” She pulled him in closer, dropped a kiss to the top of his head. “Promise me that whatever it is, you will not cower. Promise me you will try to be brave.”

      “Of course, Mama.” Adrian leaned in to her, allowed her familiar scent to ease away all his worries and offer him comfort. Fingers digging against the soft folds of her gown, he held on tight while wishing he had the power to freeze time.

      A cool gust of wind swept across them, locating the unprotected skin at the nape of his neck. The sound of approaching footsteps interrupted the peace. Mama shifted, drawing Adrian closer as she turned, as he looked toward the man who was striding toward them and stiffened.

      “Coddling him again, I see.” Papa’s harsh voice matched his tight expression to perfection.

      “I was merely offering warmth,” Mama said, voice level. Her fingers flexed against Adrian’s shoulder before she lowered her hand, releasing him and making him feel untethered. “Wouldn’t want him to catch a chill.” She hugged herself, wrapping the shawl around her slim frame. The edges flapped in the wind. “We weren’t expecting you today.”

      “I hope that’s not disappointment I hear.” Papa stared at her, eyes gleaming with punishing force.

      “Certainly not,” Mama told him. She started forward, walking to where he’d halted. “Your presence is always welcome.”

      A grunt was Papa’s only response before his gaze shifted to Adrian, pinning him where he stood. “Go back to the house and start packing. You’re leaving with me tomorrow.”

      Even though he knew not to argue, Adrian still shook his head, those awful tears making their presence known once more in the way his eyes burned. “No.”

      There was no alteration to Papa’s expression, but his eyes darkened and his complexion turned slightly ruddy. “I thought you’d know better by now than to try and defy me. All the more reason for me to whisk you away from this place and take charge of your upbringing.”

      “Mr. Croft,” Mama said, her voice imploring. “Ple—”

      “This is your doing, I’ll wager. You’ve turned him against me and made him feeble.” Disgust dripped from Papa’s every word. His hard eyes bored into Adrian’s. “You can either do as I say or pay the price. Which will it be?”

      Adrian hesitated, unsure if standing his ground would be worth the risk. Before he could make up his mind, Mama told him sharply, “Do as Papa says, Adrian.”

      Adrian’s gaze whipped toward her, but she wasn’t looking at him, she was staring back at Papa with pure venom.

      “Mama, I—”

      “Now,” she ordered.

      Unwilling to thwart her and make her look weak, Adrian pushed himself into motion, forcing one foot in front of the other. A smirk from Papa said it all. He’d won and they’d lost – a terrible realization that caused Adrian to gnash his teeth as he strode away from where his parents remained, hands fisted by his sides.

      He entered the house, the pressure inside his skull producing a near unbearable ache. It felt like his body was not his own, as though he were standing apart from it as he pulled clothes from his chest of drawers, collected his favorite belongings, and shoved them into a trunk. A maid helped, neither one of them speaking a word as they moved through his room.

      Mama did not stop by to ask if he’d like to take tea with her when that hour approached. He’d not expected her to with Papa in residence, but he had thought she’d try to find a moment in which to seek him out. To assure him all would be well.

      When she didn’t, he resigned himself to spending the rest of the day alone. The tray with food that was brought up at seven confirmed he would not be joining his parents for supper. Which was expected and would have been fine with him, were it not for the fact that he’d hoped to make sure Mama was all right.

      Worried for her, Adrian snuck from his room late that evening, his footfalls hushed against the thick ply of the hallway runner. Using an oil lamp to light his steps, he made his way to her bedchamber door and prepared to knock when he heard him, his domineering voice pushing its way through the wooden barrier.

      Adrian’s heart shuddered with the awareness that he would not have the chance to speak with his mother alone. He prepared to turn away when her voice, too soft and fragile, spoke next. It was impossible for Adrian to make out what either one of his parents had said, but that hardly mattered when what came next sounded like an explosion.

      Terror raced through Adrian’s veins. He grabbed the handle and shoved the door open, not fully comprehending what he was seeing until Mama spun toward him, her hand at her face, her wide-eyed expression searing itself onto Adrian’s brain. His pulse leapt, heat sweeping the back of his neck at the sight of Papa, legs braced in a wide stance and with his right hand still partially raised.

      Shards of glass littered the carpet and Adrian suddenly understood the violence playing out in this room. Furious, he fought the fear of getting involved – of incurring Papa’s wrath – and took a step forward. Papa merely marched to where he stood and grabbed his upper arm so tightly a pitiful whimper escaped him.

      “Don’t touch him,” Mama cried, her left cheek flaming.

      “He’s my son and I’ll bloody well handle him as I see fit. Especially when it’s clear he could do with the discipline.” Papa’s hold on Adrian’s arm tightened. “I’m through with your hysterics and with his sniveling. Clean up the mess and prepare for bed. I’ll join you as soon as I’ve made sure Adrian stays in his room. And just so we’re clear, I won’t tolerate more defiance from either of you.”

      Adrian bit back a sob as his arm was yanked backward. He stumbled slightly but Papa pulled him upright. Mama’s bedchamber door slammed shut and then he was being escorted back the way he’d come.

      They entered Adrian’s room and Papa released him with a shove. He crossed to the fireplace, leaving Adrian standing in the middle of the floor alone, full of hate and loathing. Shaking from head to toe.

      Papa stood, his back to him, for what seemed like forever, his shoulders rigid until he finally huffed a breath and seemed to relax ever so slightly.

      When he faced Adrian next, the anger was gone, replaced by an inscrutable expression. “The world is a harsh and terrible place full of cruel people. It isn’t fair or just, and the sooner you realize this, the better prepared you will be for the challenges you will face later.”

      No more was said on the matter and Papa left, shutting the door on his way out. Unable to move for long moments after, Adrian stared at the door while quietly trembling. He’d no idea how long it took before he got into bed or before he finally slept. What he did know was the lack of Mama’s presence when he and Papa set off the next morning.

      It was as though she’d been snatched from his life completely, and the hole this left in his heart was so great he knew it could never be filled again.
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      Careful not to slouch, lest she incur Mrs. Hasham’s wrath, Samantha Carmichael ate the watery porridge she and the rest of the children received every morning for breakfast. Luncheon would consist of a small chunk of bread, a slice of ham, and a piece of cheese with dinner most likely a soup prepared from the bones of the chicken Mrs. Hasham had enjoyed last night.

      It was never enough. Samantha’s belly continuously ached with hunger, though this discomfort was often overshadowed by others. Like being too cold or exhausted.

      She forced down another spoonful of porridge, her gaze meeting Melody’s across the table. The older girl had helped Samantha when she’d arrived at St. Christopher’s home for foundling children last year – had taught her how best to avoid being punished.

      Follow the rules.

      Don’t speak up.

      Do as Mrs. Hasham says without dawdling.

      Even though she’d hated cleaning out chamber pots and carrying firewood in the winter, she’d completed each task. And yet, she’d still been sent to the small dark room in the cellar for failing to work as fast as Mrs. Hasham desired.

      A muffled cough drew Samantha’s attention. She sucked in a breath, her heart skipping a beat when the sound came again. It was Jane, seated farther down the table. Samantha sent her a careful look, just long enough to notice the dark splotches under Jane’s eyes and her pasty complexion.

      A quick assessment of their surroundings assured Samantha that they’d been left unattended. She swallowed and pushed her bowl toward Jane, intent on offering her the remains of her meal. If she was sick, she’d need the extra food, however flavorless and unappealing it was.

      “Don’t.” A hiss from Melody as she stared at Samantha, the warning in her eyes giving her pause.

      Jane coughed again, the weak sound rattling Samantha’s heart. She couldn’t stand it. To sit here and ignore another girl who was clearly sickly went against every instinct she possessed. “I have to help her.”

      “Samantha…” Melody’s voice implored her to focus on eating the rest of her food, but Samantha wouldn’t hear it. She stood, taking her bowl with her, and walked to where Jane was seated.

      “Here.” She placed her bowl next to Jane’s trembling hand. “Eat this as well. To help fight your sickness.”

      When Jane made no move to accept the offering, Samantha started spooning the last of her porridge into Jane’s bowl. Everyone else kept on eating, their heads bowed over their food.

      The sound of a door being closed preceded the click of heels against the wood flooring. Jane leaned forward, shoving Samantha away – urging her to return to her seat. She hurried back to it, was almost there when Mrs. Hasham stepped into the room. Her flinty eyes went straight to Samantha, searching and assessing, before directing a far more calculated look toward the rest of the children.

      Nobody moved or made so much as a sound. Stillness, intensified by the underlying terror, blanketed the space. There were twenty children gathered here at two tables. Ten boys at one and ten girls at the other, their ages ranging from four to twelve. For all to stay silent at once was testament to the fear Mrs. Hasham had taken great strides to instill.

      And then it came – the sound that could not be held back any longer. Jane’s cough.

      Mrs. Hasham’s gaze flew toward Jane, like a falcon honing in on a field mouse. “Get up.”

      There was no question as to whom the command was directed. Jane set her spoon aside slowly and pushed back her chair. She coughed again and Mrs. Hasham pointed toward the door. “Go wait in the hallway.”

      Jane did as she was told, moving past the rest of the children, her head bowed in a way that made Samantha’s insides contract with pain. She glanced at Melody – begged her for guidance – only to find an answering look of warning.

      Do nothing.

      Say nothing.

      Samantha dropped her gaze to her chair, wondering if perhaps she could slip back into the seat unnoticed. She shifted her feet, only to freeze in response to Mrs. Hasham’s icy tone. “Why are you standing when you have not yet been excused from the table?”

      “I…” Samantha swallowed. “Jane looked unwell.”

      “And how is that any business of yours?”

      “I wanted to give her more food.”

      “So you can get weaker by not eating yours?” Mrs. Hasham raised her chin. “No one likes a defiant child. I thought you’d learned that much by now.”

      “I—”

      “You will not speak unless I invite you to do so.” A cutting remark that made the windows quiver in their frames. Mrs. Hasham drew a deep breath even as her expression appeared to harden. “There’s work to be done in the storeroom. You’ll sleep and take your meals there until I’m satisfied with your conduct.”
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        * * *

      

      There were far worse things in life than sleeping on a cold, hard floor Samantha realized when she was let out of the storeroom the following week. Still, her limbs were stiff from not being able to stretch out to their full length, her entire body weary from lack of rest.

      Stifling a yawn, she plodded through the rooms of the orphanage and proceeded to carry out her usual chores with a trancelike focus. If she could make it through today, she’d be able to sleep in her bed tonight with a pillow and a blanket for added comfort. The prospect kept her on task, the fear of one misstep landing her back in that storeroom enough to ensure that she kept her head down and did what Mrs. Hasham expected of her.

      Meanwhile, she wondered how Jane might be faring, but it wasn’t until she took her customary seat for luncheon that genuine concern for the girl assailed her. Because Jane’s seat was now occupied by a girl Samantha had not seen before.

      She looked toward Melody, hoping to catch her gaze, and noted her grim expression. It took a while before her friend glanced toward her, but the moment she did, Samantha mouthed the name, Jane. Melody merely gave her head a swift shake then returned her attention to her meal.

      Unease slithered through Samantha’s veins. She swept her gaze toward Mrs. Hasham, who sat at the head of the table, and found herself pinned by the woman’s harsh stare. Swallowing, Samantha resumed eating, but her heart sank even further when she arrived in the bedchamber later and found Jane absent once more. The same girl who’d sat in her chair during luncheon and dinner was now climbing into her bed.

      “Did someone come to collect her?” A barely audible question when Melody came to sit on Samantha’s bed. It was the hope she’d clung to for several hours by now – that some nice family might have offered Jane a better life than what she’d suffered here.

      Melody’s lips quivered, ever so slightly, ripping that hope away right before she said, “Jane died four days ago. I tried to bring her a hot cup of tea, but I couldn’t get into the closet.”

      Samantha stared at her, watching her mask of composure crumple, tears streaking down her cheeks. The injustice carried out by Mrs. Hasham turned into a clammy hand, wrapping around Samantha’s heart and filling her with despair. “She put her in the cellar. Even though she was sick?”

      It was beyond cruel. Murderous, considering the outcome.

      Melody nodded, squeezed Samantha’s hand, pressed her forehead to hers, and simply breathed. “We need to get out of this place.”

      And go where? Do what?

      At seven years of age and without any skills, she’d end up a homeless beggar or worse. So while life at St. Christopher’s might be hell, at least it provided shelter and food. If she left, there would be no guarantee of either.

      Tears welled in her eyes, guilt spearing her chest on account of the part she’d played in Jane’s death. If only she’d left her alone and not drawn attention. Maybe then she would still be alive? A miserable thought that stayed with her until she slept, only to greet her once more when she woke.

      It clung to her as the days swept past, the deep self-loathing consuming her softness and leaving only hardness behind.
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      Adrian stared at the man his father had placed before him. His wrists were tied to the armrests of the chair he’d been shoved into, his legs bound at the ankles. He was solidly built but shorter than average, his jaw set in a firm line. A pair of accusatory eyes held Adrian’s gaze captive.

      Almost two years had passed since Papa had chosen to bring him here.

      His heart beat slightly faster at that. Despite his best efforts to keep his mind blank, memories still crept in. The awareness that his mother was gone, killed in childbirth last year. The idea that he would not see her again, would never know the comfort of her warm embrace or hear the soothing sound of her voice, was as inconceivable as the demand Papa had just made of him.

      So he looked at the man who sat in the chair and tried to muster the courage.

      “You’re thinking about this all wrong,” Papa said, his voice level with Adrian’s ear as he leaned in close. “Foster stole from us. He’s not a good man but a dishonest one who deserves a lot more than having his fingers broken. Besides, if we let the insult slide, he’ll do far worse than steal.”

      Adrian turned, his gaze meeting Papa’s. “What do you mean?”

      “He’ll humiliate us, which is something that’s hard to come back from.” Severity stared him straight in the eye. “I’ve shown you what to do. It’s your turn now.”

      Swallowing, Adrian took a hesitant step forward. He flexed his fingers and tried to quiet his mind – to calm his body and keep it from trembling. He reached out slowly, his stomach turning as he caught hold of Foster’s little finger with both hands. A shiver swept the length of his spine and his shoulders shook in response. He clenched his jaw, readjusted his stance, and tightened his grip.

      “Do it.” The order didn’t come from his father this time, but from Foster himself. His lips curled with malice and the look in his eyes turned lethal. Ice-cold fear settled deep in Adrian’s bones. “I dare ye.”

      Adrian gripped the finger and started bending it backward. Unable to stomach the sight, he squeezed his eyes shut but there would be no blocking out the inevitable sound of bone snapping. Or the howl of pain Foster would likely produce. And what if Adrian lacked the strength to complete the task on his first attempt? What if he failed and the process dragged on?

      He shuddered, his fingers wrapped around Foster’s as he told himself to be quick. To get it over and done with so he could move on. A sudden movement with enough force was all it should take.

      But the dreaded sounds and the promise of knowing what he had done – the guilt that would follow – stayed him.

      His heart raced faster and his breaths turned to panicked bursts of air as his hands started shaking. “I can’t.”

      Foster chuckled. “Looks like you’ve sired a pitiful pup, Croft.”

      A firm hand landed on Adrian’s shoulder and then he was pushed aside. He stumbled a couple of steps before he regained his balance, right as the crunch of bone and a roar of pain filled the room. Adrian’s hands flew to his ears, dampening the awful sounds that followed as Papa broke the rest of the fingers on Foster’s right hand.

      “Get him out of here.” Papa’s order, directed toward his man, Jarvis, was muffled by Adrian’s hands. Eyes squeezed shut, he remained where he was, doing his best to forget what had just transpired until blessed silence settled around him.

      It was a brief reprieve that came to a jarring end when someone grabbed him by the front of his shirt and pulled him up onto his toes. He dropped his hands and his eyes flew open. Papa was leaning toward him, the determination in his expression more terrifying than the anger Adrian had been subjected to several times before.

      “We need to do away with your weakness and strengthen your mind, or you’ll never survive as my heir.” Thoughtful words that sent terror spiraling deep into Adrian’s gut. “I’ve tried to reason with you, and when that didn’t work I resorted to threats, yet you still don’t grasp the importance of being able to dominate those who take advantage. They must be punished for their transgressions.” Adrian tried to back up a step but Papa held him fast. “Perhaps this is my fault for thinking of you as my son. I’ve been too lenient when what I ought to have done was treat you like everyone else. Do you know what I’d do to Jarvis if he refused my order?”

      Adrian doubted the loyal servant had ever gainsaid Papa. He shook his head. “No.” A hoarse whisper that scraped the air between them.

      “I’d have him whipped.” Papa released Adrian then, fixing him with a grim look before turning toward the table that stood near the wall. “Take off your shirt.”

      The shock of what Papa meant to do kept Adrian from moving. He stood, frozen in place, unable to form a coherent thought or utter a word.

      “I told you to take off your shirt,” Papa growled. He’d selected a horse whip – a flexible cane wrapped in brown leather. “Every order you’ve just refused will result in one extra lash. You have six at the moment. For each of Foster’s five fingers and for not removing your shirt right away. Shall I add another?”

      Adrian shook his head, his trembling fingers going to work on the knot that held his cravat. It came undone with difficulty, each tug and pull bringing him closer to the torture he’d have to endure.

      To his shame and horror, his eyes welled with tears. So he dropped his chin, made sure Papa wouldn’t see, and undid his shirt’s front closure.

      “Palms on the wall,” Papa told him as soon as he’d bared his back. “Brace yourself.”

      Adrian did as he was told, if only to avoid extending his punishment, and bowed his head.

      Whatever he’d imagined the experience to be, it didn’t come close to the sharp sting that burned through every inch of his torso within the next second. It felt like a cat was dragging a claw through his back, digging up flesh in the process.

      He cried out in pain and gasped for breath, panting roughly as those damn tears began overflowing.

      Another lash fell. He cried out once more. Fingers splayed and curling against the rough wall. A deep inhalation allowed him to grit his teeth, to welcome the next rounds of pain with no more than loud grunts even as tears streamed down his cheeks.

      The only time he’d hated his father more was when he’d struck Mama. Adrian thought of her now, of the love she’d so readily shown him and of the comfort he’d always known in her warm embrace. And in those memories he found the strength to accept his position. He was heir to the King of Portman Square.

      A destiny he would do his best not to question from this moment on.
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      The winter chill caused the children to shiver, their misty breaths filling the air as they readied for their day ahead. Teeth chattering, they hunched their bodies as though attempting to creep inside themselves in search of warmth. Meanwhile, Samantha ignored the frigid weather and the numbing effect it had on her toes. There were worse things in this world than being cold. A fact that fueled her rage and kept her teeth from chattering.

      One day, she would get out of this place. And once she did…

      With stiff movements she washed and dressed, her focus not on her discomfort but on her purpose. Keep mind and body too busy to suffer. Avoid self-pity.

      One hundred and twenty-six days had passed since Jane’s death. Since then, Samantha had put all her energy into her chores. It was the only way for her to stop thinking – the only way to restrain her anger. And to keep herself from plotting Mrs. Hasham’s demise.

      As usual, the other children were ready before she and went to break their fast. Except Melody, who remained by the door, waiting to accompany her as though she feared Samantha might do something rash the moment she let down her guard. Samantha gave her a ghost of a smile and walked past, her only intention to get through the day so she could move on to the next.

      Not saying a word, Melody caught her hand as they walked. She gave it a squeeze right before they entered the dining hall. And released it so they could both go find their seats. The children who were on kitchen duty that week served the usual porridge, and Samantha did her best to force it down so she wouldn’t be locked inside the same room where Jane had suffered. So she wouldn’t have time to sit and think.

      “Carmichael.” Mrs. Hasham’s cruel voice interrupted the meal. Everyone stopped eating, their attention honing in on Samantha who raised her own gaze to the person she loathed. “Last night’s storm dislodged some tiles from the roof. I want you to go up there and fix it as soon as you’re done eating.”

      Samantha stared at the venomous woman and saw only hatred reflected in her frosty gaze. For whatever reason, she despised Samantha as much as Samantha despised her, and probably hoped she’d loose her footing while clambering over the ice-slick roof.

      “She might fall,” Melody said, the older girl speaking up in spite of the risk. “I can go in her stead.”

      “No.” Mrs. Hasham’s voice cut through the quivering silence.

      “But I’ve done it before. At least let me—”

      “The switch, Roberts.” Mrs. Hasham pointed toward the piece of birch that hung on the wall, her hard, unfeeling eyes staying on Melody as she stood and went to collect the item. Chin held high, she handed it over to Mrs. Hasham. “Hands.”

      Samantha dug her fingers into the edge of the table, the solidified remains of her heart hardening further with every thwack the switch produced as it fell upon Melody’s palms. This was only the start of the punishment. The worst part would be the chores that had to be done despite the raw pain.

      But Melody bore it with a stiff spine, was about to receive the final lash, when someone knocked on the door. Mrs. Hasham froze mid-motion and threw a cool glance toward the entrance. Another knock had her clearing her throat. She handed the switch to Melody, ordered her to return it to where it belonged, then gave her hair a quick pat before going to see who had come to call.

      Uninterested in the woman and whoever was here to see her, Samantha tracked Melody’s movements and noticed the care with which she hung the switch on its hook, as though even this small task hurt. She returned to her spot on the bench and picked up her spoon, wincing with her attempt to eat.

      “I’m sorry,” Samantha whispered, the din from the rest of the children masking her voice.

      Melody’s gaze was bright when it met Samantha’s. “Don’t you dare take the blame for something that wasn’t your fault.”

      “You didn’t have to do it.”

      “The roof is too risky.” A quick sideways glance in Mrs. Hasham’s direction. “Someone had to speak up.”

      “And pay the price for doing so.” Samantha gritted her teeth. “Is it wrong that I—”

      “Hush.” The warning came from a younger girl who sat to Samantha’s right. Hazel was her name.

      Samantha dared a furtive glance past her and saw that Mrs. Hasham was now returning and that she was not alone. A gentleman, dressed in a dark-brown greatcoat, his top-hat clasped in a gloved hand, accompanied her into the hall.

      As was always the case when strangers stopped by, Mrs. Hasham’s expression transformed from cold displeasure to something that almost resembled kindness, though it failed to reach her eyes. Every child in the room stopped eating. There was no need to look at them for Samantha to know that each of their faces was filled with hope. A hope that had long since abandoned her. The chance that this man, more well-dressed than any other she’d ever laid eyes on, would whisk her away from this place and give her the home of her dreams was pure fantasy.

      How many times had she let hope into her heart, only to know the crushing weight of disappointment when some other child was picked instead? Dozens, if not more. She’d lost count over the years and had since learned her lesson.

      “Allow me to present our most dignified guest this morning.” Mrs. Hasham beamed at the children as though they were her pride and joy. “Mr. Harlowe has kindly decided to offer some of you a new home.”

      Curiosity captured Samantha’s attention. She’d never before considered Mrs. Hasham’s reason for running Saint Christopher’s, besides the fact that it provided her with free servants. As well as someone upon whom to take out her anger. So why encourage people to come and remove the children? Unless she sold them for a pretty penny.

      Samantha stared at her, at the feigned gentility softening features that usually strained because of her temper. Of course that was it. How silly not to have seen it before. All she could do now was hope that the children who left – those who had gone off to other homes in the past and those who had yet to do so – would be better off.

      Her gaze shifted to Mr. Harlowe, surprise straightening her posture when she found his gaze upon her. Assessing. Possibly searching for some defining factor. She’d no idea what.

      And then his gaze slid past her, toward the next girl beside her. And the one after that.

      Not once did he consider the table where the boys sat. Curiously, this did not make Samantha the least bit apprehensive. On the contrary, something in his manner made her trust that he’d come here with good intentions. And then his gaze returned to her, and it was as though she were caught in a dream she dared not allow.

      He turned to Mrs. Hasham. “Let’s begin with her.” He nodded in Samantha’s direction then added for specification, “The one with the blonde curls.”

      Mrs. Hasham’s mouth flattened and stretched, transforming into a mockery of a smile. “Forgive me but I should have said Miss Carmichael isn’t an option.”

      “Why not?” A noticeable edge sharpened Mr. Harlowe’s voice.

      “Too much trouble. You’d only regret it.” Mrs. Hasham swept her arm sideways to indicate the rest of the table. “I recommend you pick someone else.”

      Mr. Harlowe didn’t so much as blink. “Is she perchance a relation of yours?”

      “Goodness no.”

      “Then I shall be taking her with me.”

      “Mr. Harlowe, I really must caution you against it.”

      “And now that you have done so, it is I who must inform you that I will not change my mind.” His sharp gaze returned to Samantha who barely knew how to respond. “I trust she has a name?”

      “Carmichael,” Mrs. Hasham spat.

      “Very well. I’ll take Miss Carmichael and three others.” He indicated Hazel, Tara, and Holly, then looked at Mrs. Hasham as though she were a gnat beneath his shoe. “I expect you have some papers for me to sign in order to settle matters.”

      Displeasure darkened Mrs. Hasham’s eyes, but rather than protest, she inclined her head. “Of course. Right this way.”

      Samantha glanced across the table at Melody, indecision and desperation barreling through her at the thought of having to part ways with the one person who’d made this place tolerable for her. And so she made a split-second decision without really thinking. “Wait.”

      Mr. Harlowe turned, one eyebrow raised. Mrs. Hasham, who’d been preceding him from the room, also looked toward Samantha, smug satisfaction narrowing her gaze. There was no doubt she believed Samantha had ruined her chances.

      “Yes?” Mr. Harlowe inquired.

      “I’ll only agree if Melody comes too,” Samantha told him. She gestured toward her friend.

      His eyes widened ever so slightly, holding hers for a drawn-out moment before shifting to Melody. A crease appeared on his brow. It was followed by a slow nod. “Very well.”

      The strain on Samantha’s body eased. Her heart softened around the edges. She reached across the table and clasped Melody’s hand, the gratitude she found in her friend’s eyes unlocking a part of her that had been closed off since Jane’s death.

      “Thank you.” Melody mouthed the words and all the emotion Samantha had kept in check for so long roared to the surface.

      Unable to speak, she just held on to Melody’s hand—and prayed that she’d not misjudged Mr. Harlowe.
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      Dorian walked the length of the exercise room at Clearview Manor, each footfall keeping pace with the girls as he counted off the sequence he’d taught them that morning. “One, two, three. Forward, back, turn.”

      Only a month had passed since he’d brought them here. He’d allowed them a week to relax and get settled before beginning their training, yet they’d already made incredible progress. Of course, he’d also worked them hard in order to get results, but they’d been keen and had all put in their best effort without complaint. Most likely because they’d been hardened by the wretched place he’d taken them from.

      Saint Christopher’s.

      There had been nothing saintly about that place whatsoever. But that was the whole idea, was it not? To make sure the girls he brought into the Nightingale Project would always be grateful for what he had done. So much so, they’d remain loyal to him forever.

      They finished their routine and prepared for the next by collecting the wooden staffs that hung on the wall. He selected one too and took up his stance. “Engarde.”

      The girls fell into line behind him, ready to mirror his every move. He named each one, then repeated them three more times to be sure they’d grasped them.

      “Again,” he told them while he stopped to watch, making sure their form was correct. Next week, once they had the basics ingrained, they could start sparring against each other. After that, he’d make them do it while balancing on a beam. Increasing the level of difficulty over time would hone their skills.

      Hands clasped behind his back, he watched with pride as Samantha executed the hardest move he’d taught her so far to perfection. She had a knack, he’d noticed, for learning each skill slightly faster than the others. The tough look in her eyes when he’d first seen her was the reason she was here. He’d acknowledged not only her determination but strength and the will to claw herself out of whatever hole she found herself in.

      An excellent quality in any soldier.

      The risk she’d taken on Melody’s behalf, insisting she come with her when there was every chance the request would make him pick someone else instead, also spoke well of her character. It proved her dependability. Already, the other girls seemed to follow her lead.

      “That’s enough for now,” he said when they began tiring. “I’m sure Mrs. Harlowe is eager to serve some refreshments for you in the conservatory.”

      With his wife’s assistance, Dorian offered the girls both comfort and education. Besides the physical training they underwent, they were also schooled in reading, writing, French, music, and etiquette. In time, they would become the very image of genteel young ladies while also being prepared to face any foe.

      “We’ll reconvene in—”

      A knock at the door cut him off. It was followed by Branton’s arrival. The butler apologized for interrupting, then said, “The Duke of Portland is here to see you. He’s waiting for you in the parlor.”

      “Thank you, Branton. I’ll be right there.” To the girls he said, “Enjoy your rest. I’ll come find you as soon as my meeting is over. We’ll head outside for a game of pall mall.”

      Wide grins of excitement greeted his comment, infusing his chest with a bit of warmth. Though it was his job to raise the girls as agents of the Crown, it felt good, knowing they were enjoying themselves and that he was making them happy. A feat he accomplished by making sure to balance their lessons and training with pastime amusements.

      “I apologize for the impromptu visit,” Portland said when Dorian greeted him moments later.

      He crossed to where the duke stood and shook his outstretched hand. “You’re always welcome, Your Grace. Would you like some tea or coffee? A brandy, perhaps?”

      “No thank you. I merely wish to inquire about your project. After all, it has been a month since your last communique – since you told me of the mentees you’ve selected. Tell me, how are they progressing so far?”

      “It’s still early days.” Better to downplay their progress than raise expectations. “We’ve started basic training which is getting them into shape and preparing them for what comes next. Their capabilities are largely guided by their determination to prove themselves. They are also young, impressionable, and very grateful for the life I have offered them.”

      “You’ve provided them with a comfortable home,” Portland mused. “Luxuries they probably never dreamed of before coming here.”

      “And in return, they will provide their allegiance.”

      “You’re confident in this?” Curiosity and a flicker of interest in Portland’s gaze. “As you’ve said, it’s still early days.”

      “True, but based on what I have seen so far, we will meet the results we seek in due course.”

      This was a long-term project designed to take several years. At the end of which England would have the world’s most superior agents.

      These girls would grow into women, ready to infiltrate enemy lines and do whatever their orders required. They would seduce their opponents, discover their secrets, kill them if needed.

      For king and country.

      No questions asked.
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      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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        April, 1818

      

      

      

      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 came 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 protégés 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 of 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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      A bothersome ache gnawed at Samantha’s left inner thigh. Despite being in excellent shape and preparing herself for today’s challenge, she’d still managed to put too much strain on her body.

      Lounging in one of the armchairs that stood in Harlowe’s study, she stretched out her legs and crossed them at the ankles. Still dressed in the breeches and shirt she’d worn while exercising, she sipped her hot tea while waiting for Harlowe to broach his reason for summoning her.

      “Chief Constable Kendrick came to see me today.” The words were bluntly spoken, the lack of emotion adding weight to the statement. “The chief magistrate wants your assistance in taking down Mr. Adrian Croft. Are you familiar with the man?”

      Samantha tapped her nails against the side of her cup. “If memory serves, I read his father’s obituary in the paper last September. Beyond that, I know nothing about him.”

      Dorian nodded. “Rumor has it the family’s been involved in a number of illegal dealings for several generations. Providing aid to criminals and foreign agents, smuggling, counterfeiting, forced prostitution… You get the idea. Unfortunately, no real evidence of this exists, and until it does, we’ve got nothing to go on but unverified rumors and suppositions, which is hardly enough to convict a man of his station.”

      Samantha could sense where this was going. “You want me to infiltrate his life and find the proof that will get him arrested?”

      “Precisely.” Approval turned Harlowe’s grey eyes a shimmering shade of silver. “We need you to gain access to Croft’s inner circle. Find out exactly where his family’s wealth has come from and what sort of dealings Croft himself has been involved in. Documents will be required if we’re to build a solid case that can’t be refuted in court.”

      “That’s quite the challenge,” Samantha murmured, eyeing Harlowe. “Getting close enough and gaining the kind of trust such a task will require is going to take time. Especially since I was never meant for English Society. He’ll be bound to question my past, my connection to you, and my reason for suddenly showing up at all the events I’ll have to attend for our paths to cross.”

      “We’ll create a reasonable story – one that’s close to the truth.”

      It wouldn’t be easy, but she was happy to take on the task. Her pulse already raced with the thrill of testing her abilities in the real world.

      Focusing, she narrowed her gaze and told Harlowe, “For starters, I’d like to assemble a dossier on him. If I’m to come up with a workable plan that will lead to success, I’ll need every piece of information you have at your disposal.”
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      Having arrived at the Earl of Marsdale’s home some twenty minutes ago, Adrian kept to the periphery of the glittering ballroom while chatting with his sister, his host, and the Duke of Eldrige.

      It was his first public outing since the death of his father, a return to Society not just for him but for Evie too. An occasion that marked the celebration of Marsdale’s thirtieth birthday.

      Adrian hadn’t wanted to miss it.

      Marsdale – Edward Pryce – was a longtime friend of his due to their mothers having grown up together. As such, they always ignored formalities when in private. He was the only man in whose company Adrian was comfortable enough to fully relax. Unfortunately, this didn’t include the sharing of secrets. Edward would never approve of the things Adrian had done. He was much too proper.

      So Adrian made sure to keep the more personal aspects of his life carefully hidden. Of course, there was no doubt in his mind that Edward, like so many others, suspected him of working outside the law. But admitting it outright was bound to threaten their friendship – a risk Adrian had no desire to take.

      He sighed inwardly, relieved that this evening marked a new beginning without fear or shame. This was what he wanted. A chance to start over.

      His days spent running around shady alleyways and hunting down those who crossed his father were over. No need to look back when a much brighter future awaited him and Evie.

      “According to what I read, the fellow had some sort of mental collapse in the middle of the street.” Eldridge’s comment caught Adrian’s attention, distracting him from his thoughts.

      Of slightly shorter build than Adrian, with thick brown hair and a gaze that seemed to reach the depth of one’s soul, the duke was among a small handful of men his father had spoken favorably of.

      The rest of those entitled cretins will push their dearest friend off a cliff if it serves their purpose. Eldridge, on the other hand, is a man of substance upon whom even a stranger may confidently rely.

      Adrian had never discovered what the good duke might have done to earn such respect. Papa had merely said he could trust him if needed. How much, had not been made clear.

      “He punched a man who tried to assist him.” Eldridge rocked back on his heels. “Blocked the traffic on Piccadilly for nearly an hour before the constables came to remove him.”

      “London does have some rather exciting moments,” Edward said before taking a sip of champagne.

      Eldridge dipped his chin. “I’m not sure the good Samaritan would agree.”

      Adrian grinned. He’d missed the lively banter one found at social gatherings. Not that he hadn’t enjoyed his regular talks with Edward these past few months, but it was different when there were other people present. Especially with Adrian’s own wit in scarce supply lately.

      Finding humor in anything had been a challenge. He’d had too much to think of – too many worries and concerns for himself, for Evie, and the future of their lineage. Turning his back on his legacy did not come without some degree of uncertainty or risk.

      He’d have to find new ways in which to fill his coffers. Those farther down the chain of command – men who’d served his father with unfailing loyalty – had already voiced their displeasure with his intention.

      Might one of them choose to break rank and turn on him?

      Trust had been at the heart of everything he and his forefathers had undertaken. If rumor had it that he’d gone soft, that no repercussion would follow from his side, would one of his employees try to sell him out?

      He was confident enough in the measures he’d always taken to protect his secrets that such a course would pose a challenge for even those closest to him. With nothing damning ever put in writing, it would be a struggle to prove his involvement in any of the illegal activities he’d engaged in while serving his father.

      But it wasn’t impossible, he reminded himself while chuckling in response to another witty comment spoken by Edward.

      He was just about to reply when the next guests were announced.

      A hush fell over the room at the mention of the Irvines. They entered with somber expressions, their attire suggesting they still mourned the death of their daughter.

      Adrian found their attendance surprising, given the fact that their daughter was murdered just seven months earlier. But then he noted the young lady who accompanied them – another daughter of debutante age.

      “It must be terribly hard for them, having to step out in public so soon after...” The duke shook his head with visible sadness.

      “An unfortunate necessity,” Evie said, her voice filled with sympathy. “If they wish to see Miss Cassandra married, they must ensure that she’s seen.”

      Adrian glanced at his sister. He’d had a similar notion pertaining to her. At eighteen years of age, she should be looking for her life partner. Hopefully this would be easier for her to do now that Papa was gone. He’d always had a knack for scaring off eligible suitors with his mere presence.

      All except one…

      He considered Edward and wondered for the hundredth time why he’d never asked for permission to court Evie. Although this was one thing they’d never openly discussed, Adrian knew his friend cared deeply for her and that she returned the sentiment, despite their difference in age.

      One thing was certain – it wasn’t for Adrian to get involved. If Edward wanted Evie for his wife, he’d bloody well have to figure out how to make that happen on his own.

      A melodious tune being played by three violins swirled through the air, mingling with the tapping of feet as dancers moved in time with the music. Later this evening, Evie would dance with the duke – an honor Adrian hoped would encourage other men to write their names on her dance card.

      Edward had already done so of course. She would dance with him first. But Adrian would like for her to receive more attention, if only to bolster her confidence.

      He was starting to wonder if taking a turn of the room with her would improve her chances, when the maître d’ announced two additional late arrivals.

      “Mr. Dorian Harlowe and Miss Samantha Carmichael.”

      Adrian’s spirits lifted as soon as he saw the older man. He was tall, with a solid bearing that added a great deal of weight to his studious gaze. Whatever hair he’d once had was now gone, but that did not deter from his striking appearance.

      This was someone who wouldn’t be crossed.

      Adrian smiled. Although he’d only met him once when Harlowe’d joined Papa for luncheon at White’s, he’d enjoyed the man’s straightforward manner. If they’d been of similar age, he might even have been inclined to foster a deeper friendship with him. The stories he’d told of his travels had been engaging. He’d a knack for making his listeners hang on his every word.

      Mr. Harlowe turned to greet someone and Adrian’s gaze immediately shifted toward the woman who stood at his side. He took a breath, not even aware that he held it until his lungs started to strain with the effort. Releasing it slowly, he did his best to keep his expression impassive – to hide the interest that surged through his body.

      Miss Carmichael was beyond lovely with light blonde hair piled into an elegant updo that left a few curls to frame her face. Slender of build, she moved with effortless grace, the ivory silk of her gown hugging her lithe figure.

      “How odd,” Evie said.

      Adrian shifted his gaze to his sister just long enough that when he looked back in Miss Carmichael’s direction, the crowd had closed around her, blocking her from his view.

      “How so?” he asked, deciding to humor his sister, though he was a little curious himself as to what she might say.

      “Miss Carmichael appears to be of a similar age to me, yet I don’t recall her debut.”

      “You wouldn’t,” said Eldridge. He lowered his voice to a near whisper as he explained, “I believe her parentage to be unknown. Mr. Harlowe and his wife brought her and a few other girls to live with them some seventeen years ago. As you can imagine, their questionable backgrounds would make presentation at court and subsequent debuts impossible when bearing in mind the purpose of this tradition.”

      “Marrying into the upper class would not be an option for them,” Edward said, putting words to Eldridge’s unspoken point. “The scandal of having a wife whose mother might one day reveal herself as a washerwoman or worse would be hard for most to survive, I should think.”

      “To say nothing of the problems that would arise from this knowledge alone,” Adrian said, thinking out loud. “Any number of people might come calling, claiming family ties and demanding some sort of compensation.”

      “Quite right,” Eldridge said. “I think we can all agree it wouldn’t be worth it.”

      “A pity,” Evie said while staring in Miss Carmichael’s general direction. “She might be perfectly pleasant.”

      Silence followed this comment, most likely because there was little to say. She was right, of course, but that didn’t make Miss Carmichael any less risky as a matrimonial partner.

      The current piece of music faded and the next set was announced.

      “That’s our dance,” Edward said, smiling warmly at Evie before offering her his arm.

      Her gaze held his as she accepted his escort. “I’ll see you later, Brother. Your Grace.”

      Adrian watched as the pair made their way to the dance floor. Feeling the weight of Eldridge’s gaze, he turned to face him. They were alone now, trapped in the uncomfortable silence of Edward and Evie’s departure.

      Although they knew each other reasonably well, Eldridge had always spent more time in Papa’s company than in Adrian’s. Perhaps on account of him being at least two decades Adrian’s senior, or possibly because Papa, as the head of the Croft family, had been on more equal footing with him at the time.

      That had since changed. Adrian’s world had shifted. He’d gained the power his father had wielded, only to let it flicker and fade like a burnt-out candle.

      The duke cleared his throat, breaking the silence between them. “Tell me, for I am damn curious. Why haven’t you married yet?”

      “My mistress provides what I need.” A response that equaled the shocking directness of Eldridge’s question. He followed it with a calm jab of his own, “Where is your lovely wife this evening?”

      His comment was bold, bordering on impertinent since it was commonly known that the duke and duchess had been estranged for a number of years. Then again, given the nature of their acquaintance, Eldridge’s own remark had been prying. Adrian watched him closely in anticipation of his response.

      A flicker of surprise passed over Eldridge’s face before it disappeared behind a neutral mask. The duke gave a low chuckle and looked away for a moment before turning back to Adrian and saying, “I’m afraid Her Grace favors the countryside these days.”

      “A pity.”

      The duke smirked. Leaning in, he glanced toward the entrance – the very spot where Miss Carmichael stood – and quietly said, “You ought to stop gawking and ask her to dance.”

      Adrian stilled on the realization that Eldridge had seen straight through his attempt at appearing indifferent.

      The duke stepped back, a wry look adding a hint of mischief to his steely gaze. “Enjoy the rest of your evening, Mr. Croft.”

      With that, Eldridge turned and walked off, leaving Adrian alone as he went to join the Duke of Wrengate. A man who’d always struck Adrian as the callous sort who’d kick a puppy if it were in his way.

      Jaw clamped, Adrian headed outside to the terrace for a bit of fresh air. As he stepped through the door, a light breeze ruffled his hair and cooled his skin. He crossed the flagstone paving and leaned against the railing, then closed his eyes in an effort to calm himself.

      Shoving one hand in his pocket, he smoothed his thumb over the miniature he carried with him without fail.

      No one was supposed to know his mind, but if Eldridge was able to read his expression, anyone could. He took a breath and acknowledged that he was severely out of practice. Clearly he’d have to do better.

      A soft gasp alerted him to the fact that he wasn’t alone. Turning, he saw that he’d been joined by the ever-eager Miss Leonora Brighton, a friend of his sister’s who often sought him out whenever the chance to do so arose.

      Adrian almost groaned. He doubted her parents would be especially thrilled if they knew of her interest in him.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, sounding genuinely concerned. “If you’d like someone to talk to, I’m happy to offer companionship.”

      Adrian stared at her. “Thank you, but I think it would be best for you to return indoors.”

      He was not the sort of man who could be coerced into marriage because he’d been found alone with someone’s foolish daughter. If anyone happened upon them, he’d walk away without second thought while her reputation would be forever ruined.

      Ignoring his suggestion, she shrugged one shoulder and moved toward him. “Your father’s death was terribly hard on Evelyn. It must have been awful for you as well.”

      This was not the sort of conversation he wished to have at the moment. Certainly not with her. He pushed away from the railing and prowled through the darkness until they were standing no more than a foot apart. Her eyes widened with some sort of twisted yearning that made no sense. They barely knew one another.

      Raising his palm, he set it against her pale cheek and allowed his thumb to lightly caress her. He watched with an almost perverse degree of gratification as her eyelids drooped and a sigh of pleasure drifted across her thin lips. Like a tiny duckling seeking shelter in a lion’s den.

      “You would do well to stay away from dishonorable men,” he murmured. “Set your sights on finding a suitable match instead.”

      She swallowed hard, her throat working roughly with the effort as she sought his gaze and held it. “How can I when I’m irrevocably drawn to you?”

      Not him, he wagered, so much as the thrill of courting danger. It might be time for him to recommend Evie cut ties with this woman.

      His hold on Miss Brighton’s jaw tightened, squeezing until she whimpered and squirmed. “Three upper-class women were murdered last year, Miss Brighton. The killer has not yet been captured, and until he is, I recommend caution when choosing whom to seek out in dark corners.”

      Maneuvering her to the side so he could pass, he strode to the ballroom door and returned inside, coming to an immediate halt when he spotted Evie. She no longer danced with Edward. Instead she stood by the refreshment table, chatting with Miss Carmichael.

      Unsettled, he studied them for a moment before he made his approach. What were the odds of a woman he knew next to nothing about befriending his sister?

      He reminded himself that she was the foster daughter of a man he’d taken an instant liking to. And yet, Adrian could not shake the awareness that if someone were to try and gain access to him, the most expeditious way of doing so would be through Evie.

      Or maybe he was simply too jaded.

      Evie was more open and trusting. So it wasn’t impossible for her to fall into conversation with someone she’d not met before.

      As he drew closer, he wondered what their conversation entailed. He was, after all, Evie’s brother and while he wanted her to have friends, he also wanted to make sure she was safe in her choices. The last thing he needed was another Miss Brighton.

      He cleared his throat as he reached the ladies, drawing both their attention.

      “Evie,” he said and added a nod of acknowledgement, though his gaze remained on Miss Carmichael.

      He watched her intently, taking in her features – the porcelain skin, blonde hair, and almond-shaped eyes of cornflower blue. They seemed to penetrate him as she greeted him with a soft smile.

      Something inside him stirred, though he quickly quashed it. He wasn’t here to make friends or entertain romantic notions. All he wanted was to discover if she had ulterior motives.

      “Adrian,” Evie said brightly. “Allow me to present Miss Carmichael. Miss Carmichael, this is my brother, Mr. Adrian Croft.”

      “A pleasure.” Color spread through Miss Carmichael’s cheeks. She averted her gaze, conveying a shyness that struck him as uncommonly charming. But was it real?

      He clasped his hands behind his back and gave a short bow while making a very deliberate effort to school his features. It would not do for this woman to glimpse his thoughts as Eldridge had done.

      “Indeed, the pleasure is mine.” He collected a glass of champagne and clinked it against the one Miss Carmichael held before doing the same with Evie’s. “It’s rare to meet new people in London Society these days. I must confess, I find it refreshing.”

      “I was just saying the same exact thing,” Evie remarked.

      “How come we’ve not met before?” A question intended to get at the truth. Adrian took a casual sip of his drink.

      Miss Carmichael cleared her throat then drank some champagne as well. “There’s never been cause for me to participate in these kinds of events. I…am not exactly eligible to marry into the upper ranks of Society. But I’ve always dreamed of attending a ball, so that’s what I wished for on my last birthday.”

      Adrian frowned. “And Mr. Harlowe agreed?”

      “He’s a wonderful man – extremely kind, thoughtful, and giving.” She took another sip of her drink, as though needing to quash her nerves.

      “Thank goodness for that,” Evie said. She sent Adrian a pointed look. Do not ruin this for me. “I’m of the opinion that every young lady should have the chance to put on fine clothes and enjoy an evening of splendor.”

      A lovely sentiment, though not one likely to offer additional insight. He tilted his head. “As I understand it, Mr. Harlowe took you in when you were a child.”

      Evie gasped. “For goodness sake, Adrian, that’s hardly the sort of thing one mentions immediately after being introduced.”

      Miss Carmichael produced a timid smile. “It’s quite all right. I don’t mind talking about it.”

      Was it just him, or had Miss Carmichael’s eyes hardened a little? “How old were you when you arrived at Clearview House?”

      “I was seven.”

      “Where were you before?”

      “St. Christopher’s home for foundling children.”

      “Quite a change then.” An observation he tucked away with all the others.

      “I count myself lucky.” She raised her chin. “I went from sharing a room with nine others to having one of my own, from being cold and dirty, to being warm and clean.”

      “Heavens,” Evie murmured. “I can’t even imagine.”

      “I’ll wager you also received an improved education,” Adrian said, digging deeper. It was impossible to tell from Miss Carmichael that her beginnings had been so humble. Her attire, the way she carried herself, her very mannerisms and speech belonged to a gently bred lady. It was unnerving how impossible it was to discern her true background, even when he knew about it.

      “There were governesses,” Miss Carmichael explained, “besides which, Mr. Harlowe and his late wife taught us.”

      “And what—”

      “Adrian,” Evie chastised once more, grabbing his arm this time and chuckling. “I’m sure Miss Carmichael would like a reprieve from all your questions. You must forgive him, Miss Carmichael, but he’s always had an inquisitive nature.”

      “I only wished to learn what her favorite subjects might have been.” A lie. He’d been meaning to ask about the other women in Harlowe’s care and what exactly he’d taught them.

      Miss Carmichael responded with a weak smile. “Perhaps we can continue this conversation some other time. At present, I’m afraid I must go and find my next dance partner.”

      Evie turned on Adrian as soon as Miss Carmichael had walked away. “What is wrong with you?”

      Crossing his arms, Adrian met her critical gaze. “How do you mean?”

      “You cross examined her as though she were a criminal.”

      “It’s my job to protect you.”

      “From other young women?” Evie narrowed her eyes on him. “I thought you’d be less overbearing than Papa, but it seems you’re just as intent on ruining potential friendships for me as he was.”

      Adrian bristled. His muscles flexed and his jaw tightened as he leaned toward her. “I am nothing like Papa.”

      Evie’s lips parted. She stared at him in dismay, clearly surprised by the level of anger her comment had led to. Of course she’d be stunned. Her impression of their father had been so vastly different. Yes, he’d been overprotective of her, but not for the reasons she thought – not because he worried she might be led astray by a rogue but rather because he’d feared ulterior motives from everyone they associated with.

      Adrian had sworn he’d do better. He’d especially meant for Evie to have more freedom. But how could that happen if he didn’t let her make her own choices?

      “You’re right. Please forgive me. It’s just that I know you always see the best in people, even when I struggle to find one good thing about them.”

      A pained look entered her eyes. “I’m not as naïve as you likely believe me to be.”

      He hoped that was true, though he couldn’t quite help but doubt it. “Come on. I’ll show you the rest of the house as promised.”

      “Really?”

      Having only visited the Marsdale parlor in the past, she’d asked Edward if he might give her a tour. He’d declined on account of being the host, but had suggested Adrian do the honors.

      Starting downstairs, he led Evie through the various rooms, all of them closed off to everyone else for the evening. They visited Edward’s study – a space Evie appeared to show great interest in – then headed to the library, the music room, and the dining room before moving upstairs to the gallery.

      It was there, while admiring all the faces of Edward’s ancestors, that Adrian made a decision. If he was to truly distance himself from Papa’s authoritarian rule, then he ought to provide his sister with more flexibility.

      Without even glancing toward her he said, “Invite Miss Carmichael over for tea, if you like. It will give you a chance to further your acquaintance and to decide if she’s someone you’d like to count as a friend.”

      “Really? Do you mean it?”

      “I wouldn’t suggest it otherwise.”

      Their father had never allowed either one to bring friends into the house. Adrian had known that it was because he’d worried about what they’d hear or see.

      Evie, however, had always believed it was due to his hating the disruption such visits posed to his orderly life.

      They returned to the ballroom where Edward was still busy being the attentive host. Mr. Harlowe, who stood a bit farther along, was engaged in conversation with Eldridge. Another curious point. Judging from their relaxed interaction, it looked as though they might be longtime friends.

      And then there was Miss Carmichael who presently danced a reel with Viscount Stanton’s youngest son, Mr. Clive Newton.

      Adrian tracked their movements with interest and made a mental note to have Murry investigate further. Despite what he’d just told Evie, he wasn’t about to let Miss Carmichael into his home without knowing more about her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 8


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha deliberately avoided Mr. Croft for the rest of the evening. Ever conscious of his assessing gaze, she fought the urge to glance in his direction. A difficult feat, considering the effect he’d had upon her when they’d first met.

      She’d not been prepared.

      For some inexplicable reason, she’d imagined him to be shorter, lankier of build, and weaselly looking. Instead, he’d been the exact opposite: tall with nearly black hair and piercing brown eyes – extremely imposing. His chiseled features lent him a stern appearance, while his broad shoulders spoke of physical strength and power.

      Despite all the training she’d done, learning to feign indifference, to contain every thought behind an inscrutable mask, she knew she’d shown her hand when she’d blushed. His maleness had affected her. She’d felt the heat creep up her neck and into her cheeks.

      But then he’d started to question her and something inside her shifted.

      As mortifying as her response toward him had been in the moment, it occurred to her that it complimented the role she would play henceforth. From now on, she was no longer bold and daring, but rather a meek, perhaps even shy and rather unworldly, young woman. Completely nonthreatening.

      “How do you feel it went?” Harlowe asked later as they headed back to Clearview House by carriage.

      The ball itself had been everything she’d ever dreamed of. She hadn’t lied when she’d told Mr. Croft of her wish to experience one such event. As for the man himself…

      “I found a subject with which to engage Croft’s sister.” A quick assessment of the young woman’s slouch as she’d shifted from foot to foot had prompted a comment about uncomfortable slippers. “He approached a while later and introductions were made.”

      “So I saw.”

      “He’s protective of her,” Samantha noted, “and suspicious of anyone he doesn’t know.”

      “I assume that’s why you decided to keep it brief?”

      “Yes. Coming across as eager would not have served our interests.”

      “Agreed.” He eyed her as the carriage bounced along the cobbled streets on its way out of London. “You did well tonight, Samantha. I’m proud of you.”

      The comment warmed her immensely. Ever since he’d whisked her away to Clearview House for the very first time, she’d felt indebted. As the years had gone by, the fatherly concern and consideration he’d shown toward her had made her increasingly fond of him. She owed him her life and it was time for her to repay his generosity.

      The carriage turned, allowing a beam of moonlight to fall through the window and play across Harlowe’s features.

      “His sister has invited me to join her for tea on Tuesday.”

      “An excellent start.”

      Samantha set her elbow against the edge of the window and sought Harlowe’s gaze. “I’m thinking of coming up with some sort of excuse not to.”

      “Why? Getting inside Croft House so you can search for the proof Kendrick needs is your prime objective.”

      She shook her head. “It’s too soon. Croft will be no less wary of me when I show up on Tuesday than when I engaged his sister in conversation tonight. But if I cancel, it will look as though I’ve no urgent interest in his family, and he might relax a little.”

      “Which will make it easier for you to do your job,” Harlowe mused.

      “Precisely.” The carriage left the City behind, picking up speed as it travelled the country road. Clearview wasn’t far. They’d reach it within another ten minutes. “I’ll need a few tools at my disposal – an inconspicuous errand boy who’s stealthy enough to double up as a watcher, someone who can help me expand my social network, and a rented room somewhere in the City where I can keep supplies, seek shelter, and catch some rest if need be without the hassle of trekking back here.”

      “I know a man you can speak to regarding the errand boy. Wycliffe’s his name. Runs a gang of thieves out of St. Giles.”

      “Not exactly the sort of man we’d have ’round for tea then.”

      “My experience with him in the past has been positive. I’ll give you his address once we’re home. As for the contact you need, I’m sure Melody can help.”

      Samantha had already considered speaking with her. “It surprised me that she wasn’t there tonight.”

      “From what I learned, the dowager marchioness was feeling unwell.”

      “I’ll call on her tomorrow then.”

      “As for the room you wish to rent, I really must ask if you think that’s wise. Don’t forget the part you’re meant to be playing, Samantha. Proper young ladies do not move about unchaperoned. They definitely don’t live alone in the City. If anyone were to find out, it could undermine everything.”

      He wasn’t wrong. And yet…

      “I need to have a place I can escape to. Especially if I get injured.” When Harlowe didn’t reply to this, she told him firmly, “I don’t know what the future will bring, but I’d like to be prepared for any eventuality instead of trying to muddle my way through a challenge I didn’t see coming.”

      The carriage rolled to a halt in the graveled driveway, and the door was pulled open by one of the footmen. Dorian leaned forward, but before he alit he sent her a backward glance. “Promise me you’ll be careful.”

      She nodded despite her concerns, convincing him as best as she could that he had nothing to fear. “Of course.”
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      Gray clouds darkened the sky the following morning when Samantha set off. She had two goals to accomplish today: call on Melody and seek out Wycliffe.

      The carriage arrived at Number 2 Berkley Square, and Samantha alit. Tilting her head back, she scanned the façade of the tall stone building before her and took a deep breath before stepping forward.

      Her call was answered by an aging and slightly hunched butler, who showed her into a parlor where every conceivable surface was covered in crystal and porcelain figurines. Good grief. She was glad she wasn’t tasked with having to dust this room.

      Her attention bounced around the space, unable to find a suitable spot on which to land. There were so many things, from the heavy green damask curtains, to a series of mismatched rugs on the floor, to vases brimming with bouquets of flowers and…

      She sneezed, just as the parlor door opened and Melody entered.

      “Bless you.” Melody grinned. She stepped toward Samantha and gave her a quick embrace. “What a lovely surprise this is. I’ve already asked for a tea tray to be brought up.”

      “Thank you.” Samantha swiped at her eyes with the heel of her hand. “I think it might be wise to open a window or two. It’s horribly stuffy in here.”

      “I completely agree,” Melody whispered. “But Lady Heathbrooke won’t have it. She’s worried she’ll catch a chill.”

      “Can’t you explain to her that fresh air can be brought in while she’s not actually in the room?”

      Melody gave her a this-is-a-pointless-topic-for-us-to-discuss sort of look and gestured toward the settee. “Shall we?”

      Samantha sighed. It looked like she’d just have to suffer the cloying smell that hung in the air. “Of course.”

      A maid arrived with the tea as soon as they’d settled into their seats, with Samantha on the settee and Melody in an adjacent armchair. The tea things were distributed and the maid departed, leaving the two women alone.

      “You look well,” Samantha said, while Melody poured the tea. “I realize keeping an old woman company isn’t what you envisioned for yourself, but I do hope you’re happy.”

      “I’m comfortable,” Melody told her, “and I suppose some measure of happiness can come from that.”

      “Harlowe believes you’re doing important work.” A lie. He hadn’t commented on Melody’s job at all.

      Melody snorted. “I listen to gossip and then I relay it. Or I let information slip in a way that makes Lady Heathbrooke believe she’s made a shocking discovery on her own – one that must be related to others at once.”

      “You find it too easy?”

      “I find it too dull.” Melody blew out a breath and sipped her tea while Samantha followed suit. “Tell me why you’re here. Is it because you need my help with something?”

      “Yes. I’ve received my own mission. As much as I’d like to, I cannot reveal the specifics, though it will require my presence within Society. If you’re able to draw me in and include me when possible, I’d be ever so grateful.”

      “Harlowe’s connections surpass my own. Any particular reason why he isn’t helping?”

      “It’s best if it looks like I have my own friends, people I can be seen going for walks with, for example. That way, my presence at various events will appear more natural – less suspicious to my target.”

      “So there’s a target.” Melody smirked, but failed to conceal the dispirited look in her eyes. “Lucky you.”

      Samantha held her gaze. “It’s not as exciting as it sounds.”

      “Liar.” Melody actually grinned. Sobering, she paused for a second before saying, “I’ll see what I can do. As companion to Lady Heathbrooke, I have limited influence, though I have managed to make a few friends.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Samantha’s gaze dropped to a side table covered in macramé. A matching pair of candlesticks stood on top, but it was the paper that had been left beside them that caught her attention. Most specifically the gossip column facing upward and the name that stood out.

      Samantha scanned the words casting Evelyn Croft in a most unfavorable light, painting her as some kind of desperate wanton. She shook her head and picked up the paper, pulling it into her lap so she could more easily read it.

      “This isn’t true. I don’t believe a word of it. I mean, I was there last night, at the Marsdale ball. Miss Croft and I spoke and she…” Anger on Miss Croft’s behalf swept the length of Samantha’s spine. “She didn’t strike me as someone who’d engage in debauchery while pretending virginal innocence. It’s preposterous to suggest it.”

      “And yet it’s been published in print for all of London to read.” Melody gave Samantha a sad look. “Her reputation will be ruined over this.”

      “But why? Who would choose to spread such lies about a perfectly wonderful person?”

      Melody pursed her lips. “You’re certain there’s no truth to it?”

      “Of course I can’t be certain but instinct tells me this is completely false. I just can’t imagine who’d be behind it.”

      “Perhaps a jealous debutante hoping to marry the same man Miss Croft is after?”

      “And what? The paper would buy such a story without triple-checking the facts?”

      “I honestly don’t know, I… Samantha, please relax. That’s Lady Heathbrooke’s paper. It won’t do for you to rumple it.”

      Despite wanting nothing more than to tear the paper to shreds, Samantha relaxed her hold and set it aside. Perhaps she should keep her appointment for tea with Miss Croft. The younger woman would need a friend in the wake of this injustice. Hopefully her brother would have the good sense to march into the The Morning Post’s offices and demand a public apology.

      Unhappy with the awareness of just how cruel Society could be, she downed the remainder of her tea and took her leave of Melody, who promised she’d be in touch soon.

      Samantha returned to the carriage, climbed in, and proceeded onward to her next destination. The beautiful Mayfair architecture slid past the window, dimming and transforming as they travelled farther along Piccadilly and closer to where St. Giles began.

      Façades began showing signs of cracked paint, the fencing looked increasingly broken with occasional boards missing, and there were significant signs of rot in the wood trim around the windows and doors. It only got worse when they turned onto Dyott Street. The homes here were squatter, more crooked, and jammed together so tightly they looked like they clamored for air.

      The light was dimmer here too, as if a large cloud had darkened this part of the city where washing lines hung between the buildings and stray dogs trotted about searching for scraps. This was where the forgotten resided – those the wealthy wished to ignore.

      Samantha noted the scrawny woman slumped in a doorway, her tattered clothes covered in filth and her hair in complete disarray. It was impossible to tell if she was dead or alive.

      Shuddering, Samantha patted her arms and thighs before checking her hair, just to be sure the weapons she carried were still secure. Her heart raced a bit faster. She wasn’t afraid of what she’d find here. Whatever threat might present itself, she’d be prepared, but that didn’t change the fact that she’d never actually killed a person.

      She knew how, had trained repeatedly to do so, but if it came to it, would she be able to thrust a blade into a man without blinking?

      Harlowe believed her capable.

      The first time is always the hardest. Not because you can’t handle it, but because you will always second guess yourself until you get past that initial death.

      Her gaze fell on some boys who wore the expressions of men who’d returned from war. It wasn’t fair that their childhoods were stolen. She wished their lives would be easier. Unfortunately, if they lived here, their lives were far more likely to get even harder as they grew older.

      The carriage slowed and drew to a halt. This was as far as the coachman would take her. If she was to seek an audience with Wycliffe, it wouldn’t do for her to arrive with the arrogant pomp and circumstance attributed to the upper class. Rather, she’d approach him on foot.

      Samantha opened the door and stepped down, neatly avoiding a grimy puddle. She sent the coachman a nod, confident he would wait for her to return, and started walking. Keeping her stride quick and precise, she weaved her way through the narrow streets, moving deeper and deeper into the slums.

      The smell, a stench of dead carcasses mixed with refuse, made Lady Heathbrooke’s parlor seem like a fresh country meadow. A legless man sat on the ground, his torso propped against a wall while he gobbled down some piece of food. Two women dressed in revealing clothes sewn from vibrant fabrics and lace laughed at her as they approached from the opposite direction.

      “Fall on hard times, did ya?” One of them, a plump red-head, crooned. She stepped into Samantha’s path and dragged a finger along the length of her arm. “You’re welcome to join us.”

      The other woman, a brunette with a sharp nose and drawn cheeks, chuckled before licking her lips. “A young thing as pretty as you will earn a good wage. We’ll happily teach ya, in exchange for splittin’ the profits.”

      “As lovely as that sounds, I’ve business to attend to.” Samantha shook off the first woman’s touch and hardened her gaze just enough to make her retreat. Then, smiling broadly, she said, “I’m seeking Mr. Wycliffe.”

      The women assessed her from head to toe and finally snorted.

      “I hope ya know what ya doing,” the brunette muttered before shoving past.

      “Tell him Regina will give him a month for free in exchange for your gown,” said the red-head as she, too, recommenced walking. Their laughter echoed against the slanted walls of the mismatched buildings that lined the alley.

      Samantha took a deep breath and continued onward, stepping over a dead rat that floated belly up in a filthy gutter. Rounding a corner, she entered the street on which Wycliffe reputedly lived.

      A small group of men had gathered up ahead, busily smoking and chatting. Samantha kept her chin down, her back straight, and her stride deliberate. Slowing her breath to keep her pulse even, she felt for the blades she’d concealed in the carefully sewn channels inside her spencer’s long sleeves.

      Their hard metal presence calmed her nerves as she drew ever nearer to where the men stood. Without missing a beat, she aimed for the red brick building with the black door, intent on finding Wycliffe without courting trouble.

      “Oi.” A gruff voice stopped her. “Who the devil are you and where’d you think you’re goin’?”

      She clenched her jaw and squared her shoulders while raising her gaze, taking a split second to assess her surroundings. There were five men in total. One held a blade while another drank from a bottle that could be turned into a makeshift weapon.

      The man who’d initially spoken stepped forward. He was large, stocky of build, and a good head taller than she, but his movements were sluggish. The rest of the men were slimmer. One had a pair of fierce eyes while the one holding the blade was marked by an angry gash on his cheek. The last two were barely more than boys, one with a scruffy mop of black hair, the other, who drank from the bottle, nearly as blonde as she.

      “Are any of you Mr. Wycliffe?” she asked.

      The stocky man scowled and took a step closer to where she’d halted, his cheroot dangling between his lips. “No.”

      She offered a venomous smile. “Then I’m none of your business.”

      He sneered at her while letting his gaze slide over her body. “I beg to differ.”

      It came as no surprise to Samantha when he tried to reach for her arm. She’d anticipated the move several seconds before, so sidestepping it proved easy. He growled in irritation as she swept past him, her attention already upon his fierce-eyed companion while keeping her senses attuned to the stocky man’s movements.

      “I’ve got her,” Fierce-eyes said, leaping to block her path.

      Samantha stepped forward to meet him, her fist closing around his lapels and pulling him to her in order to bring him off balance. Surprise showed on his face. He’d likely thought she’d attempt to run. Instead, she swept one leg behind him and shifted her weight, then followed him down to the ground.

      They hit it hard, with a jarring thud that caused fierce-eyes to yelp and sputter.

      “What the hell?” one of the other men shouted.

      Aware that they, too, would soon be upon her, she wasted no time in snapping her opponent’s wrists. An accompanying howl of pain spliced the air while glass shattered behind her.

      One down, four to go.

      Abandoning Fierce-eyes, Samantha leapt forward and barely managed to turn before the ugliest one of the bunch brought his blade down over the spot where her head had been seconds before. She grabbed his wrist to control the blade, then jammed her fingers into his throat as hard as she could before bringing her knee up to meet his groin.

      His legs buckled, and he fell to the ground with a whimper.

      “Pathetic,” muttered the stocky man. He gestured toward the blonde boy who held the sharp remains of the bottle. “Take her down, will ya?”

      Settling into a combative stance, Blondie eyed her with apprehension while shifting his gaze to his black-haired friend. They shared a nod of agreement, then approached her together – one moving left while the other moved right.

      Samantha remained where she was, watching and waiting until they looked ready to pounce. Only then did she choose to remove her blades from her sleeves and slide them into the palms of her hands.

      Blondie and Black-hair froze, their eyes filling with apprehension and fear as she swung her weapons. They’d seen what she was capable of without them. Did they really wish to stay and find out how deadly she’d be if she wished it?

      As expected, the pair valued their lives and fled, clattering along the narrow street as though Satan himself were giving chase.

      Allowing a smug smile of victory, Samantha returned her attention to the stocky man who’d started the altercation. He backed up a step, his brow sweating despite the loathing she saw in his eyes. He hated her, but he was also very afraid.

      So she stepped forward, pressed the tip of one blade to his chest. “I want no more trouble. Understood?”

      Rather than answer, he tossed the cheroot he’d been smoking and bent to help his companions stand. Both men cursed her fiercely, but Samantha ignored them. She had more pressing matters to consider, like her meeting with Wycliffe.

      She returned her blades to her sleeves, then stepped up to the black door and gave it a few solid knocks. A boy roughly fourteen years old answered her call. He was only slightly shorter than she, his clothes as scruffy as one might expect from a St. Giles resident.

      “I’m here to see Wycliffe,” she said, her gaze already taking note of the shabby interior behind the boy. Dark and dismal, the walls were cracked and the plank flooring covered in dirt.

      The boy raised his chin, pointing his nose in the air. “Got an appointment?”

      Samantha almost laughed. As if the man she’d come to see were in need of a make-shift butler. “No. You may tell him Mr. Harlowe suggested I see him.”

      The boy gave her a dubious look but decided to grant her entry. “Wait here.”

      He left her in the grimy foyer where water stains marked the ceiling while black splotches tainted the walls. Damp and cold with a humid smell, it felt like the sort of place from which one would only emerge with a number of ailments.

      Samantha stiffened her posture and kept her gaze on the door through which the boy had vanished. Voices engaged in hushed chatter filtered down from somewhere overhead while footsteps pitter-pattered about.

      “Come on,” said the boy when he returned. “Wycliffe will see you.”

      Samantha expelled a deep breath and followed the boy through a hallway so crooked she feared the ceiling might cave in and bury her alive. It opened up into a larger room where the floors had been covered in mismatched rugs and the grubby windows hung with faded red curtains. Smoke from a fireplace to the right of the doorway clouded the air, and had no doubt lent to the gray shade adorning the walls.

      Furniture was sparse, consisting of no more than two red velvet armchairs with a low table between, and a cabinet leaning against one wall.

      A man, roughly thirty years of age in Samantha’s estimation, stood in the middle of the room, watching her with interest as she arrived. His dark hair was longer than what was deemed fashionable, curling loosely around his shoulders. Equally unfashionable was his beard which, if removed, would likely allow him to change his appearance completely.

      “Mr. Wycliffe?” Despite the hard gleam in his eyes, she took a step forward while holding his gaze. Unlike the men she’d met outside in the street – the sort who tried to seem tougher than what they actually were – this man reeked of ruthless danger.

      It made her wonder at Harlowe’s association with him.

      Wycliffe tilted his head, allowing the edge of his mouth to draw upward into a slick smile that caused shivers to dart down her spine. With that expression, he might as well have said, welcome to my lair and your upcoming disembowelment.

      Instead, he swept his hand toward one of the armchairs. “Charlie tells me Harlowe sent you and that you came without escort.”

      “I’m capable of protecting myself,” Samantha told him. Though possibly not from lice, she decided while sending the proffered armchair a wary glance. She sat nonetheless.

      Annoyingly, Wycliffe chose to remain standing while studying her with a gaze hard as flint. “I trust the tear on your skirt is evidence of that?”

      Samantha hadn’t realized the lace trim had ripped. She nudged it with her finger and noted that there was a stain on her skirts as well, from kneeling on the ground when she’d snapped Fierce-eyes’s wrists. Bother.

      “There was a bit of an altercation outside,” she murmured, returning her attention to Wycliffe.

      He held her gaze for a few more seconds before eventually snorting and, much to Samantha’s relief, taking a seat in the other available chair.

      “Tell me why you’ve come.”

      “I need a reliable messenger. Someone who can also keep a watchful eye on the occupant of a particular address without getting noticed.”

      Wycliffe glanced at the boy who had shown Samantha in. “Charlie, fetch Isak for me.”

      Charlie dipped his head and vanished. The tread of feet on the hallway stairs followed. Wycliffe kept his attention firmly upon her but held his tongue. Once again, she wondered how he and Harlowe knew each other and why all she had to do was mention her guardian’s name in order to have her request met.

      The sound of rapid footsteps approaching made her straighten her spine. She tore her gaze from Wycliffe and glanced at the door as Charlie returned, followed by a much younger boy who looked no more than ten years of age.

      “He’s fast on his feet and small enough to disappear into the background,” Wycliffe informed Samantha when she sent him a questioning look. Addressing Isak he said, “You’re to work for this lady as long as she needs. Do as she says and you’ll be rewarded.”

      An expectant silence followed, all eyes on Samantha. She gave a quick nod. “Five shillings per day. An extra pound at the end of the job, provided I’m happy with your performance.”

      “Make that two pounds and you have yourself a deal,” Wycliffe told her.

      “Very well. Two pounds it is, but only if you complete every task to my full satisfaction.” She stepped toward Isak, who gazed up at her with much too grave an expression for someone so young. “Fail, and you’ll get nothing. Betray me in any way, and I’ll see to it that you’re sent to a workhouse. Understood?”

      If he could manage this task without any Runners standing in his way, he’d have proven his worth.

      Isak gave a swift nod. “Yes, miss.”

      “You’ll start right away then by delivering this to Mr. Kendrick at the Bow Street Magistrate’s Court.” She retrieved a missive from her skirt pocket and handed it to Isak. “Meet me at The Fox’s Burrow tavern tomorrow at three o’clock sharp. If Kendrick has a response for me you can hand it over then.”

      “But what if it’s urgent?” Isak asked.

      “It won’t be that urgent,” Samantha assured him. She turned to Wycliffe. “Thank you for your assistance. I’m in your debt.”

      “I’m counting on it,” he murmured with a wry twist to his lips.

      Samantha didn’t doubt it for a second. Loath as she was to turn her back on the man, she forced herself to do so as she departed. There were more important matters for her to attend to right now than worrying over the sort of person who had no qualms about using children to his advantage.

      It was vital she find a room to let – a place from which she could run her operation without leaving a trail directly to Clearview House.
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