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PART 1 – THE PAST

Chapter 1 
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1816 - St James, London

The moon cast an ethereal glow upon the opulent room. At its heart stood a magnificent four-poster bed, its West Indian mahogany frame adorned with intricate lion head carvings supported crimson Harrateen hangings. Against the far wall, beneath a gilt-framed Venetian mirror, rested a fashionable Turkish divan, while Oriental carpets in deep crimson and midnight blues covered the floor. It was a testament to the wealth and sophisticated taste of the owner.

Upon the bed lay a man. He was handsome, his features chiseled and serene in sleep. Dark hair, slightly tousled, framed his face as his chest rose and fell with the steady rhythm of slumber. The linen sheets, dark and luxurious, were drawn to his waist, leaving his sculpted torso exposed. The scent of sandalwood and a hint of cognac lingered in the air.

In the shadows, hidden behind velvet drapes and barely more than a silhouette, Briana Walsh stilled. No one was supposed to be home. She had been told the residence was empty. Clearly, her instructions were wrong. Having adjusted her eyes to the dark, she held her breath, mesmerized by the beauty of the man she viewed, surrounded by the masculinity of the second-story bedchamber she had just breached. His features were relaxed, yet something sensual lingered in the upturn of his lip and the slight furrow of his brow. His eyes fluttered, and she wondered what he dreamed about.

She was startled when she heard movement and the bedchamber door open. Blast it all, what was happening? The place was busier than the markets at Covent Garden. Briana retreated further behind the curtains and held her breath as the whisper of silk and a cloying perfume rent the air. Another woman had entered, moving directly toward the bed.

Briana knew with a sinking feeling that it was an intimate gesture from one who had approached that bed many times before and knew the occupant would welcome it. Suddenly, she felt ill. Was this his wife? His mistress? But of course, men of his ilk were never in want of a lover. Yet why should she care? It was the way of them all. 

She remained quiet, unable to tear her eyes away as the woman—scantily clad in only a cloak and what appeared to be a silk shift underneath—bent forward and placed a gentle kiss upon his eyelid. Briana felt an irrepressible urge to tear the woman away from touching him, to prevent her from tainting his skin with another's embrace. She watched as he slowly roused from his slumber with a frown. Then he shot forward with a vicious jolt, his body transforming from relaxed to taut within seconds. Briana barely contained her gasp of shock when the woman cried out as he slammed her body onto the bed and hovered above her, one hand at her throat, the other wielding a dagger.

"Victor! It's me," the woman squeaked. "It's me!"

Briana observed his entire posture remain taut, his muscles bulging; long gone was the serenity he had shown in sleep. This was a tiger unleashed and ready to strike a killing blow. She shuddered at the transformation and wondered what manner of man this was. Surely, he could not be of the ton. Briana dared not move lest she give away her position.

Her eyes, now accustomed to the dark, watched the woman on his bed struggling to free his hand from about her neck. Then his body instantly relaxed, releasing her before he exclaimed, "Damn it, Lydia! Have you taken leave of your senses, creeping into my house like this? I might have killed you!" Briana watched as he rose from the bed. The bedding draped across him fell to the floor as he stood and lit the lantern, flooding the room with light. Briana blushed profusely, seeing him in all his naked glory with a scowl on his face. If she thought his bare chest was something sculpted by the gods, the rest of him was pure perfection —heaven help her—every single part of him was large. He turned his back to the woman as he reached for a pair of trousers draped over a chair and donned them. Briana was treated to a muscular back, buttocks, and thighs that were as impressive as his front, though she glimpsed several scars running the length of his perfectly sculpted back. Had someone taken a blade to that beautiful skin?

Briana noted the pink tinge of embarrassment upon his lover's face. But still, she knew that this was just the beginning. They would most likely make peace, explain themselves, and then engage in a frenzied coupling. She decided it was time to leave and not be privy to the display. She had seen far too many amorous encounters in the bedchambers of nobility. It was too heartbreaking to ponder that someone as beautiful as he, was again out of reach. She wondered about his identity and why she had never seen him at routs or balls. Briana knew down to her bones this was the handsomest of men, but he was not for her, never for the likes of her. She needed to leave and backtrack out the side entrance. But she could not tear her eyes away from the exchange.

She remained deathly quiet and rooted to the spot.

***
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"WHAT THE DEVIL WERE you thinking? I could have stabbed you! I thought you were an intruder!" Victor growled as he strode across the room, shirtless and barefoot. He snatched up Lydia's discarded cloak and bade her dress.

"But I have missed you, my darling. I wished only to surprise you."

"Well, you have certainly accomplished that!"

"I apologize, but I have not seen you in your usual haunts for some time, and I heard you had returned. I could not bear to wait another moment."

"I told you, I have been preoccupied."

"You have been busy before, yet still made time to see me. It has been weeks without word. Are we not friends, at the very least?"

"Of course we are, but I prefer my privacy."

"Is that why we meet only in your apartments at the Albany? Why have you never invited me here, to your lavish home? I may be a courtesan, but I remain a member of the ton and wealthy in my own right. You need not be embarrassed by an association between us!" Lydia, now wearing her cloak, sat upon the bed pouting.

Victor began to pace. "You know damned well I do not care for such things. I told you before, I simply do not entertain anyone here, lover or otherwise."

"But you never even allow me to sleep beside you."

"I prefer to sleep alone. There is no rhyme nor reason to it."

"Is there someone else?"

"No. There is no one. I told you our arrangement is exclusive, but I fear you desire more than I am prepared to give. I apologize if I have misled you, but perhaps we should part as friends."

"Just friends? But why can we not be more? You know I would make a suitable wife. I could manage your household, and we look perfect together."

He stiffened. "No, I am sorry, I cannot offer you more. Indeed, a part of me regrets that we ever took our relationship beyond friendship."

"Might I inquire as to why?"

"Because I am not in a frame of mind to settle down and marry, and I know that you are."

Lydia remained silent, her mouth stern.

Briana decided it was time for her departure; she had seen enough. She stepped backward, taking care not to make a sound on the creaking floorboard. Without further ado, she made her escape via an upstairs terrace door, then sprinted for the trees beyond the vast grounds.

***
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VICTOR RUBBED HIS FOREHEAD and sighed. He was exhausted, and having Lydia creep into his private bed—a bed he never shared with anyone—was beyond the pale. He figured now was a good a time as any to begin the process of ending their arrangement. "While you are here, I have been meaning to present you with a gift. It is a simple token of friendship and perhaps an apology for the way things must be between us."

Lydia's eyes brightened. She had always loved gifts, her earlier pique surprisingly forgotten. "I admit I am severely disappointed, but what is it you have for me?"

Victor disappeared into his safe room and paused for a moment, sensing something amiss. Still, he opened the lock on the large iron chest and was relieved to see the velvet box still intact. He retrieved it, secured the safe, and strode back to Lydia, who remained by the bed.

“Here, I hope you like it."

Lydia's eyes widened. She loved jewelry and pretty adornments. He could see her hunger and excitement even in the dim lighting. Women were so predictable, he thought.

Victor walked to the window feeling restless, and stood staring out onto the quiet dark street. He gripped the sides of the window frame and scanned the surrounding area as if someone were watching him. That unsettling feeling remained.

Then he heard Lydia exclaim, "Is this some manner of joke?"

He whipped his head around. "I beg your pardon?"

"There is nothing but a card in here!" Lydia stood holding up an empty box and a card with writing upon it. He strode across the room and paled. There was supposed to be an exquisite French pearl parure set within, last he looked. He frowned, picked up the card, turned it over, and saw the words "Sincerely, 'X'."

The hairs on the back of his neck rose, for he felt violated in his own home. While he slept. "No, this cannot be. I have been robbed," he whispered.

"And I have been robbed! Someone has stolen my gift," Lydia said with a shrill cry. She appeared more distressed than he.

Victor seized his dagger and bid Lydia be silent.

"What is it?" she whispered.

"Stay here; the intruder may still be within the house."

"Do you think I am in danger?" she asked and scurried to hide behind the armchair in his bedchamber.

"I do not know but I shall investigate."

"Victor?" she hissed.

"Yes?" he whispered back as he stood in the doorway and surveyed the landing outside his room.

"If you fight this culprit, pray do not damage my gift."

"I shall attempt to deliver your jewels intact, Lydia. And should I happen to perish in the process, I shall endeavor not to stain them with blood," he snorted.

"That is most considerate of you, Victor. You are truly a gentleman."

Victor could not help but roll his eyes. In his heart, he knew at that moment it was over between them. He could never be with someone who cared so little for his safety.

He quickly checked the house and gave the all-clear, then returned to Lydia.

"I shall have another gift delivered to you. But at present, you must leave immediately while I secure the house."

Then he hustled Lydia down the stairs and into her awaiting carriage despite her protests and wish to remain. He searched the house again, this time finding the broken window latch. He cursed himself for giving the guards the night off when he arrived home unannounced.

Victor paused, wondering why X desired the pearl set his brother Sebastian had won in a card game. Disgruntled, he went about dressing so he might scout the local area for clues. Either way, he made a vow that no one stole from him and escaped unpunished.

***
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BRIANA LINGERED AND watched the house from a copse of trees. She felt a sense of relief when the man ushered his paramour out of the house. He did not even wait for the carriage to leave before he bounded back inside. Briana knew then her moonlight gentleman had discovered the highly prized La Peregrina Pearl was missing. What he did not know was it was now firmly tucked in the pocket of her breeches. She sensed it would only be a matter of time before the authorities were summoned and she could not afford to be caught at all, certainly not in the early stages of her elaborate plan. Her private investigations business would collapse if anything went awry now.

So, Briana stopped dawdling and high-tailed it out of the area lest she be discovered while lusting after a man who was so far above her station it was almost laughable. She doubted she would ever see him again. 

***
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Chapter 2 
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Mayfair, London 

The following morning, Victor strode into his eldest brother Lucas's home without a calling card. The servants merely let him in. Victor had five brothers in total: Lucas, Sebastian, Miles, Brenton, and Nicholas. Their family seat was in Hampshire, and his parents were the Duke and Duchess of Bolton. Lucas was also the Marquess of Winchester, having inherited their father's lesser title.

Victor walked through the dining room, knowing he would find Sebastian there.

In fact, most of the Cambridge family, Victor included, preferred to take meals at Lucas's home because his cook was one of the finest. Victor paused once inside and scanned the room for the person he sought.

Sebastian had his fork and knife poised to dig into a large plate of sausages and scrambled eggs.

Victor strode across the room and said, "Blast it, Seb, what sort of jewelry did you give me?"

"Good morning to you too, Vic. Never mind that this is my house, do come barging in to speak with Sebastian," Lucas said with sarcasm as he spread marmalade on his toast and shook his head.

Victor ignored him and pressed Sebastian again. "Come now, from whom did you win that pearl set?"

Sebastian did not answer but instead focused on piling as much sausage and egg onto his fork as he could, as if Victor were not even present. Then he cried out, "Dash it!" when Victor yanked the fork and plate away from him and unceremoniously dumped the plate in the middle of the table.

"I was about to eat that! You're interrupting the most important meal of my day," Sebastian said with a scowl.

Victor replied, "You'll live. Answer my question."

"Well, you might have asked nicely," Sebastian grumbled.

"Sebastian," Victor growled.

"Oh, very well! I won it off some Frenchman who was a terrible hand at faro. He was in his cups and had no business being at Brooks'."

"What was his name?"

"Haven't the foggiest. Just some fool with a loose tongue. He made a fuss about it being some fine pearl belonging to Spanish royalty and part of the Bonaparte collection." Sebastian stretched his arm to grab his plate from the middle of the table, but Victor swatted his hand away.

"Blast and damn! What now?" Sebastian growled as he retracted his hand.

"Bonaparte? As in Napoleon? Why the devil didn't you tell me?" Victor asked, glaring at him.

"More like Joseph, his brother, but what of it? I win valuable trinkets every night at cards. Why should I care? I gave it to you since I owe you some blunt. Thought you clever enough to sort out its worth."

"I almost gave it to Lydia Seymour as a parting gift," Victor replied.

Sebastian gave him a quelling look. "Thank heavens you didn't do that. Fine friend she may be, but no tumble is worth giving away a fortune."

"It's not like that. Lydia and I are not... we no longer... oh, hang it all. The fact is, had I known its true value, I'd have taken more care."

"Did you even look at it properly, Vic? The settings are masterful, with perfect stone mounts and fine metalwork. Any jeweller worth his salt would see it's likely the largest pearl ever found. Why else would I wager for it?"

"Seb, how do you know so much about jewelry?"

"I may be a wastrel, but I pay attention when it comes to trinkets that might help me woo a lady into my bed. And trust me, nothing catches a woman's eye like the promise of a fine bauble after a thorough tupping."

"How charming," Lucas snorted and rolled his eyes.

Victor ignored him and said, "Hold one moment. At these card games, you actually win valuable things? You're not just frittering about?"

It was Sebastian's turn to scowl. "I'll have you know, brother, I'm rather good at what I do, and make a tidy sum each night!"

"No offense meant. I'm merely surprised anyone would wager something so valuable at faro."

Sebastian replied, "I assure you I've won countless treasures over a card table. Property deeds, fine Indian muslin, silks from the Orient, shiploads of tea and other goods. You'd be amazed what men—and women—will wager when they're desperate. I've even had the odd spinster daughter thrown into the mix."

Lucas and Victor looked aghast at that statement, and both stared at him with matching frowns.

Sebastian returned an affronted glare and said, "Before you both think the worst of me, I refused those ones. I absolutely draw the line at wagering over human beings. Besides, what would I do with some timid virgin?" He shuddered after that comment.

Lucas raised an eyebrow then replied, "Well, it's good to know you have some principles, Seb."

Sebastian just shrugged his shoulders.

Victor seemed to stare at him with new eyes. For years he had thought Sebastian's card playing was a waste of time. His brother always acted the idle rake, but perhaps there was more to him than that. Something he kept hidden from the rest of the world.

Sebastian asked, "May I eat now that this Spanish Inquisition is over? Or am I to starve under suspicion of heresy?"

"Oh, go ahead then," Victor replied, then moved to the sideboard to pour himself some freshly brewed coffee. Sebastian fell upon his sausage and eggs like a man who hadn't eaten in days rather than mere minutes.

Lucas cleared his throat, having watched the entire exchange quietly. Then he asked, "Vic, what's this all about? What has happened?"

Victor returned to the table and sat down, taking a sip of his coffee. He sighed then told the story of the previous night to his brothers, including his sense that someone else had been in the room before Lydia arrived.

Sebastian said between mouthfuls of food, "Hold up, brother. You were robbed by Lydia, your friend?" He emphasized that last word.

"No. I was robbed while Lydia was there, but she didn't take the pearl."

"That makes no sense," Lucas replied.

Victor said, "I was fast asleep, and I felt a presence. Made me realize someone was in the room. As if they were watching me."

"By George, the same thing's happened to me," Sebastian replied. "Turned out to be an angry husband of a widow I'd been intimate with. Only, that's when I discovered she wasn't a widow, seeing as her husband tried to put a bullet in my chest while I slept. Most unpleasant fellow!"

Lucas and Victor once again turned to stare at Sebastian, in shock.

Lucas replied, "I'm relieved you lived to tell the tale. But I must say, your devil may care attitude worries me at times, Seb."

Sebastian replied, "Ha! That's rich coming from you, Luke. Have you forgotten your little crossbow incident when Sabine shot you in the arse?"

"It was the shoulder!”

"Shoulder, bottom, face... what's the difference?" Sebastian replied with a smirk.

Lucas turned back to Victor and said, "Go on."

"Well, I reached for my dagger while feigning sleep. Then I saw a shadow cross the room. I didn't hesitate. I tackled the intruder only to find it was Lydia."

"What happened to the jewel thief?" Lucas asked.

"I suspect they slipped away while I was distracted."

"And how distracted were you? Didn't you two part ways some weeks ago?" Sebastian asked.

"Yes, but it's rather complicated. We are friends who occasionally coupled for mutual benefit. We agreed that was all it would be, but now Lydia has changed her mind and wants something more permanent.”

"Come now, Victor. It's not like you to keep a woman around just for a convenient tup," Lucas replied. "That's something I'd expect of Sebastian but certainly not you."

"I'd take offense if it weren't quite true," Sebastian replied as he continued demolishing his breakfast.

"What happened then?" Lucas asked Victor.

"Well, I just wanted Lydia gone from my room, so I thought to give her the gift as a token when I discovered it was missing. I booted her out after that and went in search of the culprit."

"I doubt that's the reconciliation she was hoping for," Lucas said.

"I had no time to worry about feelings when I found scuff marks behind a curtain and a window had been forced open upstairs in the hall. The thief had climbed in through the upper story via the roof and onto the terrace."

"Dash it all! Have you any idea who it might be?" Sebastian asked, now munching on an apple having cleared his plate.

"Well, that's the thing. They left a card."

Lucas glanced at Victor. "What did it say?"

Victor replied, "It said, 'X'."

Victor and Lucas exchanged a knowing glance. Lucas was a spy for the Home Office and Victor for the Foreign Office, and they had discussed an elusive Agent X stealing jewels across London. But they couldn't speak of it in front of Sebastian.

Lucas replied, "I think it wise to increase the guards around your home. If this person could manage such a bold robbery while you were in your house, there's no telling what else they might do."

***
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IT WAS SOMETIME LATER, after Sebastian had left, that Victor and Lucas spoke in hushed tones in his study.

Lucas said, "I take it Agent X strikes again."

"It would seem so."

"Then I suppose they'll find a body soon."

Victor looked grim and nodded. "That's what I'm afraid of."

According to his investigations, Agent X was not only a thief but also a murderer. After every jewelry heist, a dead body appeared within a day in the near vicinity and always with a rally pamphlet in their pocket. There were secret rallies being held all over London as more citizens became disgruntled with the policies of the government. The Crown had its hands full trying to quash each insurrection and bring the rebel leaders to justice. It was a powder keg of dissension among the masses. Armed militia roamed the city and dockside, trying but failing to keep the insurgencies at bay.

Lucas had been busy working with the Home Office to investigate the source of the rallies whilst Victor had been hunting X. The coincidence was too uncanny. It was almost as if X was leaving a trail of dead bodies in their wake. But for the life of him, Victor could not find a connection.

"You need to be careful, Vic. There must be a reason the pearl was stolen. But more concerning is that X knew you had it."

"Yes, I suspect I'll have to be more vigilant," Victor replied. "This person is dangerous, but also how they broke into my home and then cracked the lock to my safe suggests someone far more skilled than I gave them credit for."

Lucas was about to reply when there was a knock at his study door.

"Yes, Giles?"

"Excuse me, my lord, but there's a Bow Street Runner here to see Lord Victor. Says it's urgent. Something about a body found overnight."

Lucas and Victor exchanged a worried glance, but they already knew. Agent X had left another calling card.

***
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Chapter 3 
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Mortuary Chamber, St Bart's Hospital, London

"Time of death?" Victor asked.

The doctor replied, "Roughly thirty-six hours."

"How can you tell?"

"Rigor mortis is still present, but the body is extremely cold to the touch."

"Cause of death?"

"Took a hit to the back of the head. The skull is caved in by some type of blunt object. By the indentations, it looks to be the same object as the previous cases. But there are no other injuries or abrasions on any part of the body to suggest there was a struggle. She did not see it coming."

"Thank you, doctor."

Victor turned to the coroner and asked, “Sir Rawlings, what are your thoughts?” 

“There is an astounding similarity to the previous murders.”

“Officer Maxwell, do we know her identity?”

The Bow Street Officer, Charlie Maxwell, replied, "No, my lord. My runners are still trying to gather evidence from where she was found."

"Where exactly was that?"

"A block away from your residence, my lord. But so far, no one has come forward to claim her. She was dressed in a general maid's garment. We did find this in her apron pocket."

Victor took the pamphlet and knew immediately what it was. It was an invitation to a secret rally. 

Maxwell said, "I have men in plain clothes attending the rallies to find out more."

The coroner replied, "It will be difficult to arrange an inquest if we do not know who she is. Usually, it needs to be carried out within forty-eight hours, and close contacts are questioned. Failing that, she becomes another Jane Doe."

Victor gritted his teeth and nodded. "Understood. In the meantime, if no one claims the body, I'll pay for a proper burial. Just send the bill to my residence."

"Thank you, my lord. That is very generous," Sir Rawlings replied.

"The least we can do is ensure she is laid to rest in a dignified manner. We may never discover what happened, but at one time in her life, she had family."

The coroner nodded in agreement. "I'll see that it is done."

Victor and Officer Maxwell took their leave.

While walking out the door, Victor said, “Officer Maxwell, I was robbed of a priceless jewel just last night. X left me a calling card."

"Then we can confidently say X was responsible for this death. It would be wise to report the robbery to the Chancery, as they keep the inventory of stolen jewels."

Victor nodded. "I shall do so today."

"Do you have any idea who X could be?" Maxwell asked.

"No, they are elusive, but I have a few leads to follow in London. Can I offer you a ride?"

"No, thank you, my lord. I have a line of investigation to follow while I'm here. I sense there is a wider connection that we are missing."

"I agree."

Now on the busy street, Victor said, "Stay sharp, Officer. This is not a good area to be caught out on your own."

Maxwell replied, "Do not worry, my lord. I know these parts like the back of my hand. For me, it’s the safest place on earth."

Victor shook his head and grinned. Over the years, he and Charlie Maxwell had developed a comfortable working relationship despite the class divide. The man was intelligent, diligent, and resourceful... three traits Victor admired. Victor knew if anyone could uncover new evidence, it was Officer Maxwell.

"Very well then. I shall be in contact soon," Victor replied.

Once inside the carriage, Victor tapped on the roof to signal his driver and guards to leave. He now had to search for the stolen jewels and continue his search for Agent X. Something was missing, and whenever that happened, he became even more focused. 

As the carriage meandered through the seedy streets of London, Victor wondered once more about the murders. This was the fourth one in as many months. It always coincided with a rally and Agent X stealing jewels. But how were they connected? Were they even connected? He took note of the address of each murder location. Each one was exactly a block away from a rally and a heist. They always happened on the same nights. As the carriage passed a cobbled street, he caught a glimpse of something strange.

Victor had been a spy for the Crown long enough to know that when his subconscious registered something as out of place, it paid to take a closer look. He saw what appeared to be a young lad dressed in breeches, boots, a loose shirt, and a cap. The lad had his head down and coat lapel up. Something about him seemed familiar. Victor had seen him before. If memory served, he'd seen him loitering around when the previous bodies were found. While the face was concealed by the cap and lapel, the lad seemed somewhat out of place. The attire did not look shabby even though it was made to look that way. The boots, while rugged looking, still seemed new, and the coat wasn't as threadbare.

Victor was curious, and something about the lad puzzled him. Eventually, the lad turned into a dark alleyway towards a tavern and disappeared. Acting on a hunch, Victor stopped the carriage and leapt onto the street being sure to grab his brass walking stick. He had an inkling that lad knew something, so he took off in hot pursuit.

"Sir! Come back, 'tis dangerous down there!" his driver yelled.

"Circle around, I'll meet you back here," Victor shouted in response but kept running.

He ended up down the alleyway and lost sight of the lad completely. Victor cursed, then realized he needed to return to the main road. He clutched his brass cane, which doubled as a rapier sword, and circled back. The lad was nowhere to be found. He was quick, Victor would give him that.

Victor was tempted to keep searching, but when he checked his timepiece, he realized he was late for his next meeting with Joseph Planta, the Permanent Under Secretary for the Foreign Office. He wasn't looking forward to that meeting because after months of this cat-and-mouse chase, he was no closer to figuring out who this elusive Agent X was and why dead bodies kept piling up after each robbery.

Victor took note of the name of the tavern, then retraced his steps to the main road until his carriage arrived. He kept scanning the streets as the carriage departed once more, but the lad had vanished.

***
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The Cheshire Cheese Tavern

BRIANA WATCHED AS THE carriage disappeared before stepping away from the darkened doorway. That was a close call. She was still reeling from the fact another body was discovered. Briana knew right down to her marrow that the murdered woman had something to do with the prisons. Something rotten was going on inside London's prison system, and the wardens were covering it up.

What caused her suspicion was that the victims were usually ex-inmates of the Fleet, a startling number of them, in fact. She knew their identities because she had been imprisoned alongside them at one time. 

That morning, she had loitered around the hospital mortuary chamber, hoping to find any information about who could be responsible for the latest death. 

She could not see who the nobleman was that chased her down the alley, but she realized he was hell-bent on speaking to her, and there was no way she wanted that type of attention. She breathed a sigh of relief, then backtracked and made her way inside the Cheshire Cheese tavern. 

Briana checked her timepiece and waited patiently with a cup of ale in a darkened corner of the tavern. She had exactly an hour to carry out the exchange before she had to attend a second fitting with the blasted modiste. 

It had been a terribly long night with so much at stake, and for the first time, Briana felt weary and exhausted. Keeping up appearances at upper ton functions, then running about the docks and rookeries at all hours, was beginning to take its toll on her. She wished she could collapse in the nearest bed and sleep for days.

"Do you have it?" Bevan Towers asked.

"Yes, take a seat."

Towers, her informant, sat down and took the spare cup, gulping down the contents. Briana discreetly handed him the velvet pouch. "Tell Mendoza he has a week."

Towers nodded. "It shall be done."

"Do you have something for me?" Briana asked.

"Aye, it's beside you on the bench with a copy of the note we retrieved from the last one. 'Tis as good as new. Take a gander."

Briana glanced down at the exquisite velvet box on the bench. She quickly unlatched it and raised the lid just enough to see that Towers was right. The jeweler at Pinchbeck’s had done a good job not disturbing the gemstones. She secured the clasp and surreptitiously shoved it into her boist. "Thank you." She pushed a small bag of coins towards him.

But Towers shook his head. "Mendoza will cover the price. He's grateful for the contents of the message."

She made to protest, but he gave her a stern look, so she nodded and gifted him a relieved smile. Mendoza was the king of the docks. He unofficially ruled London Dockyards with his rather extensive list of associates. His powers also extended to the St. Giles rookery near Fleet Prison. He had sailed with her father on the high seas during the war and wielded immense power. 

Mendoza was the reason Briana was in this current line of work. He was her biggest client, well in truth her only client. He agreed to hire Briana’s services aptly named ‘Hortensia Investigations’ because he required a woman to investigate members of the ton and gather information about the recent deaths. In return he financed her London season and offered protection in his territories.

Very few people knew what Mendoza looked like, but Briana had met him once on a ship when she was younger, before he took to the practice of wearing a mask. 

Briana pretended to take a sip of the ale when Towers whispered, "What did that toff want? The one who was chasing you?"

"I don't know. I couldn't see his face, but I made sure I wasn't followed here." Briana stood to leave, but Towers clasped her arm and said, "Tis a dangerous game ye play, miss. The earl ain't one to cross. Watch your back or this business will get you dead."

She stiffened at first taking offence at the insult but then she realised he was worried for her. They all were. So, she simply nodded, then he let her go. Towers stood then suddenly grabbed a barmaid around the waist, swinging her about for a dance. The raucous scene distracted most of the patrons as Briana stole out of the tavern and disappeared into the shadows. 

***
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Chapter 4 
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Regent Street, London

Victor gritted his teeth and tried to mask his boredom as Lydia writhed above him in wanton abandon. He wondered why the hell he had agreed to meet in person after she had persisted on harassing his entire staff until he complied. Victor had arrived at her lavish townhouse intending to deliver the promised gift he owed her and leave, but Lydia plied all her tricks to seduce him including her version of histrionics and tears. And fool that he was, he ended up in bed with her again. But he knew it was a mistake because despite her sumptuous naked form riding him with rampant passion, he was bored. She may be a member of the ton, but she was a consummate performer and highly sought-after courtesan in her own right. Yet, he felt nothing. Instead, his mind wandered running through lists in his head of possible suspects for half the cases he was working.

It was always this way with the women he had bedded in his lifetime. He was a virile man, he needed an outlet and he had succumbed for much-needed relief. But he knew it would end the same way it did with most women of his acquaintance... deeply dissatisfying for him.

He gritted his teeth and turned his head to the side, closing his eyes. This was all wrong; he felt nothing in the throes of passion, yet Lydia was becoming even more excited. She was a selfish lover, always had been; and he was fine with that. He had no problem with a woman knowing what she wanted and taking her pleasure, but with Lydia, he read this for what it was, a desperate attempt to rekindle their relationship.

He opened his eyes as Lydia leaned in closer, moving to capture his lips with hers. Her hands held his face, her eyes softened, and he knew he had to end it once and for all. For her sake and for his sanity. This would be the absolute last time he would share her bed. She was becoming too attached, and he, well, he was Victor Cambridge, a rake and a cold-hearted bastard!

Before their lips touched, Victor hauled her to the side and switched positions so now he was above her. He clasped her hips and began thrusting with earnest. He needed her to find her peak so this could end, and he could finally go home.

Victor watched as her eyes closed with pleasure and he felt the moment she found her release. Then he faked his own climax. He threw his head back and groaned loudly before he withdrew and collapsed on the bed beside her. He feigned exhaustion even though he was still hard and had hardly broken a sweat. Lydia was too busy catching her breath and staring at the ceiling with wonder-lust to notice.

Victor rolled out of bed and muttered something about removing the sheath. She simply nodded her head and remained abed. If she had looked closer, she would have noticed he was still hard and the sheath was empty.

Several minutes later, as Victor stood naked looking at himself in the mirror of Lydia's adjoining washroom, two things came to his mind: the sheath contained not a single drop—that's how utterly unsated he was—and he could no longer do this anymore. He brought himself to release with his hand and spent on a drying cloth. He rinsed the sheath and placed it in a special pouch, then he hurriedly washed and dressed, not looking forward to the conversation he was about to have.

It wasn't because Lydia wanted more; it was that Victor realized he wanted more as well but not with her. He regretted the entire evening and felt like a complete bastard for what he was about to do. Moments later Victor stood in the open doorway fully clothed and waited until Lydia turned to him; she had that look of expectation, but her face dropped when she noticed he was fully clothed. Once he conveyed his news she ranted and raved then threw things at his head, but undeterred Victor expressed his regrets, gave her the jewelry and large banknote then slipped out of her home through the servants' entrance for the very last time.

As he sat in his carriage on the ride home watching the London streets go by, he wondered if he would ever find that elusive something more that he craved. He'd courted his fair share of women in his lifetime, albeit discreetly, but there was always that gnawing emptiness inside, and even physical encounters left him unsated. He wondered if he'd ever find something to fill that void. Then he shook his head. He decided to remain celibate from now on and just focus on his job for the Foreign Office. 

***
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Rochford House – St Osyth, Essex – One Week Later

BRIANA STOOD IN THE illustrious study of Rochford House, wearing men's attire namely trousers, boots, a loose shirt, and coat with her curls tucked neatly under a cap. She waited in silence, maintaining perfect composure. While her outward appearance was calm and collected, inside she did all in her power to refrain from tapping her foot or fidgeting. She was running very late for an appointment with the modiste.

Sitting behind a large mahogany desk a meter away was William Zuylestein, the fifth Earl of Rochford. He was an extremely handsome man, but there was no warmth in his eyes. The earl had recently inherited the title from his late uncle, who had been a former courtier to Kings George II and III, ambassador to Spain and France, and the Southern and Northern Secretary. Part of that inheritance included a large volume of secret Crown papers documenting years of correspondence between high-ranking dignitaries spanning several countries. William now used those secrets to create an extensive spy network with hand-selected agents who worked directly for his purposes. From the rookeries to the grandest gentlemen's clubs, the fifth Earl of Rochford was a quiet giant. He wielded extraordinary power but lived a life of obscurity.

Briana hated having to visit the earl's ancestral seat, but she had no choice because, unfortunately for her, the Earl of Rochford was a current employer, and she was his most prodigious agent. 

After what seemed like an eternity, William finally looked up from his parchments and said, "The documents are in order. Any luck with the jewels?"

"I have secured the parure and also... the pearl," Briana replied.

"You have? Well, why the devil didn't you say so earlier? Hand them over now."

He gestured for her to come forward. Briana walked toward the desk and placed a small velvet pouch in front of the earl. Then she took a step back and waited, again in silence, again glancing at the clock and trying to remain patient.

She watched his eyes grow with excitement as he opened the first pouch, pulling out the large jeweler's case inside. He gasped with wonder. He was gazing at a parure set of French diamond necklace, earrings, and bracelet. The necklace contained twenty-eight pendeloque mine-cut diamonds in a silver thread with twelve briolette rose-cut, pear-shaped diamonds. The matching bracelet and earrings contained an intricate gold setting with a total of sixty-four tiny diamonds dispersed throughout the design. He studied the piece meticulously with a loupe and took his time doing it.

After what felt like an eternity, he finally said, "My, you have outdone yourself this time, X. How did you manage to procure this exquisite set?"

"With a fair amount of difficulty. The owners are at a country party. 

The earl held up his loupe and was perusing the diamond set again before he said, "Well done. Now for the pearl." He opened the next pouch and stilled as if he could not breathe. "Good Lord, I never thought I'd ever see this wonder of the world in my lifetime." He gently held it up to the light. "'La Peregrina' Pearl... it means 'The Wanderer.’”

Briana nodded and remained silent.

The earl whistled as he continued to examine the pearl. After a brief pause, he said, "Did you know this was found in the Pearl Islands and was the largest of its kind? It then spent hundreds of years as part of the Spanish Crown Jewels. Eventually, Joseph Bonaparte became King of Spain, but when he was deposed, he swiped some of the collection, keeping it for himself. So typical of the Bonapartes, they act as if they own the world. And now after all your wandering, you've finally come home," he said to the pearl itself.

There was a long pause that looked to stretch out more. The Earl of Rochford did not like to be rushed. It was a power thing with him to keep people waiting a long time, to make the point that his time and attention were far more important than anything they would have on that day. Briana glanced again at the clock then said, "If you are satisfied with the items, I trust you have the agreed fee?" She knew she was being forward, but she needed that money, and she needed to be on her way at least fifteen minutes ago.

Instead, she was met with a roaring silence. Eventually, the earl put down his loupe and met her gaze.

Briana stiffened at the expression on his face. It was cold and calculating. She braced for his response, hoping against all hope that for once this power play between them could end quickly and she could be on her way.

"Yes, I believe you have earned it." The earl stood and handed her a pouch filled with coins. Briana breathed a sigh of relief. 

He snagged the bell pull, and at once Briana was ushered out by a butler before she could say another word.

Briana stepped into the carriage and sat back with a sigh of a relief. She had made a deal with the devil for a good cause. Slowly all the pieces were coming together, and with Mendoza’s help she had a real chance of fulfilling her dream. She would prove once and for all that she had the intellect and skills to become a Crown investigator. The earl may have powerful allies in high places, but Briana had powerful allies as well. Granted, they were in very, very low places, but they could not be underestimated either. With that thought, she rallied at the momentous task ahead of her. As long as she stayed the course and did not get caught, she might just survive long enough to reap the rewards.

***
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Chapter 5 
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1817, Almack's Assembly Rooms, London

Victor Sutherland Cambridge, second son of the Duke and Duchess of Bolton, stood alone on the private terrace at Almack's. Desperately needing space to think and breathe without the cloying scent of desperation and despair, he sought refuge in a section of the building very few knew about. He needed solace from the turmoil swirling in his head. Though he had danced attendance on a handful of women, he knew they had his older brother Lucas in their sights. After all, Lucas was the heir to the dukedom and currently Marquess of Winchester. Victor knew he would not be missed. He loved his family, but there was no way he would go along with his mother's harebrained scheme to marry them off by the end of the season.

Victor stood quietly in the shadows, watching the night sky in peace, knowing no one ever came to this side of the building. The only way in was via a secret entrance through the cellar. He pondered the identity of Agent X. Not only had the culprit stolen the La Peregrina Pearl right out from under his nose, but he was also no closer to finding a connection with the dead bodies. In the past three months, there had been four more robberies from wealthy members of the ton and another four bodies. Victor dragged his fingers through his hair and cursed inwardly. The thief would pull off a daring heist then go to ground, vanishing completely, only to strike again the following month. Victor's analytical brain kept nagging at him that he was missing a connection somehow, overlooking something vital. As a spy for the Foreign Office, his job was to be abreast of everything, but lately, he felt redundant and useless.

He stilled when he heard someone muttering and cursing. If he was not mistaken, it was a female voice. Victor stepped back further into the shadows among the creeping vines and listened as he heard what sounded like someone heaving and panting for air on the other side of the balustrade.
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