
  
    [image: Secrets In Scarlet]
  


  
    
      Secrets In Scarlet

      
        The Rookery Rogues

        Book 2

      

    

    
      
        Erica Monroe

      

    

    
      Quillfire Publishing

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        A Thank You Gift

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Thank You for Reading

      

      
        The Rookery Rogues

      

      
        An Excerpt from Beauty and the Rake

      

    

    
      
        Books by Erica Monroe

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Thank You Gift

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LOVE DARK HISTORICAL ROMANCE?

      

        

      
        Subscribe to Erica Monroe’s newsletter and receive a free short story! Also, join Erica Monroe’s free Daring Dames Reader Group!

      

        

      
        SERIES BY ERICA MONROE

      

        

      
        The Rookery Rogues:

        Romantic Era working-class romantic suspense

        Gothic Brides:

        Regency Era Gothic romance

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      Scoundrels, thieves and rebels inhabit the rookeries--where dangerous men fall in love with fierce women.

      

      
        
        HIS BUSINESS IS DISCOVERING SECRETS…

      

      

      

      When a girl is murdered at a factory in London, Sergeant Thaddeus Knight of the Metropolitan Police comes in to investigate. But it’s not just the factory owners that Thaddeus wants information on–the devilishly intriguing Poppy O’Reilly is a puzzle he’d like nothing more than to solve.

      

      
        
        HER LIFE DEPENDS ON KEEPING HER PAST HIDDEN….

      

      

      

      All it took was one mistake for Poppy to lose her good reputation. Shunned by polite society, she’s retreated to the one place no one from her old life would look for her: the rookeries. Protecting her young daughter is the most important thing to Poppy, and Thaddeus threatens the false identity she’s carefully constructed. The last thing she should do is allow Thaddeus close to her family, yet she can’t stay away from him.

      

      With danger around the corner, will the secrets of a scarlet woman lead to their undoing?
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      Spitalfields, London

      April 1832

      

      The last time Sergeant Thaddeus Knight had encountered so much blood, he’d been seventeen. That death had shaken him to his core, setting him on a path to join the Metropolitan Police.

      But in his three years with the Met, he’d been lulled into a false sense of security by arrests of pickpockets and mendicants. He wasn’t prepared for this violence.

      He found the bruised, bleeding girl outside of a factory on White Lion Street. His body went cold, starting in his spine and settling deep into his tailbone. For a second, he was transfixed, staring at the crimson that stained her tattered wool gown and clotted in her russet curls. Her hands were scraped, the knuckles chafed.

      Was she still alive? The cut on her forehead had streamed so profusely, he couldn’t imagine she maintained consciousness.

      He yanked off his gloves and stuffed them in his pocket. Kneeling down beside her, Thaddeus placed two fingers to her neck to check for a pulse. Her eyes fluttered open. Catching sight of his blue uniform, she attempted to move away from him. But she was too weak.

      “Peeler,” she croaked. Her bottom lip was split. “Don’t ’urt me.”

      “I’ve no intention of the sort.” Sitting on his haunches, Thaddeus’s tall frame towered over the girl’s huddled body. He rested his elbows on his knees, trying to keep his expression bland. Unassuming. All he wanted to do was turn his head to the side and vomit, for the saccharine stench of blood drenched her entirely.

      Don’t give any indication that you believe she cannot survive.

      The girl whimpered. If he didn’t get her help soon, she’d die.

      Thaddeus reached for her, expecting that he’d have to carry her slung over his back. He didn’t trust that she’d be able to stand on her own.

      From this new angle, he saw a gaping wound in her back, right underneath her shoulder blade. Her dress was split, the tears confirming his initial theory that she’d been stabbed. The knife had been dragged down a few more centimeters and twisted, for the bottom of the wound was far larger.

      Christ.

      Her head lolled back against the factory wall.

      “Stay with me now,” he urged. “I’ll get you to safety.”

      Still stooped, he gathered her up in his arms, careful not to hit the wound on her back. Her legs dangled in the air, and one shoe fell from her foot. Cascading to the ground, the tiny slipper barely made a sound as it hit the dirt. She couldn’t have been more than fourteen. A sense of helplessness surged through him. She was too damn young for this.

      Too damn young to die.

      Not again, please, not again. He’d already been through this with another girl around her age. That girl had been found seven years ago in a different alley, south of Spitalfields and into Whitechapel.

      Thaddeus hadn’t been able to save Elizabeth Stewart, but damn it, he’d save this girl.

      He jogged toward the hack stand. Every step he took jarred her body a little, sending a spasm of pain across her round cheeks. She had the face of a child, her lithe frame on the edge of blossoming. She was tall for her age, thin and willowy. Yet her hands bore the blisters of an older woman.

      He tightened his grip around her body, shouldering her weight. Moving carefully down the street, he dodged jagged bottles and piles of rubbish that lined the alleyway. A soiled broadsheet floated past on a spring breeze.

      They were getting closer to the hack stand. From there, he’d get the driver to take them to the London Hospital in Whitechapel. He knew a nurse there who wouldn’t blink at her lack of funds.

      Hell, he’d pay for her treatment himself, if needed.

      “A little farther,” he told her when she shivered. “We’re almost there. The hospital will take care of you.”

      Her eyes had closed again.

      “Come on, come on,” he pleaded, running his thumb across her cheek. “Don’t die on me, lass!”

      He ran the last few steps to the hack stand. No carriages were waiting. A curse fell from his lips as he held her close to him. His arms were leaden after the trip, but he would not drop her.

      She drew in a shaky breath, her bleary eyes focusing on him. Underneath the lamplight of the hack stand, her face was ashen. She would not be long for this world.

      If he could not get her help in the time, the best thing he could do was find out who had done this to her and bring them to justice.

      “Who hurt you, lass?” he asked.

      “Can’t tell ye,” she murmured.

      “Whoever hurt you, I’ll find them. You don’t have to be scared of repercussions. I’m going to protect you.”

      With what strength she had left, she lifted her head to look him directly in the eye. “Ye can’t keep me safe. They got people the likes of ye Bobbies can’t imagine.” Nervously, her fingers kept sketching the same L across her skirt.

      He kept half of his attention on her, half on the street, searching the horizon for a hack. “Did the name of the person who hurt you start with an L?”

      She didn’t reply, but neither did her fingers cease.

      “The police can do a lot more than you think, miss,” he told her. “If you believe in nothing else, believe in the power of the Met. I’ll catch whoever did this to you. I swear it on my life.”

      The clomp of hooves upon cobblestone echoed, and a hack appeared farther down the street. Thaddeus came forward so that they were directly underneath the lamplight. The driver pulled the hack up in front of them, jumping down from his seat.

      The coachman looked at him askew, his eyes drifting from Thaddeus’s black regulation top hat to the solid black boots on his feet. He did not move to open the door. “What ye got ’ere?”

      Thaddeus readjusted the girl in his arms, fumbling in his pocket for the fare. “She’s been attacked. We must get her to the hospital.” He handed the fare over to the driver.

      The coachman regarded the fare, then the girl. “I don’t be wantin’ any trouble.”

      “You’ll get trouble if you don’t open the damn door now,” Thaddeus barked.

      “Don’t get yer breeches in a twist, lad,” the coachman grumbled, but he opened the door.

      Thaddeus scooted her limp form into the carriage before him. As he was about to climb in after her, his hand brushed against her ankle. Her skin was cold to the touch, colder than it had been moments before. Her chest did not rise and fall any longer.

      Raising his thumb to her neck, he felt no pulse.

      The girl was dead.
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      “You’re meant for great things, my boy.” Leaning back in his claw-footed chair, Inspector Jonah Whiting smoked a cheroot and regarded Thaddeus with barely veiled impatience. “That business with the resurrectionists ring was the luckiest break you’re liable to get in this business.”

      Three months prior, Thaddeus had apprehended Jasper Finn in a workhouse cemetery in East Smithfield. While the arrest had led to the captures of most of Finn’s grave robbing ring, the real bounty had been in tying Finn to several other unsolved murders in London.

      Whiting wouldn’t let Thaddeus forget this grand success for the rest of his whole damn life.

      The inspector smiled one of those simpering smirks meant to ingratiate Thaddeus to him. “Superintendent Bicknell has taken notice. If you play your cards right, you too could have one of these offices. Inspector Doughty is set to retire in a month.”

      “Aye, it’d be an honor to be considered, sir.” Nervousness quivered in his stomach at the thought of taking Doughty’s place. To be an inspector at twenty-four years of age was unheard of in the Met, but Thaddeus had worked harder than anyone else on their route. Certainly, harder than the other contender for the job, Michael Strickland.

      As an inspector, Thaddeus would be able to make a real difference in the Spitalfields rookery. But he wasn’t sure he was willing to give up investigating cases like Anna Moseley’s for a chance at a loftier position. The trail of Miss Stewart’s murder was long cold, but he could find out who had killed Miss Moseley. Her family deserved answers.

      “If you’d stop insisting upon investigating cases like this one...” Whiting scooped up the folder, dropping it unceremoniously back down. The papers scattered every which way, lost in the sea of Whiting’s untidy desk.

      Thaddeus grimaced, and then promptly tried to hide that grimace with a not-so-well-placed cough. Whiting’s brassy glance fixed upon him.

      “Sir, if you’d take a moment and look through the papers...” Thaddeus resisted the urge to grab the file and start rearranging it. It had taken him three hours to put together that file for Whiting, and now it would take him three more hours to put it back into proper order.

      Whiting snorted, resembling more of a pig than a commanding officer. He had an up-turned long nose, short ears, and copper eyes the color of clock gears. At fifty years of age, he’d been a member of the old Watch until the Met was formed. Whiting never hesitated to inform his officers—mostly, Thaddeus—of what working with the Met meant.

      “It’s a simple case of rookery violence, Knight,” Whiting said. “We’re Peel’s men, and Peel’s men don’t spend their time on these foolish enterprises. We prevent crimes from happening in the first place.”

      Their work was noble. Triumphant, even. They were a solution before there was ever a problem. Of course, certain leniency could be granted. Arrests had to be made, and thus cases had to be looked into when the culprit wasn’t found on the scene. The Bow Street Runners wanted little to do with the East End.

      “Investigating the deaths of every low-down bunter who crosses your path will get you nowhere,” Whiting lectured. “You’ve got a quick mind, Knight, and the boys in Westminster like you.”

      Thaddeus shifted in his chair. “Sir, the logic is sound here. If you’d just give me some time, I think I’ll find out that the Larkers are involved in far more.”

      If Whiting didn’t assign Thaddeus leave to investigate the Moseley death, he’d have no other recourse. Whiting was his superior by assignment. If Thaddeus went over Whiting’s head, he could say goodbye to the inspector job. And Whiting would make damn sure he didn’t have a job to come back to, prior brilliant arrest of Jasper Finn or not.

      Whiting’s cheroot dangled from his fingers, above the file. “Apparently, you helped out some countess?”

      “Sir, if you’d be a bit more careful with that file…” Thaddeus began, biting back a groan as Whiting blinked at him.

      Whiting set down the loosely rolled cheroot. It spilled upon impact, the uncut ends leaving foul traces all over the parchment. There’d be no hope of rereading the paperwork.

      Why, oh, why did people treat his efforts at organization with such blatant disregard? Thaddeus would never understand this. Order brought the needed clarity to discover solutions in the most disjointed of fragments. What was so wrong with a little clarity?

      “Tell me about this countess,” Whiting demanded, ignoring Thaddeus’s pained stare at the cheroot.

      “I found the countess’s jewels for her,” Thaddeus explained. “My brother brought the case to my attention. The countess was one of his clients at Barclay’s.”

      That had been a slow week. Any more cases like that one and his brains might dribble out of his ears from boredom.

      “That is the type of outside work you take, my boy,” Whiting praised. “You ought to be doing your route, not sitting across from your superior whining about why you can’t investigate a random whore’s murder.”

      Thaddeus was most assuredly not whining. “If you had seen her⁠—”

      “I would be saying the exact same thing.”

      “She died in my arms.” Thaddeus couldn’t shake the memory of her once-warm flesh against his blue coat. “She couldn’t have been more than fourteen. A young girl.”

      “Terrible incident,” Whiting hedged. “But it’s Spitalfields, and it’s to be expected. Those weavers are a sordid sort, turning to brew and promiscuity to while away the hours between shifts at the factory. She was probably beaten by some bullyback.”

      “This was more than some brothel scuttle,” Thaddeus insisted.

      Murder was foul in all forms, no matter who had been murdered. Wasn’t it their job to stop it? They were supposed to protect these people.

      Whiting wouldn’t understand. He was not a sentimental man. But Whiting might grasp hard facts, so Thaddeus led with that.

      “Miss Moseley said we couldn’t protect her. That ‘they’ have people working for them we don’t know about. I think it’s the Larkers, sir. They own the factory where she was found. When she died, her fingers were sketching the letter L.”

      “It’s not enough to go on,” Whiting said. “Besides, the Larkers have never caused trouble before. Boz Larker is a respected man of business. If you falsely accuse him, you’ll have a lot of explaining to do.”

      “I can get more information,” Thaddeus insisted. “I’ve compiled a list of everyone the Larkers have associations with.”

      In the file that Whiting’s cheroot had destroyed. Damnation.

      “Considering most textile factories are moving to Manchester or Lancashire, dismissals should have happened in spades. It’s not a union factory. Nothing is stopping them from dismissing workers,” Thaddeus said. “Still, they retain a full staff of thirty weavers, mostly using Jacquard looms.”

      “The French looms, as if it wasn’t enough that the Frog tried to invade our country.” Whiting sniffed. “How quickly people forget these things when money is to be involved.”

      How quickly we forget the idea of justice when money is to be involved, Thaddeus should have said. Instead, Thaddeus stared blankly at Whiting, who held in his stupid, bloated hands the fate of far too many poor men and women in this district.

      Whiting was a cancer, eating away at a system that had been meant to instill faith. Every day, Thaddeus saw people shivering in the doorways of their rundown tenement houses, barefoot and desperate in the streets, drunk off the penny drams sold in the gin palaces.

      Those people had no one else to fight for them, and Thaddeus would rather be damned than give up on them. If that made him foolish and egotistical, so be it.

      “That money’s coming from somewhere,” Thaddeus insisted.

      Whiting let out a much-harassed sigh. “The Larkers have money, Knight. Maybe he’s funding the factory from his pocket.”

      “You know as well as I do that people don’t run factories because they care for the workers. If there’s no profit, why is the factory still in business?” Thaddeus asked. “I want this case. I’ll work it in addition to my regular shifts. I’ll take those meetings you wanted me to with Superintendent Bicknell. I’ll tell him it was your planning that set me up to get Trigger Jem.”

      A calculating gleam shined in Whiting’s eyes. “If you’re willing to speak to Bicknell, then I think we can get the younger Strickland to look into your route.”

      Thaddeus winced. Michael Strickland was not only his competition for the inspector spot, but he was a rash imbecile. Strickland’s lone good trait was that he was less of an arse than his father—Claudius Strickland had arrested Daniel O’Reilly three years ago for a murder Jasper Finn had committed.

      Finn couldn’t hurt anyone again. He’d hung in a widely attended execution that hearkened back to the days of Tyburn.

      Yet there were still villains out there. If Strickland was what he had to endure to find Miss Moseley’s murderers, then Thaddeus would deal with Strickland.

      He nodded.

      “Very good,” Whiting agreed. “Two weeks.”

      “That’s not enough time.” Thaddeus pointed to the beleaguered file on Whiting’s desk. “I believe there’s more at stake here than the girl’s death. I outlined some of my conclusions⁠—”

      “Fourteen days,” Whiting stated firmly. “Fourteen days and then you’re done. No more of this nonsense. You’ll do as I tell you, Knight, or so help me God, I’ll have you removed, genius or not.”

      Fourteen days. A day for every year of the girl’s too-short life.
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      The Larker Textile Factory was not anything special. It was like everything else in Spitalfields, once beautiful but now moldering. The majority of the factory workers had seen their fortunes dwindle, as new machinery and the repeal of the weaving acts outlawing foreign imports made the handloom weavers irrelevant.

      Poppaea “Poppy” O’Reilly was neither Protestant nor French; nevertheless, she felt a kinship with the Huguenot weavers. Like them, she had come to London expecting to find sanctuary. An escape from her wicked past.

      This April evening, a bell tolled portentously throughout the factory. Poppy glanced over toward the clock hanging on the wall. It was a quarter past five—there was no way the closing bell should have been ringing. The Larkers cared little for the diatribes of reformers. If they could force their workers to stay after the designated twelve-hour shift, they would.

      “Come along before they change their minds!” Abigail Vautille cried, skidding by. Her light-blue dress was creased from where she’d been sitting at a loom all day, dust lining the hem, but no amount of dirt and grime could take away from Abigail’s beauty.

      At nineteen, Abigail was the same age as Poppy. With almond-shaped blue eyes and a small nose, Abigail was everything that was fresh-faced and innocent.

      Poppy was used and tarnished.

      Abigail’s younger sister, Bess, trailed behind her. Bess offered her hand to Poppy shyly, a dingy ginger curl falling across her eye. Beige, ocher, and blue threads tangled with her unruly hair. Children as young as six quilled silk until their small hands were blistered and bleeding.

      Leading Bess by the hand, Poppy kept walking through the factory. Abigail followed behind them.

      “Why do you think they’re letting us go so early?” Abigail asked, careful to keep her voice low lest the Larkers overhear her.

      Boz Larker’s office door was closed. It’d been closed since four that afternoon, though little sound carried from the office when the looms were in motion. Larker closed the door when he didn’t want the workers to know who was visiting him.

      Poppy nibbled on her bottom lip. “I don’t know.”

      Bess peeked up at her. One look at Bess was enough to convince Poppy that she was doing the right thing. She might not be able to save Bess from a hard life, but devil take it, she’d sell her body before she allowed her own daughter to work in one of these factories.

      Every shift brought money home to support Moira.

      “Let’s not question their generosity, shall we?” Poppy quickened her pace, and Bess trotted after her.

      Abigail nodded, lifting her skirts up so that she’d not trip on them as she walked. Though Poppy was shorter than her, Abigail’s strides were never regular. As a child, Abigail had worked as a piecer, sliding underneath the machinery and resting on her right side to mend the broken threads. Her right knee bent inward, giving her an awkward, almost waddling walk, but if she was careful, she could move at an almost parallel speed to Poppy.

      They fell into step with the rest of the workers. What had once been an orderly line at the first toll of the bell had quickly descended into a mob. No one wanted to be present should the Larkers change their minds about the early exodus. Poppy kept one hand on her lantern and the other on Bess, shielding her as people pushed to and fro in their attempts to fit through the slim doorway. Abigail stumbled as a man slammed into her but caught herself on an iron stand used to hold gingham bags, scrapers, and netting.

      Finally, it was their turn to leave.

      Cool, crisp air washed over Poppy’s face as they stepped outside. She let out a deep breath, readjusting to the new smells of the outdoors. The factory was all iron and rust, silk and fibers, but here in the open, the scents varied. Down the street, someone was baking bread, while the odor of juniper laid finely over everything from the several open dram palaces.

      She could locate gin within a five-meter radius, thanks to her brother, Daniel.

      The first traces of nightfall had descended over Spitalfields. Poppy stopped for a moment to allow Abigail to catch her breath and lit the lantern with a lucifer match. She leaned back against the wall. As soon as the crumbling brick side met with the thin cotton of her dress, she sprang forward as if stung.

      Not more than a week ago, Anna Moseley had been found against this wall, beaten and stabbed. Some fool Peeler had lifted her up from the spot, probably worsening her injuries.

      The Met didn’t give a whit about Anna’s death. They hadn’t cared when they arrested Daniel for a murder he didn’t commit. He’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time, a victim of circumstances. The bloody Peelers didn’t care about the victims.

      But Poppy cared, damn it, and Anna had been a good person. A sweet girl with her whole life ahead of her.

      “I miss her too,” Abigail remarked.

      Poppy sighed. “It isn’t fair.”

      Bess blinked. She looked from Poppy to her sister and back again, her brows furrowing with consternation.

      Pulling Bess to her, Abigail covered the girl’s ears with her hands. “There’s no sign that the Larkers had anything to do with Anna’s murder,” she whispered.

      “And no sign that they didn’t,” Poppy murmured.

      “You could go somewhere else,” Abigail suggested, unclasping Bess’s ears. “The way you fix up the clothes you find in the rag and bone shops... I’d be lucky to ever be half as good, and I’ve been at this my whole life. You could easily make twice as much in the pretty shops on Bond Street.”

      “No.” Poppy shook her head. She didn’t tell Abigail she’d worked as a dressmaker’s assistant until she’d been dismissed from that post. She didn’t tell Abigail anything that remotely resembled the truth because she knew better.

      Some lies had to be upheld.

      “Besides, what would you do without me?” Poppy forced a grin. Abigail meant well.

      “Oh, I’d moan and groan, but I’d muddle through.” Abigail smiled back.

      They continued walking. The street was empty. It was too early for the gin crowd. The rest of Spitalfields was either at work in another one of the factories, sitting down to supper with their family, or sleeping off last night’s bout.

      “What are you going to do with the extra blunt you earned from weaving the most silk in a week?” Abigail asked.

      “I haven’t thought about it.” Another lie, for Poppy knew exactly what she’d do with the bonus: it would go in the fund for Moira to attend a finishing school someday.

      “You must have a plan,” Abigail teased. “I’d buy more books, of course. I finished The Italian last night. Thank you for loaning it to me.”

      “You’re welcome.” Poppy smoothed her skirt with aching fingers, tingling from too many hours spent at the loom. “I suppose Moira would like some fruit.”

      “Fruit?” Abigail repeated, her button nose wrinkling. “Ack. You’re so practical. I long for adventure, something scandalous.”

      Poppy had been scandalous once, and she’d paid the price.

      “Eventually, of course, I’d like to marry,” Abigail continued. “It seems lovely to be married.”

      “It was lovely,” Poppy lied.

      Wincing, Abigail reached for Poppy’s hand, covering it with her own. “I’m sorry, love. How insensitive of me. Rambling on about my problems when the loss of your Robert is still fresh with you.”

      Abigail’s soft blue eyes shone with sympathy for the supposed demise of a man she thought had meant the world to Poppy. If Abigail knew that the picture of her supposed husband Poppy carried with her had been purchased at a pawn shop, would she still feel such pains of sadness for her friend? Unlikely. So, the fictional Lieutenant Robert Corrigan of His Majesty’s Royal Navy must remain Moira’s purported father.

      Abigail stopped in front of a public house on Wheeler Street. In a few hours, this area would be alive with music, scoundrels, and the fancy crowd back from the most recent mill. She held the door open for Bess. The little girl darted inside, waiting by the bar for Abigail to enter.

      Abigail turned back to Poppy. “Join us? After I drop off Bess back home, I’m going to the Ten Bells. I heard there’s a band tonight.”

      “Afraid not.” Poppy shook her head. “Must be getting back to Moira.” The last rays from the sun were disappearing quickly. She’d have an hour or two after Moira ate dinner before the babe needed to sleep.

      “See you tomorrow,” Abigail called.

      Poppy moved away from the public house, eager to get home. Daniel and his wife, Kate, had agreed to watch Moira. Poppy’s companion, Edna Daubenmire, was out running errands.

      The lamps faded at this point, giving way to the barely lit crevices of back alleys and battered-window tenement houses. Staying close to the public houses would give her enough light to see by on her way home, provided she didn’t dally any longer. She had memorized which roads she should avoid at what times, taking a different way out in the morning than she did when returning in the evening. Poppy carried a knife and a pair of scissors in her apron pocket, just in case.

      She set off, her pace swift and determined.

      Footsteps echoed behind her.

      She spun around to confront the person, the lantern high in her grasp. In the shadows, the tall, lanky build of the man was visible, a square hat atop his head.

      “Wot ye want?” she snapped, dropping her voice into the cutting dialect of the East End like Kate had taught her.

      The man came closer, the lamp’s glow hitting him. Clothed in a blue uniform, a regulation truncheon at his side, that damn hat—he was a Peeler if she ever saw one.

      Bollocks and the balls that came with them.

      Poppy had three core beliefs: protect family, be loyal, and avoid officers of the law at all costs.

      “Scurry on now, guv, I don’t be wantin’ your type,” she commanded, gesturing toward the other end of the street. “Ain’t nothin’ ’ere for ye to see.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed, and all too quickly Poppy realized she’d overplayed her hand. He’d think her a whore, angling for paying bedfellows.

      She shook her head quickly, a stray red curl slipping free from underneath her cap at the franticness of the motion. “Oy, I got a family to tend to, and I ain’t done nothin’ wrong.”

      “Steady, Miss,” he cautioned, one brow quirking with amusement.

      He thought her amusing. The wretched man, accosting her on the street.

      She steeled herself, gripping the lantern tightly. “Mrs.”

      He nodded stiffly. “My apologies.”

      She sniffed. Let him believe she had a man at home to protect her if it meant he’d leave her alone faster. While she’d delivered a stirring performance of guttersnipe worthy of Covent Garden, there was a flash in the officer’s eyes that left her distinctly unsettled.

      As if he knew something about her that he shouldn’t.

      “You came from the factory,” he stated. His voice was a smooth baritone, striking at something within her that shouldn’t have resonated.

      “So, wot if I did?” She didn’t have to feign the agitation in her voice. Her free hand fell to her hip. “Is that a crime now, guv? I’m an ’onest one.”

      She had been honest, once.

      “I doubt that,” the man replied. “But I’m unconcerned about your true vocation. I care more about the girl who was murdered at the Larker factory last week.”

      Anna. Poppy swallowed down her discomfort. An investigation into Anna’s death was highly unlikely. No piggish Peeler cared for a simple fourteen-year-old girl who couldn’t read or write. He must have another reason for stopping her, and it couldn’t be a good one.

      Poppy’s stomach tightened. He’d want to know more about her. Atlas had given her a false history strong enough to hold up to casual observance, but under careful examination...

      She couldn’t risk this Peeler finding out and revealing Moira’s true parentage.

      “I don’t know anythin’ about that, and even if I did, I wouldn’t be tellin’ ye,” Poppy declared. “Go on yer merry way, ye bleedin’ blighter. My babe calls.”
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      Thaddeus had stood outside the factory as it closed. The workers streamed out in clumps, men conversing with women in boisterous tones. Children skipped down the path, singing at the tops of their lungs. He scanned the crowd, cataloging each worker in his mind as someone he might speak to later.

      Then he saw her.

      A woman with fiery red hair, creamy pale skin, and green eyes that shimmered as she laughed. She’d stopped at a public house on the corner of Wheeler and White Lion Street.

      He didn’t know why, out of all the people, he was drawn to this particular woman, but he felt it in his gut, and he’d learned to trust his instincts. While he believed that the wisest decisions came from thorough introspection, in patrolling, there wasn’t often the time for such deep thought. When it came to solving crimes, he was confident of his own prowess.

      Women were another matter entirely.

      Women were baffling, especially when they lobbed barbs at him in stilted Cockney that reminded him of a cross between an off-tune fiddle and a street hawker. From the way she spoke, he’d initially guessed she was a prostitute, born and bred in the heart of the rookeries. They were somewhat close to the market on Crispin Street, a popular hunting ground for lightskirts.

      But he doubted a prostitute would insist on being referred to as a married woman.

      “You say you didn’t know the girl who died, but your posture stiffened when I mentioned the murder,” he observed. “‘Blighter’ though I may be, I’m not a liar, madam. I’ve no concern over what you do for your blunt, but I do care about Anna Moseley.”

      She flinched at his words. He found that peculiar, for he hadn’t said anything that should have invoked fear.

      As quickly as she had pulled back from him, she recovered, fixing him with a lethal glare. “Are ye calling me a liar?”

      “Your accent is slipping. Judging from your prior speech rhythms, you should have asked me if I was callin’ you a liar.” With a wave of his hand, he rocked back on his feet. “Oh, don’t misunderstand me, I quite like the improvements. Too often in these parts, one finds our sovereign language brutally maligned.”

      “I don’t know wot ye yammer on ’bout.” She’d slipped back into a grating speech. “Yer a bit of a bounder, aren’t ye? Thinkin’ ye know everythin’?”

      He nodded. “It is not the first time that claim has been made.”

      In this case, however, he knew he was correct: whoever she was, she wasn’t originally from Spitalfields. Her words were too crisp. Real speech had slips and stops, a casual flow.

      “Then ye best take ’eed,” she cautioned solemnly.

      Under the weight of her stare, he attempted to transform his chortle into another misplaced cough and failed miserably. She stood across from him, chin raised, brandishing her lantern as though it was a more effective weapon than his own truncheon. Her chin was not overly sharp, softened by sweet features better suited to laughter than this blatant distrust.

      “Walk with me, Mrs...” He let the summons trail off, hoping she’d supply her name.

      She didn’t. Nor did she follow him.

      “I don’t have improper motives, madam.” He tapped the truncheon against his leg idly, surveying her pale oval face. “I value my position. My supervisor would take me to task if I accosted you. I’d be without work. I need to work. You understand that, of course, for you work at the Larker factory.”

      She studied him cagily.

      If every employee of the Larkers was this forthcoming with information, once the two weeks were up, he’d be back to Whiting empty-handed.

      But damnation, he was getting closer. Certainty thrummed through his body. This woman was hiding something, and he’d bet a bottle of good whisky that it had something to do with the Larkers.

      “Let me escort you to your destination.” He doffed his hat, sketching a bow. Was that a flicker of amusement in her eyes, hurriedly squelched? He couldn’t be sure.

      She didn’t take his proffered arm. He turned to look behind them. Standing in the doorway of the public house were three men. None wore coats, taking advantage of the brief reprieve in the rain. With checkered neckcloths and their hats pulled low across their brows, they were almost identical in appearance. Swarthy, dark-haired, and unkempt.

      He raised the truncheon higher in preparation. No one else would be hurt on his watch.

      However unpleasant this woman might be.

      She followed his gaze, a deep frown setting upon her pouty lips.

      “You know them.” He’d found that leading statements received better reactions than open-ended questions. “Do they work for the Larkers? I can protect you, madam.”

      “I highly doubt that,” she spat. “If the men find fault with me, it’ll be because I was seen talking to you.”

      Giddiness besieged him, that familiar delight at knowing he’d been right. “I knew you weren’t from Spitalfields. Madam, you have my interest. What’s a lady from—what is it? There’s a bit of eastern in your voice, methinks—Sussex doing in these parts?”

      “Surrey,” she grumbled. “And that’s none of your concern.”

      He glanced back at the men. They had not budged from the doorway, observing the pair with rapt interest. “Madame Surrey then, allow me to walk with you. Standing here, I’m afraid we’re attracting extra attention.”

      It was now a matter of principle. He’d requested her assistance politely, and he was a Metropolitan Police Sergeant. That ought to mean something.

      “Unless you’d prefer that I continue to question you in the street, across from the factory, where everyone can see,” he said pointedly.

      “Men,” she huffed. “Can’t leave well enough alone.” But with one last look toward the leering group, she stalked off down the road.

      He trailed after her, quickly overtaking her. “Surely, your husband would want to know you’re protected.”

      “He wants for nothing,” she said. “He’s dead. From the Portuguese war.”

      “Oh.” Thaddeus grimaced. “I’m terribly sorry for your loss. If I’d known⁠—”

      She held her hand up to stop him from continuing. “It’s fine. Thank you for saying so.”

      Her face softened, and he wondered if this was what she looked like when with the child she’d mentioned. Gentle. Unperturbed.

      They walked down Wheeler Street. Instead of turning left toward the market on Crispin Street, she crossed onto Lamb Street, where he’d never once seen a ewe. Their footfalls were muffled by the sounds of a reawakening London, ready for nocturnal ruckuses. Her lantern burned, wreathing the derelict surroundings in an ethereal glow. Somehow, next to her in that light, this place didn’t seem so forlorn.

      Ducking underneath a doorway, she set her lantern down on the ground and faced him. “Since you won’t leave, you might as well know that I can’t help you with Anna’s murder. I knew her as you might know your fellow officers from different districts.”

      He nodded. “What was her function in the factory? I find it odd that your factory is not located next to a water source. One would think that the Larkers would want to harness the new methods of power.”

      “I don’t see how that will help you.”

      “If the factory has nothing to do with Miss Moseley’s death, what’s the harm in telling me?”

      She let out an exasperated sigh. “We weave raw silk into fabric that will be used to produce clothing, ribbons and trims, linens, and so forth. We have Jacquard looms—that is, dobby looms fitted with a Jacquard head—but we also still have a few figured looms to work on the Ducapes.”

      Pride shined in her eyes at every sentence. Weaving, he knew now, was the way to get her to talk.

      “It sounds like you do grand work,” he responded.

      “The work we do is the same as weavers have been doing in the top floors of their dingy cottages for years,” she said. “Some workers punch out the cards for the looms; others prepare the warp and weft. Still others pattern and thread the looms, and of course, there is the actual weaving itself.”

      He stayed silent, wanting her to talk, for her natural voice was sweet and powerful. It was music to his ears, more calming than the Anglican hymns his mother pressed on him.

      “But doing it this way, in a factory, makes sense.” She wasn’t as guarded now. “I almost think the cloth turns out better then, that our combined minds make it so.”

      “You develop a kinship with your fellow workers.” He felt similar for the sergeants and foot patrollers that served with him. “What role did Anna play in all of this?”

      He’d returned too quickly to his original topic. She appraised him, as if weighing his motives for enquiring.

      “You should do better research, Sergeant, or you’d already know that answer.”

      “Enlighten me.” He did know it, in fact, but he wanted to hear it from her.

      “I have better things to do.” Picking up her lantern again, she pushed past him.

      He hustled after her, catching her arm so she couldn’t retreat further. She glowered at his hand, thoroughly disgusted. He quickly let go of her, jumping back.

      “For all that you claim you can’t help, I think you did care for Miss Moseley. If anything happened to the other sergeants I work with, I’d want to do something.”

      She frowned. “You’re insufferable. The other sergeants probably want to disappear around you.”

      “Perhaps,” he agreed. They did run when they saw him—unless they wanted his help.

      “You’d find this out anyhow, so if it will get you to leave me be…” She started down the path, not bothering to check and see if he was behind her. “Mr. Larker prefers to have three assistants upstairs in the assembly room. He hires young men strong enough to lift the inventory, and one woman who is small enough to maneuver easily in amongst the piles. The inventory is kept upstairs in locked rooms.”

      Thaddeus stiffened, remembering how easily he’d been able to lift Miss Moseley up from the ground. A stack of thick woolen blankets would weigh more than she had.

      “Is that standard procedure?” he asked.

      Madame Surrey tilted her head toward him, paying him the first real sign of attention since he’d met her. Distractedly, she patted at her flaming red hair, checking that her bun was still in place underneath her straw hat.

      For a second, he forgot about the coming nightfall. He forgot about remaining vigilant, about Whiting, about his career—he forgot everything in his eagerness to hear her response.

      Such was the appeal of a new case.

      It couldn’t have anything to do with the adorable smattering of freckles across her button nose or the way her gingham dress encased her svelte frame.

      “I can’t speak to other factories.” Her voice was melodic, her accent tinged with a hint of Irish. “But I believe Anna was to be moved back downstairs sometime soon.”

      “Had Miss Moseley failed the Larkers in some way?”

      “No.” She shook her head. Too quickly.

      She was afraid of something. Perhaps the Larkers finding out she’d tattled to him, and that she’d become another victim like Anna? Or was it something darker that had nothing to do with the factory?

      He kept his expression impassive. “What was the general opinion of Miss Moseley?”

      “Everyone liked her.” She pursed her lips. Whatever had unnerved her had taken hold. “Officer, I don’t know anything more. I work all day at my loom on the first floor. The one time I get up is when I go home for lunch. Most days, I only saw Anna at closing.”

      His one lead was slipping away from him. He had remained on the street, out of the arch of the doorway. Now, he edged up on her. She’d turned her back to him to survey the scrawls splashed upon the disintegrating brick and stucco of the tenement house.

      “And you never had any conversations with Miss Moseley? Please, madam, it’s important. Before she died, I promised Miss Moseley I’d find her killer.”

      He towered over her petite frame. Close contact didn’t appeal to him usually. So why was he compelled to take this woman into his arms? To draw her body against his?

      Madame Surrey spun around, almost colliding with him. He caught her, steadying her with one arm wrapped around the small of her back. She was everything fragile and delicate, her subtle curves molding to his touch. What was this strange sensation that took hold of him? His hands had become warm where he touched her.

      He stole a quick look at her arms to confirm that she was not aflame. No, her dress bore no singe marks. He smelled no smoke. Nothing but honey and vanilla.

      “I—” His tongue was leaden in his mouth.

      Her palms stretched out against his chest, yet she didn’t push against him to break free. That was surprising. Was she lost in this connection too?

      No. He was becoming melodramatic. It was nothing more than a trick of physicality. He shook his head, reminding himself to focus.

      Reluctantly, he released his grip on her. She didn’t move away from him. Her eyes bored into him, like emerald oceans at high tide. Her breath caught, held for a taut moment.

      The world stopped before him.

      She blinked, sliding from his arms. Though she had taken but a step back, the distance crashed upon him as though she’d run screaming down the street.

      That didn’t make a damned bit of sense.

      “You don’t have to tell me how important Anna’s death is,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “Six days out of the week, I’m at that factory. I’m watching men and women struggle to make enough to feed themselves and their families.”

      His breath came out in uneven pants. It took him a second to realize she’d returned to his earlier question. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Don’t you think I’d like to tell you exactly who murdered little Anna? But I. Don’t. Know.” Each word was punctuated with a jab of her index finger into his chest.

      He retreated. “I’m doing my job, Madame Surrey.”

      “Damn your job,” she jeered.

      At least she’d stopped poking him.

      She turned away, picked up her lantern, and headed down Cat and Wheel Alley. At the sound of his advancing footsteps, she stopped in her tracks and swung back around to face him.

      “And damn you,” she avowed, with more venom than he’d thought a small woman could be capable of possessing.

      “I’ve done nothing wrong.” He couldn’t match her vitriol. Their earlier moment had shaken him. Had he imagined the unsteadiness to her breathing? How her eyes had darkened with something akin to desire?

      “You’re all alike.” She balled up her fist, the lantern shaking wildly in her other hand. “Every last lot of you. You claim you care, and then you leave.”

      He tilted his head to the side, surveying her quizzically. “You’ve had other run-ins with the Met?”

      “No.”

      Well, that made no sense. “Then who am I like?”

      “Men.” She flung the word out as if she’d announced he was a traitor to the Crown.

      “I’m not sure I understand.” He’d always believed it was wise to admit one’s lack of knowledge, but the derisive stare she sent him made him doubt that fact.

      She didn’t clarify. She was moving again, every step quick, deliberate. He liked the urgency of her. So few people had real purpose nowadays. He suspected that once she made a plan, she’d stick to it.

      Mulling her words, he continued after her. Her husband was deceased—but there had been something harder in her condemnation of all of mankind, something that hinted at a personal hurt. Had her husband been a rake?

      They’d come to the Ten Bells public house on Red Lion Street. On the same corner was Christ Church, a shop devoted to van and cart works, and a school. He’d always found that an interesting combination: ale, God, transport, and children. Given the prevalence of child thieves, he supposed it had a certain logic.

      He expected that she’d try to claim that all along she’d meant to go to the Ten Bells. The tramway was on Church Street, so she might choose that too.

      But she strode past the bustling public house with little interest and onto Chick Lane. Closely, he shadowed her, holding the truncheon tight. Chick Lane was a popular place for thieves, yet this woman exhibited no fear for her safety.

      She stopped in front of a row of cottages on Finch Street. “Well, this is it,” she said, waving nonchalantly at the houses. “You may go now, Sergeant.”

      In the falling dusk, this portion of Finch Street appeared unoccupied. He doubted these houses had been lived in for years. Once whitewashed, the paint now flecked off in spots, like bits of fresh snowfall.

      He gestured to the gate. “I’d like to see you inside.”

      Was it his imagination, or did she shift nervously? Her nose scrunched up, which might indicate frustration. “Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “Though I don’t see why that is necessary.”

      She peered at the clasp on the gate, her fingers touching it lightly, as though checking for a lock. When the clasp slid back easily, her frame shuddered with relief.

      There was absolutely no way in hell that she lived here.

      “Where do you truly live?” He tried to sound patient when he felt nothing of the sort. Above all else, he abhorred liars. His profession surrounded him with falsehoods; he couldn’t bear them in his personal encounters. And something about this woman made him classify this meeting as distinctly personal.

      Farther down Finch Street, there was another grouping of cottages. Lights burned in those windows, and smoke puffed from the chimneys. From that direction, a man and a woman approached, a baby held in the woman’s arms.

      “Poppy!” The woman’s voice echoed from the street. In response, the babe in her arms cried out.

      A myriad of emotions flashed across his pretty companion’s face: dismay at the call, concern at the cry of the baby, and, finally, fear.

      He stepped close to Madame Surrey instinctively, the gate almost smacking into him as she opened it wide and stepped out. He squinted as the willowy brunette woman approached, accompanied by a man with hair as red as Madame Surrey’s. He knew them both.

      Kate Morgan had led him to a vile ring of resurrection men and the arrest of Jasper Finn.

      “Miss Morgan,” he smiled, waving at her.

      “Sergeant Knight.” She did not greet him with equal jubilation, but rather caution.

      He understood that, for when he’d last encountered her, he had threatened to turn her into his superiors at H-Division if she continued to fence stolen goods. Madame Surrey looked from him to the newcomers and back again, confusion flickering in her eyes.

      Daniel O’Reilly placed a protective arm around Kate, drawing her close. “She’s Mrs. O’Reilly now.”

      “My felicitations.” Thaddeus nodded, slightly bemused by her husband’s reaction.

      Another woman lingered farther down the road, her profile half-shadowed by the light of a lantern in a neighboring cottage on Finch Street. She watched their gathering with interest but did not approach. Shorter than Kate and almost as thin, her posture was stiff. Frigid. The kind of woman who probably strapped a knife on her ankle, in addition to the pocket pistol she carried with her.

      There was something peculiar about this family.

      Daniel’s voice drew Thaddeus’s attention back. “So, you’ve met my sister?”

      Madame Surrey nodded, a quick signal to her brother to cease speaking, but Thaddeus jumped in. He didn’t want to miss the opportunity to know her name. “I wanted to make sure she arrived home safely when I saw her walking alone, but no, we have not been introduced,” he said.

      “Poppy Corrigan, may I present Sergeant Knight,” Daniel said.

      Poppy Corrigan. The name was somehow fitting to her. A strange name for a strange woman.

      She didn’t curtsy, as women were wont to do, or even acknowledge him. Instead, she lifted the child from Kate’s arms. She held the girl so naturally, cooing to her and rocking back and forth. The babe gurgled approval, a wide smile on her lips. He knew immediately that the babe was hers, even without the matching red hair.

      His heart went out to Mrs. Corrigan and the babe. No child deserved to grow up without a father.

      He bid them adieu, unable to think of a reason why he should further intrude. As he strode away down the street, he looked back once at the O’Reilly clan. Clustered together, smiling at the babe in Mrs. Corrigan’s arms, they were everything that Thaddeus’s family was not. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d attended a gathering where his father hadn’t pulled him aside to discuss a “proper” occupation for him.

      But if he wanted to make a difference, sacrifices had to be made.
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      That night, Poppy sat at the circular wooden table in the middle of her kitchen with her family. Once Knight had left, everyone had gone back to her cottage on Finch Street for dinner. The savory aroma of beef stew and vegetables saturated the room. The stew was as delicious as it smelled, and Poppy ate with relish.

      Poppy snuck a glance across the table at Kate and Daniel. They were immersed in conversation about Daniel’s new job with the East India Trading Company. Daniel held Moira on his lap, maneuvering around her each time he took a bite of soup. She babbled out garbled words and random sounds, as her tiny fingers wrapped around his thumb.

      For the first few months of Moira’s life, when they’d still lived in Surrey, she’d cried daily. Here in London, she had blossomed into a cheerful girl, delighted by all. Some of that was her age—Moira was now fifteen months—but the rest, Poppy believed, was the added influence of family and friends.

      The very family and friends she might have put in danger tonight by a bloody Peeler following her home.

      Daniel was so much happier now than he’d been in Surrey. He’d started a new life with Kate, and he’d remained sober. If something happened to take that bliss away from him…she couldn’t bear it.

      And then there was Jane Putnam, Kate’s best friend. She sat to Poppy’s right. Jane worked as a barmaid for the Three Boars, and she was the best damn cook Poppy had ever known, able to make even the toughest cuts of meat appetizing. An attractive raven-haired woman with a no-nonsense attitude, Poppy had quickly come to appreciate Jane’s undying loyalty to her friends.

      Though Jane was honest, she’d grown up with the Chapman Street thieving gang members. Her ties to them would make her a valuable capture for the Met.

      When there was a lull in the conversation, Kate turned to Poppy. “Are you all right, Poppy? You haven’t said anything since dinner was served.”

      Poppy set her spoon down, pursing her lips. “I don’t understand what happened outside.”

      “You and me both,” Jane agreed. “If Peelers are involved, this is bad for all of us. I don’t know about you, but I sure don’t intend to join Penn in Newgate.”

      Poppy sent Jane a sympathetic smile. Jane’s brother had been sent to Newgate Prison for housebreaking. While Chapman Street was able to keep him from execution, he remained in the miserable gaol until the gang could figure out a plan to break him free.

      “Why’s a Trap following you around, Poppy?” Jane asked.

      “Apparently, he knows Kate.” Poppy turned in her chair, angling her body toward Kate. “I’ve never known you to like the Peelers, but your reception was almost pleasant.”

      Daniel grinned. “You should see what she does to people she doesn’t like.”

      “That was one time. I held you at gunpoint one time,” Kate protested. “I swear, I’m never going to live that down.”

      Daniel leaned down to give Moira a kiss on her cheek. “Your aunt wasn’t so fond of me then.”

      “Daniel, no one was fond of you then,” Jane said drolly. “You’re lucky you’ve shaped up, or I’d have fully supported Kate’s desire to shoot you.”

      “Balderdash, I won you over from the moment you saw me,” Daniel claimed, grinning at Jane. Ignoring Jane’s snort, Daniel gave Moira another bounce that sent her shrieking with giggles.

      There was nothing softer, more innocent, than a laughing child. Poppy gulped for air, her throat suddenly tight. What if Knight looked deeper into why she’d left Surrey? Daniel’s best friend, Atlas Greer, had crafted her story. Atlas was the cleverest thief in London, and he could make out patterns where others only saw disjointed clutter. Short of putting a record for Robert Corrigan’s faux death in the parish register for Dorking, they’d considered all possibilities.

      It was a slim possibility that Knight would look that deep, yes, but the idea of a Peeler knowing anything about her put her on edge.

      Poppy stood, gathering up her daughter from Daniel. Moira nuzzled close to her as Poppy sat back down. She was still talking, her soliloquy background noise to the adults’ conversation.

      “How do you know Sergeant Knight?” Poppy pressed.

      “He saved my life,” Daniel said.

      Poppy blinked, once, twice. “Pardon?” There was no way she’d heard him right.

      “Sergeant Knight is the officer who helped me find Daniel,” Kate explained, sitting down across from her.

      Shit.

      There was only one Peeler in all of bloody London that Poppy owed a debt of gratitude to: the man who had saved Daniel. When Jasper Finn took Daniel captive, Kate had stopped a patrolling policeman and begged for assistance. They’d arrived at the workhouse cemetery just in time—any longer, and Daniel would have died. Knight had fought off Finn’s associates, giving Atlas Greer time to free Daniel.

      Poppy’s throat tightened. “Now he knows the street I live on. In addition to knowing about your fencing.”

      “If Knight was going to turn me in, he would have done it months ago, right?” Kate said, looking at Daniel for reassurance. “I haven’t fenced anything since we got married. He’d have nothing current to use against me.”

      Daniel squeezed Kate’s hand. “Did Knight mention anything about us when he walked you home, Pop?”

      Poppy thought for a moment. “No. In fact, I don’t think he knew who I was until he saw you two.”

      “I hid in the doorway,” Jane reminded them.

      Kate rolled her eyes at Jane, who smirked in return.

      Poppy cleaned off her spoon on a napkin and handed it down to Moira to play with. “Knight asked about the girl I worked with that was murdered a few days ago. He said he’s investigating her death, and he wanted to know what I knew about the Larkers.”

      Jane leaned forward. “Why does Larker sound familiar? I swear I’ve heard that name before, and not just because of the factory. I work tomorrow, so I’ll ask the boys what they know.”

      Kate stepped toward the table, resting her hands on the upper rim of a chair. “Do you know anything about that girl’s murder?”

      “No, of course not.” Poppy shrugged. “I wish I had information for him, but I don’t.”

      “Good.” Jane stood, going to place her dish in the sink. “The less the Peelers know, the better. Bunch of louts, the lot of them.”

      “I can’t resent Knight for being a Peeler when it’s his official capacity that sent Finn to trial,” Kate said.

      Daniel nodded. “I’d still be a fugitive if it wasn’t for Knight. He’d followed my case from the start before he joined the Met.”

      Kate squeezed Daniel’s hand. “Knight made sure that the charges against Daniel were dropped completely. The Superintendent wanted to try Daniel as part of Finn’s plot, but Knight convinced them that Daniel hadn’t been aware of what was going on at my father’s company.”

      “I don’t trust him,” Jane stated grudgingly. “How do you know he’s not working an angle? He could be gathering enough information on your family before he presents a case to his supervisors.”

      “I can’t know that for sure,” Kate admitted. “So, you’re right, it’s best to be careful.”

      As Poppy got up from the table to clean the dishes, the stew in her stomach churned. She kept a close eye on Moira, who had meandered over to her toy box. The babe picked up her favorite tin plate toy and a cornhusk doll.

      With every passing day, Moira grew up a bit more. Poppy longed for those early days when Moira had just learned to crawl, viewing the world with wide-eyed glee. A few years from now, she’d know that the world wasn’t so wonderful after all. She’d experience hurt and prejudice.

      God, how Poppy wanted to stop time so that Moira never knew that pain.

      In the dead of night, Poppy woke up in a cold sweat from dreaming that the townspeople of Dorking had risen up against her again. “You and your bastard daughter are a scourge on this town and the good people in it,” they’d said.

      But this was London, a sprawling metropolis of over a million people. She could remain anonymous here in this little corner of Spitalfields.

      Daniel came up behind Poppy, placing his arm around her shoulders. “She’ll be fine, Pop,” he assured her. “Moira’s a smart girl.”

      “It’s not just Moira I worry about,” Poppy reminded him gently, tilting her head to peer up at him. “I was there when you came home, Danny. I know what the police did to you, the life they stole from you. It almost ate you alive.”

      Daniel squeezed Poppy’s shoulder. “And you brought me back. You were there for me as I should’ve been for you.”

      If Daniel had been sober, if he’d paid more attention to her whereabouts, maybe she wouldn’t have fallen so easily for Edward Claremont’s lies.

      But if all that hadn’t happened, she wouldn’t have her daughter.

      “I can’t let you blame yourself for my failings.” Her gaze never wavered from Daniel’s face. They’d had this conversation many times, but still, she felt the necessity of absolving him from responsibility. “I believed Edward. I fell for him. I did those things, not you. Who’s to say I wouldn’t have chosen the same course if you’d been around?”

      “That son of a bitch should’ve been the one everyone judged, not you. He’s lucky he left town shortly after, or I would’ve strangled him with my bare hands. If I saw him now⁠—”

      She sighed. “It wouldn’t solve anything.”

      Daniel frowned. “Doesn’t make me hate the bounder any less.”

      “You can hate him,” Poppy agreed. “Lord knows I certainly do.”

      Poppy leaned back against her brother. Family was everything. When it came down to it, that was the most important notion—family to support you, family to strengthen you. Moira would grow up with family who believed in her.

      Daniel was her family, and so were Kate, Jane, and Atlas now by extension.

      And Daniel was alive thanks in part to Sergeant Knight.

      Poppy pursed her lips. She’d been outright rude to Knight. She’d made a snap judgment about him based solely on his blue uniform, as people in Dorking had done when they’d found out she was carrying a child out of wedlock.

      “I’ve been terribly hypocritical,” she murmured.

      “Hmm?” Daniel inquired.

      “Nothing,” Poppy assured him.

      She couldn’t shake the realization that she’d committed an injustice in her behavior to Sergeant Knight. Though she could no longer call herself honorable, she had her pride. The mistakes she’d made in the past could be justified by youth and inexperience.

      This time, she had no excuse.
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      The second week of April had not been pleasant for Thaddeus. The Romans had declared that the Ides of March were perilous when they should have been focusing on April. But the Romans were known to be wrong about some things, like believing animal entrails could be used to predict the future.

      Thaddeus sighed, casting a glance around his cluttered library. He could have chosen to live with the rest of the single officers at the section house on Leman Street, but this space called to him. Encircled by his books, he felt more at home here than he’d ever felt in his family’s townhouse.

      He flipped open the book he’d left on the end table. He hadn’t been able to focus on anything since he’d come home from Finch Street. Leaning his head back against his chair, Thaddeus closed his eyes—expecting that without the distraction of light, he’d be able to piece together these fragments of the case that bothered him so.

      But he didn’t think of burly Boz Larker. No, the vision that appeared before him was lovelier, a petite redhead with a trim waist and pert breasts straining at the confines of her gingham gown. And the small of her back, nestled against his hand as they’d stood in the alley tonight.

      He swallowed, shifting in his chair. For a second, he was tempted to root through his desk until he found a certain pamphlet he read in more amorous moments.

      But no. He had a job to do, damn it, and it certainly didn’t involve lusting after a woman who wanted nothing to do with him. Regardless of how intriguing she was.

      He opened his eyes and focused on the book he’d been studying, Cesare Beccaria’s Dei Delitti e Delle Pene, “On Crimes and Punishments.” It had helped little with his current case, yet Thaddeus found the Italian soothing. It was familiar, and he craved the familiar.
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