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    To all those secondary characters who demand their stories be told.

And to that one character who refuses to remain silent and stay in his lane.

Yes, Simon, I'm talking about you.

To my readers, thanks for the support.
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September 1891

The Thames stretched before her like a shadowed, putrid serpent coiled awaiting a sacrifice. Lilah stood on the edge of a parapet of the incomplete Tower Bridge. She had watched its construction over the past few years and admired the ingenuity and steady progress of such a landmark. A beacon of optimism and promise. Much like the young girl she had been ten years before.

Lilah braced herself against the cool September night breeze. The wind tangled in the curls of her unbound hair. The swirl of the water below her made her stomach churn. She cursed the half bottle of port she had consumed in a mindless stupor only an hour ago. Her head swam, and her stomach lurched. She gripped the balustrade with trembling hands.

The cold stone bit into her fingers. Tears pricked at her eyes. She leaned forward, aware only of the increasing heaviness in her chest. Drink had not chased it away. It had merely amplified it until only one course remained.

She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. The world dimmed around her. The night, the river, the icy embrace of the inevitable whispered wonderful lies, promises of peace if she would only shed her mortal coil. Join us. Surrender. We will save you from such a cruel fate.

The tears streaked down her face, dripping onto her white nightgown beneath the dark wool cloak. The heaviness pulsed around her heart, making her chest ache.

Ten years under the oppressing control of a man who never loved her, only to have a glimpse of freedom snatched away by the reality of his debts and the consequences of his actions. Even after paying every debt in full, it still proved inadequate. All the gold in the treasury could not satisfy Mr. Carrington. He demanded exactly what her late husband had promised. Her.

Death seemed the only logical solution to such a heinous arrangement. Below, the murky waters whispered, welcoming her into the blissful nothingness.

Lilah glanced toward the heavens and prayed. She wanted to blame Carrington and her husband, but the agony ripping her apart could not be solved by blame or absolution.

“Forgive my weakness,” she whispered to the sky. “Forgive me.”

A match striking and the hiss of the flame bursting to life brought Lilah back to the moment and her harrowing situation. She caught the tall, silhouetted figure of a man standing in the shadows to her right.

“Jump,” he said simply before lighting his cigarette. The flame briefly illuminated his face, highlighting his strong profile and the piercing glint of steel-gray eyes. He tossed away the match and took a leisurely drag from his cigarette.

Stunned by his presence and his statement, Lilah stared at the unwelcome stranger, stricken dumb by the absurdity of the encounter. “What?” she asked, still trying to ascertain whether she had misheard him.

He took a step closer to the edge and glanced down at the water directly below. “Jump,” he repeated, facing her again.

One step forward would give her the mortal release she had craved only moments before. But his presence brought reality crashing down upon her. Lilah shook her head and backed away from the edge of the half-constructed balustrade. Her hand rested on her pounding heart. She doubled over, heaving the contents of her stomach, spilling them on the wooden walkway. Turning from him, she braced her hand against the arch and hid her face from the stranger as her body revolted against her mind.

How could she even contemplate such a thing? The effects of the alcohol muddled her thoughts. She pressed a hand to her head.

“Why did you tell me to jump?” Lilah turned to find the stranger watching her.

“It is why you are up here, is it not?” His stern voice spoke of culture and education, but his words were not those of a well-bred gentleman.

Lilah could not bring herself to speak the words aloud. Even though she had come intending to end her life, she dare not voice them. Anger boiled inside of her. His presumption of knowing her or her thoughts brought her rage to the surface. The darkness that had been building inside of her for years broke the surface at last.

“Why are you here?” she snapped.

He lifted a shoulder in a half-hearted shrug and pulled the cigarette away from his lips. Smoke curled into the night like a wayward thought. “I followed you.”

Fear pierced her heart, but the rage already flowing through her rolled off her tongue. “So, you prey on helpless women, is that it?”

He shook his head. “No, but when a beautiful, wealthy, intoxicated woman stumbles through the streets of London in the middle of the night...Well, curiosity begs indulgence.”

Lilah snorted. “Wealthy. Right.” The tears stung her eyes, but she refused to cry in front of this callous stranger. She had cried enough tears to drown the world twice over. She swiped them from her eyes angrily. “Well, you have satisfied your curiosity. Now leave me.”

The stranger closed the gap between them. Lilah gasped at his sudden approach. Her back pressed against the wall as he stared down at her. Even in the uneven moonlight, she could make out the sharp angles of his face and the silver in his eyes. His hair was pulled back tightly and held with a ribbon. He wore no hat, but his great coat billowed around him, caught by the breeze. A handsome dark angel stood before her.

“Why did you not do as I said?” His voice reverberated through her.

Surrounded by chaos and shadows, Lilah felt as though the stranger could see into her mind, into her heart. She sighed and clenched her hands into fists. “Because I do not wish to die.”

The stranger’s lips tilted into a smile. He reached into his coat pocket. Before Lilah could scream or turn and run, the stranger revealed a card between his gloved fingers.

Lilah took it with her trembling hand. “What is this?”

“Redemption,” he responded before inclining his head in dismissal and turning to leave.

“Wait,” she said, raising her hand as if to physically stop him.

He stopped but did not turn.

She cradled the card in her hands. “Thank you.” Her soft words hung between them.

“Tomorrow evening, eleven o’clock.” With those cryptic words, he vanished into the night.

Lilah climbed down from the bridge, careful not to disturb the construction site more than she had already. With a shaky breath, she glanced up at the imposing structure and the platform where she had stood just moments before. A seed of possibility nestled in her heart. She prayed hope would blossom there.

With quick steps, Lilah made her way to her parents’ residence. The only place of refuge she could find after her husband’s death.

Once she found refuge in the silence of her room, she read the card.

Lilah closed her eyes, dread sinking into her bones. Nothing good could come of this. Not if the rumors were truly based in fact. But what other choice did she have?

Carrington had found her and demanded his payment. She would rather die than become another man’s possession.

Her dark savior was none other than the devil himself, Mr. Simon Oh, the Lord of Devil’s Acre. That alone should have terrified her, and yet the possibility of independence, of a life of her own choosing, gave her hope. What else had she to lose?
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London, May 1895

The stench of the city made Warren Gallagher curl his nose in distaste. He stepped from the carriage and extended a hand to his mother. A traveler by necessity, Warren had seen nearly every corner of the United States, yet London proved to be a different beast altogether.

His gaze skimmed over the house before them as he led his mother up the front steps. The Georgian home boasted sturdy architecture and a lovely view of the park. He shook his head in wonder at how they had arrived at this point.

Warren thought his brother a fool for uprooting his wife and young daughter to establish a branch of their publishing firm in London all those years ago. His brother’s death had plagued his parents for years. They had spent a fortune on private investigators searching for the whereabouts of their granddaughter, Anna. However, Warren, always the realist, had abandoned hope of ever finding his niece. Instead, he had poured his life into expanding their publishing empire.

Until a letter from a solicitor in London two months prior had changed their lives irrevocably. Anna, his sweet niece, was alive and well. Her invitation to London had set his parents into swift motion. Judging by their vivacious response, he knew they believed every word, as if the miracle they had prayed for had come to fruition. Out of respect, Warren kept his doubts and suspicions to himself and offered his support in reaching out to establish a bond with their long-lost granddaughter.

If this girl proved to be his niece in truth, then he would eat his words. Warren had seen enough swindlers and charlatans in his lifetime to know a fraud when one crossed his path. He also knew to keep his suspicions to himself. No reason to crush his parents’ hope.

The joyful glow of his mother’s smile nearly brought him a pang of regret at being so skeptical. But she had not seen the worst of humanity as he had, from the politician-laden ballrooms to the dark city slums and across the lawless territories.

His gaze settled on his father, who looked every day of his sixty-five years, except for the glint of excitement lighting his green eyes. The old man resembled a child on Christmas morning. Warren shook his head and knocked on the ornate mahogany door.

A stalwart butler welcomed them with efficient ease. “Welcome, madam and sirs. Lord and Lady Lovelace await your company in the parlor.” He motioned for them to follow.

His mother tried to pull her arm free. He knew her well. The excitement of such a reunion proved almost too much to restrain.

“Mother,” Warren said softly and tightened his grip on her arm, keeping her from bursting ahead of them. She cast him a look but said nothing. Which must have proved quite a feat for her, since she had done nothing but chatter for days since they had received the letter inviting them to visit London.

When they entered the parlor, Warren froze.

Anna stood next to the stoic gentleman Warren assumed was her new husband, Lord Lovelace. Her golden hair framed an angelic face. A face he would recognize across time itself.

Penelope, his heart whispered. He shook his head. No, Penelope was dead. But this graceful woman before him, she shone like the sun, a nearly perfect likeness to the woman he had once loved. Any doubt as to Anna’s parentage dissipated away at the sight of her.

His mother pulled from his arm and stepped forward. “Oh, my sweet little girl.” She burst into tears when Anna opened her arms to welcome her.

Lord Lovelace smiled at the heartwarming reunion.

“Lord Lovelace,” Warren’s father said, offering his hand. “Arthur Gallagher. Thank you.” Tears welled in his eyes.

Warren watched the scene unfold before him. It appeared he was part of the moment and yet still detached from it. Emotion filled the room, and the irony of his own sudden prick of conscience bore down upon him.

“Welcome to our home, Mr. Gallagher.” Lord Lovelace shook his hand.

“Please, call me Arthur. You are my grandson now!” Warren’s father laughed. “This is my son, Warren, and my wife, Rose.”

“Charmed. Please call me James.” Lord Lovelace replied. “Please make yourselves comfortable. Can I interest you in a libation? Tea perhaps?”

“That sounds lovely, thank you, dear.” Rose met Lord Lovelace’s gaze with a grateful smile before turning her attention back to her granddaughter.

Anna led Rose to the sofa and sat beside her. Warren barely heard the conversation between James and his father behind him. His focus remained on his mother and niece.

“You look so much like your mother, bless her soul,” Rose said, taking Anna’s hand in her own and patting it. “Tell me about yourself, child.”

Warren drifted toward their conversation. He took a seat in a wingback chair and listened with avid curiosity. They had received minimal details in the letter as to Anna’s life after her parents’ deaths. While he was no longer concerned about her being an imposter, his curiosity remained fixed on his niece. A myriad of questions flooded his mind, but he remained silent as the two women conversed.

“Well, this is all so new to me.” Anna wet her lips. “Until a few weeks ago, I was a maid in the service of the Earl of Winterbourne.”

“A maid?” Warren asked, stunned by the revelation. He leaned forward. “And now you are a countess?”

Anna met his steady gaze. Her blue eyes sparkled, much like Penelope’s had when she had become animated in her conversations. “Yes, it is a rather boring tale. I am not sure you want to hear it.”

“Come now, Anna, we long to hear of all your adventures,” Rose said with a smile.

“One could hardly call them adventures.” Anna blushed. “I went into service at seventeen. It was there that I met Bates...I mean, James.” She cast a loving glance at her husband, who stood talking to Arthur. “We worked together there. He was Lord Winterbourne’s butler. My husband had an unfortunate falling out with his father and took a position as a servant in order to remain in London. It is a rather complicated tale.”
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