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        London, February 17, 1819

      

      

      

      Darkness weighed heavily on the city, only briefly interrupted by the occasional gas lamp. A musky smell clung to the damp winter air. The clamor of nighttime revelers burst from various taverns, brothels, and coffee houses along the Strand.

      Lightheaded from too much drink, Stewart Warren made his way toward Fleet Street and prayed he’d find a hackney. Home was a good three miles away on the opposite side of the river — a small room stacked on top of a tanner’s shop. It wasn’t much, but his bed was there, waiting for him to collapse and slip into oblivion.

      Honestly, he shouldn’t have come out tonight, but the lads had talked him into it. To be fair, drinking with them was better than drinking alone. Until it came to this — the cold and painful journey he had to make when all he wished for was sleep.

      The tankards of ale he’d consumed should help him drift off. They usually did, by numbing his mind and peeling away the guilt that continued to plague him. War was a wretched business. It dug its talons into the gentlest of souls and left them forever scarred by the choices they’d made. Or failed to make.

      He’d been a fool to enlist, but he’d been spurred on by his friends and the glory of fighting for king and country. Had he been smart, he’d have listened to his mother and stayed in England. Instead, he’d found himself on that muddy field, cannons blasting — blowing the world to pieces – while men became beasts.

      It had been hell. A living nightmare he’d yet to escape. Whenever he closed his eyes, blood still flooded his mind’s eye. It flowed from mangled corpses and dripped from bayonets, reminding him of the horrors he’d witnessed.

      Hence the drink. When it was truly bad, he’d take some laudanum too.

      The clatter of hooves and the rattle of wheels at his back made him turn. He swayed on his feet, the dizziness worse now than when he’d departed the tavern. Yet somehow, he managed to raise his arm in an effort to flag down the vehicle, even though it was already slowing. It came to a halt beside him.

      Thank the lord. He’d not have to walk any farther.

      He prepared to give the driver directions, but then the door opened and a woman with long blonde hair appeared. Stewart blinked, attempted to find his balance, and staggered slightly beneath her gaze.

      Her lips curved in an innocent smile, made all the more enticing by the hint of daring that gleamed in her eyes.

      “Care to join me?” She angled her head. “I’ll make it worth your while if you give me a couple of pounds. Get you where you want to go and then some.”

      Stewart snorted. Not because he wasn’t tempted. Hell, it felt like an age since he’d last enjoyed carnal pleasure, and it wasn’t every day a pretty young whore offered her wares. For the most part, the ones he’d been with were older and fatter, certainly cheaper.

      “You’re asking more than I can afford.” He did his best to keep the words steady, but they still sounded slurred to his own ears.

      “Pity,” she murmured. “You’re a fine-looking man. Wouldn’t mind a bit of that for a change.” Lips pursing, she leaned forward slightly, allowing her pelisse to fall open so he could glimpse what lay hidden beneath.

      All he could do was stare at the nakedness she revealed with no more than a gauzy chemise. Trimmed with lace and ribbon, it strained against her plump breasts and left her milky-white thighs on open display.

      Damn, but he wished he’d saved some more blunt for this moment. This woman was no lowly doxy, but rather an upper-class courtesan. An actress, perhaps? Or maybe a mistress who’d lost her protector?

      He swallowed a groan of frustration while looking his fill. All he’d wanted was sleep but now another need burned through his body. Unfortunately, it was a problem he’d have to deal with alone since he’d only a few shillings left in his pocket.

      Staggering slightly, he waved a dismissing hand as he swung away from the hackney, more desperate than ever to get himself home.

      “Tell you what,” said the woman before he could stumble off into the night. “I’ll take whatever coin you have left if you also give me your cravat. As a token.”

      Stewart paused. He couldn’t be this damn lucky, surely? He tried to marshal his fuzzy thoughts. “Why?”

      A saucy smile curved her lips. “Courtesans have needs too and the man I was just with failed to satisfy mine.”

      Stewart swayed on his feet. He’d be a fool to pass up her offer. It wasn’t the sort he could count on receiving again in the future.

      He considered her as she sat there, patiently waiting with everything she had to offer on blatant display. “You’ll still take me home?”

      “And make it worth your while,” she promised.

      It was the kind of proposal he couldn’t ignore. Hell, he’d never forgive himself for it if he did. Besides, what reason did he have to say no?

      None whatsoever.

      So he thanked the heavens for his sweet fortune and stepped off the pavement. The woman retreated inside the carriage, making room for him to climb in. Stewart set his foot on the step.

      “You’ll want to give the driver instructions,” the woman told him. “Or else he’ll take us where I asked to go.”

      “Right. Of course.” With no wish to wind up farther from home than necessary, and with the last of his funds spent on whoring, Stewart gave the driver his address and added, “The slower the better,” before climbing in.
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      Chief Constable Peter Kendrick hated the bloody cold with a passion. He could not wait for winter to end, for the frigid air chilling his bones every morning to cease. The wetness, caused either by fog or some infernal drizzle, only made the misery worse. What he wanted right now was to stand before a fire, toasting his icy hands. Instead, he’d been forced from the warmth of his bed by one of his Runners.

      It was an age since he’d woken this early. Not since Polly Griffin’s body was found in September last year. Months had passed since that incident. After her killer had been done away with, he’d gradually grown accustomed to a more peaceful London. Not that crimes didn’t happen. A city this size would always be home to unpleasant things, but he’d not had to deal with additional murders.

      Until now.

      “I’m sorry for waking you, sir.” Lewis, the Runner who’d banged on Peter’s door until he’d yanked it open and demanded an explanation, did indeed look remorseful. No doubt he regretted being the one responsible for alerting his superior.

      “Don’t be. You did what was needed,” Peter said. He’d dressed quickly, then checked the time. It was just after four, which honestly wasn’t too bad. After grabbing his box of cheroots and donning his hat, he’d reconvened with Lewis.

      They’d left the rooms Peter rented from Mrs. Cranburry, a widow whose husband had been an acquaintance of his father’s, and exited the house. It didn’t take long for the hackney Lewis had acquisitioned to take them to Bow Street, or for Peter to spot the scene of the crime.

      Two other Runners stood in the street, guarding a parked carriage, their tight expressions a testament to their current distaste for their job. Both men straightened at Peter’s approach and bid him good morning.

      “I trust the body is still inside?” Peter asked.

      “Of course,” said the nearest Runner who mostly served as a clerk since he was still fairly green. Gordon was his name. “Lewis said not to touch anything.”

      Peter nodded and sent a look past Gordon’s shivering person to Adams, who worked with Gordon. “Where’s the driver?”

      Gordon nodded toward the Bow Street offices. “In there. Anderson is taking his statement.”

      Excellent. Progress was already underway. Peter thanked the Runners and suggested, “Why don’t the pair of you go and get warm while Lewis and I take a look at the scene. While you’re at it, prepare a pot of fresh coffee.”

      Gordon and Adams did not need a second telling. They muttered their thanks and departed, teeth chattering so loudly it was clear the cold air had seeped into their bones. In his own attempt to ward it off, Peter lit a cheroot and enjoyed the warmth he pulled into his lungs.

      “Right, then,” he said to Lewis. “Let’s get on with it, shall we?”

      The young Runner had come a long way this past year. He no longer looked like he’d soil the crime scene with his vomit. Instead, his expression was grave, devoid of emotion. That was the price of the job. It took the sentiment straight out of people and killed it.

      Lewis pulled the carriage door open and took a step back so Peter would have better access. Despite the darkness, there could be no denying the gruesomeness of what had occurred here. Peter tossed his half-smoked cheroot and stepped closer, his critical gaze already assessing each detail.

      “Fetch a couple of lanterns,” he muttered.

      “Right away, sir.” Lewis disappeared inside Bow Street, leaving Peter alone with what already looked like a brutal encounter with a sharp blade.

      He stared at the victim, who slumped against the far wall. It was a young man, his blank eyes fixed on Peter as though in a silent plea for assistance. Hopefully a calling card would be found in his pocket to help identify him.

      The brisk click of approaching footsteps made Peter turn. He extended a hand and took one of the lanterns Lewis brought with him. “I’m climbing in for a closer inspection. You stay here by the door and help light up this side of the cabin.”

      Lewis agreed and Peter illuminated the space closest to him, just to be sure he wouldn’t disturb any evidence he might have missed in the dark. Finding nothing, he entered the cabin and took a seat on the bench.

      “Bloody hell,” Lewis murmured as he caught his first fully-lit view of the scene.

      Peter had to agree. The victim’s cravat was gone from his neck and shoved into his mouth, his throat slit open. Blood stained the front of him. His hand, which he must have used to grab at the wound, was drenched with it, the sticky liquid smeared across his lap and on parts of the seat. Whoever had done this must truly have hated his guts. Which begged the question: Who was he, and what had he done?

      The answer to this might very well lead to his killer.

      Peter searched the dead man’s pockets as best he could and did indeed find a calling card with a name. Stewart Warren, Number 7 Garnsford Street. There were also a couple of shillings and a folded piece of paper. A brief note with a message scrawled across it with uneven letters.

      A coward’s death for the coward you are.

      Peter frowned and refolded the paper, then placed it and the calling card in his own pocket. He held the lantern high, allowed the light to fall across Mr. Warren’s pale face, then down, over the rest of his body while checking for anything else that could help solve this crime.

      “Look there,” said Lewis. “On the floor in the corner.”

      Peter dipped his hand to bring the light down near his feet. Right enough, there was something there. A piece of gauzy fabric, so delicate he wondered what it had been used for. He collected it and rubbed it between his fingers. It felt like silk. Expensive. “Well done, Lewis. Let’s lock this up and send word to the morgue so the coroner knows to come here first thing. In the meantime, I’m going to speak with the driver — see what else I can learn.”

      They headed indoors where Peter found the shaken driver slumped in a chair while Anderson scribbled away at his desk. Peter approached. “Good morning. I’m Chief Constable Kendrick.”

      When the coachman merely stared at him through bleary eyes, Anderson said, “This is Mr. Dunken. He’s a seasoned hackney driver, sir. It’s his thirty-third year on the job.”

      Peter considered the hunched over man who sat before him. “It’s my understanding you’ve had a traumatic night, Mr. Dunken. Perhaps you’d like a cup of coffee?”

      Mr. Dunken nodded. “I’d appreciate that.”

      Peter prepared a couple of cups and offered one to Mr. Dunken, then pulled up another chair and sat. “You were right to bring your carriage to us when you realized what had occurred in it. Unfortunately, given the nature of the crime, we’ll need to hold onto it for a few days.”

      “A few days?” Mr. Dunken gaped at him. “That carriage’s me liveli’ood, to say nothin’ for what me employer ’ll say when ’e learns it’s been seized. ’E’ll ’ave a bloomin’ fit.”

      “What would the alternative have been? Toss the body, scrub the carriage clean, and pretend nothing happened?” When Mr. Dunken dropped his gaze, Peter realized the notion had crossed his mind. Thankfully, he’d chosen to do the right thing. “I’ll pen an official letter to your employer explaining the situation.”

      “That won’t stop ’im from sackin’ me,” Mr. Dunken complained.

      “Perhaps not. However, I do have the liberty of providing you with the income you’d be denied under these circumstances.” Peter sipped his coffee and set his cup aside before adding, “I want to know every detail pertaining to what occurred.”

      “I’ve already given a full account.” Mr. Dunken glanced at Anderson, who leaned back in his chair, arms crossed.

      “Nevertheless,” Peter said. “Who accompanied the victim?”

      Mr. Dunken sighed and scrubbed the back of his neck. Realizing he probably wouldn’t be leaving until he complied, he slid lower in his chair and drank some coffee. “T’was a woman. She ’ailed me first, then ordered me to stop when we came alongside the man ’oo was killed. I saw no problem with it. People sometimes do this when they spot an acquaintance. They’ll share the ride if they’re goin’ the same way.”

      “So it seemed like the two were familiar with one another?”

      “I dunno. I couldn’t ’ear much of their talk. Besides, I wasn’t really payin’ attention. From what I could tell though, ’e was deep in his cups an’…” Mr. Dunken frowned and was quiet a moment before adding, “I think ’e refused ’er offer at first.”

      Peter leaned forward, one forearm braced on his thigh. “What makes you say that?”

      “He started movin’ away, but then she said somethin’ more. I’m thinkin’ she mentioned his cravat?” Mr. Dunken shook his head. “That can’t be right. Makes no bloody sense.”

      And yet the cravat did seem to have played a role. Perhaps there was a connection? Peter filed the piece of information away for later. “So the man climbed in and you took off once more. Toward the initial destination provided by the woman, or somewhere else?”

      Mr. Dunken blinked. “Um…The man said to ’ead for Number 7 Garnsford Street, so I did. But before we reached the place, I was again ordered to stop. The woman climbed out, paid me, and asked that I make sure ’er friend got ’ome safe.”

      Except the man was already dead, allowing the woman to disappear into the night before his body could be discovered. Not the worst sort of plan if one wished to commit such a crime, though this did suggest it had been done with purpose.

      Peter took another sip of his coffee, his thoughts shifting to the gauzy material he’d found on the floor of the carriage’s cabin. “Did you see what the woman was wearing?”

      “A pelisse, I think. ’T’was dark and cold so I can’t remember the details. Honestly, it’s not the sort o’ thing I consider.”

      Peter huffed a breath. Of course it wasn’t. “What about her face? Would you be able to describe her likeness so our artist can produce a sketch?”

      “Don’t think so,” Mr. Dunken said. “It was dark. Plus, whatever I saw was brief an’ from an elevated angle.”

      “Very well then.” Peter stood. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll see about writing that letter to your employer and making sure you get paid for your time.” He started turning away, only to pause on a thought. “Where was the woman when she hailed you?”

      “Corner of Garrick an’ the Strand,” Mr. Dunken supplied.

      “Right.” Spotting Lewis, who’d since come indoors, Peter crossed to him and asked, “Have you sent word to Doctor Fellowes?”

      “A messenger was dispatched five minutes ago.”

      “Excellent work.” Peter sighed with relief. If all went well, progress would be swift. “We’ve only a few clues to go on. The driver can’t be counted on for an accurate description of the killer — a woman who seems to have lured the victim to his death. However, we know she was picked up where Garrick meets the Strand.”

      “You want me to head over there and find out if anyone saw her before she got into the carriage?”

      “Exactly. You can take Gordon with you. Let me know what you find.”

      “Will do.” Lewis strode off, leaving Peter to make his way to his office.

      It didn’t take long for him to prepare the paper he’d promised Mr. Dunken, or the money required to cover the income he’d be denied for a week. He checked his pocket watch once this task was completed. Just after six. The bakery up the street would have steaming hot buns at this hour.

      Increasingly hungry, Peter collected his coat and prepared to head out when the door to his office swung open without any warning. He froze in the middle of closing a button, and regarded the spirited woman who stood before him, her cheeks flushed with color.

      “Miss Hastings.” The chief magistrate’s daughter — the bane of Peter’s existence — smiled so brightly he struggled to breathe. Foolish man. You’re old enough to be her father. And yet, there was no escaping the way she made him feel, even though he often wanted to strangle her. “It’s early. You never arrive before eight.”

      She straightened, adjusted the spectacles perched on her nose. “I received a missive.”

      He didn’t like the gleam in her eyes. “What missive?”

      “About the murder,” she whispered with an almost sinister kind of delight. “I ordered Lewis to tell me as soon as we had a new case and we finally do. Isn’t it exciting?”

      Peter stared at her. While he would admit things had been calmer around the office these past few months, he hadn’t minded too much since this meant crime was down. That was a good thing. Murders, on the other hand, were a terrible business.

      “No. It is not the least bit exciting, Miss Hastings.” He watched as some indescribable emotion crossed her face.

      Whatever it was, she shrugged it off and began removing her gloves. “Well, I am looking forward to helping you solve it. I’ve already spoken with Anderson, who has promised to give me a copy of Mr. Dunken’s statement.”

      She could not have arrived more than ten minutes ago, yet she already had the pertinent facts. And now she was setting her bonnet aside on his desk, allowing him a good look of her hair. It was tied up as usual, into one of those knots that invariably made him wonder what she would look like with it unbound, hanging loosely over her shoulders.

      He clenched his fists. “I’m off to the bakery.”

      “Oh. Please bring back a muffin for me.”

      She dropped into one of the chairs intended for guests and produced the notebook she always carried in her reticule. Peter gritted his teeth and turned for the door. “Don’t touch anything while I’m gone.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” she called after him as he left.

      He muttered a curse and kept on walking. He was going to kill Lewis the next time they met.
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      Adrian pulled his greatcoat collar high against the back of his neck to ward off the frigid air. It seeped through his black leather gloves and the soles of his shoes, leaving him with a burning desire for heat.

      Unfortunately, that would have to wait.

      He glanced at Murry, his trusted valet and right-hand man, who accompanied him through the grimy streets. A light dusting of snow clung to his cap. Adrian’s hat would be no different. The flakes were already falling when they’d left the house and had since turned the cobblestones slick.

      At least here, in this downtrodden part of the City, where packed dirt covered most of the ground, the risk of slipping was lower. Still, they moved ahead at a careful tread while seeking the scoundrel they meant to capture. One of Finn O’Leary’s men.

      Adrian had known the Irish bastard would give him trouble. After all, the man had sworn to do precisely that when he’d warned Adrian’s wife four months ago. The message he’d made Samantha deliver to Adrian hadn’t minced words.

      Tell your husband Finn O’Leary has come to Town and he’s planning to stay. But there had been other problems to deal with. A physician and his accomplice were killing people. Adrian’s priority had been to take them down in order to save lives. Especially since O’Leary had kept to the shadows. Not an active threat but a future one to be dealt with later.

      Adrian flexed his fingers and felt the knuckles crack. He should have remained in London after resolving that case. Instead, he’d chosen to leave for Deerhaven Manor – to abandon his problems in favor of spending time with Samantha. Her pregnancy had clouded his judgment. He’d told himself she needed him, that he had to be by her side to offer protection, to keep her and their unborn child safe.

      Utter nonsense.

      Instead of leaving, he ought to have made sure O’Leary would not gain a foothold. Samantha would have been fine at their country estate by herself. But given how fragile their marriage had been to begin with and the strides they’d since made to strengthen their bond, he’d not wanted the separation.

      As a result, he’d given O’Leary a chance to expand.

      Thankfully, Murry had kept whatever thoughts he had about that to himself, but that didn’t stop Adrian from hearing his father’s voice from beyond the grave. He’d have whipped him for this blunder, had he still lived. A few additional scars added to the collection that crisscrossed his back. Unlike the previous times, Adrian would agree on this one occasion that he deserved every lick from that hellish leather.

      Because he’d blundered. Badly. He was man enough to admit that.

      Had it been worth those long winter days he’d spent, shuttered away with Samantha? Lounging in bed, going for leisurely strolls, relaxing in front of a blazing fire…

      No. Not if it meant losing everything to O’Leary. Which was why they had to find his man. So they could put a stop to O’Leary’s scheme before it got more out of hand.

      They rounded a corner, the tread of their shoes leaving prints in the thin snowy layer, letting the brown dirt beneath shine through. A movement along the edge of a wall caught Adrian’s gaze. He shot a quick glance at the rat that scurried along. It vanished behind a stack of crates piled to create a make-shift shelter for a man who huddled between them and a sloped wall.

      He muttered something incoherent — a drunken slur or words of madness — as Adrian and Murry passed by. They ignored him and kept moving. Not everyone could be saved and only few were worth the effort.

      “The location is just up ahead,” Murry muttered. A warning for Adrian to prepare.

      He drew the pistol he’d placed in his pocket and gripped it firmly to steady the hold. A pawnshop came into view and Adrian sent the squat building a critical glare. Such places pretended to serve the poor but only encouraged more crime. They tempted desperate souls to steal and sell their stolen goods here, only to receive a fraction of what the items were worth in return.

      Which led to more stealing and more pawning.

      Dismissing the problem, he walked to the opposite building. A run-down two-story tenement where their quarry reputedly lodged. Hand fisted, he banged on the door. A clamor arose from within as people stirred in response.

      Adrian banged on the door once more and a gruff voice responded. “Who’s there and what do ye want?”

      “Name’s Croft. Adrian Croft. I’ve come—”

      The door cracked open and the roughened face of a man accustomed to hardship came into view. “I know who you is, Mr. Croft.”

      “Are you the landlord here?” Adrian asked.

      “That I am,” the man confirmed. “Name’s Ratcher. Whatever ye need, just let me know. I’ve no wish fer trouble.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Adrian glanced at Murry, whose body remained tense and ready for action, then told Ratcher, “Word is there’s a lodger here by the name of Mark Crispin.”

      Ratcher produced a slow nod. “Aye. He took over Garret’s bed after ’e died.”

      Adrian didn’t know who Garret was and didn’t care. “Is Crispin here now?”

      Another slow nod. Adrian set his palm on the door and gave it a nudge, forcing Ratcher back a step. He peered inside the dark entryway where silhouetted shapes cast in purplish hues informed him of three doorways opening on to various rooms. Someone skulked in one of them, watching and waiting, probably curious to know what the fuss was about. Adrian dismissed them and noted the stairs that led toward the next level.

      “Which way?” Adrian asked Ratcher as he pushed at the front door again and stepped over the threshold.

      He heard Ratcher swallow. The person lurking nearby retreated and pulled the door to their room shut. Ratcher sent a swift glance over his shoulder before returning his attention to Adrian. He nodded toward the stairs. “Up there. He’ll be in the room to yer left with five others. His bed is farthest from the door.”

      “Thank you.” Adrian turned to Murry, who remained outside. “Stay here. In case he tries to flee through the window.”

      “You’re sure?” Murry asked. “If the rest of the men up there give you trouble, it could be six to one.”

      “I’ll take my chances.” He’d no wish to chase the man through these streets in case he ran. A fight was preferable if it led to a quick capture.

      Leaving Murry behind in the alley, Adrian took the steps two at a time. The sagging wood gave beneath his feet, creaking and groaning with each move he made. A wet smell filled his nostrils, alerting him to the mold that undoubtedly grew in various parts of the building. It wasn’t any warmer in here than outside, but at least the squalid place offered the lodgers shelter.

      He stepped onto the landing and turned toward the closed door leading into the room where Crispin supposedly slept. Fingers curled around the grip of his pistol, one finger resting lightly against the trigger, he entered the crowded space.

      Adrian paused to observe. The beds had been shoved so closely together there was barely room to move between them. Several occupants snored, one louder than the rest. One turned over, huddling farther under his blanket. Adrian took a step forward and edged his way toward Crispin’s bed.

      He positioned himself at the foot end since there was no room on either side, then reached for the scoundrel’s blanket and yanked it away.

      Crispin squirmed in response to the answering chill and curled his knees to his chest while frantically seeking the missing blanket. He was a sizeable fellow. Exactly the sort a man like O’Leary could benefit from when he needed some muscle.

      Adrian leaned forward and knocked his pistol against Crispin’s leg. “Get up.”

      “What?” A groggy sound of confusion.

      Adrian straightened, his pistol aimed straight at Crispin’s head. “Don’t make me ask you again.”

      Crispin scrambled backward, clearly startled. “What in blazes…? Who the hell are you?”

      Someone else groaned. “Shut up, will ye? I’m tryin’ to sleep.”

      Adrian ignored the fellow and kept his attention trained on the man he’d come to collect. “You’re Mark Crispin, yes?”

      “No.” Crispin scratched his head. “I’ve no idea who that is.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Adrian knocked back the hammer on his pistol. It clicked into place. “Lying will just get you killed. Is that what you want?”

      “Of course not.” Crispin held up both hands as if in surrender.

      “God’s sake,” someone muttered. “Go have yer chat elsewhere, will ye?”

      Adrian smirked. “An excellent idea. Get dressed Crispin. We’ve much to discuss.”

      Crispin hesitated, until Adrian lowered his pistol toward the man’s shoulder and told him bluntly “You don’t need that arm in order to speak.”

      “Damn it all,” Crispin muttered. “I’m coming. Just give me a minute.”

      “Shush,” someone hissed.

      Adrian stepped back, giving Crispin room to climb from the bed and collect his clothes. He pulled on his shirt and trousers then shoved his feet into a pair of hose. A length of fabric was hurriedly wrapped around his neck before he grabbed his jacket and cap.

      Even in the darkness, he looked like a rumpled mess. Not that Adrian cared. All that mattered was information and how much of it Crispin could be encouraged to provide.

      Keeping his pistol on Crispin, he gestured toward the door. “Let’s go.”

      The man moved, one slow step at a time. Adrian pressed the pistol against his spine and nudged him forward.

      A floorboard creaked. One of the other occupants in the room muttered a curse and began climbing out of bed. Instantly on alert, Adrian glanced in his direction, just to be sure the man wasn’t a threat.

      It only took a second, if that. All Adrian knew was that Crispin must have sensed the distraction for he suddenly turned, his hands gripping Adrian’s arm and shoving it sideways. It connected with the doorframe with a loud ‘thwack’ and Adrian lost his hold on the pistol. The gun went flying and landed somewhere in the hallway beyond.

      Then came the door, which Crispin smashed against Adrian’s body, trapping his arm between it and the doorframe and pushing down hard. The pain was fierce, but quickly let up as Crispin took off.

      “Bloody bastard,” Adrian muttered. He shook out his arm and flexed his fingers, pausing briefly in response to the cry that came from below.

      Smug satisfaction filled his chest. He squared his shoulders and ambled toward the spot where his pistol lay. Once he’d retrieved it, he descended the stairs to the entryway where Ratcher still stood.

      Adrian gave him a pound for the trouble, then stepped into the alley where Murry waited, his pistol pressed against Crispin’s skull. A gash was now present upon Crispin’s brow and one eye appeared to be swelling. Despite Crispin being the same size as Murry, he visibly cowered before him.

      “Good man,” Adrian said, the compliment directed at his valet. To Crispin he said, “Try that again and I’ll put your head through the nearest wall. Got it?”

      Crispin muttered something incomprehensible. A curse, no doubt. Adrian grabbed his upper arm and shoved him into a walk while Murry kept the pistol carefully trained upon him.

      Together, they got O’Leary’s man back to their carriage and set off for home. Despite the late hour, their work for the night was just beginning.
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        * * *

      

      “Tell us about your dealings with Finn O’Leary,” Adrian said once Crispin had been confined to the room that had always been used for these types of discussions.

      Personally, he hated the space. It was where he’d been whipped for failing to do as his father asked, where the memory of what snapping bone sounded like still made him flinch. Yet despite these things, or possibly because of them, this was where he’d chosen to end Clive Newton’s miserable existence last year.

      More than anything, he’d brought Newton here for the same reason he’d now brought Crispin. Because it was private. None of the sounds produced in the room would filter outside. No one would guess that a man was being held captive beneath the otherwise prestigious Portman Square home.

      An advantage that gave Adrian as much time as he needed to dig and probe and discover the truth.

      He considered Crispin, who’d been placed in the same chair Newton had been made to stand on before it was knocked away, snapping the rope tight around his neck. No regret there. Not for the murderous scoundrel who’d slit Evie’s throat.

      His poor, sweet sister…

      Adrian’s heart shuddered at the reminder. The real person responsible for that tragedy had yet to be found. Until they were, there were other matters for Adrian to attend to, like the preservation of his good name and all that it stood for.

      Leaving Murry near the table that held all manner of unpleasant tools, he stepped toward Crispin and dropped to a crouch, meeting him at eye-level.

      “You asked me who I was earlier.” Adrian tilted his head and studied his captive. Blood was smeared across his brow and a dark bruise had started to form at the edge of his eye. Cold fury, as dark as Adrian’s past, stared back. Unperturbed, Adrian told him smoothly, “I’m the man you stole from.”

      Crispin spat on the floor, barely missing the tip of Adrian’s shoe. “I’ve stolen from many, so ye’ll have to be more specific.”

      Whatever bravado had failed him when he’d stared down the barrel of Adrian’s pistol earlier had clearly returned. Adrian snorted and pushed himself upright. “I’m referring to the wine and champagne. Several crates of it, imported from France and already paid for by those I supply. People I now owe.”

      It was one of the few businesses Adrian had agreed with his father on and consequently one of the ones he’d continued running after his father’s death. The smuggling network already in place had made a smooth transition with minimal work required on his part. And without the heavy taxes imposed by the government, he and his clients were able to turn a good profit. Thanks to the weight of his name, his clients even paid in advance. Which was good for business, until this sort of thing occurred.

      “Where are the crates?” Adrian asked, circling toward the table Murry leaned against.

      “Long gone,” Crispin said.

      “I seriously doubt that.” There had been thirty in total. A large shipment for which it would take time to find other buyers. Besides which… “You were overheard last week, prattling on while drowning yourself in ale at The Black Swan.”

      Adrian selected a long knife with a gleaming blade and glanced toward Crispin. The man clenched his jaw. “Whoever says they saw me there either lied or made a mistake. I’ve never set foot in that place.”

      “No?” Adrian ran a gloved finger along the edge of the blade. He didn’t believe Mr. Crispin for one second. Not when the report he’d received was made by one of his own associates. Ellis would never have told Cummings to notify Adrian unless he was sure of the information he passed along.

      Increasingly angry, Adrian dropped his hand and stalked toward Crispin, who shifted his gaze to the blade Adrian still held. “Finn O’Leary’s name was mentioned along with those crates.”

      “I don’t know who this Finn O’Leary person is or where yer crates are,” Crispin insisted.

      “Are you sure about that?” Adrian set the tip of the blade right beneath Crispin’s chin and pressed upward, puncturing flesh and forcing a wince from between his lips. “Stings, doesn’t it?”

      “Let me go,” Crispin snarled.

      Adrian only forced his chin higher. “Whatever you fear O’Leary will do, I’ll do ten times over unless you start talking.”

      “Really?” It was clear Crispin didn’t believe him. “Toffs like ye don’t dirty their ’ands in such ways. It’s all bluster in the end, in’it? Show off some strength, some weapons, a tough bloke with a bit o’ muscle, and ye think ye can bend anyone to yer will. Bloody laughable is what it is.”

      An unexpected laugh burst from Adrian’s throat. He stared at Crispin. “You really have no idea who I am, do you?”

      “Told ye as much more than once, didn’t I?”

      “Forgive me. All things considered, I thought you were just being rude or dishonest, but allow me to introduce myself then. I’m Mr. Adrian Croft, King of Portman Square.”

      It was a curious thing, watching arrogance drain from a man’s every feature until the only thing remaining was pure dread. Indeed, from the way in which Crispin was suddenly shuffling his feet and twisting against his restraints, it very much looked like he was hoping to make an impossible escape. Through the wall behind him.

      “Just to be clear,” Adrian said, “I know you’re working for O’Leary. I also know you stole my crates. How I decide to punish you for it will come down to how forthright you choose to be.”

      “They’re in a ware’ouse by the docks,” Crispin said in a rush. Incredibly, he’d blanched even more. “I…I was only followin’ orders.”

      “When did O’Leary hire you?” Adrian asked.

      “About a month ago.”

      “And how many others are currently in his employ?”

      “I’m not sure.” When Adrian snatched hold of Crispin’s finger and started bending it backwards, the man confessed, “Three others helped me steal the crates, and I saw two more when I went to report our success to O’Leary.”

      Adrian released his hold on Crispin’s finger. “Where did the two of you meet?”

      “At The Mad Bull. He likes the place or it seems that way ’cause that’s where I’m always able to find ’im. As far as I know, most of ’is crew, including me, was there to fight.”

      Made sense, Adrian supposed. If one was in need of some tough enforcers, who better to recruit than the sort of men who were used to bare-knuckle brawling? O’Leary would have been able to gauge each man’s capabilities before making them an offer.

      He considered the information Crispin had just provided, then told him, “You’re going to take me to the warehouse so I can reclaim what’s mine.”

      Crispin started shaking his head. “He’ll kill me for the betrayal.”

      Adrian’s blade connected with Crispin’s throat in a flash. “I’ll kill you right now if you don’t comply.”

      Crispin’s eyes bulged and fine droplets of sweat appeared on his brow. He nodded. “All right. Yes. I’ll do as ye say.”

      Instead of easing the blade away, Adrian pressed it more firmly against him, forcing Crispin’s head back. “Any attempt at trickery will put you six feet under. Is that clear?”

      “Yes,” Crispin wheezed.

      Adrian held his gaze for a few more seconds, then slowly retreated. He returned the blade to the table and straightened his jacket before telling Murry, “We need to prepare in case it’s a trap.”

      Considering what O’Leary had said — the threat he’d issued about taking Adrian down and stepping into his shoes — there had to be more to this situation than a mere theft.

      For while the theft had proven problematic, it wasn’t worse than what could be solved with some added funds and a few apologies, even if it meant taking a loss. Adrian had other forms of income. He would recover. So if O’Leary meant to destroy him, this wasn’t the way to go about it, which made Adrian highly suspicious.

      “We could involve Kendrick,” Murry suggested, his voice a low whisper. “Have Crispin lead him and his Bow Street Runners to the warehouse. Let them seize the goods.”

      “Kendrick would know the liquor was smuggled,” Adrian murmured while pondering Murry’s idea. “I’d have to sacrifice my profits and pay compensations to all the shopkeepers if I’m to prevent him from learning of my involvement. It will cost me at least 800 pounds.”

      Murry arched an eyebrow. “Might be worth it though, don’t you think?”

      It probably wouldn’t be what O’Leary expected and that alone was enough for Adrian to make his decision. Instead of taking the bait and trying to reclaim his stolen goods, he’d leave it to Kendrick.

      In the meantime, he’d regroup, gather more information, and plan a counterattack.
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        * * *

      

      The morning air was wet. A heavy cloud cover blocked out the sun, muting the light that fell on the churchyard. The effect was perfectly dismal. Appropriate for the funeral taking place, Keith Orwell decided, while staring at the freshly dug grave. From where he stood, he could just about glimpse the top of the simple wood coffin in which his friend, Stewart Warren, lay.

      “Earth to earth,” the vicar droned while Stewart’s family wept, “ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”

      A fistful of dirt was thrown onto the coffin, the soft thud sending a jolt through Keith’s chest. He stiffened his spine and ignored the way his stomach clenched when the bag of dirt was pressed into his hands next.

      This was not how it was supposed to be.

      The four friends had all survived the war. How many times had Keith thanked the Lord for sparing them?

      But then, Howard had died. A tragedy that would stay with Keith forever. And now this? It wasn’t right. He and his brothers in arms were supposed to reminisce over battlefield stories when they were old men.

      Yet now only Keith and Proctor Kipling remained.

      Keith drew a ragged breath, then took a step forward. Praying for death to spare him and Proctor, he tossed additional dirt onto the coffin.

      “Have you seen today’s paper?” Proctor asked Keith after the service. The pair had offered their condolences to Stewart’s parents, then walked to the nearest tavern so they could drink in his honor.

      “Which one?”

      “The Morning Post and The Chronicle had the same announcement.” Proctor folded his arms on the table and leaned forward. “Bow Street is asking for information from people who knew Stewart.”

      “I’m aware, though I’m not sure we’ll be of much help.”

      “We were with him the night he died.”

      “True, but we didn’t see anything.” Keith dipped his chin. “As far as I know, Stewart had no enemies. Can you think of any?”

      “No.” Stewart had been a likable fellow. It was difficult to imagine anyone finding a motive to kill him.

      “Then we’ve nothing much to add, have we?”

      “I suppose not,” Proctor agreed. “I just wish there were something we could do to see justice served on his behalf.”

      Keith nodded. “As do I. But with no useful details to add, we’re more likely to hinder the investigation than aid it. Don’t you think?”

      “You’re probably right. We know nothing besides the fact that Stewart didn’t deserve this.”

      “True.” Keith raised his tankard. “To Stewart. And to Howard as well. May they both rest in peace.”
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      Sunshine danced across the rime-coated trees, surrounding Samantha in sparkling light. The crunch of her feet against the frozen ground accompanied her as she strolled. It was especially cold today with clear skies baring the world to the elements. Plumes of white drifted upward each time she exhaled, and icy air burned the exposed skin on her face. Her cheeks would be bright red when she returned indoors.

      Soon.

      For now, she meant to enjoy the freshness and what little exercise she could acquire without Adrian’s “spies” informing him of her actions. Though the servants who constantly watched her undoubtedly meant well, they made her feel like a child who couldn’t be trusted.

      With a sigh, she started along the path that would take her toward the edge of the garden. Spotting Isak, who was having an early outdoor lesson with his tutor, Samantha waved to the boy. Bringing him here had worked wonders. With the grounds to explore, horses to ride, and the realization that there was a world beyond London, he’d transformed. He was no longer the skeptical street-urchin she and Adrian had saved from the slums last year, but rather an inquisitive youth who sought knowledge.

      Samantha recalled the cozy evenings they’d all spent together in front of the fire. Isak had been captivated by Adrian’s stories. And Adrian himself had proven he had a fatherly instinct, reassuring her that they would work well together as parents once the baby arrived.

      But why couldn’t her husband accept that she didn’t need coddling? That she too wanted to keep both herself and the child she carried safe from harm? That she wouldn’t do anything foolish?

      When she’d spoken with Doctor Wolf last, he’d told her she could keep riding until her last trimester, provided she felt capable and strong, and applied common sense. But would Adrian listen?

      No. He’d made his opposition clear. Furious, she’d thwarted him and as a result, she’d had to face his censure. He’d been ill-tempered for a full week after, and when she’d gone to the stable, the grooms had denied her access. Adrian’s orders.

      The only forgivable reason for this was the fear he’d revealed when they’d argued, that she would injure herself or worse. She understood his concern, though she thought it irrational. It was rooted in the loss he’d suffered as a boy when his mother had perished in childbirth. He’d not rest easy until the child had been born without issue. And because she loved him, she would respect his wishes, even if it kept her from the freedom she craved.

      She reached the low stone wall at the edge of the garden and looked out across the Channel. Staring straight ahead, she could easily fool herself into thinking the water was calm, but when she dropped her gaze, the waves that broke against rocks below were anything but.

      A gust of wind rushed past her face, and she hugged herself to ward off the increased chilliness found in this spot. Just a little while longer, she told herself, already dreading having to go back inside. The only thing that awaited her there was a great deal of sitting.

      As someone who’d been accustomed to regular sparring and sprinting across London rooftops, she found her inactive state exasperated her to no end. It made her feel like a useless lump. And with Adrian off dealing with O’Leary’s threat, it seemed even more confining.

      The only upside to his absence was the privacy it allowed her late at night after all the servants retired. Alone in her bedchamber, she did what she could to rebuild the strength she’d lost since coming here, to reacquire her flexibility and her overall skill, with a series of carefully structured exercises. Nothing reckless that put her child in danger, though Adrian would no doubt disagree if he had a say.

      However, she meant to have her say too, and in her opinion, the greatest threat was not a fall from a horse or the risk of her losing her balance. Considering who she was — who Adrian was — the greatest threat would be other people. Which meant she had to stay on her guard, ready to fight off attackers, kill if need be.

      Allowing her body to weaken while putting on weight would be a mistake.

      A sudden movement against her abdomen stole her breath and jolted her out of her thoughts. She stiffened, unsure of the unfamiliar feeling. It happened again, more firmly this time, and Samantha bent over, one hand braced against the stone wall for support as concern rippled through her.

      Was this normal? Was the baby all right?

      She turned for the house. Maybe she needed rest. Perhaps she’d spent too long outside in the cold. Or was she simply in need of more food?

      Uncertain, she made her way back slowly and entered through the kitchen. A pleasant aroma of freshly baked bread drifted toward her and the warmth from the stove quickly eased the chill in her veins. She greeted Cook and the maids who were present, then unraveled her scarf and shucked her coat, only to grimace when yet another uncomfortable movement pushed at her belly.

      “Are you all right?” Cook asked, her hand at Samantha’s elbow, supporting her as she winced with discomfort.

      “I don’t know,” Samantha gasped. “Something doesn’t feel right.”

      “Would you like to sit for a bit?”

      When Samantha nodded, Cook guided her to a chair while the rest of the maids began fussing. One grabbed Samantha’s coat, another her scarf, while a third brought a stool so she could prop up her feet. A blanket materialized too and was draped across her lap.

      “Tell us what’s wrong,” Cook encouraged. “If need be, I’ll have Elks send for the doctor and the midwife.”

      Samantha took a deep breath and described her symptoms while the servants paid close attention. When she finished, the maids grinned while Cook produced a calming smile.

      “That’s the quickening,” Cook said. When Samantha only stared at her, she explained, “The babe has started moving. That’s the uncomfortable poking and prodding you’re feeling. It’ll only get more pronounced as he or she grows.”

      Samantha looked at the four women huddled around her. “So I needn’t worry?”

      “Heaven’s no,” Cook said with a light chuckle. “Now then, how about I fix you a cup of hot tea and a buttered slice of fresh bread to go with it?”

      “Thank you, that sounds wonderful.” Samantha leaned back in the chair and placed her hand over her belly. When she felt no additional movement, she decided her child must have found a comfortable position in which to rest.

      Her heartbeats eased into a steady rhythm, allowing her to relax as well.

      Until she read the paper the following morning and learned that the peace in London was over. There had been a new murder.

      She made note of the pertinent details then blinked. Two weeks had already come and gone since this brutal crime had happened. The victim — a man named Stewart Warren – would be long buried by now. According to this, the perpetrator had yet to be found. No arrest had been made though Bow Street promised results.

      She frowned at the words. Why hadn’t Adrian mentioned this when he’d last written? The most recent letter he’d sent had been postmarked five days ago. Nearly a week and a half after the murder occurred.

      Annoyed, she tossed the paper aside and reached for more toast. This effort of his to shield and protect her from the world that existed beyond Deerhaven’s gates only made her worry. For him. Because she knew he wouldn’t be able to let this go — to not get involved in solving the crime. And with Finn O’Leary posing a far more personal threat, Adrian risked losing focus. A distraction that could interfere with his attempts at thwarting the bastard.

      Unless, of course, he didn’t know about the murder.

      She stilled, the butter coating the knife a hair’s width from her toast. That would certainly explain why he hadn’t mentioned it to her. It would also mean that Kendrick had not said a word to him either.

      Or…

      Maybe Adrian had chosen to keep the murder investigation a secret so she wouldn’t worry about him hunting another madman. Of putting himself in additional danger. Of possibly getting hurt, or worse.

      She took a sharp breath and shoved her plate aside, nearly overturning her tea in the process. This situation was untenable. She couldn’t stand it one second longer. Being apart from her husband felt unnatural. Especially under these circumstances where she could do nothing to help him.

      All because he wanted to keep her safe.

      But what about him?

      A sudden movement within made her realize her baby was once again restless. Almost as if he or she were trying to comment on what she was thinking. She considered this — the discomfort and the concern she’d experienced yesterday — then directed her gaze toward the attending footman who stood by the door.

      “Please send for Emma.”

      He rang the bell pull, ensuring Samantha would not be left alone for even a second. A frustration that steeled her resolve.

      As soon as Emma arrived, Samantha told her, “I’d like you to set aside whatever tasks you have planned for today and help me pack.”
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian Cooper, Duke of Wrengate, woke, his sleep disturbed by a soft squeak. His eyes cracked open, his gaze searching the dimly lit bedchamber for the source of the sound. Still fully clothed and slightly sprawled in the chair that stood in one corner, he winced in response to the twinge in his neck. He’d not slept well, or enough, but the rustling of fabric turned his attention toward the bed.

      He straightened, ignoring the way the ache in his neck deepened in response to the movement. “What do you need?”

      His youngest sister, Claire, stiffened, and met his gaze directly. The grim look in her eyes plunged a spear through his hardened heart. “What most people require when they wake in the morning.”

      He started to rise. “I can help.”

      “Don’t you dare.” Her voice was tight, filled with a quiet kind of fury that was born from being dealt an unfair hand. “I’ve already rung for my maid.”

      “Is there anything I can do until she arrives?”

      “No.” She averted her gaze, dismissing him as she reached for the cane propped next to her headboard. She had several, but this was her favorite. It was carved from rich mahogany and fitted with a brass handle, adorned by a relief of flowers and vines. She gripped it firmly in one hand for balance and used the other to help move her legs, until she sat on the edge of the mattress. A hoarse breath filled the air and she met his gaze once again, this time in a glare. “Get out. Go.”

      “Claire…”

      “I said I don’t need you.” As if realizing how brutal that sounded, she added a whispered, “I’ll see you downstairs when I’m ready.”

      With a nod he got himself upright, then turned for the door which had just been pushed open by the maid Claire had summoned. A sturdy and capable woman, she wished Sebastian a hasty, “Good morning,” then went to help her mistress.

      Sebastian left, his chest so tight he could hardly breathe. Claire’s bright smiles and sparkling laughter ought to be filling ballrooms. Instead, she’d been reduced to a cripple. Her cheerful optimism had lasted longer than his, though it had gradually faded as her disease had progressed.

      The worst of it was he’d no idea what caused it and the promise of a cure…

      He gritted his teeth, enraged once more by the way he’d been fooled. Had Doctor Ashburry and the nurse he’d been working with not been killed, he’d have ripped out their throats himself for the false hope they had provided. Lies. All of it. For the sole purpose of serving their own agenda.

      A moderate gait brought him to the dining room. It was uncomfortably bright this morning. So much so, he was tempted to yank the curtains shut.

      “Everything all right?” The question was posed by his other sister, Edwina. At four and twenty, she was two years older than Claire and in excellent health.

      There was one more sibling. Sebastian’s brother, Ryan, but no one knew where he was or even if he still lived. He’d walked out in a fury after their parents died, and had not been heard from since. With Ryan cut off from the family funds, Sebastian had no wish to imagine what his brother might have done to get by. Though he’d inquired after him, his questions remained unanswered.

      Sebastian pulled out his usual chair and took his seat at the head of the table. He reached for the pot of coffee.

      “You ought to sleep in your own room,” Edwina told him when it became clear that he wasn’t going to answer her question. “If I were Claire—”

      “You’re not,” he said with a dark edge to his voice while he filled his cup.

      “You needn’t say that as though you wish it were I who’d been cursed with her wretched affliction.”

      He forced himself to take a calming breath and expelled the air slowly. “Sorry.”

      “It’s all right. I hate what has happened to her as much as you do, but hovering over her won’t help. She needs to be allowed to feel as though she can manage without us. As though we trust her to do so. Even if it’s just an illusion. Your choosing to sleep in that chair all the time has the opposite effect.”

      “It’s important she knows I’m there for her,” Sebastian muttered.

      Edwina sighed and stayed quiet so long Sebastian believed the discussion was over. But then she said, “What you’re doing has more to do with you than it does with her. It’s about making you feel better and that isn’t fair.”

      Sebastian stiffened. It was a curious thing to be chastised by one’s younger sister. With five years between them, he ought to be wiser, but he was aware that emotion could cloud his judgement. So rather than lashing out, as had been his first instinct, he gave a slow nod and turned his attention toward the food.

      He was almost done eating by the time Claire arrived, her weak body supported by the cane. Sebastian went to pull out her chair as he would for any other woman, but refrained from offering Claire additional assistance. Instead, he pushed down hard on the instinct to rush to her side and lend an arm, allowing her to hobble toward the table alone.

      A discreet nod from Edwina informed him he’d acted correctly, leaving him with the singular task of pushing the chair toward the table as Claire sat. He returned to his own spot and poured himself another cup of coffee. Claire began piling food onto her plate. Eggs, bacon, sausages, and toast. In contrast to her body, her appetite remained healthy.

      “A new season will be starting soon,” she said, stopping Sebastian’s heart dead in his chest.

      Edwina sucked in an audible breath. Her hand, he noted, trembled slightly as she picked up her teacup. She sipped the liquid which must have gone cold by now. Anything to avoid having to comment.

      He cleared his throat and pretended to focus on an article in the morning paper. “More debutantes and bachelors making fools of themselves. More scandals resulting in heartache and ruin. A waste, as usual.”

      “I want Edwina to have her debut.”

      A snort and a splutter exploded to Sebastian’s right as Edwina choked on the tea she’d been sipping. She coughed a few times before hoarsely saying, “I’m too old for that, dearest. Besides, I’d much rather stay here with you.”

      She’d been adamant about that when she’d been younger, a duke’s sister with the world at her feet. She could have had any man she desired. Instead, she’d rattled off a list of threats she swore she’d follow through on unless Sebastian allowed her to stay by Claire’s side.

      With the death of their parents still casting a shadow, added to Ryan’s disappearance and Claire’s sickness, Sebastian hadn’t bothered to argue. And now it was too late. The years had somehow come and gone and Edwina had lost her chance at the debut he knew she and Claire had once dreamed of.

      A thud made him flinch and he saw that Claire had thrust her fork into a sausage. She gripped the tool hard, her expression furious as she glared at them each in turn. “You think only of yourselves. What you want. To hover over me at all hours, even when I sleep. To be forever by my side, without allowing me any peace. Well what about what I want? Does that matter to either of you, or is it so important for you to prove that you care, that I must contend with your show of pity forever?”

      “You’re being unfair,” Sebastian snapped, unable to contain himself.

      “Am I?” She started cutting the sausage into small pieces. Once finished, she shoved her plate aside, rejecting the food with a grimace. Her elbows found the top of the table, resting there as she dropped her head between her hands. A tortured sigh followed before she quietly said, “How do you suppose I feel when I think of all you have denied yourself, Edwina, because of me?”

      The anguish with which she spoke was so raw, Sebastian’s chest splintered. He couldn’t stand it. Couldn’t stand this.

      “You’ll recover,” Edwina said. “When you do, we’ll go to London together for a joint debut.”

      It was a wretched moment of clarity that forced Sebastian to acknowledge what he’d been refusing to see. Edwina’s denial, so similar to his own.

      “That’s not going to happen,” Claire said, the strongest and most courageous of them all, even though it was she who’d been cursed. “I will get worse, not better. The cure Sebastian believed in was a lie. It doesn’t exist and it never will.”

      Shame and rage ignited at the base of Sebastian’s skull. Heat flashed across his skin. He’d been tricked, had unwittingly supplied Doctor Ashburry with the rare ingredients he’d said he’d needed in order to make the tincture that would help Claire recover. Sebastian had made a devil’s bargain with Wycliff when supplies had run out and more were needed. Had shot the St. Giles crime lord himself when he’d made an attempt at blackmail.

      He’d sold his soul to the devil to save his sister and would do it again if given the chance. But it had been a wasted effort. Ashburry had only been serving his own agenda, so Sebastian wasn’t sorry to learn that he’d died. His only regret was that he’d not had the chance to kill him himself.

      “Maybe…” Edwina began.

      “Stop it,” Claire warned. She shook her head, then looked to Sebastian with steel in her eyes. “Take Edwina to London. Though the time may have passed for a formal debut, you can still introduce her to Society. Please, Sebastian. Give her the chance she deserves at a happy future.”

      “And what if I refuse?” Edwina asked, a stubborn tilt to her chin.

      Claire turned to her slowly. “Then I shall forever blame you for squandering the one thing I wanted but could not have.”

      Edwina firmed her lips and for a second Sebastian feared the rising anger he spied in her tight expression would explode. But then she set her napkin aside and pushed back her chair. “I need some fresh air, so I think I’ll go for a ride.”

      Pain tore across Claire’s face and Sebastian opened his mouth, ready to throw his own rage at Edwina.

      “Don’t,” Claire said, her voice suddenly soft. She trailed Edwina with her gaze as she left the room then said, “We’re at each other’s throats enough as it is these days.”

      “I’m sorry,” Sebastian said, and meant it.

      He couldn’t recall what life had been like before their parents died, before Claire began growing weak, before Ryan ran off, or before his own heart had turned to lead. Too many years had piled up between the adolescent he’d once been and the man he’d become. Years that had changed him and hardened him so the trials he’d been forced to face wouldn’t crush him completely.
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