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A Regency Rogues novel of dangerous spy games and intoxicating passion.


Dedicated spymaster Langdon Bourne’s passion for his secret organization, the Young Corinthians, is reignited when he is assigned a mission with the potential to finally eliminate a brilliant, dangerous nemesis.


To succeed, Langdon needs the help of Grace Crowther — a woman about whom rumors abound. Is she truly the black widow that many believe? One look at her angelic face and one glimpse into her heavy heart tells Langdon all he needs to know about Grace — and his own deepest desires. He needs Grace, but he also wants her desperately, enough to forget the rules of a good spy and take risks no ordinary man would dare . . .
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Spring 1799


HOME OF THE EARL OF STONECLIFFE


MAYFAIR


LONDON


“It is not permitted,” Langdon patiently reminded his younger brother, Nicholas, and their friends Sophia and Dash.


Nicholas rolled his eyes and grunted in disgust. “Well, of course champagne is not permitted. That is why we should most definitely try a glass. Each.”


The festive sounds from his parents’ dinner party floated up the main staircase of the stately townhouse and down the hall to where the friends sat on the floor, illuminated by the glow from the beeswax candles in the wall sconces. Conversations intertwined, making it difficult to understand anything that was said beyond a few words here and there. The men’s deep voices rolled roughly through the oak floorboards. The women’s laughter tinkled like so many bells and occasionally made the children laugh themselves. And fourteen-year-old Langdon wondered if he was the only one of the four who pictured himself downstairs, among the adults, doing what adults do.


He could not remember a time when his father had not been preparing him for his future as the Earl of Stonecliffe. Langdon would inherit the title and manage the family estate and fortune just as the current earl had taken on the responsibility from his father. He would marry Sophia, as their parents planned. She would give birth to an heir. And Langdon would find the person responsible for the death of Sophia’s mother. His future was meticulously planned out—and much too far away.


“One person cannot possibly carry four glasses of champagne,” Langdon advised his brother. “Besides, you know as well as I that Greaves will be watching very carefully. Not one drop of the quality wine will be spilled on his watch. I heard him say so with my very own ears.”


Dash and Sophia dutifully nodded in agreement, their overgrown shadows upon the wall doing the same.


Nicholas did not. “Really, two servings could be carried in one glass, and one glass in each hand. As for Greaves, we’ve managed to get by the butler before. Who’s to say we can’t this time? He is getting on in years. Surely his hearing or vision will be going soon—maybe both. Tonight, if we’re lucky.”


Sophia gave Nicholas an admonishing look. “Really, Nicholas. Rather mean of you to wish such a plight on a man—even someone as prune-faced as Greaves. Take it back.”


“Oh, all right,” Nicholas grumbled, his face reddening with shame. He dug his fingers into the Persian runner and clawed at the carpet. “I take back either the blindness or being struck deaf. But not both. It’s champagne, Sophia.”


It was well past their bedtime. And Langdon felt sure his parents would be most disappointed to know that the four were not asleep.


“Be reasonable, Nicholas,” Langdon pleaded. “Mother is frightfully out of sorts because Lady Denham refused to come to the party. And Father is on edge because Mother will not stop discussing Lady Denham’s refusal—even though she knows the woman is angry with her for having ordered a dress in the same fabric.”


Dash playfully punched Nicholas on the arm. “He is right, as usual. We’re young. There will be plenty of time for champagne. We needn’t be in such a hurry.”


Nicholas hung his head as he was wont to do whenever he did not get his way. “And if we die in our sleep tonight? What then? There is no champagne in heaven. Only angels and endless singing.”


“I believe he is right—about the champagne, that is,” Sophia chimed in sheepishly.


“Et tu, Brute?” Langdon asked the girl. “And after agreeing with me about Greaves?”


Sophia held up a finger in warning. “I agreed that four glasses could not be carried by one person. That was all.”


“If it helps, I agreed with everything,” Dash offered amiably. “Greaves scares me. He’s all beetle-bug eyes and sloping forehead. But I would hate to die without having at least tried champagne.”


Langdon looked at the three and sighed, knowing he was outnumbered yet again. “One glass and no more.”


“Huzzah!” the three cheered, belatedly clamping their hands over their mouths when Langdon shushed them.


“One glass, no more, and then to bed,” Langdon instructed sternly. “Otherwise, I won’t do it, I swear.”


All three nodded this time, but Langdon wasn’t going to fall for their tricks. “Say it. Out loud.”


“I have heard champagne can have strange effects on some, including sleeplessness,” Nicholas offered. “It would be impossible to make any promises before even setting our lips to the glass.”


“Out. Loud.”


“One glass, no more, and then to bed,” the three children recited in near perfect unison, Nicholas’s voice lagging just a touch behind the others.


“Very well,” Langdon said, picking himself up off the floor and walking toward his room.


“But the stairs are that way, Langdon,” Nicholas said, pointing in the opposite direction.


“Yes,” Langdon acknowledged patiently. “But the stairs would lead me straight to the heart of our parents’ party. Which is why I’m going to climb out the window to the tree, down the tree to Mother’s cutting garden, and around to the library window.”


Nicholas whistled in obvious appreciation. “I’m glad you are on my side, brother.”


“But how will you climb back up the tree with a glass of champagne in your hand?” Sophia asked skeptically.


“Very carefully,” Dash answered on his behalf. “If you break your arm, Lady Stonecliffe will have our heads. Come to think of it, Lord Stonecliffe will, too.”


Nicholas bravely waved the warning off on his brother’s behalf. “The whole point is to not be careful. See what it is like to stray from the path of perfection, Langdon. You might even come to enjoy being bad.”


Yes, Langdon realized, he was more than likely the only one of the four who’d given any thought to the future. And that was fine by him.
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June 1813


HOME OF DR. RUPERT CROWTHER


BEDFORD SQUARE


LONDON


“You blackguard, I do not have to entertain your vile, hollow threats. I will go directly to the King and tell him of your actions. Entering my home by force and making demands of me? He will not look kindly on such behavior, I can tell you that much.”


Dr. Rupert Crowther’s furious words were clearly audible behind the false drawing room wall where Grace Crowther huddled with Mrs. Templeton, the Crowther household cook. The sheet of foolscap with the menu and market notes they’d been discussing only moments before was now crumpled, forgotten in Grace’s clenched fist. The two women had hastily ducked into the hiding place when they’d heard Rupert responding to a pounding on the front door, not wanting to be found using his plume pen and ink.


But now it appeared they had much more important reasons to be hidden. Any mention of the King, the notorious leader of London’s most feared gang, the Kingsmen, was truly cause for concern.


“Oh, will you?” The rough male voice that replied to Rupert held amusement and an unearthly, grating tone, as if the speaker were forcing the words out over gravel or broken glass. “And just who do you think ordered me to pay you a visit, eh?”


“I do not believe you.” Panic leached through Rupert’s words. “He would never hurt me or my wife. We have an agreement, the King and I. You are lying.”


“Ah, now ain’t this a shame.” A labored sigh followed the words. “I am right disappointed, Doc. There you go, making assumptions. And you an educated man what’s connected to the gentry, and all.”


“What do you mean, assumptions?” Rupert’s voice now held less terror and more hope.


“I am here for the woman, not you.” Contempt laced the man’s unnerving voice.


“As I said before,” Rupert countered in a high, shrill tone, “the King and I have an agreement. My wife is not to be harmed.”


“Should I kill you instead, hmm?” the man asked sarcastically.


“No,” Rupert pathetically begged. “Not me.”


Inside the hidey-hole, Grace covered her mouth to stifle a quick, disbelieving gasp, her palm faintly salty against her lips. A gift for cruelty came to Rupert with ease. Belittling and badgering counted amongst his favorite sports. And control . . . Grace gritted her teeth against the wash of scalding hate that instantly heated her cheeks. He had wanted to control her every move, every emotion—her very life. And when Grace had failed to bend to his ways? The doctor’s desire had only turned to deep-rooted loathing and contempt. Although she would never have planned to murder Rupert, she certainly wouldn’t grieve his passing.


Beside her, Mrs. Templeton slid one arm around Grace’s waist and pulled her protectively against her plump side.


Beyond the wall, the thud of heavy footfalls was accompanied by a string of filthy curse words. “The wife ain’t here.”


“She has to be. Everyone knows Mrs. Crowther never leaves this house,” the first man replied, irritation making his rough voice even more of a growl. “Where is she, Doc? There’s talk you tie the woman up for safekeeping.”


“That is absurd and utterly false,” Rupert replied with anger. “The minx has a gift for disappearing, is all.”


Grace heard the meaty crack of a fist hitting flesh and Rupert cried out, groaning loudly.


“Perhaps she’s in the kitchen below stairs. Spare me and I’ll help you find her.” Rupert’s voice was filled with desperation, his breathing loud, coming in audible gasps. “As you said, it’s Mrs. Crowther you want, not me. I’m no good to you dead.”


Shock and outrage dragged a sharp breath from Grace and she closed her hand tighter over her lips to prevent any sound from escaping. Surely even a man as devoid of conscience as the doctor would recognize the need for atonement at such an hour. Would perhaps, even, welcome such a chance?


“You’re no good to me alive, neither.”


“No, no! You need me. I can find her, just give me some time. And you will be searching for the Queen’s neck—”


Rupert’s terrified words halted suddenly, dissolving into wet, gurgling sounds. The thud of something heavy hitting the carpet carried plainly through the wall separating Grace and Mrs. Templeton from the drawing room.


Grace bit her lip to keep from screaming, concentrating on the anger and hatred in her heart rather than the fear looming ever larger in her normally pragmatic mind.


“You did not need to do that, did you?” the second male voice commented.


“Useless, that one.” The odd, gravelly voice of the first man was offhand, casual. “Forget about the doctor. Come help me with this desk drawer. It won’t budge.”


Both women jerked, startled by the loud screech of wood against wood. Grace’s gaze flew to meet Mrs. Templeton’s but the older woman appeared just as confused as she herself was.


“Not here.” The man’s voice held irritation. “Tear the house apart. Then we will go find the missus.”


“I got no idea where to look for ’er,” the second man complained. “You s’pose she got word we was comin’?”


Quick footsteps sounded on the servants’ stairway.


“Let’s ask whoever is coming up those stairs, shall we?”


Grace lunged for the lever to release the hidden panel, desperate to stop the unseen men from hurting a member of her staff. Mrs. Templeton grabbed her. She wedged her body against the wood, holding Grace in a determined grip and blocking access to the entry.


Grace twisted, savagely pushing against the woman in an attempt to free herself. “That might be Mr. Templeton, or Timothy!” Grace barely breathed the words, frantic to protect her butler and errand boy.


Mrs. Templeton’s arms remained wrapped tightly around Grace, pinning her hands against her sides. Her voice, barely audible even to Grace, quivered with fear. “I cannot let you do this, my lady. I won’t willingly put you in the path of those jackals out there. I cannot. So stop your fighting. Mr. Templeton wouldn’t hear of it. Neither would Timothy.”


“Who the hell are you? And what are you doing in my mistress’s house?”


Grace pushed Mrs. Templeton forward as she strained to reach the door.


“You will only make things worse, my lady.” Mrs. Templeton’s hushed words had become as implacable as her grip.


“I do not like your tone, boy.”


Grace froze at the sound of the thug’s reply, jerking in silent protest when once again, the sound of a fist hitting a body reached her ears. Timothy cried out.


“Tell me where your mistress is.”


“I will not.” Timothy’s voice was defiant. “My lady always warned me that bargaining with the Kingsmen is the work of a fool. And I’m no fool.”


Again, the thud of a fist meeting soft flesh was followed by a loud grunt of pain that carried clearly through the wall.


“We are not in the business of making bargains, boy,” the coarse voice rasped. “Tell me where she is or I’ll slit your throat just like I did the doctor’s.”


“I already gave you my answer,” Timothy replied, still grimly defiant.


“Is that right?” the thug asked, his words holding only mild indifference. “You ought not to have used up all my patience, boy.”


Grace made to scream, her violent cry for mercy cut short by Mrs. Templeton’s plump fingers clamping across her mouth.


“I am not afraid of . . .”


Timothy’s sentence dissolved into a sickening gurgle.


Grace gripped Mrs. Templeton’s arm, barely feeling the pinch of the older woman’s fingers as she did the same in reaction to the events outside their hiding place.


“I gave you fair warning, boy. Not my fault if you were too stupid to oblige.”


The thud of Timothy’s body as it fell to the carpet was loud in the otherwise silent passageway.


Grace’s heart slammed, pounding in her ears as she strained to hear.


“The King won’t like this at all—nor will the Queen, I am thinkin’.” The second man’s voice held unvarnished fear.


“Couldn’t be helped. We’ll find the valuables, then the wife. She can’t have gone far.”


Heavy footsteps sounded, the echo of the men leaving fading as they moved out of the room and down the hallway beyond.


Within the hidden passage, the two women remained motionless. It was a good while later when they heard the solid slam of the back door that led to the gardens and the mews beyond that they each drew a deep, shaken breath. Even then, they stood immobile, waiting several cautious moments more before truly believing the thugs had gone.


Then their grip on each other eased, and Mrs. Templeton removed her hand from Grace’s mouth.


Without the support of Mrs. Templeton, Grace’s cramped fingers and stiff limbs gave out and she sank to the floor. The rough planks were cold beneath her palms and fingers, echoing the icy chill of the blood moving sluggishly through her veins and freezing her tears.


Mrs. Templeton dropped to her knees beside Grace, her hands trembling as she reached out to offer comfort.


Grace squeezed the older woman’s shaking hand in hers as she stared unseeing at the rough floor. The sound of Mrs. Templeton’s quiet sobbing filled Grace’s head. She could not understand what had just happened. Timothy was a big, strong lad of twelve, smart as he could be, and just as kind. Four years before, when Mrs. Templeton had discovered him boldly attempting to steal a pie cooling on a table near the kitchen door, she’d boxed his ears then asked Grace what should be done with the rascal.


Timothy had cried. Then Grace had cried. And Mrs. Templeton had followed right along. The boy was hired; one potential criminal saved from the streets, and a family was knit together out of odd scraps and old thread.


Family.


Grace lifted her skirt and reached for the knife she kept strapped to her thigh. She stood with the blade in her hand, bracing herself. “Come, Mrs. Templeton. We must hurry.”


“My lady?” the cook asked, tears spilling down her cheeks as she looked up at her. “I can’t go out there. Not with our dear Timothy . . .”


Grace swallowed hard. She dreaded the scene that she knew with deep certainty awaited them in the drawing room beyond the hidden panel. But she also recognized they had no time to waste. The killers would be back. She could not risk Mrs. Templeton’s safety.


She tugged, urging the woman to her feet.


“You’ve no choice. Stay here and we will be found, as will Mr. Templeton. I need you to be strong. Can you do that for me?”


Mrs. Templeton nodded, her chin firming with purpose, and tightened her hold on Grace’s hand.


“Good.” Grace reached for the lever that would allow the panel to swing open. “Now, close your eyes. I will guide you. There’s no need for you to see Timothy as he is now. Remember the lovely boy as he was.”


She grasped the wooden handle and turned it, wishing she could also close her eyes.


Grace steeled herself, breathed a silent, fervent prayer, and pushed the door panel outward.


Langdon Bourne, the Earl of Stonecliffe, rubbed his tired eyes and then examined the deep wrinkles that crisscrossed his clothing. He attempted to stir some disgust within himself. Linen shirt, silk waistcoat, even his buff breeches looked as though the earl had recently slept in them—which he had. He could not remember when he’d last changed. Nor eaten a decent meal, for that matter. Or left the room he inhabited at present. And he did not particularly care.


Some would say his indifference was due to the urgent nature of the business at hand. As an agent for the Young Corinthians, a covert spy organization in service to the crown, Langdon had spent a long, grueling three days interrogating members of the Kingsmen.


Others would wonder if the recent marriage of Langdon’s fiancée, Lady Sophia Afton, to his brother might have something to do with his detachment.


Both would be correct.


His entire life had been spent in the pursuit of what was right, honest, and true. Goodness was the ultimate goal. A true gentleman, who put family and honor first, the only role he ever possessed any desire to play. And where had all of his effort, his restraint, his sacrifice, his bloody goodness gotten him?


Langdon shrugged his wide shoulders as he considered the question. Nowhere. Or worse than nowhere—lost. He absentmindedly took in his surroundings for the hundredth time. The office supposedly occupied by the solidly respectable firm of Manx & Chisom was a fraud, though one would never suspect it to be so. Created by the Young Corinthians as a place for interrogation, the room’s unadorned white walls, solid wood desk and chairs, and neat stacks of documents placed about the rooms proclaimed the resident to be a man who practiced law, not espionage.


What the spy organization set out to accomplish they did with single-minded determination, be it the minute details of the false office where Langdon now sat or the overthrowing of criminal gangs, duchies, and even countries. Formed during the reign of Queen Elizabeth, the Young Corinthians would have pleased Socrates, who so famously touted that necessity was indeed the mother of invention. Elizabeth’s Golden Age had been a highly creative period in England’s history, as well as a time of prosperity and peace—or so it looked on the surface. The Queen’s father’s reign had proven to be one of the bloodiest England had ever seen. As for the Virgin Queen? She had intended to end the Tudor dynasty on a high note and had ruled with a more moderate hand and forgiving heart.


But beneath the Virgin Queen’s seemingly perfect empire? Plots, intrigue, and conspiracies brewed.


Queen Elizabeth was the target of many assassination attempts and conspiracies against her rule—a fact that did not please her particular friend and spymaster, Francis Walsingham.


In order to safeguard the Queen and her crown, Walsingham had formed the Young Corinthians and hidden the organization deep within the British government. The year was 1570. Though Walsingham had successfully defended the Queen countless times before, the infamous Ridolfi plot shook the spymaster to his core. An early supporter of the Northern rebellion, Florentine banker and ardent Catholic Roberto Ridolfi conceived of a plan that included support from abroad in a bid to bring Mary, Queen of Scots, to the throne.


The plot was foiled, the Queen saved. And the Young Corinthians were born.


Walsingham engaged those men whom he felt he could trust—in other words, nobles with a stake in the success of the Queen’s empire. The spymaster recruited heavily from the ranks of dukes and earls, viscounts and barons. He funded the undertaking with his own coin and taught his recruits all that he knew about operating within the deep and murky world that lay beneath the shimmering facade of Elizabeth’s Golden Age.


Now, nearly 250 years after Walsingham established his original band of noble spies, Langdon had already spent over a decade as a member of the Corinthians, their history as real to him as his own. He’d been but a boy of twelve when he’d first learned of the spy organization’s existence. He, Sophia, Nicholas, and their friend Dash had found the lifeless body of Sophia’s mother in the Aftons’ country manor. The crime was somehow connected to the Young Corinthians and after the children had been inadvertently told of the organization’s existence, they were sworn to secrecy. They were also assured that the agency would capture the killer, a task not one agent had managed to accomplish in the years that followed. Even as a boy, Langdon had known he was meant to find the man responsible and bring him to justice—as much for Sophia as for the boys.


Shortly after finishing his education at Eton, he’d joined the ranks of the Young Corinthians, just as he’d always planned.


His life goals had been determined and immutable. He would find the murderer and bring him to justice, marry Sophia, father an heir, and live the life he’d always known was his destiny as the Earl of Stonecliffe.


Only resolution never came. The Corinthians’ file contained clues to the Afton case but they were few and of little use. Henry Prescott, Viscount Carmichael, Langdon’s superior, forbade him from officially pursuing any leads, convinced such activity would only further torment Langdon without purpose.


But Langdon did not agree. Apprehending the killer was Langdon’s duty. His responsibility. And so he’d read through the case information until he could recite each line from memory.


Not that it had done much, if any, good.


Until recently, when a journal found hidden in the home of Dash’s father—himself a retired Corinthian agent—had produced a lead. All three of Langdon’s friends had pursued the new clues, discovering a link to the Kingsmen and one of their leaders, the Bishop. They had kept the existence of the journal a secret, convinced that Langdon would have insisted on involving the Young Corinthians.


Which he most surely would have, he thought grimly. Still, that was hardly the point. The three had called in the Corinthians to capture the Bishop and Langdon had learned the truth of their deception. They’d betrayed him and endangered their lives when it was Langdon’s case to solve. Even now, with Sophia married to Nicholas and no longer Langdon’s fiancée, capturing the criminal remained Langdon’s duty. Nothing else in his life had gone according to plan. He’d done as he should and forgiven Nicholas and Sophia when they’d revealed their relationship, and then insisted they leave the case in the capable hands of the Corinthians. Justice would be his. Something inside of Langdon felt altered—his neat, normally tidy interior had been ransacked and the contents of his mind and heart were out of place. A few bits and bobs had gone missing altogether. The only tie to his life before losing Sophia was his devotion to apprehending the killer. Solving the case would bring him back around to the man he’d once been and the only life he’d ever known.


Veni, vixi, vici.


I came, I lived, I conquered. The words—the Young Corinthians motto—were a faint murmur from Langdon’s lips just as the heavy door opened and a fellow Corinthian ushered in yet another member of the Kingsmen, London’s most powerful gang.


Langdon critically assessed the man as he took a seat in the only other chair, directly across the wide oak desk. He was tall and thin, dressed in a threadbare brown coat with pants that were a shade darker. His red vest and the once-white shirt that he wore beneath were stained, no doubt from food, and his square jaw and ruddy cheeks bristled with ginger beard stubble.


“Your name?” Langdon asked brusquely.


“Topper,” the man answered with a grin that revealed yellow teeth, tipping his dirty, battered, and scarred high-crowned beaver hat.


Langdon folded his arms across his chest. “As I am sure you are aware, Topper, we’ve interviewed many of your fellow Kingsmen—nearly fifty of you, in fact, in relation to the untimely death of a man known as the Bishop. So you will forgive me if I forgo the niceties and get to the point: I want your legal, given name. The government requires such things, you see.”


Topper nodded and raised one thick red-gold eyebrow in approval. “The guv’ment likes things neat and tidy like, right enough. I can see the sense in that. My name is Eugene Marks. Everyone calls me Topper, though, on account of—”


“Yes, the hat,” Langdon interrupted, his voice gruff with irritation. Usually, he would find pleasure in the orderly nature of the required Corinthian paperwork. Name, age, known affiliations. Beginning with the basic necessities of an individual’s life made sense to him. Much like the alphabet starting with A or one plus one equaling two, facts were reliable. Or they had been once.


Before Sophia and Nicholas . . .


Before the world as he’d known it, believed it to be, had been turned on its side.


Now, fact and fiction occupied the same space in Langdon’s mind, each open to interpretation. He no longer had faith in any version.


Langdon stared hard at Topper and focused what little energy remained in his exhausted brain on the criminal.


“I apologize, Mr. Mar—er, Topper,” Langdon said, switching to the man’s sobriquet when his bushy brows lowered with annoyance and he appeared about to object. Langdon had little time or patience to accommodate the other man. But he needed his cooperation, not his ire. Besides, a more sinister thought ghosted across his mind as he examined his actions. Impatient. Unprofessional. Neither word would have been used to describe Langdon in the past. He had to hold on to himself, before much more than Sophia slipped away. “As I said, we have spoken with many of your fellow Kingsmen. None have seen fit to share any information concerning the Bishop’s death or who ordered it, despite the distinct advantages we’ve offered in exchange. I am sure you can understand how frustrating such a process can become—especially when no progress is made.”


Langdon knew it was in his best interest to hold his temper with the man. But manipulation was an entirely different tool from anger. Topper had been bribed once in the past and had given up his immediate boss, the Bishop, in exchange for a sizable amount of coin. Langdon wondered whether the man’s greed would sway him a second time.


Topper’s beady eyes glinted from beneath his heavy brows. “Advantages, you say. And what kind of advantages might we be talkin’ ’bout?”


Langdon was almost sure the man was salivating like a mangy dog peering into the butcher shop’s window. His visceral distaste for Topper unnerved Langdon, but he focused on baiting the criminal.


“That depends on the quality of the information,” Langdon answered, easing back in his chair. Despite tiredness, he watched Topper with wary eyes, analyzing his calculating expression.


Topper inhaled, his breath whistling through the gap separating his two front teeth. “I’ll want passage to America and enough coin to get me settled in a new life.”


“Afraid what you know will get you killed, eh?” Langdon said mildly. “That must be quality information, indeed.”


“I am not afraid of anything, guv,” Topper replied plainly. “But it is true enough I’d prefer to avoid a knife to the gut for a while longer. And what I have to tell you will take you to the King.”


Langdon schooled his features into polite interest. “The mention of a king is hardly grounds for reward, Topper.” Bile rose in his throat at the man’s willingness to betray his boss. Clearly, honor was not a concept the man knew anything about.


“You can’t go straightaway to the King—you ought to know that by now,” Topper said, arching his thick brow with smug enjoyment. “Take notice of everything—that’s what the Bishop told me. Even those things that do not seem important at all.”


Langdon fought the urge to tell Topper he’d done nothing more than that for the last two weeks. Every incident within the Seven Dials district, where the Kingsmen were based, had been thoroughly investigated. And nothing had revealed a link to the man known as the Bishop.


“A man was found dead in Bedford Square recently, ain’t that right?” Topper asked, crossing one long leg over the other.


God, Langdon was tired of the man’s face. Still, Topper had delivered on his promise once. He might do so again. “That is correct. He did not bear the Kingsmen tattoo, if that’s what you are getting at.”


“And who told you we’ve all been marked?”


No one had. Langdon, like his fellow Corinthians, had simply assumed all members of the Kingsmen were required to bear the tattoo of a chess piece on their right shoulder, just as all of the gang members they’d captured or interrogated had.


“Are you telling me differently?” Langdon countered, his interest sharpening, the scent and heat of a rekindled trail stirring in his belly.


Topper’s scarred leather boot bumped the desk, the quick, rhythmic tapping giving away his nervous tension and belying his easy expression. “Soldiers carry the mark. Makes it easy to identify a body that’s been maimed. But the generals and higher-ups aren’t interested in being identified, you see. Quite the opposite for some of them.”


“Even if you are telling the truth, what would one dead man have to offer me?” Langdon asked, disguising his piqued interest with subtle annoyance. “Nothing of note was found on the body. And he is far past talking.”


“If you know what to ask, he has a message.” Topper’s boot stopped moving and the room grew eerily quiet. “Do we have a deal?”


“You will have to do better than a dead man, Topper.” Langdon wasn’t a man prone to lying. He’d ride the conversation out and if Topper had something useful to say he’d see to his request. But a rather large “if” stood between the ginger-haired man and freedom in America.


Topper’s smile widened, indicating he was pleased with his progress. He leaned forward, his gleaming gaze fixed on Langdon. “That man? He was killed because of what you and your friends are up to.”




2


[image: image]


“What would the King want with you?” Mrs. Templeton asked as she bustled back and forth across the length of Grace’s room, grabbing up anything she could lay her hands on.


Grace stood in the center of her bedroom and stared at a painting that hung on the wall directly across from her bed. It was a landscape of minimal skill and featured a bucolic wave of rolling hills and green glens. When she’d first arrived at 3 Bedford Street, Grace assumed she disliked the work because it was homely.


Eventually, she realized there was every reason to loathe the picture. As she’d noted immediately, the artist lacked any real talent. And when one considered it hung on the wall of her prison cell? If not for her father’s betrayal, she would never have come to reside at 3 Bedford Street. Lord Danvers had been a poor father, true enough. His constant state of inebriation had made any sort of meaningful connection with the man impossible. Grace could have lived with that. But when he’d gambled her away to Dr. Crowther in a game of chance? Grace’s father ceased to exist altogether.


If not for Lord Danvers’ betrayal, she never would have darkened the door of the doctor’s home, and Grace would have been spared the sight of the poorly executed painting.


“Honestly? I have no idea what he might want with me,” Grace finally replied, fear shadowing her soul momentarily.


Mrs. Templeton flew past her en route to the wardrobe. Grace reached out and grasped the dear woman’s elbow.


“And I’ve no intention of ever finding out,” she added, forcing the woman to stand still. “Now, we need take only the essentials, Mrs. Templeton. Leave everything else.”


Two days had passed since the doctor’s and Timothy’s brutal killings. Grace had ushered Mrs. Templeton out of the house and directly to the Dolphin Pub, where they had located Mr. Templeton. They’d been moving about the city for forty-eight hours, only now daring to return to the townhouse.


Mrs. Templeton gave Grace a pained look. “You cannot leave with only the clothes on your back, my lady. It isn’t proper.”


“Isn’t it?” Grace asked, pulling the woman toward the window. “Then it is in keeping with the entirety of my tenure here. Besides, I want nothing that will remind me of my time with the doctor.”


She unlocked the window and pushed up on its painted frame until the edge came level with her eyes. “Help me, will you?”


Grace turned and sat down on the narrow ledge, then leaned back and reached out with her right hand for a brick mortared in place in the far right corner.


Mrs. Templeton held on to Grace’s left hand, her strong, stocky body acting as an anchor. “No matter where we hide, you will require at least one change of clothing, my lady. And you cannot be expected to sleep on the coarse linens you find in a roadside inn. And what about your special tea? Hmmm? We will not be able to visit Master Chow’s shop and you are nearly out of leaves.”


Grace picked at the failing mortar around the brick with her index finger, closing her eyes as the chalky material flew from her efforts and dusted her face. “We will not require extra clothing, Mrs. Templeton. I plan on hiding us within the 9th Street’s territory and I assure you one does not change for dinner in that section of London.”


“Ninth Street?” her friend repeated with disbelief. “You could not find a more dangerous part of London, my lady—outside of St. Giles, that is. Bit like going from the frying pan into the fire, wouldn’t you agree?”


Grace finished with the deteriorating mortar and brushed off her face. Opening her eyes, she grasped the brick with her fingers and pulled hard. “Which is precisely the point. If we’ve any luck at all, they will not think to look for me there.”


The brick scraped along its neighbors and finally came free. Grace set it down on the sill then placed her hand in the space left behind. Her fingers grasped a coarse sack first. She tightened her hold and yanked. “In this bag is nearly enough coin for all three of us to leave London. Is your niece Rosie still employed by Huntleys in Bond Street?”


Mrs. Templeton nodded and took the bag with her free hand.


“We will take piece work from her as it becomes available,” Grace explained, leaning out the open window once more. “And if my calculations are correct, we shall be in Devon before the new year.”


She reached up once more and searched the hiding place, her fingers coming to rest on a second sack. This one was quite a bit smaller than the first. Made of the finest silk, with embroidered doves encircling the top, the bag was as familiar to Grace as her own face.


“And, if necessary, we shall sell this.”


She grasped the bag and easily removed it from the hole. “Here,” she prompted Mrs. Templeton, handing the silk bag to her friend then picking up the brick and returning it to its place.


“Never say such a thing,” Mrs. Templeton breathed, pulling Grace back into the room. “It was your mother’s, my lady.”


The cook released Grace’s hand and stood back, loosening the cords of the pouch and lifting a silver necklace from it. “When we first met, you wore this every day.”


Grace had done many things differently when she first came to 3 Bedford Street. She’d still been nothing more than an optimistic, foolish girl, full of hope for her future despite all that had transpired. Yes, hers had been a childhood filled with the unpleasant effects of a father too fond of drink and gambling. And it was true he’d offered her up in a game of cards after spending every last coin he had, only to lose.


Still, Grace had held tight to her hope, believing the doctor could be a kind, caring man underneath his cold, leering facade.


She’d been proven wrong, of course, many times. The worst of which was when the doctor had stolen her mother’s necklace and lost it gambling. He’d known what the keepsake had meant to her. It had been a gift given to her mother the year she’d come out. Each girl who’d attended Mrs. Van Allen’s charm and grace classes had received one, all twelve of the necklaces alike save for the initials engraved upon the back of the heart-shaped pendant. Grace could see the empty spot on the dresser in her mind’s eye—the one where she’d laid the necklace every night as she readied for bed.


The doctor had not even bothered to lie about stealing it. And that was when Grace had lost all hope for what her life should be and embraced the reality of what it was. She’d built a makeshift family with the Templetons and young Timothy and bided her time, saving every last coin she could get her hands on and waiting for the day there was enough to fund their escape to Devon.


After the theft, when Grace refused to accompany her husband to any social engagements or even leave the house with him, the doctor attempted to convince Grace of the depth of his regret by winning the necklace back. But he had been too late. Grace could not even look at the memento once it had been tainted by deceit.


And that was when the doctor had revealed who he really was. Grace had outlived her usefulness as his exquisite accessory. The verbal barrage of insults and slights that had intermittently tainted their marriage then began in earnest, leaving Grace no choice but to hide from her husband within their home.


She was a different person now. Much more strong and capable. Able to see situations and people for what they truly were. The world was a cold place. And so was Grace’s heart.


Grace stood up and turned to push the window shut. “We are moving forward, Mrs. Templeton. Not looking back—never looking back.” She latched the lock and looked out the window, realizing it would be the final time she took in the view from 3 Bedford Street.


“If you will not agree to bring anything else, then let us be gone from this wicked place,” the cook urged, gently placing the delicate silk purse inside the larger sack and tying a knot.


Grace turned back and nodded, catching the homely painting from the corner of her eye. She walked to it and took it down from the wall.


“You cannot mean to take that painting?” Mrs. Templeton asked. “Truth be told, I never did care for it.”


Grace held the picture low then put her foot through the canvas, satisfaction blooming in her chest at the sound of the hills and glens ripping beyond repair.


She was scared—more so than she’d ever been before. Grace decided fear was a good thing, at least for now. It would keep her running, and hopefully out of the Kingsmen’s reach. “I never cared for it, either.”


“And you believe he is telling the truth?”


Langdon contemplated Henry Prescott, Viscount Carmichael’s question as he surveyed the comfortable furnishings of the library in the Young Corinthians Club. He and Carmichael occupied two leather chairs set against the west wall. Ribbons of fragrant cigar smoke hung heavily in the air, enwreathing pairs and small groups of men as they discussed the day’s news or, more likely, Corinthian business.


The club was comprised of agents and non-agents alike, but all men valued their privacy, making the premises ideal for such conversation.


“I do not have a choice, do I?” Langdon finally replied, all too aware of the frustration revealed in his tone. “I apologize, Carmichael. I am not myself these days.”


Lord Carmichael took a slow sip of his brandy and swallowed, his keen gaze fixed on Langdon. “I would have to agree with you. But tell me, is it the Kingsmen, Stonecliffe? Or are other concerns troubling you?”


Lord Carmichael had known Langdon since he was a boy. He and Langdon’s father had been dear friends and part of a closely knit group of families that included Sophia’s parents. There was not a chance Carmichael misunderstood Langdon’s statement, which meant he’d purposefully brought up the topic of Sophia.


“The Kingsmen, of course,” Langdon said shortly, tamping down his frustration. “Surely you are as anxious as I am to move forward with the case. And Topper’s information is all we have.”


“I do wonder, though, if it is possible to separate the two—that is, the Kingsmen from Sophia.” Carmichael took a second measured sip of the amber-colored liquid. His sharp gaze pinned Langdon.


Langdon stared at the man. He blinked, his mind racing to adjust. He couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing. Carmichael’s careful and painfully precise lectures to the men he led were the stuff of legend.


A legend Langdon could never have dreamt he would be written into. He’d always had the ability to spot those agents who’d one day find themselves staring across a desk at Carmichael. Their transgressions were varied and too many to count. Arrogance. Impatience. An inability to listen. A refusal to follow certain rules. What the sins all had in common was their ability to endanger both the men committing them and their fellow agents.
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