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London, 1887. Part stoic gentleman, part fearless Yard man, Zeno “Zak” Kennedy is an enigma of the first order. For years, the memory of a deadly bombing at King’s Cross has haunted the brilliant Scotland Yard detective. His investigation has zeroed in on a ring of aristocratic rebels whose bloody campaign for Irish revolution is terrorizing the city. When he discovers one of the treacherous lords is acquainted with his free-spirited new tenant, Cassandra St. Cloud, his inquiry pulls him unexpectedly close to the heart of the conspiracy—and into the arms of a most intriguing lady.


Cassie is no Victorian prude. An impressionist painter with very modern ideas about life and love, she is eager for a romantic escapade that is daring and discreet. She sets her sights on her dour but handsome landlord, but after she learns their meeting was not purely accidental, she hardly has a chance to forgive her lover before their passionate affair catapults them both into a perilous adventure.
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AN AFFAIR WITH MR. KENNEDY


Cassie tugged at Zak’s arm and he followed her to a dark corner of the balcony without protest. Silently, she maneuvered herself in front of him and bit her lower lip. He wagered he knew exactly what she wanted. “You are either desirous of me or my cigar.”


He turned the mouthpiece of the stogie toward those luscious lips. “Which one is it?” Covering his hand with hers, she guided the tip into her mouth. He rolled his eyes upward. Good God. After several puffs, she lifted her gaze to meet his.


“You know about my smoking?”


He stared unapologetically at her mouth and tilted his chin. “I’m afraid my informant must remain a classified source—” Softly spoken words brushed against her lips as he pulled her close.


Heavy footsteps padded along the roof above. Zak opened an eye. Two dark figures jumped from the mansard to the top of another house nearby.


“Rude of them to leave without a farewell,” he murmured, “and they’ve left a nasty bit of—”


A stream of dark liquid dripped onto the ground inches from where they stood. Quickly assessing the gruesome scenario, he backed Cassie away from the pooling blood.
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London’s West End, 1887


Detective Inspector Zeno Kennedy unbuttoned his collar and pulled out a shirttail. “What have you got for me?”


Scarlet, aka Kitty Matthews, reclined on the mattress and struck a seductive pose. Propped on her elbows, the girl lowered and raised sultry green eyes in a brazen inspection of his person. “You blokes from Scotland Yard are a handsome lot.”


She arched her back and thrust her breasts up and out at him. Quite a robust figure—ample bottom and curvy topside. Studying her, he decided she could not be more than seventeen or eighteen years of age. A shapely little thing with chestnut-colored hair, big green eyes, and a button nose. She could easily raise a man’s temperature.


Zeno did his best to ignore the girl’s bountiful charms as he took up a post at the end of the bed-frame. “Actually, I work for Special Irish Branch.” He leaned over the brass rail.


Scarlet gaped at a bit of exposed chest. “Blue eyes and dark hair—Black Irish, are you?”


Zeno hastily pulled his shirt closed and admonished himself to be patient with his newest recruit. “Special Irish Branch is a division of Scotland Yard aimed at investigating anarchists. Fenians mostly. We’re after the blokes who want Home Rule for the Irish at any price, by any means.”


Her eyes grew wide. “The dynamiters?”


A low groan and squeaking bedsprings drifted through the wall. Zeno raised an index finger to his lips and gave a nod to the adjoining room.


The budding beauty in front of him typified the adolescent female offerings of this pleasure house. Mrs. Jeffries’s, as it was referred to in hushed tones among gentlemen at their clubs, was a popular brothel marketing young women—very young. Some were girls who had not yet been spoiled, for a steeper price.


With venereal disease rampant, and the Contagious Diseases Act repealed, men of means found the idea of a virgin, even if less bawdy, certainly a healthier amusement. It seemed the baser instincts of gentlemen of privilege would continue to find ways to avoid the pox at any cost, both to their pockets and to the lives of the innocent juveniles conscripted for such harsh duty.


Scotland Yard’s Criminal Investigations Department of the Metropolitan Police had moved on some of the worst offenders, but there had been tremendous pressure from the top echelons to keep the safer brothels open. As for the use of young girls, Zeno’s position was well known. Turning a blind eye to their plight made them all dirty.


“You sent an urgent wire, Scarlet. Anything to report?”


“No, sir—I mean yes, sir.” She rolled her eyes. “Evening last, I was on my way home from the bedside of me sick mum. Just past the steam vent on Bixford, I see four gentlemen leave Mrs. Jeffries’s in search of their carriage, somewhere amongst the fancy rigs parked outside Drake’s.”


The girl referred to the gambling hell located close by. “Yes, I’m sure they were queued up around the block.” He tried a wry grin of encouragement. “Did you recognize anyone by name?“


“Not much to notice about them, except for Lord Delamere.”


“Delamere?” Zeno’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure of this?”


She bobbed her head. “Hard to miss that handsome, cocksure puss. He’s not one of my regulars; he fancies Roxanne or Jemma.”


The elusive Lord Delamere had been a person of interest for some months now, along with his cadre of misfits—peers who styled themselves the Bloody Four. “Please continue, Scarlet.”


“Lord Delamere, he points to the next coach in line. ‘Where the bloody hell is our driver?’” A bit wild-eyed, she hesitated. “Next thing, he opens the carriage door and the nearby gas lamp lights up the inside—I swear, sir, I saw a pair of gents with their knickers down around their knees.”


Zeno needed confirmation. “Committing sodomy?”


She nodded. “One of Delamere’s boys raised a shout, ‘I say, what goes there?’ Then two of them reach inside and pull the buggers out, one after the other. Once they had them down in the street, they started kicking and pounding. Straight off, the younger molly wrenches away, pulls up his trousers and escapes down the lane.”


“No one ran after him?”


Scarlet shook her head. “Those blokes were too bladdered to give chase—turned back to their punches and kicks. Lord Delamere and another man stood near the coach door watching the tussle.”


Scarlet gulped. “His lordship leans in for a closer look. ‘Well, well, Albert. I wouldn’t have pegged you for a light-foot lad. Sorry about the thrashing.’


“The poor bashed-up gent, he spits blood and calls them a bunch of thickheaded cock-ups. Says they got the wrong coach, and now they’re all going to die for a mug’s game. Then he says, ‘I know every one of you by name. Rest assured, you’ll pay for this assault.’”


Scarlet chewed on her bottom lip. “Delamere’s puss turns right sneery. ‘I think not, Albert,’ he says, ‘’Tis you, my lord, who is going to pay for our silence.’”


Zeno clapped his mouth shut, just to make sure it wasn’t hanging open. “The younger man who got away. Did you get a look at him?”


“He knocked me onto my bum, sir.” She rubbed the back of her hip. “Close-cropped dark hair and light-colored eyes—ice blue they were. Handsome as the devil he was.”


“Lighter blue than mine?”


The girl wet her lips and flashed a sultry smile.


“Scarlet.” He lowered his chin and eyed her impatiently.


She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Different, very pale, almost like they were moonbeams.”


He placed an elbow on the brass rail and cupped his chin. “You are either in possession of an extraordinary memory or a wicked imagination.”


“You think I’d imagine such a tale? I’m telling you the God’s honest truth, sir.”


“Then might you provide a description of the men with Delamere? Take your time—the smallest detail would help.”


Her frown eased into a contemplative pout. “One of the young gents was light-haired, with a bit of a wave to it. Several locks fell down over his eyes. The other had dark chestnut hair. No beard or whiskers, like yourself. The third man was large, thick in the waist—ruddy cheeks on him. He stood beside the carriage door in a perspiration—”


Scarlet sat up straighter. “Lord Delamere eyed the nervous bloke. ‘Seen enough, James?’ Or he might have said—‘Seen too much, James?’ Plain enough words, but delivered in a harsh tone. More like …” Absently, the girl worked a bare foot up and down the bed sheet.


“A threat?”


She drew her brows together. “Perhaps a jeer—or a warning.”


Zeno studied the young informant while he processed her story. “Good work, Scarlet.” The clever chit had even managed to dredge up another name, likely one of the Bloody Four. “I have a mind this small event you happened on will prove useful.” Even as Zeno praised the girl’s natural talents, his eyes betrayed him.


The coquette ran her finger along the edge of her camisole, across plump breasts, which revealed a hint of light, rose-colored flesh at their tips. “You want a sample, sir? All the others do.”


Caught in the act of ogling, he coughed. “Others?”


“Most inspectors want a taste. Everyone but you, Mr. Kennedy.”


Everyone? His stomach roiled a bit.


“Is there something wrong with me, something you don’t like?”


He tilted his head. “I think you are a very pretty girl.” Skirting the bed, he sat down and spoke softly. He used her real name. “Kitty, you are not contracted to perform favors for detectives unless it is a part of an authorized operation. If you are ever uncomfortable with these requests for your services, I want you to feel free to boot them out. Is that understood?”


She tried to blink back any show of emotion before throwing her arms around his neck. He managed a hug and a few pats on the back. These girls did not experience much fair play or kindness in their line of work.


“You’re a decent man, sir.” A thin smile crept across her face.


Not altogether pleased about being thought decent by such a fetching girl, he let go of her and stood. Prostitute or no, he would take no chances with her safety. This liaison must go off as authentic.


“All right then, let’s make this sound like we’re having a jolly good tumble, shall we?” Zeno gave the bed a hard push with his foot and went on to create a series of rhythmic thuds and thumps. The game little harlot added sighs and moans to the jiggle and squeak of the bedsprings. A final staccato of rapid knocks against the wall made it perfectly evident to all those in the house that hardworking Scarlet was on the job.


CASSANDRA ST. CLOUD hurried up the steps of New Hospital for Women. A tingle of anticipation rushed through her body. On the second floor she turned toward the offices of the Women’s Health Organization of Britain. A line of patients spilled out of the waiting room and snaked down the corridor. “Excuse me, ladies.” She wove a path between high-bustle skirts, and turned down a narrow passageway marked Deliveries.


Cassandra gave the brass doorknob a turn, and poked her head in the door. “Dr. Erskine …” Her voice queried in a singsong fashion. “Mother?”


No answer. Just some low, mewling whimpers and a gasp of suppressed laughter.


What was Mama Olivia up to? She ventured inside the office and slipped past a few crates of medical supplies. A gas lamp hissed quietly above a stack of crates marked London Rubber Company. Cassandra grinned. No doubt a box full of Earl of Condom rubber goods.


A turn of the corner revealed a sparse but meticulously scrubbed examination room. Her mother held a cupped ear to the adjoining office wall.


“Cassie.” Dr. Olivia had a look of devilry about her. “Come have a listen.” She waved her closer. “Come. Come.”


She pressed affectionately up against her mother and cocked her head. Soft whimpers escalated into the most lurid moans as the unseen woman behind the wall continued to gasp and groan. With a surge of shock, she recognized the euphoric sighs of sexual intercourse as they passed through the plaster wall between surgeries.


Cassie shot upright. “Stanley Hargety is having an affair?” She had met Dr. Hargety and his wife several times at her parents’ home. There were rumors the man’s medical practice failed to prosper, and now this turn of events. She tried to hold back an uncharitable grin. “He hardly seems the Lothario type.”


Her mother snorted. “Did you have a look at the queue of women in the corridor? What a reversal of fortune! My colleague’s services are now very much in demand.” The moans grew louder and more frequent.


Cassie muffled a burst of laughter.


Olivia held a finger to her lips. “The paroxysm cometh.”


And it came in a bursting shriek followed by a nearly inaudible sigh. “Well, at least the lady’s hysteria is assuaged, thanks to Dr. Swift.”


More than curious, she followed her mother from the examination room to a small office in the rear of the suite. “Dr. Swift, you say? What happened to Dr. Hargety? And who is this Dr. Swift? Is the man properly licensed, Mother?”


Olivia tossed her a backward grin. “Dr. Swift is not a who, it’s a what, darling. A new electric vibration machine.”


Once inside the rumpled, comfortable office, her mother removed the kettle from a spirit-fuelled burner and filled the teapot. “Not long after I acquired this Bunsen burner, what did Stanley Hargety do? At great expense, he purchased himself a set of Leclanché cell batteries.”


Cassie clamped her lips together. She had read the scandalous advertisements in the back of women’s journals. An amused chortle rippled close to the surface. “Dear lord, he’s got himself a machine to relieve female hysteria.”


“The electric vibrator is also an effective treatment for arthritis, muscle spasms, and insomnia.” Olivia winked. “But a most profound cure for the over-excitable female. And what a boon to his practice. They’d come in twice a week if he could find the room to fit them in.”


“I take it not every lady is quite so expressive as this last patient?” She swept a few books off the corner of the desk so her mother could set down the tea tray.


“Lord no, although I have my theories.” Olivia shooed Baxter the cat off a well-worn wing chair. “Coincidental to his partnering with Dr. Swift, Stanley has suddenly shifted his practice to hospital half the week. I suspect an enthusiastic patient may have proved herself entirely too vocal for his posh Harley Street surgery.”


Cassie could not hold back the news a second longer. Her stomach fluttered with excitement. “I must tell you my solicitor wired wonderful news this morning. At my behest, a small but well-appointed town house edging on Belgravia has been let in my name.”


Olivia stopped short of biting into a lemon biscuit.


“Well, it’s about time, dear. No one will take greater pleasure than I to see you cast off those widow’s weeds and return to your painting. You have great talent. A gift from God—”


“Don’t squander it,” she recited along with her mother. “You’ll be pleased to know I have plans to show in London and Paris this year.” Cassie raised her chin. “I mean to concentrate on my art, and art alone.”


As shocking and cruel as her husband’s death had been, she had been given a reprieve of sorts, a chance to start life anew. “There will be no eager gentlemen callers complicating my ambitions this time.”


This time, she would remain steadfast to her aspirations. This time the thing she desired most in the world would be hers—to be worthy of the sobriquet “impressionist.” Mary Cassatt’s Child in a Straw Hat, Claude Monet’s Woman with a Parasol, Edgar Degas’s Dancers at the Bar. And Cassandra St. Cloud’s …? Lost in a world of brilliant color and swirling brushstrokes, she was barely aware of her mother’s ramblings.


“… and when word gets out the young widow has taken a residence of her own?”


“Yes. The presumption is I will take a lover.” Cassie shrugged. “Let them think what they wish.”


“Well.” Olivia grinned. “Libertas, Cassie! And when does this all take place?”


“I begin the move tomorrow. My dear companion, Aunt Esmie, leaves Rosslyn House for the countryside to care for an ailing sister.” Cassie set her cup down and beamed. “The timing is perfection itself, I shall make my escape from the in-laws.”


“After six months of marriage and two years of mourning, I would say so.” Mother’s eye roll was less than subtle, though her voice softened. “You have done your duty.”


A brief silence graced the room as the reality of Cassie’s break from her late husband’s family sank in. Sipping tea, Olivia gazed at her over a tipped cup. “I was pleased to know you recognized the sounds of sexual gratification, dear. I do hope that when Thom was alive he managed to show you some pleasure?”


She pressed her lips together. How Mother dearly loved to be shocking.


There really was only one way to answer one of Dr. Olivia Erskine’s social deportment salvos, as Father often referred to them. “Yes, Mama, he knew precisely the spot and what to do once he got there.” Not that the man had seen her in a state of bliss, much. Heat radiated from her throat to her cheeks but Cassie took a great deal of satisfaction in what appeared to be her mother’s generous approval.


Olivia smiled. “Ah, the magic power of a fine, gentle massage.”


Now and again, Cassie wondered what it might be like to have a retiring, reserved mother. She set down her cup. “I cannot think of another subject I would rather converse on, but I must be off to see Mr. Dowdeswell. I dropped off a folio of drawings last week, which he kindly offered to critique.”


“And how goes the gallery business? After that ridiculous show he gave Whistler.” Olivia clucked her tongue. “When I think of how bold your work is in comparison to that meek little portrait of his mother. I do hope Dowdeswell comes to his senses and offers you space.”


“All right, Mummy, shall we give him a go? Sit for me. Perhaps a reclining pose—Olivia in the Nude?”


Mother nearly choked on her biscuit. “I will say your father does admire my derriere.”


Cassie pulled on gloves. “Should you decide to retire from medicine, promise me you will never attempt artist representation. You’d make short work of the gallery owners on Bond Street.” She blew her mother a kiss as she left the room.
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Zeno exited the notorious bordello and decided to walk off his frustration. He hoofed it back to Piccadilly Circus, where it would be easy enough to find a hansom for hire.


After a few years with the Yard, a man developed instincts. Something about this small incident of Kitty’s made his gut react as if he’d held a match to a stick of dynamite. At the intersection of Haymarket and Shaftesbury, he sucked in a breath of sooty air, and spied a cab emptying out passengers.


“Number Four Whitehall.”


“Cost ye two bob.”


Zeno frowned at the driver. “That’s double the fare.”


“Time a day, sir. Cab’s in demand.”


Robbery, plain and simple. Since construction began on the Underground expansion, cabbies had become money-grubbing highwaymen.


Disgruntled, he settled against the hard leather seat of the cab. The last batch of dynamiters had taken him eighteen months to find and bring to trial—another six to reach verdicts and sentencing. Several of his cases against known conspirators had been dropped for want of evidence to bring before the chief Crown prosecutor. The files had long since been stored away. He couldn’t wait to get back into the office and dust them off.


Zeno stepped out of the cab and tossed the driver two shillings. He nodded to the security police at the entrance and took the stairs two at a time.


The elderly janitor stopped sweeping and tipped his cap. “Onto something big, Inspector Kennedy?”


“One never knows, Bert.” Mumbling to himself, Zeno turned down the corridor toward Records. He collected several folders and returned to his desk. Leafing through the first file, he came across an old list titled “The Bloody Four.” A hotchpotch of names had been added and crossed out over the years.


Andrew Hingham, Lord Delamere.


Zeno angled the notepaper to read a hurried scrawl in the margin. Possible financier of dynamiters? And another line: Appears to work in support of Irish Home Rule, but …?


“Evening, mate.”


Zeno recognized the detective’s voice. “Mr. Lewis, you worked this case with me. Do you recall anything of interest regarding Lord Delamere?”


“Irish peer, there’s also a title held in the peerage of England. Earl of Longford, I believe—but check that.” Rafe leaned against the doorframe. “I seem to remember suspected linkages to a group of American Irish anarchists. Clan na Gael, possibly.”


Zeno studied his scribbled notes peppered with question marks. “What if—say—Delamere wanted a bloody Irish revolution? A complete break from England? Might he plot to keep all of London in a state of terror, including the Lords and members of Parliament?”


“Keep the natives stirred up—Home Rule might never pass.” The young detective tilted his chin. “Interesting, Zak.” He pushed off the doorjamb. “I’m off to meet Flynn.”


“The Rising Sun?”


“Dog and Duck.” Rafe shrugged. “Flynn’s after a nice bit o’ tail. I’ll settle for a pint. Pop by if you’re thirsty.”


Zeno returned to the list and searched for the second name, James. Kitty’s cowering man of round girth and ruddy cheek. Among the jumble of names and titles he could find only one man who fit the description.


James Reginald Hicks-Beach.


Good God. The man worked in the Home Office. Word was Hicks-Beach was being groomed for greater things. How the anarchists would love to have a man on the inside. Zeno took up his pen and circled four likely candidates. After Delamere and Hicks-Beach, he scratched a loop around George Upton, a known confederate of Delamere, and another close chum, Gerald St. Cloud, Earl of Rosslyn.


Could these peers be the Bloody Four?


He lingered on the last name circled. If he was not mistaken, the young widow about to become his latest tenant was a St. Cloud. Rubbing his eyes, he sat back in his chair and blew a low whistle through his teeth. Rather odd his new neighbor was related to a person of interest implicated in his case. By coincidence or design?


Hang it all, it was about time a bit of luck fell in his lap. Zeno wrote down a code name for Delamere. Rat-Rí. King rat in ancient Irish speak. Then he filled out a personnel request authorization to move two agents, Flynn Rhys and Rafe Lewis, onto his case.


Ah yes, one more thing.


Before reaching for his coat, he got out a blank telegraph form and jotted the name of his solicitor and the words Saint Cloud on separate lines. After scribbling the word saint, he found the honorific entirely too … saintly. He crumpled up the sheet, opened a top drawer, and pulled out a pad of wire forms. This time he abbreviated her surname and scrawled along absently. Make sure keys deliver to new tenant by …


The pencil lead snapped.


“Bollocks.” He removed a penknife from his pocket and sharpened the writing instrument. Now, where was he? Zeno scratched the stubble on his jaw. Ah yes. The idea of a young woman with possible connections to his case intrigued him. His solicitor, a clever fellow who didn’t miss much, had mentioned she was rather attractive. His new lessee would take possession of Number 10 Lyall Street at dawn on the morrow. Something about this rather ordinary event hinted at a kind of positive shift in the atmosphere, a tingle of excitement. He experienced a fleeting, prescient sense of expectation. Of what, he had no idea—but he itched to find out.


CASSIE CRANED HER neck to admire the Prussian blue sailcloth. A rather chic new awning was being constructed over the door of Dowdeswell and Dowdeswell Gallery. One side of the exhibit space remained open, while workmen readied the other half for a new installation. Enamel paint and sawdust permeated the air as she ducked past busy workmen and made her way toward the rear of the display room.


The office door was open. Dowdeswell stood with his back to the door and examined a painting. She rapped on the entry molding before entering the untidy space strewn with framed and unframed canvases.


The gentleman pivoted slowly and she froze. “The talented Mrs. St. Cloud! A beautiful woman who is also on time, how delightful.”


The strikingly handsome man standing before her was decidedly not Oscar Dowdeswell. Rather, he was a persistent scourge. A nightmare. A man she went to great lengths to avoid, whether at private social events or in public.


“Lord Delamere. What are you—?”


His cool, green-eyed gaze raked up and down her frame. “How are you, my dear?”


She dipped a curtsy. “Very well, my lord.”


“Gerald tells me you mean to strike out on your own. Something about a flat in Belgrave Square?”


“Knightsbridge.” Cassie squared her shoulders and met his gaze. Still, the tingle down her spine caused a kind of breathless stammer. “Perhaps it does edge onto Belgravia.”


She turned to leave and he swept past her. Taller than she remembered, Delamere moved like a panther. Not surprising, the man was a predator. His frock coat swung open to reveal a deep Alizarin crimson silk waistcoat. Black cravat. Ruby tiepin. His Savile Row tailor would be proud.


“You will hear me out, Cassandra.” Arrogantly nonchalant, he leaned against the door, barring her exit.


She ignored her rise in heart rate and the slight tic in her left eye. There was something raw and surly about Delamere today. He needed a shave, which was impossible. Not this immaculate, elegant man who dressed to perfection. He must be growing a beard.


She lifted her chin. “I have an appointment with Mr. Dowdeswell, where is he?”


“Down with a terrible malady, I’m afraid—some kind of spring fever. And since I have recently become a silent partner of Dowdeswell and Dowdeswell, I volunteered for this meeting.”


“I was to receive Mr. Dowdeswell’s comments on a folio of drawings.”


“Ah yes, the sketches of the lady in toilet. Powerful, sensual work, almost scandalous for a female artist.”


He moved away from the door. “Since you are far from the blushing ingénue, tell me, Cassandra, did you disrobe for your husband in such a provocative manner?”


Cassie bit her lip. “I’ll just retrieve them and be on my way.” Unable to return his gaze, she scanned the room for her portfolio. There it was, on a side table, behind the desk.


He leaned forward to scold her. “I’m not sure I will ever forgive you for marrying Thomas.”


Blood and panic pulsed through her body. “Lord Delamere, you have contrived to lure me here to insult and threaten me.” Her brows knit together when she frowned. “Why must you persist with these unwanted advances?”


The man had a reputation as an accomplished rake who enjoyed the chase as much as the conquest. Rapacious, wolfish. She could not bear to look into the flinty spark of his emerald gaze. Whenever he contrived to venture near, she was always made to feel as if she stood naked before him.


Already he was too close. She took several steps back. “There are many women far more attractive than I who would adore your attentions, my lord.”


“But they are not you.” He yanked her into his arms and dipped his head as though to force a kiss. But his mouth did not touch hers. Instead, he stared intently as his hand pressed into the fabric of her dress.


“Do you miss the lovemaking, Cassandra?” One hand held her firmly within his grasp while the other traveled lower. Heat rose up her neck to her cheeks. Damn the man. She placed both hands on his chest and pushed him aside. “Touch me again and I will—“


Undaunted, the man boldly advanced. He held an arm out in invitation. Presumably, if she didn’t obey, he would grab her again. Cassie backed farther away.


“Oscar?” A strong rapping caused the door to rattle.


“Please come in,” Cassie called hastily. Startled by the knock as well as the strength of her reply, Delamere hesitated. The door opened. She recognized the disembodied head of Jeremy William Powell, one of the gallery’s artists.


“Cassie, is that you?”


She uttered a nervous ripple of laughter. “So good to see you, Jeremy.”


His lordship glowered.


She breathed a sigh of relief. She and Jeremy Powell had studied in Paris together, a summer arts program at the Sorbonne. Always stylish, though a bit unkempt, the artist entered the office and straightened a paisley cravat. A lock of fawn-colored hair fell over his forehead. Jeremy swept it back with a nervous grin. She knew instantly he sensed the raw energy in the room. “Have I interrupted something?”


“Not at all, Jeremy. Lord Delamere informs me he is now a partner in the gallery. Have you been introduced?” Barely holding herself together, she managed a tight-lipped smile. “Jeremy William Powell is one of your gallery’s contracted artists, my lord.”


“Lord Delamere.” Jeremy made a courteous bow. “I was in the neighborhood. Thought to pop in for a chat. Oscar still under the weather?”


“Mr. Powell.” His lordship deigned a nod. “I’m afraid he continues to suffer the occasional fever.” Nothing had changed about Delamere. His polite civility always seemed strained, on edge. “I understand he is improving.”


“Well, that is good news.” Jeremy shifted his smile. “So, Cassie, what brings you here?”


“Mr. Dowdeswell offered a critique. Another day, perhaps?” She crossed the room, picked up the folio and tucked it under her arm.


Was that a wistful look from the wretched man? If she didn’t know better, Lord Delamere appeared almost contrite. “Oscar quite lavishly admired your sketches, Cassandra. He planned to discuss show dates in the fall.”


“Yes … well.” Her gaze faltered. “If you would pass along my best wishes for Mr. Dowdeswell’s restored health?”


“Please do relay mine as well.” Jeremy nodded a dignified bow. “Honored to have made your acquaintance, Lord Delamere.”


His lordship barely acknowledged the artist, steadying his gaze on Cassandra. “The pleasure was mine.”


Cassie stepped into a blur of bustling pedestrians on Bond Street. As soon as they were safely away from the gallery, Jeremy turned to her. “Cassie, you are as pale as a ghost. What was going on back there?”


She took hold of his offered arm. “Your knock on the door could not have been more timely.”


Youthfully handsome, both in body and spirit, Jeremy’s bright eyes filled with mischief. “I do hope you have a sordid and shocking tale to tell.”


He was exactly the right tonic for her. “Positively scandalous.”


“I must hear everything.” Her dear colleague checked the cross traffic and escorted her across the street. “Gunter’s is still open. I could use a lemon ice or cup of hot chocolate.”


She flashed a thin smile. “You’re going to need one of each.”


The ground trembled underfoot, followed by a low rumble of thunder in the distance. “Did you feel that?” Jeremy asked. They both pivoted in the direction of the river.


ZENO DODGED HIS way through a snarl of cabs and carriages. At the curb, he purchased a Gazette and a Daily Telegraph. He tucked both papers under his arm and made for the Underground entrance on the Embankment. A low-pitched rumble rattled every shop window on the corner. The vibration instantly escalated into a violent shaking as sidewalk pavers shifted underfoot.


A flash of brilliant light pained his eyes. An eerie squall of orange-red fire blasted out of the station. The shock wave blew him off the curb and into the street. Flat on his back he tried to catch his breath, gasping for what little oxygen there was in the air. Somehow, through a sensory fog, he was aware of carriage wheels and striking hooves. Rolling out of the vehicle’s way, he staggered to his feet. A newsboy lay motionless nearby. He reached out and lifted the young hawker into his arms.


Vaguely, he was aware he was hatless.


Zeno’s auditory faculties cut out. Silence. His perception of events became a jumble of disjointed visual impressions. Ghostly figures circled around him, all in a panic. Buffeted by a second ferocious blast, a huge cloud of smoldering wreckage rocketed out of the Underground entrance.


He checked behind him and then, on a hunch, checked again. As if in a dream, a silent, driverless team and coach emerged from a cloud of smoke and debris. Zeno held the child tight to his body and took refuge behind a capsized wagon.


His eardrums popped. Cries of panic came from every corner of the busy intersection. The shrieks of frightened horses and the clatter of the runaway carriages echoed through the streets.


Debris darkened the sky and spread outward. Black smoke rumbled over the concourse, smothering every person and object in its path. A blanket of vaporous, noxious particles enveloped him. Zeno tucked the newsboy into the shelter of the cart. He could barely see a foot in front of his face. From his waistcoat pocket he removed a handkerchief and held the fabric over his nose and mouth. Eyes burning, disoriented, he crossed the small square.


It was happening again.


Nearly three years had passed since the last bombing stunned all of London. Zeno’s squint shut out everything but the memory of one explosion. The one he could never forget.


Covered in a fine layer of ash, he made his way toward the tube entrance. Somewhere on the stairs a child screamed in fear. He descended no more than a dozen steps and tripped over a pile of bodies. The stink of smoldering woolen coats and singed hair hovered over the dazed commuters. These people were near to suffocation. He shook each one and hastened them on up the stairs.


Lungs choked with thick gray dust, he could barely breathe. Couldn’t see a thing. Out of the murky stillness came a weak, frightened voice. “Is there anyone here? Can someone please take my hand?” He reached through a fog of ash and grasped outstretched trembling fingers.


“Don’t let go.”


“No.” Zeno lifted the woman onto her feet.


“My child!”


Blindly, he searched the ground and grasped a woven shawl. No cry of life came from the bundled infant. With the babe under one arm, he held the woman upright and made his way aboveground. A hint of sky appeared to each side of a spiraling plume of charcoal vapor. Then, a godsend, a gust of wind and a patch of fresh air. Zeno sucked in a deep breath.


A group of dazed citizens approached to help settle the woman and child on a stone bench. Tiny daggers of smoke particles burned and blurred Zeno’s vision. Meanwhile, people were dying.


The infant’s wail permeated a cloak of haze and shadow. Hope.


“Someone alert the fire brigade. Scotland Yard is blocks away, the Metropolitan Police should be on scene any moment now.” His eyes watered profusely as he blinked away soot. “I could use a few able-bodied men.” He turned into a thick blanket of fumes and didn’t look back to see if anyone followed.


With each trip to the surface, as the threat of additional bombs eased, Zeno picked up a makeshift auxiliary of volunteers. Day had turned to night. The cool chill of evening air washed over him. The fire brigade, now on the scene, went straight after burning pockets of flame, while trained men helped to excavate the injured and dead from under the rubble.


“Sit yourself down and have a swig.” Someone shoved a ladle of cold water into his hand. He guzzled with a thirst he wasn’t aware of until now. After several deep swallows he returned the dipper for more. “Thank you.”


“No dear, thank you.” The woman’s kind face matched the tone of her voice.


Zeno shook his head. “There are so many.” At least eleven dead thus far. Or was it twelve? He had lost count of the injured.


Every muscle in his body ached. He rubbed a scrape on his chin and reopened the wound. Blood mingled with dust on his fingertips. A deep inhalation triggered a spasm of coughs. Slumped onto a bench, he gave himself a minute or two and no more. He took another gulp of water, and poured the remains over his head. The cool liquid shocked and revived him. He kneaded his neck and let his head roll back onto sore shoulders.


His mind chased a tumbling crimson maple leaf along memory lane. Fall had come early that year. Zeno shook his head in a futile attempt to avoid a parade of painful memories and lurid headlines, articles filled with detailed descriptions of the carnage. And eclipsing all of it, a tragic love story.


YARD MAN LINKED TO BOMB VICTIM ACTRESS JAYNE WELLS


Plenty of newspapers sold that day and for weeks afterward. A nasty shot of anger pulsed through his body as he recalled the intrusive press reports. Like a persistent recurring nightmare, the memory of his dead mistress ravaged his thoughts. Three years had passed and yet her murder was as fresh as the blast of—how many hours had passed?


Someone clapped him on the back. His body jerked upright.


A small cadre of volunteers stood waiting, faces blackened with ash and grime. They had stuck fast with him since the explosion. A few were gentry. Frock coats and hats long since discarded, these gentlemen of quality had rolled up their shirtsleeves and worked tirelessly alongside working-class chaps with stronger backs—young men who could shoulder dead weight up two flights of stairs and turn right around for more.


One of the men spoke up. “That bloke over there took our names, sir. Sez your name’s Kennedy of Scotland Yard. Sez yer famous.”


Zeno’s gaze traveled across the chaotic thoroughfare and narrowed on the man standing beside Fire Brigade Captain Fraser, pad and pencil in hand. He exhaled a sigh and surveyed his motley crew of volunteers, every one of them weary to the bone.


He approached the reporter interviewing the fire chief, and gestured to the men beside him. “Make sure you spell their names correctly and leave mine off the story.”


The impertinent newspaper hack snorted. “Leave you off, Kennedy? Why, you are the story.”


Zeno grabbed the man’s jacket lapels. “Do your utmost to get this straight. Innocent people are down there, dead or dying. They are your story. Along with these men behind me, regular citizenry, who have risked their lives to rescue the victims of this violence.”


He shoved off the bug-eyed newsman and walked back into hell.





[image: common] Chapter Three


Revived by a hot bath and change of clothes, Zeno paused at the window of his second-floor library. He had left the smoldering remains of the Underground station at daybreak and stumbled home. Too keyed up for bed, he wondered how long he would remain upright. He made a private wager with himself and kept the stakes small.


For the time being, the early morning arrival of furniture to Number 10 Lyall Street would serve to amuse. As he observed the removal of a large packing crate from the van, a section of windowpane reflected the distracting movements of his housekeeper. She guided a busy feather duster across the library table and hesitated. With a furtive glance in his direction she brushed over a stack of books and reports piled in a haphazard fashion.


For years, Zeno had studied Alma Woolsley’s household misadventures and found he could, at times, anticipate her behavior. Tentatively, she reached for several of the heaviest volumes on the top of the heap.


“I’d rather you wouldn’t, Mrs. Woolsley.”


With an audible tsk and exaggerated sigh, Alma shifted her duster’s attentions to the side table of his favorite reading chair. “You’ve got eyes in the back of your head, sir.”


“Rather useful in my line of work.”


The woman did not know her place. Besides being impertinent and bossy, she moved things. This habit figured by far to be her most exasperating quality. He had spoken to her at length and on many occasions about this systematic invasion of his privacy.


Of late, she had redoubled her efforts to antagonize him with an assault on his dressing room. Without so much as asking, she made it her business to reorganize both his wardrobe and dresser drawers. Just this morning he was obliged to call her upstairs to show him where his tattersall waistcoat might be found.


From the corner of his eye, he caught a swoosh of feathers along the window mullions. “I do hope the new tenant will be amiable, Mr. Kennedy. Do you know anything more about her, sir? You did mention she is a single lady, a widow, I believe?”


“I am in receipt of a full year’s rent paid in advance. What better to know about a new tenant, Mrs. Woolsley?”


With a sniff, she rattled off a barrage of questions in short order. “I believe it would be nice to know all sorts of things about her. Perhaps an idea of the lady’s age? Does she bring any relations with her? How many servants might she need? What are her family connections? Many details, sir, would be profoundly interesting.”


“Profoundly interesting?” Zeno arched a brow. “You lead an exceedingly dull life, ma’am.”


“Well, you would best know about that, Mr. Kennedy,” Alma pushed up next to him and peered around the window drapery. Like it or not, her insistent nudging caused the bare semblance of a smile. Anything more would have cracked open wounds sustained in the blast.


“I do worry you’ll be off after those dynamiters without the proper rest.” She sniffed. “And I’d be happier if those bruises and cuts looked a sight better.”


“To ease your mind, I shall endeavor to heal as quickly as possible.”


“Sleep would go a long way, sir.”


“For your edification, take a moment to observe the furnishings carried into Number Ten by the drayage laborers.” He checked his pocket watch. “Perhaps you might find an object of interest? An unusual item or two that could tell us something about our new neighbor?”


He kept one eye on the furrowed brow of his housekeeper as she concentrated on the comings and goings below. “Come now, Mrs. Woolsley. Do you not apprise me on a near-constant basis regarding your inborn talent for sleuthing?”


Alma hesitated. “Might our new neighbor have an interest in the arts?”


“An interest or an avocation? You must elaborate.”


“I’ve counted several easels as well a large roll of sailcloth. And a number of instrument cases. Might they hold brushes, oils, charcoals, turpentine, and the like? I believe she could be a painter if I am not mistaken.” Alma’s eyes widened as she awaited his reply.


“A very good start, Mrs. Woolsley.”


She snorted. “Not a difficult deduction, beggin’ your pardon, sir.”


He pressed his lips together. “I suppose it is an observation that, no doubt, a simpleton could discern. Might the lady in question be a serious artist or would you call her a dabbler, perhaps as a hobby?”


Alma tilted her head. “Why, I believe the former, sir. Why else all the equipment?”


“Excellent perception. And what style of painting, what school of artists might she be identified with?”


“Mr. Kennedy, how might I know what the lady paints without an opportunity to see the paintings themselves?”


His focus shifted to the arrival of a town coach as it pulled ahead of the furniture van. Zeno ticked off numerous observations, including an elaborate coat of arms. The Rosslyn crest, no doubt. Zeno reminded himself of his new tenant’s connection to the Earl of Rosslyn, Gerald St. Cloud.


A woman of an age near middle twenties emerged from the carriage. Stringing behind her on long leads were two tail-waggers—tricolor foxhounds. The young lady waited patiently for the dogs to assess the distance from the coach floor to the ground before they made a scrambled leap to the street.


She wore a slim skirt with a modest bustle. A crisp white shirt under a formfitting jacket denoted a shapely figure. Comically, a hound’s leash caught in her skirt. She quickly raised the hem, exposing a trim length of leg as she untangled the frolicking animal. Zeno politely redirected his attention to the sunlight rimming her hair, which glowed a honeyed brown color under a smart straw boater.


“My word, she appears to be a handsome, athletic sort of young lady.”


The near thrill in his housekeeper’s voice caused him to raise a brow. “Kindly explain how you might come to the conclusion that Mrs. St. Cloud is athletic?”


“Is that her name?” Alma sighed. “Very pleasing and romantic, wouldn’t you say, sir?”


“Answer the question, please.”


“Well,” she hesitated, “there are the hounds, which indicate—”


“Nothing.” He frowned. “They could be leftover runts from a large litter of sporting dogs the lady decided to rescue and make into house pets. You’ll have to do better than that, Mrs. Woolsley.”


“There is the matter of a very fine new horse in the stables. Arrived just yesterday, late in the afternoon. I happened to overhear instructions to the groom.”


Zeno tore his gaze away from the street. “Which were?”


“The new tenant,” Alma stammered, “Mrs. St. Cloud, that is, enjoys an early ride most every morning. Weather permitting, sir.”


He quirked up the ends of his mouth. “Mrs. Woolsley, I believe you are soon to be graduated to an occasional research contract with the firm.”


“Does that mean I get to spy, sir?”


“Indeed it does.”


IT TOOK EXACTLY three days for Mrs. St. Cloud to send word to the stables to ready her horse for riding. Zeno knew this for a fact, for he had skulked around the mews each and every morning hoping for a chance encounter with the young woman.


Of course, he might have just knocked on her front door. “Greetings, madam. Welcome to the neighborhood.” But that sort of formality, while neighborly, was hardly conducive to poking into her brother-in-law’s involvement with the Bloody Four. No, he had in mind a more serendipitous meeting.


Checking his saddle, he watched the lady’s well-bred hunter circle the stable groom at the end of a long leading ribbon. “Natural collection, nicely gaited.”


Rory tossed a shock of red hair over a nose sprinkled with freckles. “A right pretty mover she is, sir.”


“Good morning, gentlemen.”


Zeno pivoted toward the pleasant female voice. His jaw dropped and his mouth went dry. Days ago, he had observed a handsome, intriguing young lady take possession of Number 10. This morning, up close?


She was stunning.


Captured by her gaze, he noted crystal gray eyes framed by dark lashes. She studied him rather intently. Her features, though symmetrical, were quite overpowered by a rather predominant mouth, which at the moment tilted up at the ends. In fact, he could not be sure she wasn’t laughing at him. He stared a bit too long at those well-defined lips.


She wore a riding habit in a shade that might be described as a medium blue—what would a lady call that hue? Beneath her jacket, a paisley waistcoat peeked out from under black velvet lapels. A top hat adorned with a netted veil completed the picture.


He attempted to speak as his heart pounded too much blood from his brain. My word, this is going to be stimulating. An intriguing new neighbor related to a person of interest in his case against the dynamiters. A tantalizing mix of business and pleasure, indeed. “Pardon me, but I thought to bring around …?” Zeno gestured toward the circling equine.


“Daisy.”


He choked on the silly name for such a refined mount. “I was about to bring—Daisy—to your door, as I myself am riding this morning.”


Her gaze moved up and down. “I assure you, sir, I am quite capable of getting to the Lyall Mews on my own, but I do appreciate the kind gesture, Mister—?”


“Please forgive my indecorous manners, Mrs. St. Cloud.” He tipped his hat. “Zeno Augustus Kennedy, at your service.”


“You know my name, sir?”


“I do, madam. As it happens I am the owner of several row houses on Lyall Street. I admit to a cursory review of the applications I receive from my solicitor, but I am mindful enough to remember the name of a new tenant.”


The groom positioned her horse at the mounting block. Before either male could offer a hand, she stepped into a stirrup, hoisted herself onto the saddle, and arranged her skirts.


He noted the soft, supple leather of her riding boots before pivoting in the direction of the young stable hand. “Mrs. St. Cloud, may I introduce you to your groom?”


“Rory O’Connor, ma’am.” The boy doffed his cap and nodded a bow.


“Named after the King of Ireland, I presume?” Her smile was radiant. Of course she would have to have one of those.


“Yes, ma’am.” The lad’s fair skin turned a vivid shade of pink, a striking mismatch against his fiery orange hair.


“Very pleased to meet you, Rory.”


“Likewise, ma’am.”


She narrowed mercury eyes over the head of her shy groom. “So you are my landlord, then?”


Zeno nodded a discreet bow. “We need not converse as lessor to lessee, but rather, my intention is to welcome you to the neighborhood. Perhaps I can answer questions or direct you to services around the vicinity of our small community?”


“Shall we ride together, then? Show me points of interest. A short route to the track, once we’re in the park.”


“Exactly, madam.” From the corner of his eye, as he lifted himself onto his saddle, he caught her inspecting his backside. Hard in an instant, he sat cautiously so as not to cause himself injury.


“You live on Lyall Street, Mr. Kennedy?”


Adjusting his reins, he met her gaze. “I am your next-door neighbor, Mrs. St. Cloud.”


“MY GIVEN NAME is Cassandra, but you may call me Cassie.” She reined Daisy off a narrow horse trail and onto the wide dirt track of Rotten Row.


She caught a raised brow from her neighbor. “Are you always so informal, Mrs. St. Cloud?” What a cold, taciturn impression he made, speaking in clipped tones with a frown on his face. She concluded he must not recognize this disagreeable behavior in himself.


“Perhaps you should call me by my title, then. The dowager Lady Rosslyn. Much more starchy and impersonal. Are you always so stiff, Mr. Kennedy?”


The curl at the ends of his mouth seemed to indicate he was amused. “According to a colleague of mine, I need to foster a more congenial side to my acerbic nature. All work and no play, I’m afraid. Perhaps you can help me improve on my charm … a bit of advice?”


An honest evaluation, delivered with a large dose of sarcasm. Still, she smiled. “I don’t believe there are charm schools for gentlemen who lack … charm, Mr. Kennedy.”


Stealing a glance at the man riding beside her, she noted an imperfectly perfect nose positioned above a delicious wide-set mouth, his most expressive facial feature. In the short distance from mews to park, he had demonstrated a few subtle variations of a masterful frown. A smile from this gent, should she ever see one, might cause her complete discomposure.


“Then I will require private lessons. You have my permission to school me in the finer points of the winsome personality.” The tensing of his mouth and the quirk of a brow intimated curiosity and something else. He enjoyed taunting her.


“Generally, people who cultivate charm enjoy using the familiar. The use of a person’s first name, for example, is an engaging gesture. And I still prefer Cassie, even if you do not.”


He continued to appear nonplussed. “Ah yes, an agreeable personality is certain to win one friends.”


She could not restrain a flicker of eye roll. “If you were to use my first name, how might I then be allowed to refer to you, Mr. Kennedy? Theoretically?”


His gaze darted across park scenery to meet hers. “There are a few colleagues or acquaintances,” he ventured, his voice laden with irony, “who call me Zak—an acronym, of my initials.”


“Zeno …” She bit her lip. “Angus Kennedy?”


He narrowed his eyes. “Augustus Kennedy.”


“My, my, you do have clever friends, even if there are so few of them.”


Was that a growl or a harrumph from the man? She grinned. “That sort of grousing is only endearing from a great-uncle in need of an afternoon nap.” Cassie guided her horse onto a narrow path and glanced back. “A charm pointer, Mr. Kennedy.”


They rode quietly past the Albert Memorial, Victoria’s impressive epitaph to her most beloved husband.


“I always feel obliged to recite some sort of eulogy whenever I pass by here.” Her landlord tilted his head. “Ah, here’s one.


“Near this spot


are deposited the remains of one


who possessed beauty without vanity,


Strength without insolence,


Courage without ferocity,


and all the virtues of man without his vices.”


She recognized the poem. “You quote Byron’s ‘Epitaph to a Dog.’”


“I’m afraid our departed prince consort will have to make do with the only epitaph I have set to memory. A poet’s tribute to his beloved pet.” He nudged his mount up alongside hers and flashed a hint of a smile. It nearly took her breath away. “My uncle gave me a Newfoundland as a lad.”


She couldn’t resist a tease. “And I suppose you named your dog Boatswain after Byron, as well?”


“Not terribly original, I admit.” His scoff added a nice touch of humility. “Boat died years ago. I was away at school.”


She experienced a sudden awareness that Mr. Kennedy had shifted from curious enigma to someone she might wish to know better. A subtle reckoning, to be sure, and it began before she even realized it.


Gradually, he disclosed something of his background. Graduated Cambridge with letters, and a former rugby player—a blue shirt of all things! He had suffered a knee injury the start of his third year.
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