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To Michelle, for the friendship and laughter—but mostly for the greatest pun that’s ever been punned.


Chapter One

1816, Middlesex

The grandfather clock in the corner thunked a steady rhythm, and Lorna sipped her tea. Around her, the parlor’s shabby sofa and chairs stood empty, waiting for callers who wouldn’t arrive. No one mourned the passing of a madman.

A series of hollow gongs announced ten o’clock. At the cemetery, the vicar soon would pray over Thomas, with only poor little Daniel and a manservant in attendance.

The droning chimes faded. Silence filled Lorna’s ears, a soothing balm to her frayed nerves. Her brother’s screams and curses had filled the house for months before the end came. Belligerent and wheedling and sinister by turns, the incessant noise had threatened to pull the whole house into insanity with him. Even when he no longer opened his lids because light hurt his eyes, his lips moved, spewing blasphemies and mad rants or begging for something—the services of a prostitute his most frequent request.

On one of these occasions, her resolve to ignore his revolting words had failed her. “Hasn’t your whoring done enough?” she’d snapped. “There will be no more of that for you, brother.”

Thomas growled in protest and squirmed against the lengths of linen bound to his ankles and wrists. One eye cracked open, rolling in the socket until it settled on Lorna. It looked like a watery poached egg floating in a ring of crusty lashes. Gaunt, stubbled cheeks pulled back to reveal slimy teeth. “Then give me your mouth.” The thin, soiled nightshirt wadded around his thighs outlined a jutting erection.

Lorna’s cheeks still burned in shame to recall her brother’s suggestion. He’d laughed at her shocked indignation, all the while lewdly grinding his hips in circles. “You’re too scrawny to fuck, and your cunt’s dusty like a harp in the corner, waiting for someone to play it. But your lips are pink and ready.” She’d never heard two of those words before, but it took her only a second to interpret them.

Lorna took a cake from the table of refreshments meant for sympathetic neighbors. Cook insisted on providing the late Baron Chorley a respectable funeral, despite the disgrace he had heaped upon the family while he lived. Lorna nibbled slowly, relishing the sweetness against her tongue.

Of late, her meals had been gulped down without tasting the food. Almost every waking moment had been spent at Thomas’s bedside, watching the restraints. Twice he’d escaped. The first time, he kicked through a window, shredded his leg, and nearly bled to death before they wrestled him back into bed. The second time . . . Lorna winced at the memory of the maid’s ruined face.

After that, Thomas was kept under constant supervision. Lorna hadn’t thought it fair to leave the last remaining footman, Oscar, and the old butler, Humphrey, entirely in charge of tending him—especially since the servants worked out of loyalty now, rather than for a decent wage.

Lorna swept a few crumbs from the skirt of her black dress. The garment began its life a pale rose, but the necessity for mourning weeds had seen it dunked into a stinking vat of vinegar and dye just yesterday. Mrs. Lynch, the housekeeper, had smoothed an old sheet over Lorna’s chair before she sat, lest dye bleed onto the faded upholstery.

A knock sounded at the front door. Lorna set down her teacup and folded her hands in her lap a few seconds before Humphrey’s stooped form appeared in the parlor door. “A Mr. Wiggins is here, Miss Robbins,” he said, presenting the caller’s card.

“Show him in,” she said.

The name sparked no recognition, but Lorna did not know most of Thomas’s acquaintance. Fifteen years her senior, her half-brother had been mostly absent from Lorna’s life. She’d made rare, brief visits to London, and he came home with even less frequency, despite the family seat being only a handful of miles outside of Town. They’d spent no length of time together until six months ago, when one of his London companions unceremoniously dumped him, soaking wet and raving, on the portico. From what Lorna had been able to piece together, Thomas had no friends, only people to whom he was indebted. If this Mr. Wiggins had come from Town to pay his respects, though, perhaps he’d been a true friend to her brother.

Humphrey returned with her guest. The man was not much taller than she, several inches over five feet. Stringy gray hair inadequately covered a balding pate, and the man’s middle paunch had a sadly deflated quality to it, like an empty wineskin. His apparel looked fine at a distance, but when he took her hand in greeting, Lorna noted frayed cuffs and thin places at the seams. Not that I’ve room to judge, she thought, glancing at her own tatty furnishings.

“Miss Robbins,” he said, “please accept my condolences for your loss.” His accent carried the remnants of a working class upbringing.

“Thank you, Mr. Wiggins.” Lorna took her seat and gestured him to a chair. “May I offer you some tea?”

“With my gratitude.” As Lorna handed him a cup, he said, “I was hoping I might see Lord Chorley.”

“Oh.” Lorna faltered, grasping for delicate words. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. The viewing has ended. My brother has been moved to the church for burial. Unless . . . ” She twisted her fingers together, uncertain about the protocol of graveside services. “If you hurry to the churchyard, you might be able to see him before . . . But I really don’t know.”

Wiggins gulped his beverage and smacked his lips. “I’ll wait,” he announced. “I’ve got no pressing engagements.”

Lorna frowned. “I’m sorry, sir. Do you mean you wish to see the new Lord Chorley, not the deceased?”

“Just so,” Wiggins replied. “I’ve no wish to peep at a soul case.” His eyes narrowed on Lorna in suspicion. “Unless this is another ruse to get out of paying his notes. Has he skipped to Calais?”

Lorna suppressed a groan. So Mr. Wiggins wasn’t a friend, after all. “If it’s money you’re after, sir, I’m afraid I cannot help you.”

The man nodded. “Then we’re all right, miss. I wouldn’t dream of treating with a lady, so if you don’t mind passing me one of those cakes, I’ll just await his lordship’s return.”

One of her cakes, indeed. Lorna raised her chin a notch. “You mistake me, Mr. Wiggins. I run this household, not his lordship. Any understanding between you and my late brother is none of my affair, and I refuse to be drawn into his financial mishaps.” She stood, calling upon every ounce of her girlhood comportment training to maintain a polite tone. “I do thank you for your condolences, Mr. Wiggins, but I’m afraid I must bid you a good day.”

Wiggins wagged a knobby finger. “Now, now, missy, that dodge will never hold up in a court of law.” From a pocket he produced a stack of notes, which he handed to Lorna.

A cursory examination showed amounts to make her stomach clench. A hundred pounds. Fifty. Five hundred twenty. All carried her worthless brother’s signature, all dated within the last eighteen months. “Thomas was . . . sick,” she said, her throat catching around the allusion to his insanity, “when he borrowed from you.”

Wiggins sneered, all pretense of politeness dropped. “He’s not the first taken by the French disease, and he won’t be the last, but I’m out the coin anyway. My business is with Chorley. If the baron I knew has escaped to hell, then I’ll speak to the new man in charge. He’ll make good on these notes, all right, or I’ll have the law on him.”

The threat against Daniel turned Lorna’s despair to rage in an instant. “The new man in charge,” she said, venom dripping from her words, “is a boy of seven. You cannot hold him responsible for another’s debts.” She threw the stack of notes right back in Wiggins’s face, where they exploded like confetti.

A shadow darkened the moneylender’s features an instant before he chuckled. He reclined in the chair, more at his ease than when she’d offered him tea and pleasantries. “Oh, but I can. Lord Chorley is responsible, and it doesn’t matter a whit to me if he’s a babe in arms. I’ll bring suit against the estate. It’ll cost you dear to have a barrister speak for you, and you’ll still have to pay up in the end.”

She closed her eyes and scratched at her head with both hands, an anxious habit she’d abandoned years ago—until Thomas came home. Now thin weals crisscrossed her scalp. She winced as her nails dragged across them; the pain brought clarity. Lorna rounded on him. A faint smell of vinegar wafted from her skirts as they swished around her legs. “All right, Wiggins, look.” If he could drop the social façade, so could she. “I have perhaps twenty pounds to my name. Take it or leave it.” She looked down her nose, raising a brow in challenge.

He guffawed.

“Twenty pounds, the chit says!” He wheezed through a laugh, his face going puce with the force of his amusement. “If that’s not the best demmed jape I’ve heard this age and more.” He wiped tears from his cheeks with the ratty cuff of his coat. Then he gathered up the promissory notes and tucked them into his pocket. “I’ll leave your twenty and take the fifteen hun’ret I’m owed, miss.”

He smiled as he rose to his feet, but the malice gleaming in his eyes sent ice to Lorna’s toes. Wiggins stepped toward her. Lorna instinctively retreated. “I will have my due. Need be, I’ll take this house and everything in it; I happen to know it ain’t entailed. Better for you to sell on your terms, than give it to me on mine. You have two months, then it’s pay up or else.”

Sell Elmwood? Everything inside of Lorna rebelled at the notion. For years, she had worked to keep the estate’s ledgers balanced. She had scrimped and cut back and done without, all to provide Daniel a safe, happy home. Thomas never did anything for his half-siblings. He couldn’t be bothered to visit the small property more than once every few years. No, it had been Lorna’s duty to keep everything running. And now Thomas was threatening to ruin her carefully ordered world from beyond the grave. She wouldn’t allow it.

“Absolutely not,” she declared. “I won’t give up my home.”

“Then you’ll have to cough up the blunt some other way.” Wiggins gave her an appraising look. “Might be you’ve something else to sell.”

Lorna took leave to doubt that.

In response to her dubious expression, Wiggins turned cajoling. “You could use some meat on those bones, but there’s some as like the skinny ones. Not to mention being the first to breach the walls, as it were, commands a higher rate—”

She shoved him, hard, toward the door. He stumbled and cracked his shin against a side table. The impact drew a hiss of pain from Wiggins.

“Get out,” Lorna said in a low voice. “Take your notes and your filthy mouth, and get out of my house.”

Wiggins rubbed his injury through his pant leg. “You’re gonna wish you hadn’t done that. I’ll be back. Fifteen hundred. Cough it up, or I’ll choke it from you.” The moneylender limped from the room.

An hour later, Daniel found her. His dark eyes were wide and solemn in his slender face. Oscar the footman patted the new baron on the shoulder before leaving him in Lorna’s care. When they were alone, Daniel curled up beside her, heedless of his formal black suit. Her arms twined around her young half-brother, pulling him into her lap, where he nestled against her. He was getting too big to fit comfortably, but neither of them was ready to give up the familiar closeness.

While Lorna had a few scant memories of her own mother, Daniel had none of his. His mother, their father’s third wife, had died only hours after his birth. Following her burial, their father took a drunken ride. Never much of a horseman in the best of times, he was thrown from the saddle and broke his neck. At the age of fourteen, Lorna became the only parent Daniel had ever known.

She pressed her hands to the boy’s face. “Your cheeks are cold, darling,” Lorna murmured, lightly rubbing the pink skin to warm him.

“Yours are wet, Sissy.” Daniel’s chilled fingers smeared a tear toward her ear. His pale features pinched together. “Are you crying because you miss Brother?”

Lorna gave a watery laugh. As if she could miss the wastrel who had only brought them ruin. “No, sweetling, I’m crying because I missed you.”

His slim arms circled her neck. “It’s a silly rule, that ladies can’t go to a burial. Now that I’m baron, I’m going to change it. You should be able to do anything you please.”

She nuzzled the top of his head. His hair, honey-tinged brown, smelled of wind and dry leaves. “My own little knight in egalitarian armor.” Fierce love thundered through her body. She would protect Daniel from Mr. Wiggins and anyone else who threatened her family. No matter what, she would keep Daniel safe and give him a home.

Even if she had to sell herself, body and soul, to do it.

• • •

After tucking Daniel into bed, Lorna swathed herself in Thomas’s billowing black cloak and stepped outside. The early November evening carried a bite in the air, but she welcomed the brisk chill.

Her sturdy boots carried her across the lawn and down the familiar path through the small home wood to the lane heading into the village. The gathering dusk didn’t signify. Her feet knew every root and stone along the way.

Since the funeral, Lorna had kept a semblance of calm about her for Daniel’s sake. After the harrowing months they’d endured, the boy needed a return to the order of their life before Thomas’s illness. All through the day, though, anger built inside her, until she felt her ribs would crack with it. The fire in her belly drove her onward.

Avoiding the village high street, Lorna slipped down the alley beside a tavern. Yellow light and sounds of male conversation seeped from chinks between the boards. She shrank from the light and noise, clinging to the shadows.

Two turnings brought her to the church, and a quick sprint across dead grass took her to her brother’s grave. A little nosegay Lorna gave Daniel for the purpose lay atop the mound of earth. Thomas had a place in consecrated ground, blessed with the peace he’d ripped away from her.

Rage bubbled up from her gut, filling her throat and choking her. She wanted to scream at Thomas, to lash out at him for destroying the home she’d worked so hard to keep. How was she to find the money to pay the wretched Wiggins, except to sell her home or herself? A terrible choice. An impossible one. Marriage wasn’t even a viable option. Lorna had no suitors. No man came sniffing after the homely daughter of a poor, country baron. Even if she started hunting a husband now, she would never marry in time to save Elmwood from Wiggins. No hero would swoop in to deliver them from ruin—it was up to Lorna to protect her family. She wished she knew the vile words Thomas knew. Nothing in her feeble lady’s vocabulary was profane enough to express her outrage.

But she did know a couple, she recalled, compliments of her dear brother.

“Cunt.” The word felt guttural, like a good, cleansing cough. “Fuck.” Lorna didn’t know how to use them in a sentence, but they were the worst words she’d ever heard. She hurled them at her dead sibling repeatedly, imbuing them with a healthy dose of hatred. When she’d had her fill of obscenities, she spat on his grave, in defiance of God’s law and man’s.

“How could you do this to us?” she demanded of her sibling. The anger that had sustained her all day turned to apprehension. “What shall I do?”

The more Lorna considered the hopelessness of her situation, the more she felt herself swamped by dread. Suddenly, her chest seized; her lungs refused to draw air. Fear clawed at her throat. Have to get away. Escape was the only thought left to her. If she stayed in this spot, she would surely die. Some distant part of her mind recognized no immediate threat, but the larger portion of Lorna’s consciousness was overcome with the certainty of impending doom.

She whirled in a billow of black wool and launched herself into a dead run, her skin crackling as if from an imminent lightning strike. Lorna’s feet only carried her a short distance from Thomas’s resting place before she fell to her knees. Her vision narrowed and her ears rang, and then she knew no more.

Some time later, Lorna awakened to darkness. Her eyes felt gritty and her head ached, after-effects of the terrifying episode she’d suffered. She was in the cemetery, she recalled, curled inside Thomas’s cloak. She pulled it from her face and choked back a yelp.

A huge hound loomed over her, slobber dangling in twin strands from loose jowls. It pressed a cold nose into her neck and snuffled. Lorna shoved at the beast’s head. “Get off,” she hissed. The dog licked her face.

“Hey, wassat?” The voice was nearby. “Coop,” it called in a whisper. “Bluebell found somethin’.”

“Body?” answered another voice—Coop, Lorna surmised. “S’not like the digger to leave one out. Might be one for the pauper pit. Pretty Lem, see what’s what.”

Lorna tried to back out from under the slavering Bluebell, but her hairy captor simply flopped down on her chest, pinning her. A few seconds later, a figure appeared with a shuttered lantern, illuminating the tan and black bloodhound. “Good girl, Blue. What you got? Is it—oh, shit!”

Lorna just made out the surprised face of a young man before he ran in the other direction. Bluebell heaved herself up and loped after Pretty Lem. “It’s a lady, Coop! A live one! Pack it up, boys.”

“Can’t yet,” said Coop. “Bob’s in the ground.”

Lorna scrambled behind a nearby gravestone. When no one immediately pounced on her, she peeked over the top. It was still night, dark except for the light of two lanterns illuminating a group of four men. They wore roughspun clothes, with scarves, gloves, and hats shielding them from the cold. Pretty Lem frantically gestured to where he’d found Lorna. One tall, lanky man propped himself against a shovel driven into the ground, as casual as you please. A third stood at the light’s edge, minding a mule team hitched to a wagon. The fourth man, average in height and build, exuded an air of authority. He had to be Coop, the leader. That one listened to Pretty Lem and peered into the darkness. Lorna ducked behind the stone.

“Fartleberry, the second we’ve got the goods, start filling. Lem, you and me’ll load.” Coop issued orders with military efficiency. “Out o’ the earth bath, Bob.”

Bob’s in the ground, he’d said a moment ago. The hair on her nape stood on end as she peered once more over the gravestone. An elongated, white shape emerged from the dank ground. In a sickening rush, Lorna realized they had opened her brother’s grave.

Before she could consider the folly of it, she was pounding toward the gang. “Stop!” she cried. The too-large cloak tangled around her legs; she went sprawling, face first, into the loose soil that used to cover her brother.

The gangmen glanced her way, but continued their grisly work. Coop dragged Thomas’s wrapped body away from the grave, while the thug he’d called Fartleberry gave a hand to a fifth man emerging from the ground.

Lorna sputtered dirt and swiped at her nose. She’d spat on Thomas’s grave just hours before, and thought it the worst insult possible. Compared to this atrocity, it seemed a tender caress. “Put him back!” she demanded.

The hulking brute fresh from the ground leaped the open hole and grabbed Lorna around the middle. He hauled her away from the dirt, which Fartleberry began shoveling back into Thomas’s empty grave.

“What’ll we do wif her, Coop?” the big man’s voice rumbled.

Fartleberry chucked dirt into the hole at an impressive rate. Lorna noted the shovel the man used had a wooden head, not iron. “We oughter do her and sell three, ’stead of two.” His words were muffled by the scarf covering the bottom half of his face. The calm way he suggested Lorna’s demise made her lightheaded.

“We’re not doing nobody,” Coop said.

He and Pretty Lem loaded Thomas into the back of the wagon, alongside another corpse. Bluebell propped her front feet on the wagon bed and sniffed the bodies, while Lem retrieved another shovel and joined his comrade in moving dirt.

“Ten quid ain’t worth our necks.” Coop wiped his hands on his baggy trousers, then swatted Fartleberry on the back of the head. “Use your breadbox ’fore you go spouting off, fool.”

He sauntered toward Lorna with a lantern. She twisted in her big captor’s hands. For her pains, Bob merely lifted her from the ground and held her more securely against his filthy coat. He smelled of death and worms. Her head swam.

Coop hoisted the lantern to her face. Lorna squinted at the light. “You picked the wrong night for a midnight stroll, girl.”

As her eyes adjusted, Lorna took in details. Coop had a large nose, spiderwebbed with blood vessels. His ruddy cheeks were covered in gray stubble. Pale, suspicious eyes squinted at her.

“I wasn’t strolling,” Lorna informed him, “I was visiting my brother’s grave.” She kicked her boot heel into the big man’s shin, earning an “Oi!” in return. “Tell your ruffian to let me go.”

“Set ’er down, Bob, but keep a hand on ’er.”

As soon as Lorna’s feet touched the ground, she ducked out of Bob’s grasp and darted to the wagon. She tugged at the dingy linen covering her brother. “Put him back! He isn’t wearing any valuables, nothing worth stealing.”

Bob reached her in a few quick strides and snatched her arms. Bluebell bayed and pranced around them in a circle, as if they were playing a game.

“Beggin’ to differ, miss, but we got what we came for.” Coop’s nose dripped; he swiped it with the fringe of his scarf. “Daft Jemmy,” he called to the mule handler, “get the team ready to go.” To the men filling Thomas’s grave, he said, “Double time, lads. We’re gone in five. Harty Choke Boys won’t be none pleased when they find we’ve picked their garden.”

Fartleberry grunted in reply. He wielded his shovel like a fencing master with a foil, graceful and swift. The hole was nearly full again. Beside him, Pretty Lem methodically arranged the soil neatly at the edges so it resembled the undertaker’s original work.

“What do you mean, you’ve got what you came for?” Lorna demanded. “Who’s the other body? And why do you want them? Thomas wasn’t important. He wasn’t . . . ”

She trailed off as Coop chuckled. Behind him, Pretty Lem gently replaced Daniel’s nosegay atop of the grave. Once the gang cleared out, no one would ever know tonight’s macabre crime had taken place. No one but Lorna.

From the wagon bed, Coop fetched a coil of rope. “Your Tommy might not’ve been worth anything to you,” he said as he approached, “but he’s worth ten quid to the anatomists. Maybe twelve, if we can offload ’im fresh.”

The implication shocked Lorna to her core. She barely noticed as Bob spun her so Coop could tie her wrists. The hempen rope bit into her flesh, snapping her mind into focus. What the thief said horrified her. Appalled her.

Intrigued her.

“Wait just a minute!” Once more, she kicked large Bob’s abused shin and wrestled around to face Coop, flinging her arms free of the rope. Annoyance pinched the boss’s lips, but Lorna was riding high on the sudden deliverance laid before her. “Be perfectly clear, sir. You mean to sell my brother’s body?”

“Yeah, that’s right. Now turn around like a good ewe and let me tie you up. I wouldn’t argue with a third quarron, so don’t make me do somefin unfortunate, eh?”

The threat hadn’t much weight behind it, but who knew what these miscreants were capable of? Lorna licked her lips, recognizing a moment of decision was upon her. This was a group of thieves, she told herself, not murderers. If Coop and his gang meant her violence, they’d have done it already—wouldn’t they?

Squeezing her eyes shut, Lorna summoned the image of her little brother. Daniel relied upon her. She’d sworn to do whatever it took to provide for and protect him. And so she would. The decision made, a strange calm settled over her.

Pretty Lem hopped to the driver’s seat and took the reins from Daft Jemmy. The remaining men and the dog clambered into the bed with their frightful cargo, leaving room on the front bench for Coop. And Lorna, if she got her way. “Bob, help me into the wagon, please,” she instructed her burly captor. She strode the short distance to the wagon, leaving a protesting Coop to trail in her wake.

“What in the bleedin’, blazin’ hells is this? Bob, don’t you lift a finger to help her.”

Lorna turned on a heel and shot Coop a quelling look. “Thomas’s body belongs to his family. If anyone is going to sell it, it will be me.”


Chapter Two

London

Wiping his hands clean, Brandon Dewhurst bid his anatomy students a good day. As the young men filed out of the dissection theatre, he noted that several still looked a touch greenish from their first postmortem operation. One of the fellows who’d stayed behind to help clean up wasn’t faring very well with his duties; he gagged while bundling up the body. Brandon had seen it over and over again in his several years of teaching: New students of surgery and anatomy steeled themselves to boldly handle viscera, only to be done in by the unexpected stench.

Death stank abominably, but this was nothing compared to the choking confines of the Army’s surgery tents in Portugal, where Brandon had learned his trade. There, the pounding heat took the scent of hundreds of unwashed men and cooked them with the surgery’s fetid air of sickness and rotting meat until the aroma was an entity of its own, a loathsome thing permeating the camp, filling his throat, and clinging to his hair and skin, no matter how he scrubbed after a day’s labor. Having spent the five years of his service breathing those noxious fumes, the scent of a lone corpse barely registered in Brandon’s nose.

His father, Viscount Marcel, had complained that he’d not purchased a commission for his youngest son to become a sawbones, but Brandon had preferred healing to killing other men in battle.

The last of the students gone, Brandon climbed a flight of stairs to the upper floor of McGully’s Covent Garden School of Anatomical Studies. For the past three years, he’d worked under the Scottish surgeon-anatomist Douglas McGully. Brandon rapped on the door of his mentor’s private dissection room.

“Come in, lad.”

Warm sunshine bathed the chamber with twice as much light as the schoolroom, owing to the tall windows on three walls and skylights overhead. Brandon filled his lungs. The faint scent of polishing wax hung in the air, with the barest metallic whiff of blood. Only the freshest specimens graced Douglas McGully’s table. His were far more expensive and difficult for Brandon to obtain than the corpses used by the students. Many were dead only hours before their mortal secrets were uncovered by the eminent surgeon.

In the center of the room, McGully worked at his table, peeling back the layers of a young woman’s abdomen.

Beside Brandon’s mentor, another gentleman perched on a stool with a sketch book in his lap and an array of his own tools—charcoal sticks, pencils, pens, and small bottles of ink—neatly lined in a wooden case on a smaller table. The artist, Mr. Culpepper, constantly glanced back and forth between his own work and McGully’s. He had the long fingers and light touch of a surgeon, and would have made a fine one, had he not been of an artistic bent. Still, his collaborations with McGully were great contributions to the world. Together, the surgeon and artist had produced five volumes exploring various conditions or systems of the body. Each book was revered as anatomical gospel.

The old Scotsman folded the last layer of tissue covering the abdominal muscles, then stepped back while Culpepper finished his sketch. “Take a look,” he said, wiping his hands on a towel. “Care to guess how far gone the lass is?”

Brandon’s chest constricted at McGully’s invitation. He confronted death day in and day out. He lived amongst the dead and fought to save the dying. He had seen men’s intestines spill from their bellies and had sawed off limbs without flinching while his patients screamed. There was little left in the surgical world that bothered him, but the pregnant ones got him every time.

In the recesses of his mind, he saw another woman, writhing in the back of a cart. Long, black hair clung to her sweat-drenched face. Her mouth was locked in a rictus of pain, yet no sound escaped her lips. Dark eyes rolled until they settled on him, filled with silent pleading, as her life drained away between her legs. Around him, people shouted in Portuguese and English, arguing, demanding, begging. Their voices barely registered. There was only Brandon, the woman, and the child.

Brandon slammed a mental door on the memory, willing his mind into a place of cold reason. Gently, he laid his hands on the exposed muscle and closed his eyes. He pressed in and down, probing for the top of the womb. Just above the pelvic bone, a firm roundness pushed its way into the abdominal cavity. He drew a breath and opened his eyes. McGully peered at him with a steady gaze. “Not very long,” Brandon said soberly. “Two and a half months, three at the latest.”

“Tried to slip the babe.” McGully sniffed, fished a handkerchief from his pocket, and honked into it. “Drank a hokum potion—brewed by some incompetent midwife, no doubt. I smelled it in her mouth.” His voice, muffled by the cloth over his nose, communicated his derision of these inferior practitioners. McGully stuffed the handkerchief up his sleeve while he gazed at his specimen. “Poisoned to death before she bled, poor lamb.” He patted the girl’s hand as if to comfort her.

On the other side of the table, Culpepper sifted through his pen nibs, which clinked together with cheery, tinny sounds.

“I need more,” McGully said. “And later. You’ve brought me four in the early stages, but I must have specimens farther gone. We need to examine the fully blossomed womb to track the process of fetal development.” McGully’s furry eyebrows drew together in a white caterpillar. “I say, Dewhurst, are you quite all right?”

Brandon nodded and wiped the sheen of moisture that had popped out on his brow as his employer spoke. Intellectually, he knew the work was necessary. Vital, even. Too many women perished during pregnancy and birth. The only way to combat these fatalities was with knowledge. But, God above, he hated seeing the pregnant ones.

“Yes, sir,” he said. “My contacts are keeping their ears to the ground for the wom—” Cold, distant, he reminded himself. “For the specimens you require.”

“Excellent. Thank you.” McGully clapped Brandon on the shoulder. “I’m counting on you, lad.”

Unbidden, the face of the dark-eyed woman flashed through his mind. So was she.

• • •

Soft tapping at the alley door woke him at once. Brandon rarely slept more than a few hours at a stretch, and then never deeply. Within seconds, he was out of bed and wrapped in his greatcoat. He stumbled from the basement room in which he resided, scooped up the lantern in the hallway, and wrenched open the door, letting in an icy gust of wind.

On the stoop stood the leader of the Artichoke Boys. He wore trousers ripped at the knees and a muddy coat. A muffler wrapped about his head framed his red, chapped face. “Evenin’, sir.” The man bobbed his head.

Brandon nodded in return. “Slee.” He lifted the lantern and peered toward the mouth of the alley. He made out the shadowy figures of three other men pulling bodies from the back of their wagon. Brandon was part of a noble profession, but this aspect of his work, coldly dealing in stolen human bodies, sometimes made him sympathize with the penny dreadfuls’ lurid depictions of surgeon-anatomists as ghoulish fiends. Of course, understanding public disdain didn’t make it any easier to swallow. “I trust you got my message this evening, about a fishwife.”

Slee chortled. “Indeed I did, sir. She weren’t no one’s wife. Not in the proper sense, aye? Sold more’n fishies, too, right?” He rocked back on his heels and grinned, displaying brown teeth and gaping holes.

Slee wasn’t normally so jovial at three in the morning. His odd mood put Brandon on edge. “Did you bring her?”

“Weeeell, that’s the question, though, isn’t it?” Slee stepped back to let his men come forward with two wrapped bodies. “You wanna ’spect the goods?”

“Is one of them the woman I asked for, or not?” he demanded.

“Not as such.” Slee wrung his hands in a manner Brandon supposed was meant to pass for ingratiating. “It seems one of our competitors—a professional rival, you might say—acquired the body before we were able to claim it.”

“It was them Crib Cross Gang,” announced one of Slee’s brutes. He huffed a cloud into the cold air and rearranged the burden slumped over his shoulders. “They’ve cut us out lots, ever since that ’ristocrat.” The brute’s face crumpled in thought. “He was a baron or somefin, ain’t that right, Slee? The one we didn’t get for Mr. Dewhurst a week back? A baron?” Slee made a sharp gesture at his subordinate. “Well, it’s true,” the hireling muttered dolefully. “And ’snot jus’ us. Crib Cross is running circles ’round all the gangs.”

“How can this have happened?” Brandon demanded. “I heard of this woman barely an hour after she died, sent word straight to you, and another gang beat you to the body?”

“We went first thing tonight,” Slee protested. “Earlier than we should’ve, even, but Crib Cross beat us by hours. Took the lady in broad daylight, we heard. God’s own truth, I can’t see how they pulled it off.”

Brandon slammed the side of his fist against the door frame. At least McGully didn’t know about the body. What would he say if he learned Brandon had let an eight-months-pregnant specimen slip through his fingers?

He waved the men carrying the bodies inside. When Slee tried to step in, Brandon blocked his way. “This cannot happen again,” he warned. “When I tell you to get me a body, you get it right away. I don’t care if you’re in the middle of your own wedding, you get me the damned body.”

Slee chuckled, but his laughter died on his lips when he met Brandon’s furious gaze. He ducked his head. “Yes, sir,” he said, abashed. “Won’t happen again, sir.”

After the Artichoke Boys left, Brandon took himself back to bed and groaned. He couldn’t believe the bad luck. The resurrection gangs weren’t the only ones with professional rivals. At this very moment, another anatomist had his hands on the corpse that should have been Brandon’s.

How had the other gang done it? He tried to imagine a group of rough, dirty louts waltzing out with a fresh body in front of the deceased woman’s neighbors, but couldn’t conjure the picture. Body snatchers didn’t operate like that. They kept to the dark and scattered like cockroaches at the first sign of trouble.

“The Crib Cross Gang,” Brandon whispered into his dark room. This was not the first time the gang had thwarted him. He’d been disappointed to miss out on the baron’s corpse. Aristocrats tended to be in overall good shape when they died, making them plum specimens. According to the Artichoke Boys, Crib Cross had been wildly successful of late. They were beating the other resurrectionists to the best bodies. How? Brandon couldn’t let a bunch of ruffians stymie his or McGully’s careers by cutting their access to corpses.

Brandon would have to get more directly involved. He didn’t trust Slee and his lot to outwit their rivals. They had no reason to risk themselves on Brandon’s behalf—unless they had proper incentive. It would take some doing, but with his usual cold, surgical precision, Brandon would uncover Crib Cross’s secrets, and put a stop to them.


Chapter Three

At a dirty table in a dirty tavern, the Crib Cross Gang was in high spirits. Coop pressed a tankard into Lorna’s hand. She had no desire for more ale, but the other men wanted to toast her. How many was this tonight? Three drinks? Four? Lorna had never had ale before falling in with the resurrectionists, but they quaffed the stuff like it was the only thing saving them from certain doom.

“I can’t,” she protested, sliding the mug back toward Coop. She felt uncomfortably full, though she’d had little food today.

“My treat,” Coop insisted. Lorna had learned the gang leader’s name was Nat Cooper, but he looked mortally offended the one time she called him Mr. Cooper. “Business has never been brighter, thanks to you.” He winked and nudged the beer. “Least I can do is keep our Blackbird watered.”

On one of her first nights with the gang, Daft Jemmy had commented that Lorna’s skirts flapped like a blackbird’s wings. The others quickly adopted the nickname, informing her that every resurrection man needed one.

“Aww, go on,” cajoled Pretty Lem from across the table. He flashed her a dazzling smile and raised his drink in salute. “To my ‘sister,’ lads.”

Lem really was as handsome as his moniker suggested, with mischievous, hazel eyes and golden curls. His ready smile showed a row of white teeth, their neatness interrupted by a chipped front tooth, which only made his dimpled grin more endearing. Tonight he looked especially fine, thanks to the thorough scrubbing Lorna had insisted he undertake before this afternoon’s outing. Every barmaid in the establishment cast doe eyes at Lem, and he had no compunction in returning their appreciative regard.

“Stroke o’ genius, it was,” Coop said, “claiming to be sibs come to fetch your dear sister’s mortal remains.”

“Tears an’ all!” Fartleberry grasped his hands together at his chest, blinked his eyes rapidly, and set his bottom lip to quivering. “‘Oh, ma’am,’” he said in a falsetto, “‘my dearest sister must have mentioned me an’ our brother! We were ever so close as chil’ren.’” His imitation of Lorna’s voice set the table to laughing. He trailed his fingertips down his cheeks to indicate tears. “‘I can’t believe this, both her an’ the babe. Boo hoo!’” Fartleberry clapped his hands to the tabletop and laughed, face red and eyes streaming. “Goddamn!” He wiped his nose with his sleeve. “Ain’t an actor on Drury could squeeze a tear better—God strike me blind if it ain’t so.”

Bob tossed a crust of bread at Fartleberry’s head. “Naw, we need your eyes, but He can ’ave your nutmegs,” he said, setting off another round of hilarity.

Lorna forced a laugh for the sake of her company. Meanwhile, her stomach churned with the cheap ale and the memory of another dead woman’s bulging stomach. This was the second heavily pregnant woman this week.

To her right, Daft Jemmy turned wide, innocent eyes on her. She hated seeing him in his cups; it was like watching a child imbibe. But there was no stopping the gang from providing him drink. He leaned over, his full, soft lips almost touching her ear and whispered, “Still sad, sweet miss?”

A lump formed in her throat. Lorna nodded.

“I used to cry, too,” Jemmy continued softly. Lorna strained to hear him over the raucous merriment in the public house. “But then Coop tol’ me they’re all jus’ sleepin’, an’ sleep ain’t nuffin’ to cry over, ’less you’re ’fraid of the dark.” He nodded sagely and patted her hand.

Lorna’s head and heart ached, and she feared she would toss her accounts if she lingered any longer. “I must go now,” she announced. She thrust out her hand. “My share, if you please.”

Coop chuckled while he dug in his pocket. “You caught on right quick, eh? Just as blunt about blunt as the rest of ’em. All right, then, le”see.” He flipped through a stack of bank notes and peeled two off. “We got eighty for that one—best I ever done on a single stiff. Ten’s your share.” He added a coin to the paper bills. “An’ a bonus for your fine performance.”

Eleven pounds was barely a chink in what she owed Wiggins, but was by far the largest take she’d earned in a night. Altogether, she’d earned about fifty in a week. It felt like a fortune, but she hadn’t yet earned even a tenth of her debt. She had to get more—lots more, and fast.

She shoved the money into the pocket of her cloak and bid the men good night. Her black mourning attire drew a few curious glances from the other patrons, but this was the kind of establishment in which people knew better than to nose into someone else’s affairs, and eyes were quickly averted again.

A pool of light spilled from the door when she opened it, illuminating a man who had been reaching for the handle. He didn’t belong here any more than she did—that much was evident by his straight, confident bearing. In a fleeting second, her mind sketched an impression: tall, but not odiously so; striking in appearance, but not particularly handsome.

Their eyes met. Somehow, he saw right through her. His gaze laid her bare. She felt as if an invisible fist drove the air from her lungs. Then she started to panic.

Lorna ducked her head and shouldered past the man. She stomped through an icy puddle, dragging the hem of her dress through filthy slush.

“Stop!” called the man in an authoritative tone. “Miss . . . ma’am, stop!”

Her mind screamed, Runner. Why else would a gentleman be here? If he was an investigator with Bow Street, if he had weaseled out the Crib Cross Gang . . . Never mind losing her home, what would become of her little brother if Lorna was arrested? Daniel would be left without a soul in the world.

Lorna’s feet picked up speed. The warren-like East End was still unfamiliar territory, despite the nighttime excursions that had brought her here numerous times of late. Getting lost was preferable to getting caught, though, so she lifted her skirts and sprinted down one street, and then another. Heavy footsteps pounded behind her at first as the man called out again. Lorna turned another corner and ran faster, nimbly avoiding other pedestrians. Her black bonnet fell backward, catching itself by the bow around her neck. Hair tumbled from pins and whipped around her ears. Her heart slammed against her ribs, and her throat burned with the cold air heaving in and out.

Ramshackle tenements teetered over the narrow, muck-filled street. Fetid smells of emptied chamber pots and rotting refuse assaulted her. The sounds of a woman and man screaming at each other poured out of one window, while a child’s wail fell from another. Lorna couldn’t hear her pursuer any longer. Had she shaken him? Just to be safe, she took one last turn.

She raced forward, only to find the back of a building looming ahead, ending the alley. Lorna pivoted to retrace her steps. As she turned, her boot found some slick mire; her foot shot out and she fell sideways, landing on hip and elbow. A sharp hiss escaped between her teeth, but she didn’t dare cry out. She scrabbled to regain her footing and lurched onward.

A man—the man—skidded to a halt at the mouth of the alley. “There you are!” He took several quick strides toward her.

Lorna backed away just as quickly. Her breath came in choking, rasping half-sobs. Lightheaded with fear, she searched frantically for some means of deliverance. In a rubbish heap mounded against the wall, a small shadow pounced.

She dove into the midden and grabbed the cat by the scruff of the neck. It yowled and spit, dropping a fresh-killed rat. Lorna snatched the rodent by the tail and flung it at the man; it bounced harmlessly off his thigh. The cat she grasped under its front legs, flailing claws aimed at her adversary.

“Back away!” Lorna shouted as she advanced, wielding her furry weapon with as much menace as she could muster.

“Did you just throw a rat at me?” The man sounded more perplexed than angry. He started forward again.

“Stay back!” By now she was only a few feet from the man. If she could throw him off balance, she might buy herself a precious few seconds to dash past him and out of the alley. She lunged, and the furious cat swiped at the man’s face.

He dodged the claws. “Miss, please,” he called over the feline clamor. “I mean you no harm. I only wanted to give you this.” He extended a hand. “It fell from your pocket when you left the tavern.”

Lorna glanced at the proffered hand. It contained a wad of bills, her night’s pay. Her arms drooped as the manic fear slipped away. “Oh.”

The cat twisted in her grasp and lashed out again, this time catching the man’s fingers. He sucked a sharp breath and snatched his arm back. The money fell to the ground.

Startled, Lorna released the cat, which crouched and bared its fangs before it sprang back to the refuse pile. “I’m so sorry!” Without a thought, she grabbed the man’s hand to assess the injury.

“It’s nothing,” he protested, breaking the contact.

“No, no, let me see,” Lorna insisted.

She yanked off her dirty gloves and took his hand again. His warmth surprised her, and felt marvelous in her chilled palms. It was so dim in the alley, she couldn’t see enough to be of any use, but she made a go of examining the cuts, anyway. She just barely detected the thin claw marks, which showed as dark lines against his skin.

She cradled his injured limb, palm up. It was a lovely hand, she thought, as she traced long, slender fingers. There was a rough spot on the pad of his index finger, a small callus, but none on any other. What caused this one thickening? A bead of blood spilled over his middle digit. Lorna patted it with her cloak. “I’m afraid I don’t have a handkerchief,” she said as she looked up. “Do you—”

Her words died in her throat when she saw his expression. Even in the near-darkness, she recognized his intensity. He held himself perfectly still; only his eyes moved, following her every gesture. Once more, she felt hunted.

His hand fell as she stepped back. She stooped to retrieve her money, this time stuffing the bills into her gloves as she donned them. All the while, he remained still, watching. “Thank you for your kindness, sir.”

“Not at all, Miss . . . ”

She shook her head. No names.

“May I escort you somewhere?” His voice was all politeness, seemingly unfazed by the mad chase she’d led him on through the seedy side of London.

“Thank you, no.” Lorna stepped wide to move around him. Her head redoubled its pounding, and her stomach roiled queasily. “I must be going. Home. To my brother. I must . . . I must take care of my brother.” She knew she was babbling, but couldn’t seem to stop herself. What was it about this man? Perhaps he really was an inspector, or . . . Well, at the moment, she couldn’t think of anything more terrifying than an agent of Bow Street.

Around her, the city crept back into her awareness. The fighting couple still yelled. A man’s boisterous, drunken voice echoed nearby. A dog barked. The air stank. And it was cold, so cold. She shivered and wrapped herself tighter in her cloak. “Sorry about your hand,” she said in a voice just over a whisper. The need for escape would not be contained another moment. “Good night.”

The weight of his gaze bore down on her as she fled.

• • •

Brandon watched until she disappeared in the murk. “What the hell just happened?” he muttered.

His conscience nagged at him for allowing her to go off by herself. The East End was no place for a lone woman, especially at night. But she was so skittish, he feared he’d frighten her again if he insisted on accompanying her.

The scratch from that infernal cat stung. So much for the warm glow of performing a good deed. “If this festers,” he said in the animal’s direction, “I shall take great pleasure in hunting you down and skinning you alive. That’s my cutting hand, you wretched beast.”

As he worked his way back through the maze of alleys and streets, Brandon’s mind lingered on the strange young woman. She seemed to be in mourning, swathed all in black as she was, so what on earth was she doing in a disreputable public house? He wondered, too, who it was she mourned. Had she lost a parent? She might even be widowed, he supposed.

Beyond her dress, he’d been able to make out little detail. She was so slender, at first he thought her no more than an adolescent. She ran like a sprightly youth, too. Brandon had been hard-pressed to keep up with her, and could not hope to match her agility in dodging obstacles. Only his longer stride allowed him to follow her.

Her hair, once loosed from the dowdy bonnet, revealed itself to be a mass of tight, shoulder-length curls that seemed to have a life of their own. She’d looked like Medusa in a fine pique as she threatened him with the cat. He couldn’t determine the shade of her eyes, but they flashed clear and bright with the bits of light they caught. Slightly upturned nostrils flared indignantly when she warned him away. Altogether, she might be considered to possess only passing looks, but when she turned her face up from tending his hand and he got a close look at her mouth . . . Lord, those lips. Wide and lush with a gentle, elongated bow, rather than the pronounced pout popular with the fashionable set. That was when he determined she was no adolescent girl, but a grown woman. No child possessed such a mouth.

He hoped she made it home to her brother in one piece. It would be the worst pity imaginable for something unfortunate to befall the owner of those lips.

Putting the lady out of mind, he finally arrived once more at the public house. Taking a look at the shingle over the entrance, though, he discovered he’d come to the wrong place to begin with. He was supposed to meet Slee at The Fox and Hare; this was The Fox and Hound.

A frustrated growl rumbled in his chest. Too many foxes, hares, and hounds—not to mention stags, crowns, and kings—littered the names of establishments. Brandon vowed that if he ever had occasion to own a public house, he would call it The Purple Tortoise.

He stepped inside anyway, intending to ask the direction of The Fox and Hare. The stifling air was thick with tallow smoke, as well as the pungent smells of alcohol and unwashed humanity. Heads swiveled his way as he entered, and speculative murmuring began at once. Only one table in the corner, populated with five merrymakers, paid him no heed. Brandon was uncomfortably aware of how out of place he looked.

Distrustful glares followed him to the bar. Every step of the way, the soles of his boots adhered slightly to the filthy floor. He raised a hand to get the attention of the barkeeper, a rotund woman with scraggly hair falling from an untidy knot. “I beg your pardon, can you tell me how to get to The Fox and Hare?”

The woman wiped the inside of a pewter mug with a grease-stained apron. “This ’ere’s The Fox ’n’ ’ound.” She snorted loudly and spat on the floor.

“And a fine place it is, too,” Brandon replied. “But may I have the direction of The Fox and Hare?”

She sucked on her teeth. “Naw, I don’ send custom elsewhere. What kind o’ sense is that?” She plunked down the mug, selected another from the bar top, and gave it the same treatment with her apron. “Ken I get you summat?”

Brandon dug in a pocket and withdrew a coin, which he set in front of her. “Directions, please.”

The woman sniffed and spat again. At last she deigned to acknowledge the offering. “Get outta ’ere and make a left. Then another one, an’ a right. There you’ll be.” She swiped the coin behind the counter and shambled off to respond to a thirsty patron.

As he started to leave, the table in the corner caught his attention with their raucous laughter. One of the men rose, swaying as he stood. He hoisted a mug into the air. “To rum days ahead, me lads. Crib Cross forever!”

“Forever an’ ever,” came the happy reply from another.

Brandon halted, stunned. Here before him was the very gang causing him so much trouble. They didn’t look more capable than any other resurrection men. Indeed, the entire breed seemed cut from the same cloth. Dirty and stooped from constant digging, eyes that squinted in the light, because they worked so much in the dark. One of the men at the table put the lie to Brandon’s notions when he stood to offer another toast. Soft, golden curls framed a clean, handsome face. He looked like he’d just stepped out of a Botticelli canvas. Then a barmaid passed by, and he slapped her rump and made a bawdy compliment, shattering the angelic illusion. The woman fell, laughing, into his arms.

Brandon took a step toward the group, then stopped. With no plan, what could he accomplish? But perhaps the clean young man was a hint. Of what, Brandon couldn’t say. The woman in black floated to the forefront of his mind. It could be no coincidence that a lady in deepest mourning was present in the same location as a gang of body snatchers, could it?

Mulling over the implications of this discovery, Brandon went in search of Slee.


Chapter Four

Lorna plucked glumly through her wardrobe. Never abundant to begin with, her selection of dresses slowly dwindled as, one by one, she handed them over to Mrs. Lynch and her dye vat. Her clothes, once so familiar, had become an uncomfortable uniform—a symbol both of familial obligation and of her ghastly activities.

Finally deciding that one black monstrosity was much the same as the next, she quickly dressed for breakfast. The previous night’s overabundance of ale left her innards tender, but a cup of tea and a nibble of toast should put her to rights.

Before she made it out of her room, her brother scratched at the door and poked his head in. Worry furrowed his brow until his eyes settled on her, then his face relaxed. “Sissy!” He stepped into her waiting arms and clamped around her middle. “I had a nightmare last night.”

Lorna cooed and smoothed one hand over his head, while the other patted his back. His shirttails, she noted, hung loose from his breeches. “Poor darling! Was it very terrible?”

Daniel squirmed out of her grasp. Dark circles bruised the delicate skin beneath his brown eyes. “It was Thomas. He screamed and yelled at me. I was trapped in his room, and I couldn’t find the door.” A shudder rocked his small frame.

She flinched at his words. Though she’d kept Daniel away from Thomas as much as possible, there had been no way to shield the boy entirely from their eldest sibling. No wonder those horrors haunted his dreams.

Crouching down, she took Daniel’s hands. “That’s all over now,” she assured him.

He tensed as he continued. “He got out of bed and chased me around the room, all the time laughing and screaming. I ran, but I couldn’t get away. I called out, but you never came.” He ducked his head to hide a trembling lip.

Gently, Lorna tipped his chin up. “I will always come for you, Daniel. I will always be here for you.”

His jaw firmed; his gaze accused. “You weren’t last night.”

She breathed a nervous laugh. “What do you mean, darling? Of course I was—”

“No, you weren’t.” He took an obstinate stance, arms crossed, legs planted wide. “I woke up and I . . . I was frightened.” She could tell how much it cost him to admit as much. “I came here. I thought I might . . . ” His posture wilted.

Lorna knew what he would not say. Daniel used to come to her room at night after a bad dream. Snuggled at her side, he would sleep peacefully until morning. He’d needed her last night, and she’d failed him. Her heart sank.

“Where were you?” he demanded.

As though a puppeteer pulled her strings, her arms jerked up and her nails dug into her scalp, raking the skin. “I couldn’t sleep.” She covered the agitated habit by patting her unruly hair before clamping both hands in her skirts. “I went for a walk.”

Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “You give me warm milk when I have trouble sleeping.”

Lorna’s chin raised a notch. “Warm milk has no effect on adults, Daniel. Exercise is a better soporific, I find.”

He remained unconvinced, she saw. Guilt stabbed through her, but admitting the truth behind her absence was quite out of the question. “Come now,” she said, “you must eat.”

She studiously avoided young Lord Chorley’s pointed frown during breakfast, instead feigning deep interest in the contents of the marmalade pot.
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