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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.

Humphrey, his voice coming from the entrance hall, broke the silence. “Oh, no you don’t. Get out! Out, I say! Oscar,” he called, summoning the footman, “come at once!”

Alarmed by the commotion, Lorna sprang to her feet. She ordered Daniel to stay put and hurried into the corridor.

In the foyer, Humphrey made slow, arthritic attempts at shooing away the large tan and black bloodhound eagerly sniffing her way around the perimeter of the space. The dog paid the old retainer no mind, but her head snapped up when Lorna entered. With a happy woof, she trotted, jowls swinging and tail wagging, to Lorna’s side. Red-rimmed eyes buried in folds of fur gazed at her adoringly, while drool dangled from a lip.

Lorna groaned. The last she’d seen of Bluebell, the dog had been gnawing on a beef bone in the mews that housed the gang’s wagon and mules. The animal must have followed Lorna home last night after she retrieved her mare.

“Oscar, seize the cur,” Humphrey ordered. The footman started for Bluebell, but Lorna stayed him with a hand.

“Just a moment, Oscar.” She turned to the butler. “Where did you find her?”

Daniel whooped behind Lorna. “A dog!”

“I told you to stay in the breakfast room,” Lorna scolded.

Ignoring his sister, Daniel bounded over, rubbed Bluebell’s large ears, and was rewarded with sloppy licks all over his face. Daniel fell over on the yellow marble floor, giggling wildly, while Bluebell laved him with attention.

“Daniel,” Lorna started. With a sigh, she left him to his fun and raised a brow at Humphrey.

“When I opened the door to sweep the portico, there it was.” He pointed an accusing finger at his adversary. “The great lummox waltzed right in.”

On the floor, Daniel now lay on top of Bluebell, his lithe body running the length of her back. The boy’s arms wrapped around the dog’s neck; his cheek rested on her withers. For her part, Bluebell panted contentedly.

“Get off of the dog,” Lorna said.

Daniel’s arms gripped Bluebell tighter. “Can we keep it, Sissy?” Boy and dog both gazed at her with liquid brown eyes.

Lorna squeezed the balls of her hands against her throbbing temples. Last night’s overindulgence would not be forgotten anytime soon. With the headache came memories of the man who’d chased her down. Was he truly just a good Samaritan who’d gone to extraordinary lengths to return her money, or was he something else?

A chill washed over her. Whoever the man might be, he served as a pointed reminder of the risk Lorna took by working with the Crib Cross Gang. The sooner she repaid Wiggins, the safer she and Daniel would be. Another thought intruded—if Bluebell could follow her home, who else might do so?

“We can’t keep the dog.”

Her brother’s face fell and he let out a disappointed whine. “But why? Oh, please! I promise I’ll take care of it myself. You won’t have to do a thing. I’ll walk it and feed it and—”

“Daniel, no,” she said firmly. “She must belong to someone.” Truthfully, Lorna didn’t know which gang member claimed ownership of Bluebell, but all the men considered her part of the team. “I have to go into the city for a few days. I’ll take the dog with me and try to find her owner along the way. When I come home, we can discuss getting a dog of your own.”

“I don’t want a dog,” Daniel protested. “I want this dog.” He burst into tears and buried his face in Bluebell’s fur. The animal rested her head on her paws and whimpered.

At the sight of his young master’s outburst, Oscar discreetly withdrew. Humphrey gave a firm nod of approval at Lorna, then tottered away.

Lorna crouched and rubbed her brother’s back. As he cried, her tired eyes took in the entrance hall. The marble tile showed scuff marks, and the tapestry wall hanging had faded in the sun. A fanlight above the door hosted a thick layer of dust, while one of the sidelights needed the glazier’s attention.

It wasn’t much, but it was home. It was hers and Daniel’s, and she intended to keep it that way. Staying in London for a while would allow her to concentrate on her work with the gang, and keep anyone more undesirable than a dog from tailing her home.

“Darling, listen,” she murmured. “I have to go see Thomas’s solicitor in Town and settle some of his affairs. You be a good boy for Humphrey and Mrs. Lynch. Remember the Bonds, our tenants?”

He made a watery sound that may or may not have been an affirmative.

“Well, their bitch recently whelped. Maybe you’d like to have one of the puppies? If I get a good report about your behavior after I’m home, we’ll go choose one.”

Daniel lifted his face. Fur clung to the moisture on his cheeks. “What kind of pups?”

“Schnauzer, or perhaps Scottie—one of the little bearded terriers.” She tickled his chin. “I hear they’re great fun to play with.”

The boy’s lower lip pushed out. “I don’t want a little dog.”

Lorna’s patience wore thin. “I won’t force one upon you, but you cannot keep this dog, and that’s the end of it. Now stop wallowing on the poor beast and go finish your breakfast.” Her tone was testier than she liked; too many late nights were beginning to take their toll.

She rang for Oscar to return, and handed Daniel off to the footman. Her brother gave Bluebell a final hug. His head hung low as Oscar steered him back to his interrupted meal.

Bluebell’s plaintive expression only further annoyed Lorna. “Don’t look at me like that,” she snapped. “This is your doing. Why did you come traipsing after me? You had no business turning up on my doorstep.”

The dog rolled onto her back, tongue lolling to the side and tail thumping against the floor.

“Don’t get comfortable,” Lorna warned. “It’s back to Town for both of us.”

• • •

An hour later, a carriage rolled up the drive, bearing Lorna, Bluebell, and Oscar to London. With the servant seated outside with the driver, there was no room for the big dog except in the passenger compartment.

Despite Lorna’s repeated order of down, Bluebell sprawled across one of the seats. The dog snored and her feet twitched. Lorna wondered whether Bluebell dreamed of cemeteries and corpses, or if she envisioned more pleasant things, like chasing rabbits and squirrels.

Whatever the case, she envied the canine’s nap. She’d hoped Thomas’s passing would give her a chance to rest and recuperate from the strain of tending him, but it hadn’t happened. Would she ever get a decent night’s sleep again? After the things she’d seen of late—the things she’d done—she doubted it.

The carriage stopped in front of Chorley House, the humble London abode of the Barons Chorley. Unlike the estate, Chorley House was entailed, a fact for which Lorna had never felt more grateful. However, should she lose Elmwood, Lorna would have no way to finance the upkeep of this place.

It was a simple town house situated between the fashionable squares that housed the truly elite. Cracks and bare patches marred the stucco exterior, while the adjacent homes stood in good repair. The eye tended to slide past Chorley House in favor of prettier sights. It was homely and easily overlooked, much like Lorna herself.

At the moment, the ordinariness of both the house and her own person suited her purposes. She wished to draw no attention of any sort. Not that she was in much danger of being noticed. There had been no London Season for her, no introduction to polite society. She had been too young for it while her father lived, and Thomas wasn’t willing to put out for dresses and dancing slippers when the money could be better used on gambling and whoring.

She had no regrets on that front. Raising Daniel had been her duty and joy, and she wouldn’t trade their little family for all the balls in the world.

A maid opened the door. Lorna stepped into a foyer marginally better kept than the one at Elmwood. Gray and black marble tiled the floor. Portraits flanked by gilded sconces were impressive enough, provided one did not closely examine the chipped frames and peeling gold leaf. Still, Lorna was impressed with the condition, given Thomas’s propensity for violent outbursts. The interior might reveal a darker story, but at least the entryway didn’t look like a house of horrors.

“Welcome back, Miss Robbins,” the servant said as she bobbed a curtsy. “We haven’t seen you since before . . . Well, not since . . . ” Her voice trailed off in awkward silence.

“I’ve not been here in two years. Not since before my brother went mad,” Lorna drawled. She’d long since run out of patience with decorum when it came to Thomas. She had no intention of shouting his shame and insanity from the rooftops, but neither did she have the energy to maintain a polite façade of genteel tragedy.

The maid’s thin face blanched at her mistress’s bluntness.

Lorna handed off Bluebell’s lead. “Charity, please do something with the dog,” she said, closing the subject of her brother. “I expect she needs food, water, and some time in the grass.”

“I didn’t know you have a dog, miss. What’s her name?” Bluebell, seeming to sense the presence of an ally, lapped at Charity’s hand. “Oh, isn’t she just the sweetest thing? We’ll take good care of you, yes we will,” the maid said in a sing-song voice. “Cook will give you all the best scraps and the juiciest bones and—”

“Charity,” Lorna interrupted, “this is not my dog, we will not be keeping her, and I intend to reunite her with her owner as soon as possible. This very day, in fact.”

Charity’s face fell. “Oh. All right, miss. Come along, girl.” The dog moped behind the dejected maid.

“What is it about that dog?” Lorna muttered. She still hadn’t quite forgiven the animal for nearly crushing her that first night with the gang, but Bluebell seemed to have the rest of the world wrapped around her little dewclaw.

Lorna attempted to nap before the evening’s activities, but nervous energy coursed through her veins, eradicating any possibility of rest. She might as well hunt down Coop straightaway, she decided, and have a word of prayer with him about finding better-paying jobs. His daytime whereabouts were unknown, but she would bet good money that if he wasn’t in the public house, someone there could point her in his direction.

Lorna dressed and collected Bluebell from Charity, who reluctantly handed over the dog.

Outside, dense, gray clouds hung low, threatening rain. She shivered and decided a hackney was wiser than walking. “Come on, then,” she said, tugging lightly at Bluebell’s lead. “One last carriage ride for you, then it’s back to the wagon.”

Despite the inclement weather, a few intrepid pedestrians wrapped in heavy coats and fur muffs still managed to look fashionably turned out. There were more carriages, expensive equipages with liveried grooms perched on the back.

These people were all strangers, and she was glad of it. Not a single face turned in her direction. Anonymity was safety, Lorna decided. She descended the front steps and stepped onto the walk.

“Yoo-hoo!” called a cheery voice. “Miss Robbins, is that you?”

Startled, Lorna turned to see a young woman with an open, pleasant face waving from the neighboring stoop. Lorna gaped in horror as the lady approached.

The woman was of a height with Lorna, but possessed a rounder figure. A wide, lilac bandeau restrained chestnut curls; a cashmere shawl draped her shoulders. “It is you, isn’t it, Miss Robbins?”

Lorna nodded mutely.

The woman’s full cheeks dimpled with her answering smile. “I thought it must be. Oh, what a sweet dog.” The unfamiliar person reached a gloved hand down to pat Bluebell. “Lord Chorley spoke of you so fondly. We looked forward to meeting you, when he finally brought you to Town.” Frown lines marred the pretty face. “We were so sorry about his illness, and his passing. Please accept my sincerest condolences.” The woman gripped Lorna’s forearm and gave a gentle squeeze. “When I saw you arrive today, dressed as you are, well, I knew it must be our dear Miss Robbins, come at last.”

Lorna was speechless. Thomas had spoken fondly of her? That could not be. Not the man who had cursed her and said those hateful, awful things. “I’m sorry,” she said, bewildered. “I’m afraid you have the better of me.”

“Oh, forgive me! Where are my manners? I’m your neighbor, Mrs. Freedman. You must come to dinner tonight. In fact, come for tea now and spend the evening with me. Please say you will.”

Lorna shook her head. “Thank you, but I cannot.”

“I won’t take no for an answer,” Mrs. Freedman said, gently scolding. “I know you can’t really be out and about,” she said, nodding to Lorna’s mourning, “but a quiet evening with neighbors is perfectly acceptable. Your manservant can walk your dog while you join me for a lovely, warm cup.”

“This isn’t my . . . ” Lorna glanced down at Bluebell, who wagged her tail.

With the appearance of neighborly neighbors, Lorna’s hopes for anonymity crumbled to dust. Her mind grasped for excuses, but came up empty. Still stunned, she heard herself accepting the invitation. “I would be delighted,” she said, feeling faint. How would she work now?

Mrs. Freedman smiled broadly. “Wonderful! I just know we shall be great friends.”

A new friend. Just what Lorna didn’t need.


Chapter Five

A hackney delivered Brandon to the day’s last appointment. He was admitted to the house and led to the study, where his patient sat in a wingback chair, a book in his lap. The man looked up at Brandon’s entrance and, with clumsy hands, set the book aside. His arms shook with the considerable effort of pushing to his feet.

“Don’t get up on my account, Freedman,” Brandon said.

Niall Freedman smirked, and for a moment he looked just like the boy Brandon had met at Eton fifteen years ago. “You always make me stand and walk about eventually, Dewhurst. I thought to get a head start.” His smile slipped, and his slim face showed the difficulty of finding his balance.

Mindful of his old friend’s pride, Brandon resisted his impulse to offer assistance. “Very well then, take a trot about the room for me.”

He studied the man’s awkward gait. Niall’s feet hung loose from his ankles and landed all at once on the outside edge, instead of on the heel. There was a tremor in the right foot as it swung forward, which hadn’t been there a few months ago.

After one circuit around the study, Brandon had Niall return to his seat. He knelt and removed his friend’s shoes and stockings to examine the atrophied feet and ankles. “Have you had any new difficulties since I saw you last?” he asked, as he tested the range of motion in each joint.

“Since the park last Thursday, you mean?”

“Right, since then,” Brandon said dryly.

He didn’t like to attend his own family and friends. It became difficult to delineate where his interest as a practitioner ended, and his personal interest began. But when Niall first noticed the weakening of his hands and feet, he’d come to Brandon, insisting he’d consult no one else. The two saw each other socially, in addition to the quarterly visits Brandon paid as a surgeon.

Niall turned his hands palm up on his thighs. “My pen keeps slipping from my fingers. My handwriting has become . . . ” Brandon glanced at his friend in time to see a flush spread toward his short yellow hair. “Nelly takes dictation for me now. I told her I’d hire a secretary, but she insists.”

Brandon admired and envied his friend’s marriage. Their devotion to one another was obvious, and Niall’s condition did not discomfit his wife, as it would many women. “Mrs. Freedman is the very best of ladies,” he said sincerely. “You’re a fortunate man.”

Niall smiled. “And don’t I know it.”

Brandon replaced Niall’s footwear, then turned his attention to the hands. “Squeeze my fists as tightly as you can,” he instructed. The responding grip was steady, but infirm. He extended his index finger. “Hold it as you would a pen.” Niall’s pinch grip was nearly nonexistent. The fingers had almost no strength.

“That bad?”

Brandon raised a brow.

“You nearly scowled your mouth right off your face,” Niall explained. “What about exercises? Isn’t there anything I can do to make my hands strong again?”

Here it was, the hard part—the reason Brandon hated being surgeon to a friend. His innards squirmed, even as he stood and squared his shoulders. “I’m afraid not, Freedman. This kind of atrophy is progressive, as we’ve discussed.” The glimmer of hope in his friend’s eyes faded. “Thankfully,” Brandon continued, “yours is slow-moving. It’s been several years since the first complaint, and the degeneration is still limited to your hands and feet.”

Niall’s shoulders slumped. In his lap, his fingers feebly closed and opened like the wings of a dying butterfly. “But it is spreading. It’s in my ankles and wrists now, and my fingers are almost worthless.” His words became more fervent. “You say my condition is slow to progress, but for God’s sake, Dewhurst, I’m only thirty. What will I be like in five years? In ten? What will happen when I can no longer walk, when I cannot take myself to the privy? What will—” He drew a breath, visibly struggling to calm himself. His pained gaze met Brandon’s. “Will my wife have to wipe me clean? Will we be able to be intimate, to have children? One day, I will wake up and lack the strength to hold her hand. Another day, I will no longer be able to embrace her. What kind of life is that?”

“I’m sorry, Niall.”

And he was. Truly, deeply, terribly sorry. If Brandon had learned anything in his years of study and practice, it was that there was no rhyme or reason to the ravages of ailment and disease. He could disassemble the human body and name every fiber of it, down to the tiniest structures inside the ear, but he could not tell his friend why his muscles wasted away. It maddened him. Drove him. The answers were there, he was certain, if only he knew where to look.

“Are we done, then?” At Brandon’s nod, Niall stood. “Join us for dinner?”

Brandon hesitated, uncertain whether the tense examination would carry into the dining room.

“It would be a kindness to Mrs. Freedman,” Niall said. “Our neighbor—a lady—is joining us, as well. You’ll keep the numbers even.”

He groaned. “Not another matchmaking attempt. You know I think the world of your wife, but the ladies she puts in my way always dash for high ground. Mrs. Freedman should spare herself the trouble.”

Few women found the idea of marriage to a surgeon the least bit appealing. The hours were grueling and the work distasteful to female sensibilities. McGully wasn’t married, and neither were most of the surgeons Brandon knew. He’d long since accepted that marriage and family weren’t meant for him. His brothers gave him nephews and nieces to dote upon, and the occasional liaison with a willing lady kept the edge off his physical needs. Students, patients, and research occupied his mind and time. Loneliness was only a problem at night, when he slid into a cold bed with thoughts tumbling through his mind and no one with whom to share them. But he could live with that. He’d chosen this course, and the sacrifice of having his own family wasn’t too much to be able to do the work he loved.

His friend chuckled. “Nothing like that, I swear. It’s just coincidence you’re both here tonight. You won’t be obligated to dance with this lady anytime soon, either. She’s in mourning.”

• • •

Lorna spent the afternoon tucked into a cozy sitting room with Mrs. Freedman. Mr. Freedman had joined them for tea. He was handsome, she thought, with a blade of a nose and kind eyes. At first, Lorna pitied his strange walk and his difficulty with the teacup. But his wife’s tenderness in assisting him soon made Lorna feel quite a different emotion: longing. Her practical nature regarded marriage as something for other women. Daniel was her primary obligation. But seeing the affection between her neighbors stirred up girlhood fantasies she’d put aside the day her father died. She ruthlessly tamped them down. Perhaps she would find a husband someday, when Daniel was older and didn’t need her quite so much.

After tea, Mr. Freedman withdrew to his study to await a visitor of his own. Mrs. Freedman retrieved an embroidery hoop from a sewing basket. “It’s some sort of atrophy, we’re told.” She picked her thumbnail across a row of stitches. “There’s nothing to be done. It will only grow worse with time.”

Had Lorna stared? Heat crept up her neck. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Freedman. I hope I didn’t—”

“You didn’t,” her neighbor assured her. “And, please, call me Nelly. I’m determined that we shall be good friends.” She set her work in her lap. “He’s been accused of public drunkenness before. The way he walks, dropping things . . . I just like for people to know, so there’s no confusion.”

“I understand.”

Nelly’s neck drooped. “He tripped over his own feet during our wedding waltz two years ago. It was the last time we danced.”

A moment of heavy silence followed until Nelly rallied, once again the charming young hostess. “You must tell me all about Elmwood. The little the late Lord Chorley described to us sounded delightful.”

Lorna spoke about Daniel and their home, and then Nelly contributed memories of her own childhood. Time slipped by unnoticed. Lorna even forgot to worry about missing her meeting with the gang.

Nelly was describing her debut ball when they heard male voices coming down the hall. A moment later, Mr. Freedman entered, followed by another gentleman.

The newcomer spotted Lorna and stopped, eyes wide. A half-second later she returned the favor when recognition clapped her over the head. It was the man who had chased her.

That night, she thought she hadn’t really gotten a good look at him, but he was instantly familiar. He stood six feet tall with tousled dark brown hair, lightly silvered at the temples. Fine lines touched the corners of intense, gray eyes. He had a solid, healthy physique, though his face was a touch pale, as if he didn’t get enough sun.

What was he doing here? Her skin prickled all over as sweat popped out.

She must have risen, for suddenly she was staring at a wall of broad chest as Nelly introduced them. “Miss Robbins, allow me to make you known to our dear friend, Mr. Dewhurst.”

Mr. Dewhurst stood as still as he had that night in the alley, waiting. Her rational mind knew she was supposed to acknowledge the introduction first, but apprehension paralyzed her. How had he found her? Was he really a Bow Street Runner?

She turned an accusing glare on Nelly. “You promised a quiet evening with neighbors,” she said in a rush. She risked a glance at Mr. Dewhurst, who watched her intently. Lorna flinched at his scrutiny. “I can’t . . . That is, it wouldn’t be proper . . . ”

“Forgive me,” Mr. Freedman interjected. “I invited Mr. Dewhurst to dinner but a moment ago, without speaking to Nelly first. It was thoughtless on my part.”

“I’ll take my leave.” Mr. Dewhurst bowed curtly and turned.

Oh, no. A hot wave of mortification washed over Lorna. She was the newcomer to this house, and here she was causing a dreadful scene. “No, wait. Mr. Dewhurst, is it? Please.”

He stopped, but remained facing the door. She supposed she deserved that bit of rudeness. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, sir.”

At that, he turned back around and gave her a terse nod. “I’m sure the pleasure is all mine.” An icy smile gave lie to his words.

Lorna felt two inches tall, shamed to her core. Nelly would never invite her back after tonight, but perhaps that was for the best. She reminded herself she didn’t want people nosing into her affairs.

When dinner was announced, Nelly assisted her husband, leaving Lorna to place her hand on Mr. Dewhurst’s arm as they followed. The firm muscle inside his dark sleeve flexed and released in time with their steps.

“Why do you keep running away from me, Miss Robbins?” he murmured.

Because I’m afraid you’ll arrest me. Lorna firmed her lips and stared straight ahead.

“This is only the second time I have laid eyes upon you, yet you’ve attempted to distance yourself on both occasions. Have I offended you in some fashion?”

She shook her head.

He grunted. “I am glad to know you have a name. When you wouldn’t give it to me at our first meeting, I wondered if you were perhaps some nameless, nocturnal nymph.”

Lorna released an exasperated sigh.

“That’s not the case, but still you begrudge me the knowledge of it.” His voice was warm honey against her ear. “Does having your name give me power over you, like Rumpelstiltskin? Can I summon you in the night to spin straw into gold? Now that I know you, Miss Robbins, will you give me your firstborn?”

She stopped, stunned. “What a vulgar insinuation,” she hissed. “And that isn’t how the story goes.” Her arms crossed under her bust as she glared at him, momentarily forgetting he might be a threat.

Mr. Dewhurst glared right back. “My apologies,” he said at last. “I should have better command of nursery tales.”

Lorna rolled her eyes and turned, only to see the Freedmans both standing at the dining room entrance, watching them. Mr. Freedman seemed amused, while poor Nelly looked scandalized.

“Bother,” Lorna muttered under her breath. What an excellent impression she’d made on the neighbors.

After a meal featuring leg of lamb and herbed potatoes, she and Nelly returned to the sitting room while the gentlemen took their port. The ladies, who had passed the afternoon so companionably, now sat in awkward silence.

Lorna cleared her throat. “I’m so sorry, Nelly—Mrs. Freedman,” she corrected herself, certain her neighbor wouldn’t want to be on intimate terms with her after this disaster. “I had no right to behave as I did.” Her voice hitched in her throat, forcing her to clear it again. “Since Thomas died, I have found myself doing things I never thought I would—”

“Oh, my dear!” Nelly took Lorna”s hand in both of hers. “Please think nothing of it. I was so delighted to meet you at last that I selfishly imposed. It was wrong to force you into company before you were ready.”

Nelly’s sweet face held real sorrow, and Lorna wondered if it was possible for a person to feel more wretched than she. “Thank you kindly for having me,” Lorna said as she rose. “I enjoyed our afternoon.”

“As did I,” Nelly hurried to reply. “Must you go?”

“Dinner was wonderful,” Lorna prevaricated.

The gentlemen entered before she could escape. Lorna took leave of her host and nodded to Mr. Dewhurst. A hint of color touched the taller gentleman’s cheeks—from the port, perhaps. It suited him. He really should get more sun, Lorna thought.

His eyes captured hers, communicating a slow, steady burn of interest. Her stomach flipped.

Finally, he broke the connection, only to allow his gaze to slide down her figure. She felt his appraisal like a feather brushed over her skin. Her cheeks flared. No man had ever looked at her like that. It was uncomfortable and embarrassing. Perhaps if she had a figure worth appreciating she wouldn’t mind the attention, but Mr. Dewhurst must find her quite disappointing.

His gray eyes snapped back to hers. “Allow me to see you home, Miss Robbins.”

“That isn’t necessary, sir. It’s not twenty paces from the Freedmans’ door to mine.” She was tempted to sprint every one of them to flee his scrutiny.

His lips twitched. “Still, it’s dark out. We’d all feel better knowing you had a safe escort.”

Lorna wasn’t at all sure that Mr. Dewhurst constituted a safe escort. But the declarations of agreement from her host and hostess compelled her to accept his offer.

With farewells exchanged and the front door closed behind them, they stood for a moment on the stoop. The clouds had broken and the rising moon peeked through the rooftops. He was watching her, waiting, as he always did.

Well, he could spend eternity waiting for whatever it was he wanted. Struggling to regain her composure after his inspection of her, she ignored his proffered arm and marched down the walk. Lorna hadn’t taken five steps before he was at her side. His hand wrapped around her elbow as she mounted her own front steps. Despite her annoyance at his forwardness, the slight pressure sent a pleasurable sensation through her arm and into her chest.

“Would you mind telling me something, Miss Robbins?”

Lorna tugged out of his grasp. Though a gas streetlamp gleamed nearby, the face peering at her was inscrutable, shadowed by the brim of his tall hat. “Indeed I would mind, sir. Thank you for the escort.”

Realizing she’d left without a key, she raised her hand to knock. Mr. Dewhurst met her hand in the air, palm to palm. His fingers closed around hers. Before she could voice a protest, he drew her close. Mere inches separated them. Heat pulsed through Lorna, driving away any chill inflicted by the autumn night.

“Please tell me who it is you’ve lost,” he said, “so I might offer proper condolences.”

The sudden closeness to this large male stunned her. With considerable effort, she formulated a response. “My brother, Lord Chorley.”

He exhaled a heavy sigh. “Of course. I’m so sorry. I should have known. Some time ago, Mrs. Freedman told me their neighbor was ailing and asked me to check in on him, but he left Town before I had a chance to come ’round.”

Prickles crawled up Lorna’s neck. “What do you mean, check in on him?”

His head cocked to the side. “In my capacity as a surgeon, of course.”

“A surgeon? You, Mr. Dewhurst, are a surgeon?”

He dropped her hand. “Correct.”

She felt lightheaded with relief. He wasn’t an investigator come to haul her off to Newgate, after all.

Emboldened by the revelation that he posed no immediate danger, she couldn’t resist broaching the subject of their—unbeknownst to him—common professional interest. “Do you practice your skills on the dead, Mr. Dewhurst?”

“I do,” he pronounced in a defensive tone. “Distasteful as it is to the public, such work is necessary for the training of new surgeons, for deepening our understanding of disease, for the development of new treatments—”

“My brother’s body was stolen.”

His speech stuttered to a halt. “That must have been difficult for you,” he said at last.

“It was an unexpected turn of events, to be sure.”

“I would imagine.”

Lorna sensed him grappling with his thoughts. “That’s why I was in the public house that night,” she said, answering the question she knew Mr. Dewhurst wanted to ask. Inspiration struck, and she elaborated, injecting her voice with a note of distress. “I caught them in the act, you see, but I was so shocked, I couldn’t . . . I couldn’t . . . ”

His hands tightened around her upper arms. “There’s nothing you could have done, Miss Robbins. You must in no way blame yourself. My God, if they’d seen you there, who knows what could have happened.”

A grim smile curved Lorna’s lips before she quickly schooled her features. “When I came to Town,” she said in a small voice, “I went looking for them, still hoping there might be a chance to return Thomas to his resting place.”

His thumbs worked soothing circles on her arms. She took a tiny step closer. “It had been a week, but I was so distraught, I wasn’t thinking clearly. Of course he was gone. Sold. One of the men gave me some money to buy my silence and sent me on my way.”

Mr. Dewhurst tipped her chin up, allowing the light of the streetlamp to wash over her features. “That was courageous of you,” he said, his voice husky, “but foolish, as well. Those criminals are not to be dealt with lightly.”

With one strong hand on her arm and another cradling her face, Lorna almost felt embraced. No one but Daniel had wrapped arms around her in years—not since her father’s death. And while her brother’s sweet hugs never failed to warm her heart, the sensations coursing through her now were completely new. She shivered in response to a delicate tendril of pleasure snaking up her spine.

“You’re cold,” Mr. Dewhurst said, misinterpreting. He reached past her to the knocker.

The instant it struck the brass plate, a barrage of barking sounded on the other side of the door. Lorna startled, having forgotten her unwanted guest.

“Oh, you have a dog,” Mr. Dewhurst said pleasantly. “My brothers and I had several while we were growing up.”

From the entry hall, Lorna heard Oscar commanding Bluebell to sit. The door opened and the ill-mannered hound shoved past the footman and barreled into Lorna’s thighs. She yelped and grappled Mr. Dewhurst’s arm to keep her footing.

Mr. Dewhurst scratched Bluebell behind the ears. “Happy his mistress is home. What’s his name?”

“Her name is Bluebell and I’m not her mistress.” Lorna used her knee to prod the dog back to the door. “I’m minding her for a friend, but she’s going home tomorrow.”

She made several aborted attempts to politely wish Mr. Dewhurst a good night, but the infernal dog refused to behave in a civilized fashion, continuing to lean against her legs and trample her feet. Exasperated, Lorna shooed Oscar away so she could step into the house and order, “In!”

Bluebell followed at once, sat at Lorna’s side, and gazed serenely at Mr. Dewhurst as if she were the hostess seeing a guest off.

Mr. Dewhurst laughed at the animal’s antics. The smile utterly transformed his face. What had been a serious, forbidding set of features became very appealing, indeed. With amusement still tugging at his lips, he bowed. “Good evening, Miss Robbins, Miss Bluebell.”

“Good evening, Mr. Dewhurst.” Lorna closed the door and leaned against it, dazed. She glanced down at Bluebell, who watched the door as if he might yet walk through. The dog licked her chops and met Lorna’s eyes. “It doesn’t matter if he has a nice smile,” Lorna informed the animal. “Why was he at that tavern?” Surgeons didn’t meet the Crib Cross Gang on their territory; it was always the other way around.

“I’ll ask Coop tomorrow,” she decided. “And I shall be rid of you, as well.” Bluebell woofed and followed Lorna to her bedchamber.


Chapter Six

Dingy fog lay heavy on the city, like an old quilt overdue for a beating. Through the cold mist, Lorna made her way along the streets, Bluebell at her side. The hound’s usual cheerfulness was subdued this morning; instead, the dog stayed close to Lorna, nose to the ground.

The long, black veil Lorna wore had gone limp with moisture. It clung to her nostrils and mouth.

Laborers headed to legitimate employment streamed out of tenements. Some passersby gaped at Lorna. She heard “Blackbird” muttered more than once. A woman standing in a doorway crossed herself as Lorna passed.

At The Fox and Hound, she pounded on the door until the bleary-eyed proprietress opened up. She didn’t know Coop’s whereabouts, but gave Lorna directions to Pretty Lem’s place.

Lorna followed them to a row of rundown stone structures stuffed cheek by jowl. Low, slate roofs ended in eaves only a foot above Lorna’s head. Doors opened directly onto the street, and alongside the row, a sewage ditch carried steaming, noxious waste and refuse to the river.

Bluebell shook her head and pawed her snout. “Poor nose,” Lorna said. “This is bad for me; I can’t imagine how dreadful the smell is for you.” Eager to escape the nasty air, she knocked at number eight.

Lem, barefoot and clad in breeches and a loose shirt, opened the door. “Blackbird!” He flashed one of his winning grins—the same one she’d seen him imbue upon every serving girl at The Fox and Hound. “Oh, hey, girl.” Lem patted Bluebell. “What’re you two doing here?”

“Does Bluebell belong to Coop?” Lorna asked. “She followed me home the other night.”

“As much to him as anyone, I s’pose,” he said with a shrug. “He found her as a pup an’ she mostly sticks with ’im.”

“Sounds to me like he owns the dog,” Lorna said.

“Bluebell earns her keep,” he explained. “She’s not much of a lap dog, yeah? All Coop cares is that she pulls her weight. He was in a fine state last night when neither of you showed for work.”

She shifted her weight from one foot to another. “I was detained by the neighbors.” The horrid sewage smell was beginning to make her nauseous. “Do you know where Coop lives, Lem? I need to speak with him and return Bluebell.”

“Yeah, of course. Give me a minute and I’ll take you.”

Lorna gestured to a nearby intersection. “I’ll be at the corner.”

Bluebell needed no encouragement to quickly relocate. The standard, filthy East End stink was like ambrosia after the stomach-churning aroma by Lem’s.

He appeared in short order, having donned stockings, shoes, and the same threadbare coat he wore at night. A floppy hat covered the tops of his ears. Hands stuffed in pockets, Lem huffed a cloud of breath and tilted his head. “This way.”

Finally, Lem led her around back of a pawn shop and up a flight of rickety stairs clinging to the building’s brick exterior. He knocked on a door covered with chipped green paint.

When the door opened, Lorna was surprised to see Coop up and dressed at this early hour. He ignored the humans entirely, focusing on the canine. “How kind of you to grace me with your presence,” he said with a mocking bow. “This one”—he pointed at Lorna—“I don’t much need on a regular night, but you damned well should’ve been at work.”

Bluebell butted her head against Coop’s hand.

“Don’t show up here after a night of carousing and try to make nice,” he scolded. “I suppose you had a fine time, and now you expect me to give you breakfast.”

The dog’s tail wagged.

“Forget it!” Coop snapped. “There’s no spongin’ in Crib Cross. You want to eat, you work.”

Lorna restrained the urge to roll her eyes. “She’s been with me. I fed her this morning.”

Coop finally deigned to acknowledge her presence. “Yeah, an’ what were you doin’ with her?”

“She followed me home. I brought her back, and here we are.” Lorna thrust Bluebell’s lead at Coop. He ignored it. “Look, Coop, I need to speak with you. I’m grateful that you’ve given me work, but I need more pay, and fast.”

“Don’t we all?” Coop said. “What’s the problem? We’re ’aving a good season, makin’ more’n ever. Resurrectionist pay suddenly not good enough for yer ladyship?” he jeered.

Her chin worked back and forth. So far, Coop hadn’t asked Lorna too many questions. Comments he’d dropped here and there indicated he thought this was all a bored, rich girl’s lark. Obviously, he knew Lorna was the sister of a deceased baron, but she hadn’t told him about the money she owed Wiggins. It seemed cruel to make keeping her estate a cause of concern for people who lived in squalor. Still, her home was threatened. Maybe he could understand that.

She pulled a deep breath. “My brother died with a mountain of debt. I’m going to lose my home if I can’t pay it off.”

“Sad tale.” Coop sounded bored. “Happens I’m jus’ heading out to see our best buyer. He sent a note ’round, said somethin’ ’bout a special job.”

It was then Lorna noticed Coop seemed to have taken pains with his appearance. His graying hair was carefully slicked back, his ivory shirt and blue trousers clean.

“Speaking of buyers, Coop, do you sell to a man named Dewhurst?”

He shook his head. “Dewhurst’s one of Harty Choke’s.” He slipped his hands into his pants pockets. “Wish he was one of ours. That Scot he works for buys ’em up fast as Harty Choke can dig ’em. Why?”

A scrap of memory from the night she met the gang floated to the surface. “Harty Choke Boys won’t be none pleased when they find we’ve picked their garden,” Coop had said. The sick feeling crept back into Lorna’s stomach. Mr. Dewhurst bought from a rival gang, yet he’d appeared at Crib Cross’s regular tavern. She couldn’t shake the feeling that he was a threat.

“I’ll come with you,” she blurted, suddenly anxious to work hard and fast and get out of this dark underworld while she still could. “I’d like to meet our client. Maybe I can persuade him—”

“Hell no!” Coop interrupted. “You, Blackbird, are the ace up my sleeve. No one knows you’re working with us.”

Lorna tried to puzzle that out. Near as she could tell, everyone knew with whom she worked. “I regret having to tell you this,” she said gently, “but I don’t think my involvement is a secret—at least on this side of the city.”

Pretty Lem snorted. “Yeah, Coop, you’ve done a good job makin’ sure Blackbird’s known to everyone at The Fox and Hound. But,” he said, eyeing Lorna, “they don’t know who you are.”

Coop tapped his nose. “It’s all about the mystique,” he said with a wink. “The other gangs think I’m bloody crazy, but they don’t know what you do for us. Our clients may catch wind of our lady in black, but they’ve never seen you an’ they never will. Fly back to your nest and we’ll see you tonight, yeah?”

Lorna dug her heels into the bare wood landing. “No. I’m coming with you. I want to know what’s happening.”

A brief shouting match later, Lorna strode beside Coop and Lem, trying to exude bravado she didn’t have. She felt downright naked in the clothes Coop had lent her for a disguise. For the first time in her life, Lorna wore breeches. Her legs were encased in two thin sheaths of material, rather than properly concealed beneath layers of petticoats and skirts.

Her breath caught in her throat as she recalled how Mr. Dewhurst looked in his trousers, all long, lean muscle. Lorna’s slim legs didn’t look like that in Coop’s old, loose breeches, thank goodness, but they were still indecently exposed. She tugged the brim of Lem’s hat farther down over her face, hoping her unruly curls stayed put under there.

Lem glanced at her, his own hair gleaming like a burnished halo in the sun that had finally appeared to burn off the fog. He grinned and stooped to speak in a low voice. “Pull that hat low as you like, your pretty chin will never pass for a boy’s, Miss Lorna.”

“My chin?” she said, dismayed. As if concealing her admittedly unremarkable figure wasn’t enough, she had to worry about her jawline giving her away?

“Here.” Lem snatched Coop’s scarf and passed it to Lorna. “And mind how you walk. Your hips sway too much.”

Heat flooded her cheeks. She knew these breeches showed too much! She’d lived twenty-one years without hearing a single remark about her hips. Five minutes in men’s attire and suddenly her body was an object of public commentary. “If you’d slow down, I could work on my stride.”

“Both of you shut it,” Coop snapped.

The rest of the walk passed in silence, with Lorna concentrating hard on appearing male, and Lem enjoying her struggle.

The two of them waited outside the Cheapside anatomy school while Coop went in to talk with their client, Mr. Manning. Lem lounged against the side of the building, one foot crossed over the other. Lorna tried to imitate his lazy posture. Her spine, governess-trained to maintain a straight bearing, protested the awkward curvature.

“Ow! How can you tolerate the brick digging into your shoulder blades?” She adjusted her arms and tried again, with no better success.

“You get callouses after a while.”

“Really?”

Lem’s face split into his heartbreaking grin. “Naw. Lord, you’re easy to tease, Miss—”

She let out a sharp hiss and elbowed his ribs as she spotted two men approaching. “Hush, hush, hush,” Lorna breathed. Her eyes widened in horror as Mr. Dewhurst strode straight toward her.

He was engrossed in conversation with an older man. Had he seen her? Surely not. Please God, no.

Lorna cringed against Lem’s side, hiding her face.

“What are you doing?” He tried to nudge her off. “I don’t want nobody thinkin’ I’m a bugger.”

“That man,” she whispered in a rush, “I know him. Tell me when he’s passed.”

“Christ, Miss—ow!” he exclaimed as she jabbed him. “Well, he’s lookin’ now, frowning at us. Oh, hullo, sir,” he muttered under his breath, “just your friendly neighborhood sodomites. Oi! Stop hitting me!”

“Don’t look at him!”

“How’m I s’posed to tell you when he’s gone?” After a few seconds, Lem said, “They went in.”

Blood pounded in her ears. She lifted her head, gasping for air. “Too close. Much too close.”

Coop appeared in the alley behind them. He clapped Lorna on the shoulder, as though she really was a boy. He beamed at her.

“Good news?” she asked.

“The best.” Coop pressed his hands together and shook them, like a victory celebration, or maybe a prayer of thanks. “You’re a gift, my little bird. We pull this job, an’ it’ll be caviar and champagne for us all.” Coop moved with a newfound spring in his step. Lorna leaped to follow, eager to put distance between Mr. Dewhurst and herself.

“What’s the job?” Lem demanded.

“Viscountess Fenton is expecting.” He shot them a smug look. “Triplets. She’s a dead woman walking and everyone knows it. Manning wants her.”

Ice shot through Lorna’s veins. “That’s monstrous!”

“That’s ten thousand pounds,” Coop corrected. “If she passes with all three still inside and we get her, we’ll be divvying up. Ten. Thousand. Pounds. That enough to suit you?”

Lorna nodded, her face numb. She gulped. “But why . . . why did you say I was a gift?”

Coop smirked. “Because you’re a right proper lady, yeah? You can get into all them nice parties and dinners and dances and put an eye on her for me. Soon as she’s in a bad way, we’ll be there.”

“I can’t,” Lorna protested. Her heart galloped at the thought of trying to make her way through the alien haut ton—a world she’d never known or desired—and for such a cold-hearted purpose. She relaxed a fraction as a perfectly good reason to avoid her duty sprang to mind. “I can’t go out in company. I’m still in mourning.”

Coop’s smile slipped and his eyes hardened. “Not anymore.”


Chapter Seven

“Not anymore,” McGully repeated.

So Brandon hadn’t misheard. With the exception of an upcoming address which would be open to the public, the eminent surgeon had relieved him of all regular lecturing and dissection duties for the foreseeable future. Instead, his employer had assigned a task straight out of Brandon’s personal hell.

The floor of McGully’s study must have suddenly pitched askew. It was the only explanation for the vertigo assailing him. He grabbed the back of a chair and held tight while his mind reeled. “I am not the man for this job,” he ground out.

McGully reclined on a tufted sofa with a cigar. “On the contrary, lad, you’re the only man for the job. I haven’t the patience for the social hoo-ha—”

“And you think I have?” Brandon snapped.

The older man’s eyebrows raised infinitesimally. “Who else is there? Who would you have me send in your place to watch the woman?”

A growl caught in Brandon’s throat. He commenced an agitated pacing of the room. There was no one else. With the exception of himself, none of McGully’s associates possessed the social connections needed to keep close watch on Lady Fenton.

McGully’s lined cheeks collapsed as he drew on his clay pipe. “Come now, Dewhurst,” he said in a cloud of blue-white smoke, “you won’t have to trot about with the dandies and bucks very long. She’s almost seven months gone, according to Manning, and Fenton hasn’t taken her to the country.”

Brandon turned on his heel. “Of course not. Lady Fenton requires constant care. She must remain in London. That goes without saying.”

“Does it?” McGully cast him a shrewd look. “If my wife carried triplets, I’d bundle her off to rusticate for the duration, and pay a surgeon to accompany her. I certainly wouldn’t let her gallivant about Town. What is the fool thinking? She’ll perish in a month, mark my words.”

His stomach soured at the cool detachment with which McGully spoke of Lady Fenton’s death. Brandon was acquainted with Lord and Lady Fenton. She was a lively, happy sort, loved the social whirl. What could Fenton do? Force her to the country to spend whatever remained of her life in gloomy solitude? Of course he let her attend all the balls and parties she liked. Soon enough, something dreadful was going to happen.

Any pregnancy was difficult. Twin pregnancies could be harrowing. More than two? Almost impossible. It was inconceivable that Lady Fenton would deliver three live infants, and the chance of her surviving the ordeal was slimmer yet. Of course Fenton indulged her now.

“Lucky Manning, to be her surgeon!” McGully said. “Proud as a damned peacock to have discovered she’s carrying three. I must have her, Dewhurst!” His fist thudded into a soft cushion. “A womb filled with late-term triplets would be the jewel of my book.” His eyes glazed as he gazed at nothing. “To document such a pregnancy . . . How many placentas? How many bags of water? How are they configured?” His lips twitched in a faint smile. “It will be spectacular.”

Brandon felt he might vomit. “I cannot dissuade you, sir?”

McGully’s smile snapped to a frown. “Not for anything. This will make your career, and immortalize mine. A body like this one is worth any price. Make sure you tell your resurrection men so. I’ll pay thousands for it, Dewhurst.”

Brandon took leave of his employer and retreated to his small apartment. He paced again, too agitated to stop moving. Another pregnant woman. And he was supposed to feign interest in vapid ton affairs, all the while watching and waiting for her to die? He bellowed and kicked one of his two dining chairs. A leg snapped off and spun across the floor.

And how in the bloody blazes was he to get close to Lady Fenton? Though he was acquainted with her, he didn’t move in her circles. So long had Brandon eschewed Society, hostesses no longer bothered sending him invitations. The Little Season was underway, but with his mother in Kent, he hadn’t any way of knowing—

“Jeremiah,” he blurted. He’d forgotten one of his four older brothers was in Town and staying at Marcel House with his wife, Alice, and their two young daughters. He jotted off a note, and received a reply inviting him to join Jeremiah and Alice that very evening.

• • •

Hours later, Brandon, along with his brother and sister-in-law, mingled among a crowd of finely dressed opera-goers. A few inches shorter than Brandon and thicker through the waist, with a blunt nose and fierce, blue-gray eyes, Jeremiah gave the impression of something only mildly more affable than a rabid bull. In startling contrast, his wife, Alice, looked like a porcelain doll, with gleaming yellow ringlets and a peaches-and-cream complexion.

As the trio greeted acquaintances, Brandon kept a surreptitious eye out for Lady Fenton. He spotted the woman a short distance away. Her red dress split below the bust to reveal a black slip covering her bulging abdomen. Beside her, Lord Fenton looked understandably anxious as his lady chatted with—

“Good lord,” he breathed. It was Niall and Nelly Freedman, in the company of one Miss Robbins. What on earth was she doing here? Women in deep mourning did not engage in frivolous entertainments.

The feisty woman in black he’d twice encountered now glanced about nervously while her gloved hands pressed into her middle. She wore an ill-fitting lavender dress with a gray shawl draped over her arms—half mourning colors. The auburn curls he remembered in the wild disarray of their first meeting now erupted from the back of her head, the sides of her hair having been scraped back and held in place with silver combs.

Nothing about the ensemble suited her. The dress was obviously borrowed—from Nelly, most likely, judging by the excess fabric obliterating Miss Robbins’s slight frame. There was something unintentionally alluring about her appearance, though, as if she had just risen from bed and swathed herself in a voluminous sheet. Under the mountain of fabric was a body ripe for discovery. He wanted to pluck the combs from her head and run his fingers through her hair, completing the illusion of dishabille.

His groin tightened in response to the erotic thought just as her bright, blue-green eyes met his. The space between them charged with awareness. Suddenly, Brandon felt as though a silken cord connected the two of them, and it shortened, drawing him closer. Lady Fenton and her ill-fated abdomen were all but forgotten as he made his way to Miss Robbins’s party.

“Lady Fenton.” He bowed. “Mrs. Freedman.” Another nod. “Miss Robbins,” he murmured.

Some of the tightness around her eyes and lips softened. “Mr. Dewhurst, I’m surprised to see you here.”

“Not as surprised as I am to see you,” he said, pointedly looking at her dress.

Fear clouded her lovely eyes. Miss Robbins raised a hand to her head then snatched it down again.

“Brandon, it’s time to take our seats.” Alice laid a hand on his forearm. She greeted the Fentons and Freedmans, and looked curiously at Miss Robbins.

“Alice, Jeremiah,” Brandon said, “this is Miss Robbins. Miss Robbins, these are my brother and sister-in-law, Mr. and Mrs. Jeremiah Dewhurst.”

Jeremiah gave a curt bow. His sister-in-law took Miss Robbins’s hand. “There are already two other Missus Dewhursts in our family. Please call me Alice.”

“Then you must call me Lorna,” she replied.

Lorna. It suited her, he decided, straightforward and unpretentious like the woman herself.

After the Fentons made for their box, the Freedmans and Lorna started toward the doors for the floor seating.

“Won’t you join us in our box?” Alice offered.

The trio accepted the invitation. They made their way upstairs, moving slowly to accommodate Niall’s pace. Brandon was glad to see his friend in good spirits after their interview a few nights ago had dealt such a blow to Niall’s hopes of recovery.

The married couples sat together, leaving Brandon and Lorna—he found he could no longer think of her by a more formal name—to sit beside one another.

When the orchestra launched into the prelude, Brandon tuned out the production. Opera bored him to tears. Lady Fenton’s condition having been observed, he had nothing to do but focus on the woman at his side. She plucked the hem of her shawl and fidgeted in her seat. She worried her bottom lip, rolling it side to side between her teeth.

Brandon felt, but didn’t voice, a lust-filled groan. How he wanted to do precisely that to her lip himself. He watched her mouth as intently as the others in the box watched the stage. Her eyes flicked his way, then quickly darted back. She was aware of his attention now and flushed, despite her attempt to appear enraptured by the performance.

Studying Lorna’s mouth was doing uncomfortable things to the fit of his breeches. At last, he dragged his gaze to the stage, where a mezzo-soprano and a baritone bellowed unintelligible Italian at one another. Unfortunately, feigning interest in the theatrical wasn’t nearly as interesting an occupation as examining Lorna Robbins.


Chapter Eight

Lord, what she’d do to escape this company.

It wasn’t the particular people she minded. Everyone she’d met this evening had been most congenial, in fact.

Rather, Lorna minded that she must expose herself to people at all. After years of living a quiet, country life with Daniel—followed by the harrowing months of tending Thomas, and then dark nights filled with dark work—she felt like a subterranean creature shoved into the light for the first time. She was blinded by the sight of so many human beings in one space. The performance on stage was the ostensible attraction, but Lorna couldn’t stop herself from scanning the crowd instead.

She knew the opera had ended only when the audience burst into applause. Even as the clapping ceased, the roar continued as the entire assembly erupted into conversation at once.

Boxes emptied and the audience on the floor funneled through the doors. By unspoken assent, the residents of their box made no move to depart. Given Mr. Freedman’s condition, the group needed extra time to make their way downstairs.

“How did you like it?”

The male voice rumbling directly into her ear startled her. Whipping her head to the side, she found Mr. Brandon Dewhurst leaning toward her, his face not half a foot from her own. He braced himself with a hand on the back of her chair. His proximity did strange things to her body, tingly things.

“I, ah,” she stammered. He turned her mind to pudding, too.

His mouth tipped in a half-cocked smile. He lightly tugged one of her curls. “I don’t care for it, either.”

They shared a silent exchange of kinship found in mutual disinterest until the Freedmans and Jeremiah Dewhursts made to leave.

As they filed out, Lorna was acutely aware of the large man looming at her back. Heat filled the space between them, tickling her nape.

Across the lobby, Lord and Lady Fenton were just making their way through a door. They must have similarly waited for the crush to pass. And no wonder, Lorna thought, taking in the impressive heft of Lady Fenton’s abdomen. She couldn’t imagine trying to navigate a throng with such a belly preceding her.

A laughing couple cut in front of Lady Fenton. She stepped aside, clapping protective arms across her pregnancy.

Some answering, yearning instinct echoed in Lorna’s womb.

Before she had a chance to examine the sensation, the two parties converged in the center of the lobby. Alice, Nelly, and Lady Fenton bent their heads together, while the men clapped each other on the shoulder, spoke loudly, and generally stood about taking up entirely too much space.

Attempting to look purposeful, Lorna hefted her borrowed shawl to her shoulders and wrapped it tightly across her torso. She busied herself with tying and retying a knot in the ends, hoping no one noticed how awkwardly out of place she was on the fringe of the group.

“Where are you off to next?” she heard Mr. Jeremiah Dewhurst ask.

“Heapbys” ball,” answered Lord Fenton.

“As are we,” said Mr. Dewhurst. “Brandon, you’ll join us, I hope?”

How lowering to overhear plans which did not include her! Lorna kept her eyes steadfastly fixed on the ends of her shawl while she picked at imaginary lint.

One of the ladies said, “Yes, you must! And you as well, Miss Robbins.”

Startled, Lorna blinked up at Lady Fenton’s warm expression. The gentlemen all looked her way, but Brandon’s gaze was especially intense.

Throughout the opera, she’d caught him scrutinizing her. Or perhaps he’d caught her out staring at him. In any event, his attention unnerved her. She was as used to the male gaze as she was to handling herself in a crowd, which is to say, not at all.

“I couldn’t possibly. I’m not dressed for it.” She gestured to her borrowed, too-large gown.

Alice Dewhurst gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “You look lovely. Doesn’t she?” she called over her shoulder.

The men issued hasty, mumbled compliments, which did more to embarrass Lorna than settle her nerves.

She was on the verge of refusing, when she recalled her whole purpose in being here this evening. Coop would have her hide if he learned she’d shirked her duty over a dress. That duty, Lady Fenton, gave her an encouraging nod. “Very well,” Lorna said. “I accept.”

“Mr. Freedman has exerted himself enough today,” Nelly said when Lorna asked if they would accompany the group. “But you’ll have a marvelous time! You must tell me all about it tomorrow.”

A few moments of discussion separated the women into one carriage and the men into the other.

“I take up one whole side by myself,” Lady Fenton informed Lorna. The pregnant lady stroked her bulging middle and settled into the squabs with a moan.

A frisson of alarm tightened Lorna’s back. “Is everything all right?”

“Gracious, yes. My slippers are just a bit snug.”

Alice Dewhurst nudged Lorna into turning sideways. She’d offered to rearrange Lorna’s hair for the ball. Nimble fingers withdrew her combs and sifted through the tight curls. Rhythmic, gentle tugs indicated braiding.

“You must not strain yourself,” Alice said to Lady Fenton. “By six months with each of my girls, I gave up my daily rambles. I can’t believe you’re still going to balls.”

“Might as well make hay while the sun shines,” the other lady said in a chipper tone.

Did she so casually refer to her own probable death?

“With three babies in the house, when do you suppose I’ll next see the inside of a ballroom?” Lady Fenton continued. Her fingers trailed loops across the surface of her belly. “It could be years.”

Lord, she was deluded. Worry ate at Lorna while Alice’s clever fingers worked in her hair. Lady Fenton seemed a friendly sort. Lorna hated to think she was fooling herself into believing in a future that couldn’t possibly transpire. Except—what else could she do? Plan to die? Plan for one or more of her children to die?

The sensation of her combs snugly nestling into her hair stirred Lorna from her morbid reverie.

“There now,” Alice said. “Not a lady in there will look prettier.”

The carriage drew to a halt before a grand house on St. James Square. Lorna gaped at the imposing neoclassical façade, all aglow with the light of gas lamps, and arrived at a conclusion.

“I can’t do this.”

She, Lorna Robbins, was on the verge of stepping into her first London ball wearing borrowed half-mourning, with people she had only a passing acquaintance, for the purpose of waiting for a pregnant woman to die.

It was wrong, every bit of it.

A hand grasped her elbow. Before she knew what he was about, Brandon pulled her out of the carriage and to his side. “Your head has never looked so civilized.”

With a gulp, Lorna summoned her courage and laid her hand on his forearm. “Shall I take that as a compliment, Mr. Dewhurst?”

His jaw worked back and forth as he guided her into the house. “No,” he said at last, “you shouldn’t.”

The bottom of her stomach dropped out at his callous remark. How could she have thought his attention might have indicated some degree of preference? How could she have been so stupid? He was handsome and connected and intelligent, while she was utterly ordinary. Except for the bit about stealing bodies.

Her scalp prickled. She wanted to scratch it, to tear loose the braids Alice had woven. The urge to flee was so potent she could taste it, a burning acid at the back of her throat. She slipped her hand loose, but he snatched it back and held her in place.

Then they stood on a landing, overlooking yet another sea of strangers. A servant bellowed her name. In a daze, she wondered how he knew it.

Lorna floated at Brandon’s side down a flight of stairs and into the nightmare of her very first Society ball.

• • •

As balls went, this one was blander than most. Being the Little Season, most of the ton was flung about the countryside. Those in Town were engaged in the fall session of Parliament, acting as government advisers and ministers, or carrying out other legitimate business. They were a much more staid bunch than the spring flood of high-spirited debutantes and rutting young bucks.

Lord Sheridan Zouche was a welcome sight, and Brandon was glad to catch up with his old friend. They’d met at Oxford, where Brandon, Sheri, and the three other men in their set had gathered regularly at their favorite tavern to enjoy free-flowing ale and good conversation. One drunken night, the youngest of them, Henry De Vere, had suggested the group needed a name. After some spirited debate, they’d settled on The Honorables, based on the one thing all five men had in common: None of them stood to inherit their noble families’ titles. As younger sons, each man was styled Honorable, as in The Honorable Mr. Brandon Dewhurst.

All of them except Sheri, that is, who, as the younger son of a marquess, enjoyed the courtesy title Lord Sheridan. He’d been quick to point out that he wasn’t Honorable, which caused an immediate uproar of laughter. Chagrined, Sheri had gone along with the suggestion, and the friends had been The Honorables ever since.

These days, the five men were rarely all together at once. Norman Wynford-Scott lived in London, just as Sheri and Brandon did, but his legal studies at the Inns of Court kept him much occupied. Henry split his time between Town, where he worked at his family’s shipping business, and his brother’s estate in Wiltshire. Finally, Harrison Dyer spent a good deal of time in the country engaged in quiet pursuits. Last Brandon had heard, Harrison was trying to raise funds to start a breeding stable.

Brandon should have known he’d see Sheri here, as the fellow socialized with the same focused determination Brandon brought to his surgical career. Sheri”s brown hair was a study of carefully deployed disorder, and his clothes were exquisitely tailored. Brandon wondered how long it took his friend to achieve such a state of formal splendor. There wasn’t much time for the men to talk, however, as Sheri considered it his sacred duty to dance every set.

“My worth to Society is measured by how much the women around me enjoy my company,” he explained. “I’m not a desirable match—thank God—but I do an excellent job of occupying a space at the dining table and filling out dancing formations. Should I allow my performance of these crucial functions to flag, matrons will drop me from their lists faster than a hot brick.”

“So let them drop you,” Brandon answered. “Isn’t there something you’d rather do with your life than live on your allowance?”

“Is that Russian you’re speaking, Brandon? I’m sorry, I don’t comprehend a word.” Sheri lifted his quizzing glass to his brown eye and frowned. “Who is that lurking behind the tree?”

Brandon looked in the direction his friend indicated. “That,” he said, “is Miss Robbins.”

Lorna stood against the wall, halfway behind a potted orange tree. Alice and some of her friends chatted nearby. His sister-in-law attempted to draw the young lady into conversation.

Lorna would not be drawn. If anything, she crept farther into her hiding place. Brandon had seen plenty of wallflowers in his time, but this was really beyond enough. If the female didn’t wish to move about in Society, why on earth had she relinquished her mourning and accepted invitations to the opera and a ball?

When they first arrived, Alice had tucked Lorna under her wing and introduced her to a number of respectable persons. A few gentlemen expressed polite interest in the newcomer. That was when she made her strategic retreat to the forest.

“I can’t make out much of her face,” said Sheri, “but she has nice limbs.”

Lines began forming up for a reel, so Sheri went to claim his partner. Brandon glanced over the floor and groaned. There, in the center of the ladies’ line, was Lady Fenton.

Brandon cursed and plowed through the crowd. What was the woman thinking? Performing a sedate waltz was one thing, but a country dance? All the jouncing and capering about were sure to do her ill. She’d overtire herself, if she didn’t put herself into premature labor.

No matter McGully’s desire for a one-of-a-kind specimen, Brandon would do everything in his power to ensure Lady Fenton’s well-being while he watched over her. Granted, she didn’t know he was watching over her. And she’d likely run screaming if she knew of his task. There really was no delicate way to tell a woman your employer hoped to slice her open soon after her untimely demise. If she perished, then yes, Brandon would take her body for the good of science. In the meantime, he would stay close and pray it never came to that.

Reaching behind the orange tree, he fished out a dancing partner.

“What are you doing?” Lorna demanded. She wrenched out of his grasp and tried to edge back to her shelter.

He couldn’t suppress a grin, even as he prevented her escape. Finally, here was a glimpse of the firebrand he was used to. “You haven’t danced.”

“I don’t want to dance.”

“Of course you do. Ladies love to dance.”

“I don’t.”

“I’m sure that isn’t true.” He tugged her hand, but she mulishly dug her feet in. He let out an exasperated noise. “Miss Robbins,” he said loudly, “may I have the honor?” He gave a florid bow, drawing the attention of Alice’s group.

If she wished to save face in front of the ladies, Lorna had no choice but to accept. Her turquoise eyes shot daggers as she took her place in the line across from him.

Seconds later, the music began. Brandon knew the steps by rote, and only paid the dance enough attention to ensure he didn’t collide with his neighbors. He kept glancing at Lady Fenton, fearing that at any instant a baby might fall from beneath her skirts. He and Lorna had moved up to the head of the formation before he looked at her.

And that was when the crisis struck.

All the hopping and skipping he worried would do Lady Fenton harm instead wreaked havoc on Lorna. Each jostling step worked the neckline of her baggy dress closer to her shoulders, exposing more and more décolletage. She was watching his feet and counting in time with the music, obviously concentrating too hard on the footwork to notice her gown’s wayward progress.

Another hop. Another inch. With her hair trussed up in those braids, the entirety of her neck was bare. It was long and slim and milky as a swan’s. The cinnamon sprinkle of freckles on her shoulders sent pangs to his groin. “Miss Robbins,” he called.

She didn’t hear him.

They clapped palms together. The bodice gaped. “Lorna.”

She flashed him a quick smile and twirled to make her way back to the bottom of the formation. Brandon hustled to take his place in the column. They clapped again. This time he grabbed her hands. “Lorna!”

She startled at her name and dropped her hands to her side.

Fwomp. The dress slipped from her shoulders and fell.

White chemise. Ivory stays. A fraction of a second of bliss before horror kicked in.

Frantically, she grabbed for the dress.

He beat her to it.

He yanked the fabric up, spun her around, and whisked her through the nearest exit. Away was the only sense of direction he currently possessed. Down one corridor, around a corner, up a half flight of stairs, and through a door, which he closed and locked.

His forehead thumped against the door. He drew a deep breath and waited for his galloping pulse to subside. “Are you all right?” he asked. She didn’t answer. “Lorna?”

He turned and saw her back. Not just in the orientation sense, but her actual, anatomical back. The blighted dress had come open all the way to her waist. Creamy skin gleamed in the moonlight filtering through the windows of the small parlor in which they were ensconced. Neat laces crisscrossed her spine, holding her stays in place. He’d never seen anything as erotic as the simple laces of Lorna’s stays. It would be nothing but a few tugs to have them off, to see more, to touch. The thought had him hard in seconds. He closed the distance, halting just a few inches behind her.

Lorna’s slender shoulders shook silently.

God, he was a cad. A flash of skin had him mentally stripping her, while she had just suffered public humiliation. “It’s all right,” he murmured. His hands hovered over her shoulders for a second before he wrapped his fingers around them. “Lorna? I’m sure no one noticed.”

He lowered his head and inhaled. A hint of citrus wafted to his nose. He thought of mulled wine, and wondered if she tasted as sweet as she smelled.

Her shoulders, so delicate and slim beneath his large hands, kept trembling. His heart gave a funny kick. The urge to shelter and protect the fragile female was intense. Almost as intense as the other, potent urges she incited.

She let out a muffled sound. It grew louder. And then she snorted.

Lorna wasn’t crying at all; she was laughing, the minx. Something inside him snapped, letting loose a flood of relief. On its heels came desire, hot and thick.

Her head shook from side to side. Brandon scowled at the dratted, prim braids. Those glorious curls shouldn’t be contained. She let out great whoops of laughter, and he pulled the offending combs from her hair. Lorna grasped her sides and Brandon grabbed her waist. Trim and firm, her figure fit neatly in his hands. Lorna’s head fell back against his shoulder, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes. She was so lovely in her mirthful abandon, so infectiously free. With her delicate scent filling his head and her laughter ringing in his ears, Brandon was caught in a moment of convivial arousal. He wanted to laugh with her and hold her and just be with her. Her hair tickled his lip and nose. He responded by rubbing the tip of his nose against her shoulder. She was right there, and he was right there, and before he could check himself, he leaned forward and ran his tongue up her neck.

Lorna’s laughter died in her throat. She went stiff.

Brandon was stiff, too. She was sweet, and the slightest bit salty, like the very best dessert. He wanted another taste. But her utter stillness persisted, her air of confusion finally penetrating his addled brain.

“Christ, Lorna, I’m sorry. That shouldn’t have happened. Just . . . Christ.” He crouched behind her. “Let me fix your dress and get you back to the ballroom.”

She grabbed at the curls springing free of her unraveling braids. “What did you do?” She swung around, slapping him in the face with frumpy satin. “Where are my combs?”

“Here,” he said, retrieving them. “Turn around and let me do up your hooks.”

“I most certainly will not.” One hand clasped her dress to her bosom, the other covered her neck. “You licked me!”

“I’m sorry,” he repeated. “You were crying and—well, I thought you were crying and—”

“So you licked me?” Lorna backed away slowly, as though fearful he might pounce. “I suppose it’s good for shocking a person out of a weeping fit, but surely there are better ways, Mr. Dewhurst.”

His hand raked through his hair; he cursed. He’d behaved as though he was a roe deer, and she a block of salt. They hadn’t kissed, hadn’t made it through so much as a single dance together, and he’d skipped right ahead to tongue-swabbing.

Brandon never lost control of himself like this. His profession demanded constant discipline, and he was well practiced with keeping himself under tight rein. It had to be the extraordinary situation that derailed him. Gowns didn’t usually fall off of women in his presence quite so easily. There was typically some bit of effort on his part to bring about such a result.

“Would you please leave!”

“But your dress—”

“Devil take my dress,” she snapped. “I can see to it. Alone,” she added when he started to protest.

The wisdom of her words finally cracked his thick skull. Touching her velvet skin, when his cock was still convinced the main event was just around the corner, would be imprudent. “I’ll just wait in the corridor, shall I?”

She huffed. “I came half undressed in front of . . . ” Her hand waved in the direction of the ballroom. “You whisked me out—with your hands upon my denuded person, need I remind you—and you want to, what? Make a grand re-entry together?”

He stifled a groan. He’d been so long out of Society that he’d become fuzzy on some of the salient points. Such as not being caught with an unclothed woman in his arms. But what was he supposed to have done? Left her exposed to every leering male?

“It was something of an emergency,” he reasoned. “People will understand.”

“I’m not going back into that ballroom,” she said. “You, however, must return. Otherwise, people will assume I came to one ball and fell into ruin with my first dancing partner.”

Fine. Let the stubborn woman have her way.

Brandon slipped back into the ballroom and scanned it for Lady Fenton. There was no sign of her.

A short distance away, he spotted Jeremiah and Alice. Her arms crossed her midsection, one hand fiddling with the pendant in the hollow of her throat.

“Everything all right?” he asked when he reached them.

Alice’s lips pursed. “It’s Lady Fenton. She had some pains, so I accompanied her to the withdrawing room.” Moisture glistened in her eyes. “Oh, Brandon, there was blood.”

His face drained. How foolish he’d been to let Miss Robbins distract him from his duty! “Where is she now?”

“Lord Fenton took her home.” She gripped his sleeve. “Will she be all right?”

“Her ladyship must be attended,” he said. “I’ll go see to her at once.”


Chapter Nine

Lorna may not have taken London by storm, but she had taken it by surprise. This fact was brought to Lorna’s attention when two posies were delivered that morning. The first, a sweet bouquet of freesia and baby’s breath, came from Lord Everston. The second, yellow chrysanthemums bound with a white ribbon, carried a kind note.

“For livening up an otherwise dull affair. Compliments, from Lord Sheridan Zouche,” Lorna read. “Goodness! I’ve never had hot-house flowers before, and here are two bunches in one morning.”

For a Society debut she didn’t want, last night had certainly been . . . interesting. When her dress fell from her shoulders in the middle of a set, she’d wanted the floor to open and swallow her up. Humiliated and shocked, she could scarcely string a thought together as Mr. Dewhurst evacuated her from the scene.

There was nothing for it but to laugh. After the things she’d endured with Thomas and her gruesome work with the Crib Cross Gang, losing her bodice in front of a ballroom full of strangers didn’t seem such a catastrophe, after all.

What followed, well, she still wasn’t quite sure what to think. It should not have happened. His hands had no business on her underthings, and his tongue most assuredly ought not to have touched her neck.

Touch wasn’t even the right word for what happened. He’d tasted her. Exhaled hot breath against her. Enveloped her with his warm scent. At the feel of his tongue, her pulse jumped and her arms went to gooseflesh. Even after she escaped his embrace, the cooling trail of dampness on her skin continued the sensual assault.

Getting rid of him was harder than she’d anticipated. He took considerable convincing, and she’d been tempted to step back into his arms and request a repeat performance, please and thank you.

Finally alone, she’d put her clothes to rights, waited a few minutes, then returned to the ball. Running away would only cause more speculation, she feared.

Mr. Dewhurst had quit the ball, in any event. Alice explained Lady Fenton’s crisis, and that Brandon had hurried to check on the lady.

Lorna was on the verge of insisting they do the same, when she was introduced to Lord Sheridan, who invited her to dance. Amazingly, her mishap had proved comedic, rather than scandalous. The fact that she’d brazened through the embarrassment showed her to be a good sport, Lord Sheridan said with a good-natured chuckle.

Lord Everston asked her to dance the following set, but Alice and her husband were ready to leave. Lady Fenton’s situation had Alice on tenterhooks.

Thinking of Lady Fenton had Lorna anxious to call on the woman and see how she fared. To carry out her visit, however, she needed a companion to accompany her in public, a bothersome standard of propriety if ever she had heard one. But if Lorna was going to play the part of a genteel miss, she had to observe all the niceties. And so, after breakfast, Lorna informed the housemaid, Charity, she’d been promoted to lady’s maid.

“Lord, Miss Robbins!” The servant knotted her fingers at her chest. “I’ve never dressed a lady’s hair.”

“That’s all right,” Lorna reassured her. “If you would, please sort through my wardrobe. I’ve some old dresses in my room which might still be serviceable.”

A short time later, as the maid helped her into a sprig muslin dress and green, quilted spencer, Lorna felt the same spike of anxiety she’d experienced last night while donning the lavender satin. As much as she loathed her black mourning, she’d felt safe in it.

Descending to the foyer, Oscar approached. “A letter for you, Miss Robbins.”

“Not another admirer, I hope,” she teased.

No such luck. In a coarse, barely literate scrawl, she read: F & H. Four o’clock.—C

“Bother,” she muttered. Allowing for all the travel to and from her destinations today left little time to visit with Lady Fenton. “Find me a hackney at once, please,” she instructed Oscar.

Then she squared her shoulders and prepared to pay a call, take some tea, and steal a few bodies.

• • •

She was shown to a drawing room, where Lady Fenton lay on a récamier. Her skin had a wan appearance. Bluish circles bruised the skin beneath her eyes. Her belly, covered with the white muslin of her dress, reached skyward like a snowy mountain.

How heavy it must be, Lorna thought.

She experienced a moment of disconnect as she regarded the woman’s abdomen. It was like an entity unto itself. Lorna had no trouble following the line of Lady Fenton’s figure and picturing her without the protrusion. Almost, she thought she could lift the bulge, take a peek at the babies within, and cover them up again. How odd.

“Miss Robbins, how kind of you to call.” Lady Fenton struggled to rise.

“Stay where you are!” snapped a masculine voice.

From the corner, Lord Fenton scowled at his wife. His red hair and brows framed an expression of doting exasperation. “Dearest, Doctor Possons says you are not to rise for anything.”

Lady Fenton frowned right back. “Mr. Manning says light exercise is perfectly safe.”

“Why you insist on consulting a sawbones when you have one of the finest physicians in London looking after you is quite beyond my ken, madam. I don’t trust the man. I tell you, Marjorie . . . ”

While his lordship rattled on, Lady Fenton rolled her eyes at Lorna. “Don’t mind him, Miss Robbins. A more managing nursemaid could not be had for love or money. Do have a seat.”

Lord Fenton huffed. He crossed to the sofa and ran a hand across his wife’s dark hair. “Be careful, love.” A tender look passed between the couple. Lord Fenton bowed to Lorna and left, quietly closing the door behind him.

The reclining lady glanced past Lorna. “Has Mrs. Freedman not accompanied you?”

Lorna perched on the edge of a chair, her spine held erect by nerves. “No, I’m afraid not. I won’t stay but a moment, my lady. I only wondered how you were getting on today.”

“I confess I may have overdone the dancing last night. My feet can barely squeeze into my slippers today.” She waggled her blue brocade-shod feet. “Otherwise, I’m quite all right.” Her head flopped to the side on the bolster pillow. “Besides my swollen toes and that bit of excitement last night, I haven’t had a spot of trouble this whole time. But according to that fusty old physic, I’m due to expire at any moment.” She chuckled. “Have you ever heard such nonsense?”

Lorna forced a humorless laugh. The poor woman had no idea of her danger. “Your husband seems to value the doctor’s opinion.”

The other woman’s face screwed up petulantly. “Only because the man feeds Archibald’s worries. My surgeon, Mr. Manning, is not afraid to speak contrary to the good doctor. And,” she said, “he deigns to actually examine me by touch, rather than from a socially polite distance. It was Mr. Manning who discovered I’m carrying three.”

“He sounds very competent,” Lorna agreed.

A maid arrived with tea. The servant propped Lady Fenton into a sitting position by means of a great many pillows wedged behind her back.

Lorna served her hostess a cup of the aromatic beverage with a biscuit on the side.

Lady Fenton carefully balanced the saucer and cup on top of her belly. She smirked at Lorna’s startled expression. “You see, it isn’t all bad. I carry my own tray with me wherever I go.”

The silly sight charmed Lorna.

Having never had a close friend as an adult, her heart jumped at the chance to embrace Lady Fenton as one. Sternly, she reminded herself that Lady Fenton could not be—must not be—her friend. Not only was Lorna’s situation too dire to allow confidantes, becoming close to Lady Fenton was fruitless. The woman’s days were numbered. Why invest emotions in a friendship doomed to end in tragedy?

The drawing room door opened, admitting Alice Dewhurst. Worry lines around her eyes eased when they settled on Lady Fenton. “Oh, Marjorie, I’ve been beside myself.”

The small, fair woman leaned over to press cheeks with the raven-haired lady. “I told you not to fret, Alice,” Lady Fenton chided. “I feel fine, and Miss Robbins has been good enough to keep me company this morning.”

Alice turned to greet Lorna, then she scowled. “I told you to stay outside.”

“Not that I don’t trust your observational skills, sister, but I had to see Lady Fenton for myself.”

Mr. Brandon Dewhurst crossed the threshold into the room. He wore a brown frock coat and trousers, with a quilted waistcoat and a pristine cravat knotted under his chin. The wave of dark hair flopped over his forehead softened his otherwise grave demeanor. Hard gray eyes swept over Lady Fenton, heavy and assessing, then slid to Lorna. A small, private smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

A residue of embarrassment caused her to squirm. Recalling the previous evening’s debacle made the place where he’d licked her tingle. She glowered with renewed disapproval.

Lady Fenton draped an arm across her eyes. “Mr. Dewhurst, as I told you last night, I have my own surgeon. You are kindness itself, but pray do not trouble yourself further.” Her words were all politeness, but Lady Fenton’s cool tone left no doubt as to her true feelings.

“Mr. Manning is a fine surgeon,” stated Mr. Dewhurst, “but it cannot hurt to have another professional opinion.”

“We have two, already.” Lady Fenton settled an unwelcoming glare on Mr. Dewhurst. One of her hands spread over her belly. “A third only creates confusion.”

Mr. Dewhurst’s jaw worked, but he did not argue. He bowed. “Your servant, ma’am.”

“I must be going,” Lorna said.

“Allow me to see you home,” said Mr. Dewhurst.

Her spencer suddenly felt too tight across her breasts. She had to keep her distance, she reminded herself. “Thank you, sir, but that won’t be necessary.”

The refusal seemed to please Lady Fenton. Her face once again radiated kindness. “Thank you so much for your call, Miss Robbins. I do hope I shall see you again soon.”


Chapter Ten

“I don’t believe this,” Lorna murmured the following morning as she flipped through the post.

Invitations. Scads of them.

To be sure, the stack was smaller than what would arrive in a fashionable home, but for a nobody like Lorna, it was an impressive sight. Dinners, teas, musicales, and even balls celebrating the upcoming Christmas season.

She looked at Nelly, who was helping herself to cinnamon toast. “Has there been some sort of error? Why have these invitations come here?”

Her neighbor took a bite of toast before answering. “Lorna, my dear, do you not keep up with the papers?”

Lorna brushed an unruly curl out of her face. “What papers?”

“The Society pages are all abuzz. Everyone wants to know about you.”

Lorna drew back. “Why?”

“Because you’re an Original, of course.” Nelly wiped her fingers on her napkin and settled back in her chair with her teacup. “The mishap at the ball the other night could have started a scandal. For any young lady of the Polite World, it would have. But you’re different, you see. You could be ton, but you aren’t quite. The episode was seen as comical, rather than scandalous. The fact that you remained at the ball worked in your favor, too.”

It seemed silly to be admired for putting her clothes to rights and returning to the ball. Although, she conceded, her perspective might not be on balance with other women of her age and station. After a grueling half-year of nursing her violent and ill brother, followed by nearly a fortnight of bodysnatching, Lorna had no room left for typical, feminine sensibilities. What did she care if a few dozen people caught a glimpse of her stays? No real harm done.

In any event, she had no interest in cultivating connections within the haut ton. Her birth gave her the right to this world, but the possibility of it had been snatched away when she was fourteen years old and became mother, father, and sister to Daniel.

She couldn’t say this to Nelly, naturally, but Lorna decided neither the invitations nor the curiosity they represented mattered. She’d attended the ball the other night only because Lady Fenton did. The sole reason she would have for attending any of these functions would be to keep an eye on her ladyship. And since the woman was presently confined—possibly to remain so for the duration of her pregnancy—Lorna saw no reason to accept any of them.

• • •

Coop, when he heard of this new development, did not share her opinion. “Kee-rist, what a stroke of luck!” he bellowed.

The Crib Cross Gang was assembled at the mews, loading up for another night of plucking bodies from the ground.

“What’s lucky about it?” During normal nights like this, Lorna’s official role within the gang was to act as lookout. Coop insisted she still dress in full mourning regalia. He believed Lorna’s appearance scared away potential troublemakers who might otherwise try to infringe on Crib Cross’s territory. As Blackbird, Lorna was gaining a second reputation, wholly different from the one forming in polite society. Here, in the East End, the lady resurrectionist was feared as an unnatural creature.

“Because, you goosecap,” Coop rejoined, “this is the perfect opportunity for us to really make our mark. With you in good with all those nobs, we’ll have first pick of the very best bodies. Toffs fetch a higher price than any old Jack or Jill.” He helped Daft Jemmy load the shovels into the bed of the wagon, then handed Lorna up into the seat at the front.

“You go to all the parties of pleasure you can,” he said. “Find out who’s ailin’ and who’s dyin’ and who just done died. Then you bring that information to me, see, and soon we’ll own this town. Am I right, me lads?” he called over his shoulder.

“Crib Cross forever!” chorused the men.

Lorna didn’t like it, but she saw Coop’s point. The faster the gang made money, the sooner she’d be free of that dreadful Wiggins. “All right,” she reluctantly agreed. “I’ll do it.” Then she thought of her scant wardrobe, and while she was sure Nelly would loan her whatever Lorna required, she didn’t relish the thought of habitually exposing herself to the general population. “I don’t have anything to wear to a ball, or even a dinner,” she complained. “I had to borrow a dress the other night.”

He snorted. “God, if you ain’t a female clean through. You wouldn’t hear a man crying ’bout having naught to wear of a night.”

If he was to attend the kind of events to which Lorna had been invited, she expected any man with a grain of sense would, in fact, worry about being properly turned out.

“If I may be so bold as to remind Mr. Cooper,” she said, taking pains to emphasize his formal address, “this scheme is of your own design. I’m just a simple, countrified girl, but I do know that if one wishes to catch a fish, one must properly bait the hook. If I’m to be your worm, sir, then I must look like one.”

They arrived at the cemetery adjacent to a hospital. Before the mules’ hooves settled into the ground, Bluebell hopped out of the back and went to work, nose to the ground. Behind her, Pretty Lem, Fartleberry, and Bob streamed out silently, bearing shovels and covered lanterns as they followed the dog to fresh graves.

Coop and Lorna climbed off the bench, while Daft Jemmy tended the mules.

“Right, listen girl,” Coop hissed. “Havin’ you aboard has let me get creative in my work. Ain’t no other gang got a lady—an’ a real lady, at that.” He held up a finger. “For that reason alone, I’m gonna make an investment. You’re my own little six per cents, eh?” He chucked her on the chin, then took some paper bills out of his coat pocket.

From the depths of the graveyard, one of the men whistled.

Coop handed the money to Lorna. “Make it count. You’d best be the comeliest worm in London Town.”

• • •

The ballroom was entirely white. Never had Lorna seen such a thing. From ceiling to floor, the grand chamber hosting the ball celebrating Lady Spencer’s birthday was pure alabaster. The opulent moldings and pillars were also white, as were the window casings and the draperies. It was simple and stark, but bespoke a certain, arrogant wealth. Every speck of dust or smudge of mud would show in this room. Only someone with the means to maintain it in pristine condition would dare flaunt such a space.

Around the perimeter, gilded furnishings sparkled. A rococo console table supported a tray of champagne flutes, while, above it, a chaperon mirror in an ostentatious frame glimmered like a gaudy bauble, its convex surface reflecting the entire room at a glance. Swags of fragrant greenery woven with strands of white and gold beads offered a nod to the season.

“I’ve always loved this room,” Lady Fenton declared on a happy sigh. Really, the woman should’ve been home in bed, but it was heartening to see a familiar face in the crowd. “Lady Spencer’s birthday ball is the only time it’s opened to the ton. Those who come to Town only in the spring don’t know what they’re missing. I’d take Lady Spencer’s smaller affair over any great crush in May.”

Twisting her neck to admire the vaulted arches framed in egg-and-dart, which divided the room into halves, Lorna added her thoughts. “It is lovely, though rather intimidating.”

“This place does have a way of overwhelming the senses, doesn’t it?” her ladyship agreed. “The white does that. It gives the room a quality of boundlessness.”

Lorna’s gaze took in the company. Each gentleman and lady was clearly delineated. Colorful silks and rich velvets were all the more vivid for their austere backdrop. “I feel so very exposed,” she said, attempting to articulate the vague, unsettled feeling in her middle. “Almost as though I’m on display.”

Lady Fenton’s lips twitched. “But you are, of course. We all are.”

True. Lady Spencer’s elegant, white room provided nowhere to hide. One must see and be seen here. This was no ballroom for blushing debutantes. The décor was too sophisticated, too adult, for untried girls fresh from the schoolroom.

And though she sat off to the side, Lorna felt a surge of unfamiliar confidence. With Coop’s money, she had purchased, secondhand, a gown with a skirt of heavy, olive satin and a bodice of Forester’s green velvet. Ribbons of the olive satin were worked into a winged design on the bodice and provided simple banding around the sleeve cuffs.

In her green dress, white gloves, and simple gold earrings, she coordinated with the ballroom. She felt clever, as though she’d planned it just so. The boost which came from feeling good about her appearance for a change lent her a forwardness to which she was unaccustomed.

Soon, Lorna was chatting with many older ladies who had been strangers at the beginning of the night. “I trust the evening finds you well, ma’am,” she said to one neighbor, Lady Dane.

The woman harrumphed. “Your trust is misplaced, missy.”

Recalling how the butler at home, Humphrey, always responded well to her solicitous questions after his health, Lorna gently prodded the dowager for information.

Fifteen minutes later, the woman was still talking.

“ . . . and that was the last time I let an apothecary talk me into administering medication that way. There’s something indecent in having to take such care of how one sits. And it didn’t do a thing for my hip, either, after all that! Of course my bad hip is nothing to poor Lord Weir,” said Lorna’s new bosom bow.

“What ails him?” Lorna politely inquired.

“Cancer of the bones.”

Lorna’s ears perked. “Is his health failing?” Later she’d jot down some notes to pass along to Coop.

“Tumors sprouted all over his spine,” said the lady. “Great lumpy things.” She seemed grimly satisfied with Lorna’s unfeigned sound of distress.

“I’m terribly sorry,” Lorna said. “My heartfelt wishes for his recovery.”

“He won’t make it. Only a matter of days,” Lady Dane finished with a sniff.

She murmured all the right things, but inside Lorna thrilled. As her conversation with Lady Dane led to chats with other, older members of the ton, she experienced a sense of satisfaction at actually being good at something. She’d never be the darling of Society, or a popular wit, or even an eccentric bluestocking. Heretofore, Lorna had only displayed aptitude at holding Elmwood together by hook or by crook, and that just barely. But this, she thought, as she smiled around at her new, old friends, this she was good at.

Tonight, she was Blackbird. Secretly gathering information about the aristocracy’s dead, dying, and disfigured—from behind her disguise of a simple miss in a festive gown.

If they only knew.

• • •

As Brandon scanned the white ballroom, he told himself he was looking for Lady Fenton. Upon his arrival, he’d heard the foolish woman was in attendance. Were she his patient, Brandon would order her home and to bed.

However, she was not his patient. And so he told himself he was anxious to find her to satisfy his curiosity, to see with his own eyes that she was well, and to keep track of her as McGully wished.

That his gaze arrested on Lorna Robbins he dismissed as mere happenstance, because she was seated at Lady Fenton’s side. The easing of a knot in his chest—one he hadn’t known he’d been carrying until he saw Lorna and it went away—was more difficult to explain. And so he tried not to think about it.

Steadily, Brandon worked his way through Lady Spencer’s pristine ballroom. He came upon Sheri and Lord Fenton, who had their attention focused on the far end of the room. Suddenly, the two men burst into laughter and raised their glasses.

“Another point to Miss Robbins,” Fenton said.

“What?” Brandon demanded. He strained his neck to find the source of their amusement.

“Miss Robbins lays waste to us all,” drawled Sheri. “She’s refused to dance a single set. Just keeps holding court with all the biddies.”

Brandon now saw that Lorna was surrounded by an unusual set of company for a young lady. Besides Lady Fenton, who, thank merciful God, was not dancing, Lorna’s companions were all aged well above fifty. Some of them had sailed past seventy, even.

It was the damnedest thing. She sat in the middle of her group and commanded attention, as though she was the belle of the ball. Her legion of followers, though, were the dowagers and spinsters, the wallflowers and the infirm. Now he spotted his friend, Niall Freedman, who hung onto Lorna’s every word, just like all the rest. Altogether, the motley group appeared to be having a fine time.

As though she sensed his presence, Lorna looked from the old woman seated on her side, directly at Brandon. Their gazes locked. Slowly, her lips turned up in a shy smile. Brandon’s chest constricted.

“Are you all having fun at her expense?” he snapped at his friend. “Miss Robbins must sense you’re laughing at her. No wonder she turns you away.” The thought of anyone making a mockery of Lorna sent something inside him snarling in her defense. She was so delicate and fragile in appearance, with her large eyes and unruly curls putting him in mind of one of the dolls in his nieces’ nursery. And she was all alone in Chorley House, with only her servants for company.

And her younger brother, too, Brandon supposed. She must be responsible for the boy’s care. Brandon wondered how old the lad was, whether he would be sent away to school or tutored at home. He thought of the large, happy dog that greeted him and Lorna at her door the evening they’d dined at the Freedmans’, a cheerful beast with a bark deep enough to scare away most any miscreant. But it wasn’t Lorna’s dog, he recalled.

It should be.

Lorna needed a huge beast at her side, protecting her from the world.

Sheri punched him on the arm. “No, she’s a fine girl. Seems to take us all in good stride. Playing along, you know?” Brandon’s friend chuckled. “It’s refreshing to have a lady present who hasn’t set her cap after snaring a husband.”

“How do you know she’s not on the marriage mart?”

“Because,” Sheri explained in a patient tone, “she wore the same dress to dinner last night. No husband-hunting miss would be caught dead in the same ensemble twice in a row.”

Her gown was a fetching green, with some ribbon swooping around the front. Sheri had noticed what she wore last night, and he’d taken note of it again tonight. Well and good to say Lorna wasn’t after a husband, but what if some marriage-minded man took interest in her?

Before he had time to think better of it, Brandon cut a path straight to her.

“Mister Dewhurst!” She sounded genuinely pleased to see him. “Good evening, sir.” She stood and offered her hand. He drew her a little closer.

The color of her dress brought out the green in her turquoise eyes. He found himself lost in them, wondering where the blue bits had gone. There must be a biological mechanism at work, he decided. He thought he’d ask McGully about it, but the idea slipped away when a delicate blush spread beneath her freckled cheeks. “You look lovely,” he blurted, though lovely didn’t begin to do her justice. Enchanting, more like. “I hear you haven’t danced.”

Those mesmerizing eyes sparkled. “For once, Mr. Dewhurst, gossip does not lead one astray.”

Her teasing banter encouraged him. “You will dance with me, though, won’t you?” He leaned in and caught a whiff of her delicate scent. “I hope I can claim closer acquaintance with you than anyone else present.”

“The last time we danced ended in travesty, you may recall.” The shell of her ear pinkened. “Besides,” she said, gesturing with her arm, “I’m having a lovely time getting to know some new friends.”

Brandon glanced at the assemblage behind her and frowned. “You aren’t in your dotage, Lorna.”

She worried her plump bottom lip between her teeth and glanced over her shoulder. “I won’t dance,” she said. “It wouldn’t be fair to the others I’ve refused.”

As though Brandon cared about being fair to other men.

“However,” she continued, “you may claim the set. I believe that is permissible?”

He answered in the affirmative. “I’d offer to stroll you through the garden, but the night’s quite cold. Shall we promenade about the ballroom, instead?”

They made it halfway around the room before Lorna lifted on her toes to say near his ear, “It’s too noisy to converse. Might we make use of the corridor, instead?”

The opportunity to have her more to himself was not to be wasted. Brandon quickly led her through a door.

From the hallway, they walked a short distance to a parlor. Though open to company, there were no others present. A fire glowed invitingly in the hearth.

Lorna sighed. “Much better. I’m still unused to so many people.”

“You’ve lived a rather retired life to now, I take it?”

She nodded, a smile playing around her eyes. “It’s just been Daniel and me for a long time.” In front of the fire, she removed her gloves and extended her arms to the warmth.

“That’s your younger brother?”
 “Mmm.” She nodded again. “And also Humphrey, of course. And Oscar.”

“And they are?”

“Our butler and footman.”

“What of your parents?” he inquired.

“Dead.” She went on to explain about her father’s three wives, each mother to one child, each buried young. Lorna’s mother passed away when her daughter was four; Daniel’s mother within hours of his birth. And then the old baron died. Though she didn’t say so, Brandon sensed the responsibility of caring for her home had fallen to Lorna’s young shoulders, rather than to her elder brother.

Her story made Brandon think of all the women like little Daniel’s mother, who desperately needed the work he and McGully were doing.

But he didn’t want to dwell on childbed deaths right now. He pushed work from his mind to focus on the fey woman beside him, so lovingly describing her strange little family comprised of old servants and a boy baron.

Considering how she’d literally bolted the first time he saw her, now being trusted with these confidences about the people she cared for made him feel ten feet tall. He was closer to her than any other man in that ballroom. And he wanted to be closer yet.

“Your hair is very pretty tonight.” Her curls had been loosely pulled away from her face, rather than scraped back. The firelight gleamed over the reddish tint in her auburn locks, creating ribbons of flame twisting through mahogany. “I like it this way,” he murmured, twining his index finger into one of the spirals.

Lorna self-consciously raised a hand to cover his. “My maid, Charity, is the first person who’s ever known what to do with it. She told me she’d never done a lady’s hair before, so I suppose my hair must not be very ladylike.”

Brandon burrowed deeper into those glorious curls. They felt like living things vining around his fingers, snaring him.

Lorna’s eyes fluttered. She pressed her cheek against his palm. Brandon’s other hand came to her throat, where her pulse thrummed like a hummingbird’s wings. He tilted her face up. The generous curve of her mouth beckoned him. Slowly, he lowered his head.

Before he made contact with her lips, Lorna stepped closer. She pressed against him, wrapped her arms around his waist. For a startled moment, his hands lingered in her hair, clasping her to his chest; then, he enveloped her in his arms. One held firm around her waist; the other hand stroked up and down her spine.

A shudder racked Lorna’s body. Instinctively, he tightened his hold. This was intimate in a way he didn’t expect. While his body registered all the ways she tucked neatly against him, his heart swelled at the show of trust. Again, the trust. He still wanted to kiss her—and would—but this . . . this was something new.

He rested his cheek on top of her head and stroked over her hair, loving the feel of it against his skin and the way it caught on his evening stubble. “Lorna,” he murmured. “Sweet, sweet Lorna. Shh, sweet girl.” They were dreamlike, his words, almost a lullaby. She needed holding. God, to be the man who held her all night. His body hardened.

She looked up at him, her eyes dark in shadow. “I’ve never been embraced before,” she whispered. “It’s marvelous.”

He frowned. “Never?”

“Daniel gives me hugs,” she corrected. “But never anyone closer in age to myself.” She ducked her head, bashfully hiding her face against his waistcoat.

Brandon’s mind reeled. He thought of his own family. His mother, so openly demonstrative with her affections; his brothers, whose good-natured slaps on the back became manly hugs when babies were born or times were hard. Hell, even his sisters-in-law kissed his cheek, and his nieces and nephews buried him under piles of hugs.

Lorna having lived her life without physical affection from anyone besides her young brother was just so bloody sad. No wonder she seemed like such an outsider. She wasn’t just new to Town and new to the ton, she was new to interacting with anyone who wasn’t a child or servant. In her long years of caring for everyone else, no one had bothered to care for her.

He just . . . he just wanted to be the one to care for her a little bit longer. Even in this small way. To know she could turn to him for a bit of affection, a modicum of comfort.

“Don’t be embarrassed,” he said, nuzzling her temple. “I’m honored you let me hold you. I would give you more, if you allowed it. I want to kiss you.”

Wide eyes blinked up at him. “I don’t know how,” she said.

“Let me show you.”

She drew her breath sharply, pressing the roundness of her small breasts into his chest. Brandon groaned as he covered her mouth with his. Her lips were soft and inviting, as luxurious as satin sheets and down pillows. He cupped her face, tilting her head to give him better access. His thumb stroked her cheekbone while he sipped her bottom lip between his.

In return, she drew his top lip into her mouth. Brandon smiled into the kiss and chuckled. Lorna giggled back. Her hands slid up his chest and around his shoulders; her fingers buried in the hair at his nape.

For another endless moment, he relished the feeling of the slender woman in his arms, her body warm and perfectly molded against his. He ached to deepen the kiss, to let loose the fire building between them. But they were sharing a moment of simple joy, and he was loathe to do anything to spook this creature who had, until a few minutes ago, never been embraced.

A clock struck the hour. Lorna pulled away. Her wonderful lips turned up in a smile and she stood on her toes to press one more kiss to the underside of his jaw. “Mmm, this is nice,” she murmured. “But I must go.”

“At the stroke of . . . ” He consulted the clock. “Midnight? Will you turn into a pumpkin?”

Lorna laughed. “You make a terrible muck of fairy tales.”

She tried to pull out of his arms. Brandon hated to let her go. “Perhaps I shall keep you here and see if you really do revert to a vegetable state.”

Her teasing smile slipped. “Mr. Dewhurst, I must leave.”

He released her at once, startled by her tone. “Brandon,” he said. “My name is Brandon.”

She pulled on her gloves and gave him a tight smile, all the while putting distance between them. “Brandon, then. Good night.”

And she was gone, leaving him to wonder, yet again, why the hell Lorna Robbins kept running away from him.


Chapter Eleven

Cold rain splattered against filthy cobbles and ran in rivulets, slimy and smelly like the fluid leaking from a three-day-old quarron. Slee blew his nose into the crook of his elbow, then wiped his face on his sleeve. He moved with the flow of pedestrians, each one a variation on cold, wet, and miserable. An urchin brat darted in front of him, and Slee jabbed his foot out, tripping the kid. The child landed nose-first on the icy street.

“Watch where yer goin’, ye little shit,” Slee snapped. Lately, it seemed life did nothing but put obstacles in his path.

Only weren’t nothing quite so esoteric as life that done him wrong. Slee knew who to blame. Crib Cross Gang. Those rotten nappers had caused him nothin’ but grief for weeks now. And Mister high-and-mighty Dewhurst was getting right cantankerous with Slee, on account of not having the top-notch goods anymore.

“Nooo,” he muttered as he edged past a slow old cow carrying a basket of garbage for the dust heap. “Crib Cross snatching up the best ones, easy as pissing the bed.”

Moments later, he ducked into The Fox and Hare, the regular watering spot of the Artichoke Boys. The rain weren’t falling on his head no longer, but the tavern was muggy from the close press of a couple dozen sodden bodies. It was warmer in than out, but ’twas a sickly kind of warmth, oozing ’round the dim establishment.

Slee spotted a pretty little piece by the bar. Her painted lips and the flesh spilling from her dress told him all he needed to know. Maybe a hot, wet rub would clear his head. She caught him staring at her teats and she stared right back, hate simmerin’ in her eyes. Good. He liked an honest prostitute. The ones what played like they enjoyed a man . . . them’s the ones he left with bruises. Teach ’em what lying to a hardworking fellow would earn.

He sidled up to the bar and knocked on the wood. Ordered a gin and poured it right down the hatch. Slammed his empty on the counter so the blighter with the bottle would hurry to refill it.

A whiff of vinegar alerted Slee to the doxy at his side. “Your cunny smells like pickled fish,” he said without looking at her. At least she took pains not to get a belly full.

“A girl likes to be ready to take a chance when it comes.”

The surprisingly soft voice reached down his pants and grabbed his attention all right. “Yeah, an’ my cock gettin’ brined, what’s my chance of coming?”

She laughed, a breathy noise through her nostrils. “Name’s Fanny. D’you want to buy me a drink?”

He lifted his glass and cracked a smile at his liquor. It tasted like shit, but did the job. “Hell no, I don’t want to buy you a drink. Figure you can buy your own, after our business is done.”

“What’s your name?”

At last, he looked at her, glowered from under his heavy brow ridge. Took pains to inject a fierce tone, so she knew she’d better show some respect. “None o’ Your Goddamned Business, me mam called me.”

“Slee! All right, man?”

A jocular slap on his arm had him turning around to see one of his Boys, Pete. Fool chattered like a woman, but damn if he weren’t the fastest digger Slee’d ever seen. Pete held a pint in one hand. The other he punched into his trouser pocket, then he rocked on his heels like he’d just won at the track. Idiot.

“Naw, an’ I ain’t all right, either,” said Slee. His shoulder aimed at the bunter’s face should’ve told her there was man business takin’ place, and to get her arse out of the way, but the bitch stayed put, watching his exchange with Pete. “Dewhurst gone all glimflashy on me.”

Pete took a long glug of his beer. “What’s he mad about?”

“What d’ye think, fool? Told him it weren’t our fault there was only hacked off limbs to be found behind the hospital, but he worked himself into a right snit, too. Said rancid amputations weren’t no good to his pupils.” He sneered out the last word, showin’ just what he thought of anatomy students.

Anatomists liked to look down their noses at resurrectionists, but when it came right down to it, who was worse: the man who steals a body, or the man who buys it? The man who hands over an intact corpse, or the lout who lays it open and digs around in guts and shit and brains and loves every minute of it? What Slee did weren’t even a real crime, strictly speaking, on account of corpses not really being no one’s property, but that didn’t stop the magistrates from bringing resurrection men down on whatever other charges they could. But even if Slee was strung up for theft, he’d never wind up in the hands of a monster like Dewhurst, on account of he weren’t no murderer. That was the only ticket to the dissection table recognized by the Crown. The law gave the dissectors eight executions every year. ’Course, eight bodies weren’t enough for the surgeon-anatomists. Like demons right out of hell, they were always hungry for more and more human flesh.

Looked at in the right light, what Slee did was downright noble. By satiating their appetite for the dead, he probably kept Dewhurst and McGully from snatching babies right out of their beds at night.

“They should give me a commendation,” he muttered.

“Crib Cross puttin’ the pinch on everyone,” Pete offered.

In Slee’s belly, the gin churned, all sick-like. “Damn that Crib Cross! I been in this game a dozen years, the best there is.” His bony chest puffed with well-deserved esteem. “But then here come Nat Cooper and his gang o’ nancies and an honest-to-God idiot, driving us an’ all other honest men right off the road. He’s up to no good.”

“Crib Cross?” said Fanny the whore. “Ain’t that the gang Blackbird works for?”

Slee’s eyes rolled in his head. “What the hell is Blackbird, when he ain’t flapping around the park, shittin’ all over everything?”

“Lady resurrectionist,” Fanny said.

Pete’s eyes bugged. “You serious?”

Slee downed the remainder of his drink and ordered another. “No such thing. Resurrectin’ is man work. What good’s a woman?”

Fanny’s mocking laughter rang in Slee’s ears. “Not just a woman, fool, a lady. Seen Blackbird with my own eyes. And you better believe she’s good for something, else why would you be in here moaning about Crib Cross being so much better than you?”

“I didn’t say they were better,” Slee spat. “Said they was up to no good.” His nostrils flared. “Tell me about Blackbird.”

A nasty smile spread across the prostitute’s face. She still hated him. Good. He hated her right back.

“Guess you’ll be buyin’ me that drink now,” she said.


Chapter Twelve

“It’s so good of you to come.”

“Thank you for having me, Lady Weir,” Lorna said in a hushed tone. “Please accept my sympathies for your loss.”

Two days after the memorable evening in the white ballroom, Lorna stood in the late Lord Weir’s parlor with a handful of other guests.

She’d never met the man, but acquaintance was no requirement for attending a viewing. And the note from Lady Dane said that, since Miss Robbins had shown such Christian concern for the man’s woes, perhaps she could extend her charity to condoling with the bereaved.

And so here she stood, meeting the new Lord and Lady Weir and feeling oddly conspicuous in her mourning. Having grown accustomed to wearing her Blackbird regalia only on the East End, standing in a Mayfair parlor dressed all in black was distinctly uncomfortable.

As she glanced around the parlor, she felt a pang of sorrow for her brother, Thomas, whose funeral had been embarrassingly unattended. Lord Weir’s viewing, at least, had brought out his contemporaries, dowagers and dodderers who shook hands and said what a pity it was, what a shame. Wasn’t he a good man? Oh, yes, the very best of them.

Lorna exchanged subdued greetings with some of her new acquaintances and looked at the clock. The hands had been stopped at one thirty-seven. Damn and bother. “Excuse me,” she asked a gentleman standing in the corner sipping tea and looking bored, “might you have the time?”

He consulted his pocket watch. “Twenty past four.”

Lorna thanked him for his assistance. Ten more minutes.

The butterflies did not contain themselves to her stomach. She felt nervousness fluttering all the way up her throat and feared it might escape in an inappropriate titter. She sucked her lips back between her teeth and clamped them tight in defense.

Lady Dane waved Lorna over. “Have you been in to see him?”

“Not yet,” Lorna answered. “I’m working up my nerve. It seems strange for my first sight of the man to be his body.”

The old woman twisted her hand around the ivory handle of her walking stick. “Prepare yourself to partake of the bread and wine in the room with Weir.”

Lorna’s nose wrinkled. “Why?”

Lady Dane leaned forward and gestured for Lorna to bend closer. “Sin-eating,” the old woman hissed. “Some Scottish nonsense supposed to help the soul make it to heaven.”

Blood drained from Lorna’s face, leaving her cheeks cold. The thought of consuming anther man’s sins in a mockery of Holy Communion did not seem the wisest course of action. She’d done quite enough to throw the state of her own soul into question, and was about to add yet another log to her eternal fire.

“Grotesque custom,” continued Lady Dane. “Surprised Weir would have gone in for such hogwash, but, apparently, it’s family tradition.” Her pursed lips and sidelong glance communicated her opinion of this particular practice.

After she judged sufficient time to have passed, Lorna moved to the hallway outside the sitting room where Lord Weir was laid out. Hands gripped at her waist, she stood with her head bowed in an attitude of prayer. It wasn’t with God she communed, however, but Daniel. She promised she was doing her best for him, that she was in this dreadful business only until she could ensure the security of their home.

A moment later, the sitting room door opened. Another woman dressed in black quit the chamber.

Drawing a fortifying breath, Lorna entered the room and shut the door behind her. Carnations, lilies, and rosemary filled vases and bowls on every available surface, eloquent displays of grief and discreet masks for the scent of the guest of honor.

Lord Weir lay in his open casket, dressed in a shroud of white linen that left only his face visible. His cheeks were sunken; his mouth pulled in a grim line. Marks like bruises stained his temple and eyelids.

Most of the corpses Lorna had seen the Crib Cross Gang retrieve were covered in winding sheets, reduced to oversized grubs. The face of the departed made her uneasy. Trepidation filled her middle as she stepped closer. The wine and bread Lady Dane had mentioned were on a small table at the foot of the casket.

Morbid fascination gripped her, and she found herself unable to look away from the unnaturally still face. Daft Jemmy had assured her the dead were only sleeping, but it wasn’t true at all. She thought of Daniel as he slumbered, all rosy cheeks and plump lips pursed as he dreamed. Even in sleep, a person exhibited signs of life, breathing and turning and grumbling. While the dead . . . the dead waited.

Suddenly, a laugh burst from her lips. Poor old Lord Weir wasn’t anything to be afraid of. Wherever his soul had gotten off to, what remained was just meat and bone and sinew, the same as any cow or sheep the butcher handled a dozen times a day. The coffin and the shroud and the heaps of flowers were a little bit absurd, she decided, like the fanciest presentation a Christmas goose could ever dream of having.

“And there’s even a nice wine at the table,” she murmured, pouring herself a small measure of the beverage. Lifting her glass, she silently toasted Lord Weir, rather than offering to drink up his sins. She’d let God sort those out.

After placing her glass on another stand for the used stemware, Lorna crossed to the window and opened it. In the street in front of the house stood a wagon loaded with pails, brushes, and canvas tarps—supplies for painters. The driver of the wagon glanced up at her and flashed his brilliant smile. Lorna waved at Pretty Lem.

In a matter of seconds, Bob had a ladder propped against the wall and scaled it, hauling himself into the room with a huge sheet of canvas folded and draped over his shoulder. Working as quietly now as he did at night, the burly man shifted chairs and tables to the sides of the room and spread the canvas on the floor.

Lorna took Lord Weir’s feet while Bob grasped his shoulders. After a quiet count of three, they hefted the man from his casket to the center of the tarp. Lorna grunted with the exertion. Panting softly, she pulled the shroud back down to Weir’s ankles.

Her companion methodically covered Weir in the canvas, folding and tucking as though swaddling an infant. Foisting the corpse over his shoulder, Bob worked his way out the window and down the ladder. Pretty Lem hopped off the driver’s bench and loaded up the ladder while Bob got the body situated. He climbed into the back and covered Weir with another heap of canvas, so it looked as though the painters had carelessly piled their drop-cloths into the wagon after a day’s work.

We actually did it, Lorna marveled as the wagon pulled away. Coop’s plan was so audacious, so impossible, she’d thought surely the entire Crib Cross Gang was doomed. But their leader’s brazenness had proved brilliant, and now a peer of the realm was destined for the dissection table and Lorna that much closer to repaying Wiggins.

A little thrill shot through her. Blackbird had successfully winnowed her way into the unsuspecting ton. She repressed giddiness, sternly reminding herself she still had to make an exit, hope the theft was not discovered until she was long gone, and pray suspicion did not fall on her.

She returned the room to its previous state—except for the notable absence of the body. On silent hinges, she lowered the casket lid, then placed several of the flower arrangements on top. Hopefully, the next person into the room would assume the casket had been closed the whole time.

Schooling her features, she let herself into the corridor. No one would be so gauche as to peek into the casket, she assured herself. The ruse would be a success, so long as she played her part and departed the house without incident. Her eyes remained decorously downcast as she passed the next mourner.

A warm hand took her arm. “Lorna?”

She blinked up into the gray eyes of the one person who could ruin everything. “Hello, Brandon.”

• • •

She was clearly as surprised to see him as he was to see her. But why the surprise, Brandon mused, when more and more he saw Lorna frequenting the same places as he.

And wasn’t that just a delight?

“Did you know Lord Weir?” he asked.

Her mouth pulled to the side, and he thought she was trying to stop herself from smiling. She shook her head. “Lady Dane asked me to attend, on account of my polite conversation the other night.”

The other night. Since their embrace that night, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. Never would he have imagined a chaste hug and a teasing kiss could send him into a frenzy of desire, but something about her stirred his blood. He wanted her in his arms again. Thinking of it made his palms itch to touch her.

“Mister . . . Brandon,” she corrected herself, “I must be going, but I dread having you accuse me of running away again. Please, take note: I am departing in a perfectly civilized fashion, not fleeing before you.”

He took her hands, wishing he could pull her closer. “Duly noted. May I have your carriage called?”

“Oh no, I’ll walk,” she said. “It isn’t but a half mile or so. Not worth bothering with a carriage.”

“It’s cold and raining,” he protested, appalled at the idea of her tromping through such conditions. “The weather’s unfit for anyone, much less a lady. Please, Lorna, allow me to escort you.”

“How kind,” she said at last. “Thank you.”

Warmth spread through Brandon’s chest. He dipped his head. “I’ll just be a moment paying my respects to Lord Weir, and then we’ll away.”

Lorna’s eyes tightened at the corners. “Should you need to stay, then please don’t worry about me. I really must be off at once.” She pulled free and took a step.

“Wait.” His hand shot out to snatch hers back.

“It was kind of you to offer,” she said, tugging once more, “but you needn’t inconvenience yourself.”

Exasperating woman. With a guilty glance into the viewing room, he placed his hand on the small of Lorna’s back. “Very well. I cannot like sending you off into this weather by yourself.”

In the entrance hall, a footman helped Brandon into his greatcoat, while Lorna was presented with a black wool cloak. Brandon frowned at the thin garment. She should have a good, heavy redingote. One lined in fur, preferably.

Tucked into a hackney coach, Lorna wrapped her cloak about herself and huddled in the corner. “Come here.” Brandon pulled her to his side. Even without blankets or warming bricks, the carriage was almost cozy, pressed together like this. The cold seeped through the floor and into Brandon’s booted feet, but from the knees up, he was quite content.

There was something about the dreary, overcast day and this warm woman at his side that made Brandon feel a bit reckless. He brought Lorna into his lap and wrapped his arms around her. She tucked right beneath his chin. He grunted his approval. “Better?”

He felt her nod against his throat. “I wondered, if, after the other night . . . ” She sat up and met his gaze. Her cheeks and the tip of her adorably freckled nose were pink with chill.

“What did you wonder?” he asked. His gloved fingers stroked her cheek.

“Whether it would happen again,” she whispered.

“This, you mean?” He kissed her softly. Lorna hummed; the vibration traveled down his throat and into his heart. Pulling back, he rested his forehead against hers.

“Yes, that,” Lorna answered with a smile. Delicate fingers curled around his ear. She tugged him to her face and brushed her mouth across his. Coolness tinged the edges of her lips, while the core of her mouth beckoned to him with tantalizing warmth.

The first time they’d kissed, he hadn’t wanted to frighten her. But today, he sensed wildness in the way Lorna hunched her shoulders, pulling herself harder into the kiss. Brandon cupped her nape and ran his tongue across her lower lip. He swept back across the crease between her lips and slipped inside.

Lorna stiffened in his arms for a second. Then she relaxed and opened to the new experience. He showed her the tender caress of mouths moving together, a wordless conversation that communicated all sorts of things to Brandon’s body. Things like Yes and Want and More and Forget want—need.

Long, drugging kisses swept away the exhaustion of endless days and late nights. For several minutes, he didn’t think once about Lady Fenton’s alarming condition. There was only Lorna in his arms. With her, he felt a sense of kinship he’d rarely experienced. She knew what it was to be an outsider. But together they created a place of belonging.

She shifted on his thighs, bringing Brandon’s attention to the hardened state of his lower portions. Parting her cloak, he brought a hand to her stomach. Lorna inhaled and arched her neck. Brandon’s lips drifted across her jaw and down her throat while his hand roamed upward. Her breast was small and firm. There were no stays beneath her dress. The sudden knowledge that only a few flimsy layers of fabric separated him from her flesh made him harder yet. His thumb stroked over a nipple, delightfully taut and responsive to his touch. She gave a little sigh of pleasure. Through the material of her dress, he tormented her other nipple until she clung to him, wordlessly pleading.

God, if she was this sweet bundled up in a carriage, what would it be to have her in bed? He groaned, wishing he could satisfy his curiosity.

The carriage jolted to a stop, and the jarvey clambered down from his perch, rocking the coach.

Lorna scooted off his lap just as the door swung open. She gave him an uncertain smile.

“I’ll see you soon,” Brandon assured her as he helped her down.

“I know,” she said, and he wondered at her tone of regret.


Chapter Thirteen

“Mr. Dewhurst, get ye up here!”

In the upstairs parlor, Brandon set aside his cup of coffee and newspaper. The Scottish brogue summoning him was broader than usual, a sure sign McGully was worked up over something.

He found the surgeon in the office adjoining McGully’s dissection room. The Scotsman clutched a letter in a tight fist. The instant Brandon stepped into the room he waved the paper. “Did ye hear, lad? Weir was taken! Snatched.”

Brandon drew back. “Startling news, sir. I thought he was to be buried this morning. Was he interred last evening?” He would have expected a man with the resources of Weir’s family to have hired guards for the old man’s grave. But perhaps the foul weather had made it difficult to find help.

“Ha!” McGully slapped his palm against his desk. “No, an’ he never was buried. Taken from his own viewing was Weir.”

“From his viewing?” Brandon blurted, astonished. “How is such a thing possible? I was there! I saw . . . ”

His mind raced through his memory of the event. He hadn’t seen the corpse. The casket was closed. Lorna Robbins had been in the room, but she certainly hadn’t smuggled a body out beneath her skirt. Had she, he would have discovered it during the ride to her home. His jaw muscles clenched and he cleared his throat.

The older surgeon plucked a skeletal foot from his shelf and tinkered with the joints. The bones had been carefully cleaned, bleached, and pinned together to replicate natural movement.

“Nooobody knooows when the body was taken.” McGully sounded like he was weaving a ghost story to scare children. The older man waggled the foot at Brandon. “The family saw it at the start of the viewin’, but it was gone by the end. In between, visitors came and went for hours, each spendin’ their time alooone with the corpse.”

Brandon crossed his arms, grabbing opposite elbows. “But one cannot just steal a body from a viewing. How . . . ?” He rocked on his heels. “A fine mystery for Bow Street, I suppose.”

McGully slashed the foot through the air and scoffed. “Ye’ll not be seeing a Runner on the case. The family does no want word of this to get out.” He replaced the foot on the shelf and flicked the letter. “Manning is crowing about a special delivery he received last night.”

Sinking into a chair, Brandon’s mind raced. If he’d been presented with the body of a nobleman last night, what would he have done? “Involving the authorities would make no difference,” he concluded. “The dissection is long since over with, and the flesh already stripped from the bones. There’s nothing left for the family to claim.”

“Aye.” McGully slumped into his seat and leaned back, hands behind his head. “Oh, but what I’d have given for those bones,” he said wistfully. “His hips were always bad, and they say the cancer had tied his spine in knots.”

“Perhaps Manning would show them to you, if you ask nicely,” Brandon drawled.

His colleague snorted. “Nay, lad, those bones will be under lock and key for years, on the off chance the family decides to pursue the matter.”

They were silent for a moment, and Brandon was about to take his leave, when McGully thumped his fists on the desk. “God, the audacity of it!” he bellowed. Jabbing a finger at Brandon, he went on, “That’s the kind of work you’re supposed to be doing for me.”

“You want me to steal bodies right out from under the noses of their families? May I remind you, sir, that I do not steal anything? That’s work for resurrection men.”

“Yeah, an’ if you had a thought for either of our careers, you’d be hirin’ the sort of snatchers that got hold o’ Weir.”

Brandon’s hands clenched around the arms of the chair. “I’m not interested in making my career via sensational corpse theft, sir. I’m interested in advancing the fields of anatomy and surgery. I thought you felt the same.”

McGully’s cheeks went ruddy. “An easier time I’d be havin’ advancing those fields if the bodies you’ve brought me of late weren’t so piss-poor.”

It was on the tip of Brandon’s tongue to protest that the failure lay with the Artichoke Boys, but he stopped himself. He wasn’t the sort of man to pass the blame elsewhere. One of his duties was to procure bodies for dissection. The last couple of weeks, he’d done abysmally in that regard. If the source from which he purchased dissection materials had dried up, then it was time to look elsewhere.

Later that night, when he was woken from a dream about Lorna Robbins—a dream that had him aching with need—to open the door for Slee, his mood had not improved.

“More half-rotted trimmings from the amputation bench?” he snapped. Cold air gusted in from the alley and swirled around Brandon. He would feel pity for the gang of resurrectionists if he weren’t mad as fire at them for their shoddy work, which had, in turn, landed him on McGully’s bad side.

Slee gave Brandon a calculating look from over the muffler wrapped around the lower half of his face. “Pete,” he called. “Bring it in.”

One of the Artichoke Boys hefted a body over his shoulder and carried it into a room off the hallway where Brandon inspected the deliveries. The only furniture in the small space was a heavy farmhouse table, the wood dark with a patina of age and unsavory stains. Wrapping sheets concealed the body, but a long, steady slice of Slee’s knife parted the covering.

Before Brandon had time to fully register what lay in front of him, his body was already reacting. Violent tremors shook his hands. Sweat beaded on his temple and ran to his jaw, down his neck, tickling like flies on his skin.

Flies and sweat and heat and the moans and begging and the stench. The unbearable, incessant smell of the surgery tents that clogged his throat and choked him, kept him from being able to eat a proper meal for months. How could he? How could he ever eat again, with the things he saw and did, day after day?

And into that hell of dying, shattered men, she came. He’d never expected to see her there . . . never expected to see her again, at all. But there she was, having birth pains in the back of a cart stinking of manure. From a glance, he saw the labor wasn’t going well. Lathered in sweat, her sternum rose and fell too quickly; air scraped in and out of her throat in a harsh pant. When he glanced below her waist, he wanted to howl and weep and rage. Blood ran freely from beneath her skirt, staining the cart and dripping onto earth that had already seen too much death.

The older man who drove her pleaded with Brandon to save his daughter. From the cart, dark eyes that had once flashed at him with laughter now met his gaze with grim resignation. Her lips moved and he leaned over. “You must care for him. Please,” she whispered in Portuguese.

But he was an apprentice field surgeon, not a man-midwife. And in the end—after she’d slipped into her dying delirium and they’d performed a caesarian surgery to try to save the baby—there had been nothing. Nothing but two lives lost and the blood on his hands of a woman who’d trusted him.

Drowning now, gasping for air, he looked down and saw his fingers were curled around the edges of the receiving room table. Slowly, he began to detect sensation again. Fingernails digging into the wood grain on the underside of the table. Throbbing in his neck and between his shoulder blades where the muscles were knotted. Aching in his face, from clenching his jaw so hard.

By degrees, Brandon forced himself to relax. He was not in that long-ago army camp. He was in London, at the anatomy school where he’d worked alongside McGully for several years. The woman on the table was a stranger, not Florbela. The dead child inside her was just another sad case, not an infant he’d sworn to protect.

“Fine,” he managed. “Perfect.” McGully would be pleased. Another womb to explore. Another entry for his book. Another woman for Culpepper to reduce to lines and light and shadow rendered in ink, neat little marks in his sketchpad.

But from their work . . . hope. Progress. If this woman’s death and dissection could help another woman live, then it wasn’t entirely meaningless. It was meager consolation, but Brandon took what he could.

Slee watched from the door, eyes narrowed shrewdly. “I want a hundred for this one.”

The outrageous sum was the slap on the face Brandon needed to snap him out of his head. “Fifteen. That’s half again as much as usual.”

“You ain’t the only ’natomist likes the pregnant ones, you know,” Slee groused.

Brandon blew out his cheeks. “I’ll give you fifty,” he finally said. Slee opened his mouth, but Brandon cut off negotiations with a pointed look. “And I warn you now, Slee, I won’t keep dealing with you any longer if things don’t improve. This is the first decent body I’ve had from you in weeks. I’m not sure you’re up to the task of securing Lady Fenton when the time comes.”

“Hey now!” Slee reached out imploringly. “It ain’t my fault business”s so dried up.”

“Crib Cross again?” Brandon snapped. He drew himself upright and looked down the nose that had always been a little too large for his face. “I don’t think much of a man blaming his failings on others.”

“Yeah, well, now I know, sir,” Slee said, brightening. “I know what Crib Cross’s up to. They’ve got a woman, see—Blackbird. That’s why they nabbin’ all the good quarrons.”

“What do you mean, a woman?”

“A lady resurrection man,” Slee explained. “She’s part of the gang.”

Brandon tried to wrap his mind around a female taking any part of the grisly work of bodysnatching—and failed. “Her name is Blackbird?”

“That’s what they call her on the street, yeah. Don’t nobody know her real name.”

Brandon huffed. Tonight’s buy would appease Douglas McGully for the time being, but the dressing down Brandon got earlier still rang in his ears. “Regardless, you are the failure here, not Crib Cross Gang and not this Blackbird. If they’re in your way, find a way around them. Be smarter than they are, tougher. Deal with the problem, Slee. Do better.”

“That I will, sir, that I will. You’ll have your Lady Fenton, sir, I swear it.” Slee’s words were all obsequiousness, but there was a nasty edge to his tone. Cap clutched in his hands, the resurrectionist theatrically bowed himself out of the room. A few seconds later, the alley door closed.

Brandon had to wake McGully and summon Culpepper so the dissection could begin as soon as possible, but he felt glued in place. For a long moment, he looked at the dead woman, fighting against the panic trying to once again rise in his throat. Pull yourself together, he commanded, grasping for the detachment he so desperately needed.

Even though the woman’s abdomen was large, the baby inside her would be small. He lifted his hands, pictured an infant in them. So small. No larger than . . .  No. Jerking his hands to his sides, he slammed the mental door. Then he turned and slammed the physical one behind him.


Chapter Fourteen

“What are we doing, Miss Robbins?” Charity asked. The maid’s eyes were tight with worry as the hackney coach carried them into a seedy part of the city.

“We aren’t doing anything,” Lorna said, glancing past Charity to the gaming hells and taverns packed cheek by jowl with brothels and opium dens. Every vice she could imagine—and some she’d never thought to imagine—had a place here. “I have to meet with a man.”

The maid’s gaze turned suspicious. “What sort of a man?”

“A moneylender,” Lorna explained. “My brother died deeply in debt. I’m attempting to make good on his notes.”

Charity’s lips pursed. “This about your blacks, isn’t it? When you leave at night, wearing your mourning, that’s when you make money.”

Lorna gripped the cord of her reticule and mulishly stared straight ahead.

“Just tell me, miss, are you earning it on your back?”

“Charity!”

“It’s just,” the maid rushed on, “if you were, I’d want to make sure you were bein’ safe, that’s all.” She raised her chin a notch. “I wasn’t brought up in Mayfair, you know. I know how it can be. A woman’s got to survive.” Charity patted her hand.

The carriage stopped. Before she exited the vehicle, Lorna said, “You needn’t worry, Charity. I’m not doing that.”

She meant to leave the maid in the hack, but Charity scrambled down after her. “I’m not lettin’ you go in there alone.” Her voice only trembled a little.

Lorna knocked on the door in a spot where the blue paint had been worn down to the wood; many other knuckles had come before her. “I don’t think you’ve quite grasped all that being a lady’s maid entails. Generally speaking, she does her mistress’s bidding.”

“What if her mistress is all alone in the world?” Charity asked. “What if she takes off during the night, thinking nobody notices her coming and going, leaving the rest of the house to worry after her? What then?” The doughty servant looked Lorna right in the eye, challenging her employer.

Lorna was saved from the sudden feelings of guilt and gratitude by a shouted demand from the other side of the door. “Who’s there?”

“Miss Robbins,” she called back, “to see Mr. Wiggins. I’ve payment for him.”

The door swung inward to reveal an enormous man. A shock of bright red hair fell over his broad brow. His jaw was square, as were his shoulders—and his hands, for that matter, she saw when he gestured her into the lender’s office.

“Sit there.” A finger as large as a sausage pointed Lorna to a rickety wooden chair against the wall of a small antechamber. The man opened another door and closed it behind him. His deep voice rumbled indistinctly.

“Lord, Miss Robbins!” Charity stood in the corner, her eyes gone round as wagon wheels. “That fella must be the muscle, you think? I bet he goes ’round thumping money out of people, and here you’ve walked right into this place.”

Lorna didn’t care to admit she shared Charity’s trepidation. That beast who’d opened the door definitely wasn’t here to take coats and offer tea. On the other hand, Lorna hoped that coming to see Wiggins of her own volition would keep him and his minions from ever again approaching Elmwood. She didn’t want that enormous man and his ham-sized fists anywhere near Daniel.

Wiggins strutted through the inner door, one hand on the pocket of his waistcoat, toying with a gold watch fob. “Well, bless me, it is Miss Robbins,” the moneylender said. “When Gareth”—he gestured to the hulk who’d followed him out—“told me the name of my visitor, I thought he must be mistaken. What a nice surprise.” His face stretched into something she supposed was meant to be a smile. His front tooth was brown, dying. Lorna protectively tucked her lips around her own teeth.

She brushed past Wiggins and his brute and into the man’s office, as though she had every right in the world to be there.

Not missing a stride, Wiggins circled the desk and took his seat without first offering her a chair. “Out of mourning already, are you? Chorley was a forgettable sort, poor old blighter. Still, would’ve thought his own dear sister would remember him.”

Her cheeks flared with ire and she was glad for the modicum of shade her bonnet provided. “It’s difficult to think of anything but my brother,” she said. “Or his debts, at any rate.”

The short man chuckled. “We’re of a like mind, then,” he said, “’cause I’ve been thinking about my friend Lord Chorley and his debts, too.”

“I’ve come to make payment,” Lorna stated, lifting her reticule.

Wiggins’ eyebrows rose. “Fifteen hundred already? Color me impressed, madam. A man wants what he wants, though, and they say there’s someone out there for everyone. Good for you, Miss Robbins.” He winked.

Her cheeks burned hotter. “I’m not . . . ” It didn’t matter, she reminded herself. Didn’t matter what the vile Wiggins thought of her. “I don’t yet have the full amount,” she said. “I have a few hundred, though. I wanted to buy some of Thomas’s notes.”

The moneylender kept playing with his watch. Now he pulled it out and, without looking at it, opened and shut the case. “All right.” He rummaged in a drawer and produced a familiar stack of notes bundled together with twine. “What’ve you got?”

With shaking fingers, Lorna pulled bills and coins from her reticule. One at a time, she laid them in a row on the desk. Wiggins flipped through the promissory notes, peeled out two, and laid them on top of the money.

Satisfaction warmed her belly when she picked them up. Thomas’ signature was scrawled across each. She tore the notes into neat squares and tossed the bits onto the nearby grate, where the coals quickly reduced this small portion of Thomas’ folly to ash.

“There,” she said, feeling calmer than she had in a long time. “I’ll be back with another payment in a couple of weeks.”

“As to that,” Wiggins said, a genuine grin spreading on his lips, “I’m afraid I shall require payment in full at the end of the month.”

“What?” Lorna screeched, shooting to her feet. “That’s half the time you told me I had.”

“Is it?” Wiggins stood and sauntered around to stand far too close. “That was before you put your whore hands on me, remember? I warned you you’d regret doing that. And you with a little brother at home.” He tutted. “I wonder what folks will make of a baron livin’ in the workhouse.”

A vision, one she’d tried so hard—for years—to keep at bay flooded her mind. Daniel in tattered clothes, his rounded cheeks gaunt with hunger.

Wiggins brought his face to her ear. Breath smelling of fish and sour wine gagged her. “So tell me, Miss Robbins, do you regret it yet?”


Chapter Fifteen

This one isn’t getting away.

Brandon’s mouth set in a grim line as he watched pallbearers trudge across Cross Bones Graveyard, their booted feet slipping on dead leaves and mud. The grave was a black gash in the earth. Around it stood the deceased’s compatriots, performers in a traveling show spending the cold season in London.

Inside the casket was one of the show’s human exhibitions. Known as The Great White Scot, Cam Kinley had been as huge as the brawniest Highlander. At six-and-a-half feet tall, The Great White Scot was made even more notable by a complete lack of pigmentation in his skin, hair, and eyes. Ironically, the strapping man had fallen ill and succumbed to fever.

On a rise a short distance away, a flutter of black caught Brandon’s notice. A woman, swathed in mourning, overlooked the funeral proceedings. A thick veil concealed her face, but Brandon felt her gaze on him. Pulling his eyes away from her felt nigh impossible.

As the service drew to its conclusion, pallbearers lowered The Great White Scot to his not-quite-final resting place. One in particular caught Brandon’s eye.

Physically imposing, with black tattoos across his swarthy face, Brandon recognized The Cannibal from an article which had breathlessly described an exhibition match between the Scot and the Māori warrior. Now, though, the large man’s exotic visage bore none of the foreign ferocity that had drawn audiences to the troupe’s shows, only deep lines of sorrow as he helped ease his sparring partner into the ground.

The Artichoke Boys were due to arrive in an hour. Brandon would guard the grave until then, playing the part of a mourner while the undertaker’s men filled the grave. The resurrectionists would have Cam Kinley out again in no time. And Brandon would have an astonishing specimen to study. What caused Kinley’s abnormality? Why were his eyes red? Brandon could scarce wait to see what answers the body would yield.

Movement from the mysterious woman once more grabbed his attention. She trudged one row of graves closer. She slumped against an obelisk marker, clinging to the memorial for support.

As mourners began dispersing, Brandon huffed. The woman might wish time to grieve at the graveside before the burial was completed. She would want privacy. Well, she couldn’t have it. Brandon couldn’t risk taking his eyes off Kinley’s remains. He wouldn’t be the only anatomist hoping to lay hands on this particular body.

A muffled sob carried through the chill air. His eye twitched.

The undertaker and two men carrying shovels entered the cemetery by a nearby gate.

The woman extended a black-gloved hand. Her head lolled while her shoulders heaved.

He tried to steel himself against her distress, to no avail. With a groan, he turned and strode to the gate, nodding at the undertaker as he passed. Let the woman have her time, he decided. Though the sky was overcast, a couple hours of daylight remained. No one would attempt to take Kinley’s body before sundown.

Except for the Artichoke Boys. Brandon allowed himself a moment of satisfaction. The Crib Cross Gang weren’t the only ones capable of daring exploits.

A quarter of an hour later, he was tucked into a corner table of a nearby tavern with a hot cup of spiced wine. Drawing the pungent fumes deep into his lungs, Brandon felt the icicles in his veins start to thaw. A cautious first sip was followed by a larger swallow. Warmth seeped down his throat and through his belly.

“Bliss,” he said.

Around him, a clientele of respectable merchants and other professionals bent over steaming cups and plates. The taproom resounded with the sounds of convivial laughter.

Brandon wasn’t immune to the general good humor. Under his breath, he hummed an off-key melody and thought about Lorna. He wanted to see her again, to get her in his arms and kiss her senseless. His hands, long used to remembering their way around a human body, perfectly recalled the feel of her breasts against his palms, her tight little nipples at his fingertips. And that was through her clothes. He tortured himself imagining how her skin would feel. Did the freckles he’d spied on her shoulders dust her breasts, as well? The thought had him half-hard in a matter of seconds. Surreptitiously, he changed position, easing the discomfort between his legs.

“Dewhurst!”

Brandon startled. Beside him, Slee stood with arms crossed, a thunderous expression on his red face. Behind him, two more Artichoke Boys looked like overgrown schoolboys watching their instructor scold a fellow pupil.

“What’re you doin’ here?” demanded the resurrectionist. “You’re s’posed to be standing guard.”

The rough appearance of Slee and his companions drew notice of the tavern’s patrons. Brandon’s mouth tightened. “I don’t care for your tone, Slee,” he said. Brandon stalked outside, leaving the criminals to follow.

“Now see here, sir,” Slee huffed, when he’d rejoined Brandon, “we had a plan.” He jabbed a soil-stained forefinger into the opposite palm. “You was gonna go to the service, then keep watch ’til we got there, so no one else would poach our goods. But here we come down the road and see you sittin’ in the window having tea, pretty as you please.”

“I did attend the service,” Brandon said as he once more drew on his gloves and buttoned his greatcoat against the cold. “I left the grave only to give the man’s widow a few moments of privacy. The undertaker had arrived, so it isn’t as though anyone else could make a move.”

Slee’s nostrils flared. “Great White Scot weren’t married.”

Brandon waved a hand. “His mistress, then. Or daughter. Sister. Whoever she is, the poor woman was weeping buckets. The least I could do was give her a little time with the man before we snatch him back out of his grave.”

One of the other men nudged Slee aside. “She wearin’ black?” the man asked.

Brandon nodded. “Of course.”

“Head to toe? Did you see ’er face?”

Dread trickled down Brandon’s nape. “She was in full mourning, including a veil. I did not see her face.”

The man groaned and kicked a pebble into the street.

Slee slapped his forehead and cursed.

“What?” Brandon demanded.

“You cully,” Slee spat. “You’ve gone and handed our quarron over to Blackbird.”

Brandon felt the blood drain from his face. Slee was right; Brandon was sure of it. How, he couldn’t say, but there had been something about the woman that unsettled him. He’d been taken in by her performance. Such a pretty show of grief had trapped him in the rules of his upbringing, forcing him to accede to the wishes of a lady.

He barked an oath and took off down the street at a determined pace.

“Hey, now, what’re you doin’?” Slee swiped at his sleeve, but Brandon brushed the man aside. “It’s too late. Crib Cross’s already got it.”

“Good,” Brandon snapped. “That’s what I’m counting on.” He stopped in front of a wooden booth on the corner and banged on the door.

A member of the Watch opened the door. Behind him, Brandon heard Slee yelp and run off.

The watchman’s annoyed expression gave way to one of deference when he took in Brandon’s aristocratic hauteur. “What can I do for you, sir?”

“I’d like to report a crime.” The corners of Brandon’s eyes tightened. “Grave robbery. Taking place at Cross Bones, even as we speak.”

• • •

From across the cemetery, she’d known him. Her heart accelerated as she drank in the sight of him; each beat produced a twinge of desire and regret. Acres of graves and mounds of wool could not conceal Brandon’s posture, the way he held his spine straight and his shoulders relaxed. It was a little different from the bearing of any other gentleman she knew—not quite the precise, rigid lines of the ton’s men, but centered slightly lower, as though to keep the feet rooted and allow the upper body to move freely while he worked. It was the posture of a man who could stand in the same place for hours.

But he couldn’t stand there for hours. As much as she might wish she could run to him and bask in the smile he seemed to reserve just for her, she had to get rid of him.

“Why must you be here?” she whispered, her words whipped away from her lips by a biting wind.

“Well?” Coop said behind her. “What’s the word?”

“It’s a small gathering,” Lorna reported. She glanced over her shoulder, through the tumbledown place in the wall, to the gang assembled on Union Street, a quiet road that bordered the south side of Cross Bones Graveyard. “Ten mourners. No undertaker yet.” She struggled with her thoughts before imparting the next bit of information. “But I think we should let this one go, Coop.”

“Why the hell would we do that?” asked her boss.

“There’s a man over there I recognize, a surgeon. I think he’s already laid claim.”

Fartleberry snorted. “Has he got his ’ands on the body? Is he swimming in them innards? No? Then he ain’t got no claim.”

“He’s right, Miss Lorna,” piped up Pretty Lem. “’Sides, we know you can take care of it. After the viewing parlor, I bet you could smuggle the body right off a man’s soul and sell it before he missed it.”

She rolled her eyes, but couldn’t help the frisson of pride she felt at Lem’s compliment. Lorna detested this work, but the part of her that was Blackbird felt her confidence grow with every successful heist. The more creative, the more daring, the better. So different from her staid life of tending Daniel and Elmwood, this brief stint in the criminal underworld would remain the greatest adventure of Lorna’s life. A terrifying and gruesome experience, to be sure, but indebted country spinsters couldn’t be choosy about such matters. Years from now, these weeks as Blackbird would be the only memories Lorna would have to prove she was capable of more than just teaching her brother to tie his bootlaces and settling tenant disputes.

“All right,” she said on a sigh. “Here I go.”

The rest of the Crib Cross Gang wished her luck. Lorna drew her veil, blanketing herself in twilight. Carefully, she made her way to a rise overlooking the service.

Safe behind the concealment of her mourning, Lorna was free to indulge in watching Brandon. He spotted her at once. She drew a sharp breath and cringed, sure he would somehow know her. After all, hadn’t she known him?

“He doesn’t know,” she reassured herself. “Why would I be here? He wouldn’t dream of finding me here.”

She was a ghost without face or name, given form only by her clothing. She was Blackbird, concealed by shadow, even as she stood starkly in the open. Brandon would not know her.

Gradually, Lorna’s heart retreated from her throat back to its proper location in her chest. Her breath came a little easier. She turned her mind to the problem of shooing Brandon away. She’d come here prepared to deal with an undertaker, not a man whose kisses Lorna craved.

As the casket was lowered into the earth, Lorna made her move, hoping her intuition led her aright. Staggering forward wasn’t a mummery; the mud, weight of her clothes, and cold toes truly made movement difficult.

Previously, she and Coop had decided Lorna would play the part of a grieving widow for the benefit of the undertaker. She was merely beginning her performance earlier than planned.

A marble obelisk propped her up while she started crying. At first, she only meant to mimic a weeping fit, but a strange thing happened after the first wail. She lifted her arm as though reaching out for the deceased Great White Scot, but Lorna’s heart yearned toward Brandon. As surely as the dead man, Brandon was beyond her grasp.

He came from the finest family and held a respectable place in Society. Lorna was a criminal. Blackbird might be confident enough to lure a man away from a viewing room with an empty casket, but Lorna Robbins was poor and plain, and made hard choices to save her home and keep her little brother safe. A man like Brandon wasn’t meant for a woman like her, even if he seemed to enjoy their kisses as much as she did.

It wasn’t fair.

It wasn’t fair that Lorna Robbins—poor and plain and never expecting to capture a man’s notice—would discover mutual interest with a gentleman at the very time she was absolutely forbidden to do anything about it. She couldn’t indulge in Brandon’s kisses while she spent her nights stealing bodies. How could she allow him close, when she harbored secrets that would earn her a ride to the gallows, should they ever come to light?
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