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one of life’s grand ladies.
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One

London, England

September, 1844
COVENT GARDEN KILLER STRIKES AGAIN.
Londoners grow nervous.
 
Thor scanned the front page article in the London Times—details of the second brutal murder in the Covent Garden district in the last six months.
Unlike his older brother, Leif, Thor wasn’t much of a reader. He figured the best use for a newspaper was to wrap up dead fish. He admitted it was probably important to keep up with what was happening around him, so he struggled through the English words, a language he had only started learning a little over two years ago. Before that, he had lived on an island far to the north, an isolated world only a handful of people knew existed.
With the help of his teacher, Professor Paxton Hart, he had learned to read and write, how to dress and move about in English society. Leif and his wife helped as well, and life here grew easier all the time. Still, Thor liked being out of doors, not inside reading a book.
“So you’re the one who stole my paper!” An indignant female voice snagged his attention. “I’ve been looking all over.” Hands on hips, Lindsey Graham marched across the office like a raven swooping down on its prey.
Holding the evidence of his guilt in one big hand, Thor stood in the doorway of the back room of Heart to Heart, the ladies’ magazine owned by his brother’s wife, Krista Hart Draugr, and her father, his teacher, Sir Paxton Hart. It was Thursday, the day before the paper came out, and the office hummed with activity.
“I did not steal it,” he said to the avenging angel bearing down on him. “I borrowed it. I wanted to know about the murder.”
Her eyes shot to his, a tawny golden color like the she-cat she was. “There was a second murder?”
He nodded, held the paper so she could read the headline. “Down in Covent Garden,” he said. “Same as before.”
Lindsey took the newspaper and scanned the article. She was taller than the average woman, yet far shorter than his six-foot-five-inch frame. She was slender, her hair a light golden brown. With her fine-boned, delicate features, she was pretty, but not in the way he preferred.
Like his brother, he wanted his women lusty, buxom and full-breasted, the kind built to satisfy a man. Leif had found Krista, the mate of his heart. Thor was still looking for the female who would be his.
“Another woman killed,” Lindsey said, her tawny gaze glued to the page, “strangled just like the last time. The police believe the same man is likely responsible.”
Lindsey was editor of the women’s section of the paper and also wrote a gossip column called Heartbeat. She was a hard worker, he knew, a quality he admired since he worked so hard himself. Whenever he wasn’t down at the docks, bossing the stevedores who loaded and unloaded the cargo carried by his brother’s company, Valhalla Shipping, he worked for Heart to Heart. He was saving his money to buy a place in the country, far away from the choking air of London.
“Here’s something new,” Lindsey went on, her fine, straight nose immersed in the printed lines. “It says the women who were killed were ‘ladies of the evening.’”
“Whores,” Thor said simply.
Lindsey blushed. “That does not mean it is all right for someone to kill them.”
“I did not say that.”
She sighed. “I feel sorry for the people who live in the neighborhood. Two murders in the last six months. They must be terrified. I certainly hope the police apprehend him this time.”
“The paper says they have found clues. They believe they will soon have a suspect. Mayhap this time they will catch him.”
“I wonder what they have discovered.”
Thor made no reply, since neither of them knew the answer. Engrossed in the paper, Lindsey wandered over to her desk, sat down and continued to read. In the middle of the room, the big Stanhope press sat silent, but soon the next edition would be rumbling off for sale on the streets.
Thor liked to watch the press at work. In truth, he was amazed by the heavy machinery he had seen since his arrival in England, equipment that could spin cotton into cloth, or press glass into various shapes and sizes. There were even powerful steam machines called locomotives that could carry people to distant places in hours instead of days.
There was nothing like that on the remote island of Draugr where he and Leif had been born and raised. People on Draugr still lived as they had hundreds of years ago. They were warriors and farmers, not city dwellers like the people in London.
Flashing a smile at the typesetter, Bessie Briggs, an older woman who mothered him as if he were her son, he went back to work stacking boxes and crates, making room for tomorrow’s papers.
It was only a few minutes later that the bell rang above the front door, drawing his attention to a thin man, slightly beak-nosed and dark-haired, who walked into the office. Dressed in an expensive-looking dark brown tailcoat and tan trousers, he carried one of those stupid high hats London men favored and Thor flatly refused to wear.
Returning to his work, he forgot about the man until he heard voices raised in anger. Saying a grateful prayer that this time the object of Lindsey’s wrath was someone else, he gazed through the door in her direction and saw the well-dressed man standing next to her desk. They were arguing. Noticing the hard set of the man’s jaw, the blood-lust in his eyes, Thor’s senses went on alert.
Lindsey clamped her hands on her hips. “I don’t give a fig whether you bloody well like it or not. If you hadn’t been cheating on your wife, I wouldn’t have found out and I wouldn’t have written about you in my column!”
“You little bitch! My wife is threatening divorce. I am the Earl of Fulcroft and a Whitfield, and Whitfields do not divorce! You will write a retraction immediately or I will personally see you ruined!”
“And how, may I ask, do you intend to do that?”
A grim smile curved the earl’s lips. “I will dig into your past until I find something that will scandalize the very people your column is meant to impress. There will be something—there always is—no matter how young and innocent you seem. And I shall keep digging until I find it! Then we’ll see how much you ‘bloody well like it!’”
Thor had heard enough. Seeing Lindsey’s face had turned a little pale, he strode toward Fulcroft, grabbed him by the lapels of his expensive coat and jerked him up on his toes.
“You are finished with your threats to the lady. You will apologize for the name you called her and then you will leave.”
“Put me down this instant!”
Ignoring the stunned look on Lindsey’s face, Thor shook him like the rat he was. “I said you will apologize. Do it now.”
The earl dangled there, his feet swinging, his shiny leather shoes dangling several inches above the floor. “All right, all right. I’m sorry I called you a bitch. Now put me down!”
Thor set the man back on his feet and the earl eased toward the door. He pierced Lindsey with a glare. “Your bulldog notwithstanding, I meant every word. I’ll expect to read your retraction in the next edition of the paper.”
“Don’t hold your breath!” Lindsey called after him as he turned and hurried out of the office.
Thor was feeling well pleased with himself when Lindsey rounded on him. “Don’t you ever do that again!”
“What are you talking about?”
“You interfered in my business. I can deal with my problems myself. I don’t need any help from you.”
Thor clenched his jaw. “You wished for the man to continue his insults? You did not mind that he called you a female dog?”
Her eyes widened. Then a corner of her mouth twitched. “I minded. But I could have handled him myself.”
“Fine. The next time a man insults you, I will pretend not to hear. Does that suit you, lady?”
Her eyes held his an instant before she glanced away. “It suits me. I don’t need your help or anyone else’s.”
Thor shook his head. “Stubborn as an ugly horse.”
“You mean mule,” she corrected.
“Fine. Stubborn as a mule.”
Lindsey flashed him a last brief glance, turned and walked away.
Damned woman, he thought, trying not to notice the way her hips swayed beneath her full skirts, to wonder if her waist was really small enough for his hands to fit around it. She was as slender as a boy. Why he should notice her at all he could not imagine.
Still, he had to admit she had a very pretty face and skin as smooth and pale as cream. Her hair, the color of rich, dark honey, shimmered in the sun shining in through the window.
His body tightened. Grinding his jaw against a shot of lust that angered him more than aroused him, he strode back to the rear of the office and began stacking the rest of the newspaper bundles.
He wasn’t attracted to Lindsey Graham. She wasn’t the sort of woman he found the least attractive. But as she moved across the office in that graceful way of hers, Thor found himself watching her again.
 
Lindsey finished reworking the notes she had made for this week’s column. At the back of the office, she could hear Thor at work loading stacks of bound newspapers, getting ready for the edition that would be on the streets tomorrow.
Lindsey knew Krista was eager for this particular issue to come out. She was campaigning hard against the institution of baby farming, the awful practice of selling illegitimate infants into places that ultimately resulted in their deaths, neatly disposing of unwanted problems.
Their mutual friend, Coralee Whitmore Forsythe, had uncovered the terrible practice during her search for the man who had murdered her sister. While Corrie was away on her quest, Lindsey had taken over writing the society column for the gazette. Though Corrie was currently on her honeymoon with her husband, the Earl of Tremaine, once she returned to England, she and Gray would add their support to Krista’s campaign.
Lindsey glanced through the door leading into the back room of the office. She could see Thor at work, his powerful body hoisting and moving the bound stacks of newspapers as if they weighed nothing. It was a laborer’s job. Thor was a man who seemed to enjoy physical exertion.
He wasn’t obsessed with learning as his older brother, Leif, had been, but considering he had arrived in England only a few years ago, he had educated himself fairly well. She didn’t know much about him, only that he came from some tiny island north of the Orkneys. He spoke English well, with just a slight accent that sounded faintly Norwegian. He could read and write, though not as well as he could speak, and Krista and her father had taught him at least the basics necessary to move about in polite society.
Still, in most ways, the man was a barbarian. He had no interest in the arts, theater, or opera, no desire to attend the soirees, balls, and risottos that Lindsey enjoyed so much. As society editor of Heart to Heart and author of the weekly gossip column, Heartbeat, it was necessary for her to mingle and mix with the social elite. As the daughter of a baron, Lindsey did it well.
She liked her job, liked the independence it gave her. Of course, in the beginning, her mother and father had been horrified at the notion of their twenty-two-year-old daughter actually working, but they were gone a great deal and Lindsey had insisted she needed something to do. In the end, as usual, she had gotten her way.
Once again, her parents were traveling on the Continent, leaving Lindsey in the house under the care of her mother’s older sister, Delilah Markham, Countess of Ashford. Lindsey liked her aunt, an extremely forward-thinking woman who, at forty-six, had lived an exciting life and intended to enjoy every moment of the years ahead.
Which meant that basically, Lindsey was on her own.
It was warm in the office this early September day. Lindsey fanned herself with the newspaper she had been reading, then flicked a glance toward the back of the building, where Thor bent down to hoist another bundle. He always dressed simply, never wore a waistcoat, cravat or stock.
Her eyes widened as she realized the man had stripped off his tailcoat and unbuttoned his fine lawn shirt all the way to his navel. She could see his massive chest, a wide V of swarthy skin covered by thick slabs of muscle, even the ladder of muscle across his flat belly. The work was heavy and perspiration ran in rivulets through his dark hair and down his thick neck. It plastered his shirt to his incredible body. His arms bulged with muscle, and when he turned away, slabs of muscle tightened across his broad back.
Lindsey’s stomach contracted. The only thing the big brute had going for him was a body that seemed to mimic the Norse god he was named for, and eyes so blue that when you looked into them, you felt as if you might disappear.
It simply wasn’t fair that a man should look so good on the outside and have so little of interest on the inside.
It simply wasn’t fair.
Still, Lindsey stared at him, unable to look away, fascinated until he turned round and caught her.
His dark head came up and those incredible blue eyes locked on her face.
“I am not decently clothed,” he said. “A lady would not look.”
Her chin inched up. “And a gentleman would not disrobe except in private!” Whirling her chair around, her pulse hammering far too fast, she jerked her plumed pen from its silver holder, jabbed it into the inkwell and stabbed it down on the paper, leaving a purple stain as she tried to scratch out the first paragraph of her upcoming column.
Thor said something beneath his breath and went back to hoisting bundles.
“Are you all right?”
Her head came up and she flushed guiltily at the sight of her employer and best friend, Krista Hart Draugr, approaching her desk. She started to say that she was just fine before Thor had stripped off half his clothes, but stopped when she realized Krista was referring to the argument she’d had earlier with the Earl of Fulcroft, not Thor.
“Bessie told me about the earl,” Krista went on. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.” She was tall, taller than most men, except, of course, for her husband and Thor. With her big green eyes and golden blond hair, she was a beautiful woman. And she had found exactly the right man for her in Leif. The pair had a nine-month-old son they adored, and as virile as both brothers appeared to be, soon there would probably be another addition to the family.
Lindsey looked up at Krista and smiled. “I am fine. Fulcroft was just blowing off steam.”
“Whatever he threatens, the paper will stand behind you. You don’t have to write a retraction if you don’t want to.”
Lindsey thought of Fulcroft’s threat to dig into her past until he found something that would ruin her. He could, she knew. She had always been independent and a bit too reckless. It wouldn’t take that much digging to discover her youthful indiscretion with the young Viscount Stanfield. Still, she doubted Lord Fulcroft would actually go through with his threat and she wasn’t about to be blackmailed at any rate.
“As I said, he was just spewing hot air. After Thor’s not-so-subtle warning, I doubt he will give me any more trouble.”
Krista glanced toward the back of the room, caught a glimpse of Thor’s perspiration-soaked shirt and the open V where his muscular chest was exposed.
“I hope you aren’t offended. My husband and his brother are difficult men to control.”
“That is an understatement.”
“I can close the door. It’s just that it gets terribly hot in there.”
“Don’t be silly. I have seen a man’s chest before.”
Krista cast her a knowing glance that said, not one like that one. Which, of course, was true.
As her friend returned to her office, Lindsey fixed her gaze on the sheet of paper in front of her and tried to block the image of smooth dark skin and rippling muscles, but there was no way in the world that she could.
 
It was nearly three in the morning when Lindsey accepted the help of a footman and stepped down from the carriage, waited while her aunt Delilah stepped down, and the two of them made their way inside her parents’ Mayfair mansion.
Standing in the marble entry, Lindsey handed her cloak to the butler, a thin, silver-haired man who had been with the family for more than twenty years. “Thank you, Benders,” she said.
He gave her a smile then took her aunt’s wrap, as well. “Will there be anything more, my lady?”
“That will be all for tonight,” Aunt Dee said.
The butler shuffled away and Lindsey made her way into the Rose Drawing Room for a brief recap of the evening, a ritual she and Aunt Dee shared whenever she was in town.
Exhausted, Lindsey sank down on the rose velvet settee, wishing she could simply go to bed.
“My, I can’t remember when I’ve had such a marvelous evening.” The Countess of Ashford, widow of the late Earl of Ashford, swept into the room behind her as if it were six in the evening, not numerous hours past midnight. As if they hadn’t danced till Lindsey’s feet ached and a kink throbbed in her neck. As if they hadn’t smiled and made inane conversation until Lindsey thought her face would crack.
Though most of the time she enjoyed herself at affairs like the Marquess of Penrose’s ball, tonight she found herself wishing she was somewhere besides a crowded drawing room, somewhere the air didn’t smell of too-sweet perfume and shoe polish.
Aunt Dee poured herself a final glass of sherry and offered one to Lindsey, who firmly shook her head. Returning to the settee, Delilah settled herself at the opposite end from Lindsey.
“The Earl of Vardon was certainly attentive tonight.” She took a sip of sherry. “I think he is interested in you.”
She was tall, like Lindsey, but more robust, her figure still stunning. With her thick black hair and heavily lashed gray eyes, she looked at least ten years younger than her forty-six years, and half the men in London vied for her attention. Only a lucky few were granted the privilege of spending time with her.
“Well, I am not interested in Lord Vardon,” Lindsey said. “Or for that matter, any other man. At least not right now.”
Delilah sat back on the sofa. “I suppose I shouldn’t encourage your independence, but in truth, I couldn’t agree with you more. A woman should enjoy her youth while she is able. There is plenty of time later on for a husband and children.”
Aunt Dee was a bit of a rebel in her belief that a woman should enjoy the same freedoms as a man. It was amazing Lindsey’s parents considered her a proper chaperone. Then again, her father and mother, Baron and Baroness Renhurst, had always been more concerned with their own affairs than those of their daughter.
“I like my life,” Lindsey said. “I like being able to do as I wish without some man ordering me about.”
“Just as you should, my dear. A woman has to be a bit more careful, more discerning in her affairs, but if she is shrewd enough, she can find any number of ways to enjoy herself.”
Lindsey imagined Aunt Dee had often made use of that advice. In a number of ways Lindsey admired her. It took courage for a woman to live exactly as she pleased.
Her thoughts returning to the evening past, Lindsey leaned back on the sofa. “I wonder if Rudy is home yet.” Her brother had been at the ball for a bit, but he had left early with some of his friends.
“I doubt he is here. Your brother’s late hours are legendary. Odds are he won’t be home before noon on the morrow.”
Lindsey straightened. “He is merely feeling his oats,” she defended. “Every young man goes through these stages.” Though Rudy was only a year younger than Lindsey, he was the baby of the family and heir to the barony. As such he had always been indulged.
“Your brother is reckless in the extreme. He is a wastrel who drinks too much and carouses with unsavory people. Your father should have taken him in hand years ago. Now he is grown and it is too late.”
“He is young, yet,” Lindsey argued. “In time, he’ll grow out of it.” At least she hoped he would. Since Rudy had been a boy, he had been allowed to run wild. He had a terrible reputation as a rake, and Lindsey wasn’t completely sure he was ever going to change.
Aunt Dee finished the last of her sherry. “Well, I suppose it is time we went to bed.”
Lindsey breathed a sigh of relief and rose from the sofa. “I believe you’re right. Good night, Aunt Dee. I’ll see you in the morning.”
Wearily she left the drawing room and headed upstairs. All the way there, she thought of Rudy and wondered if her aunt might not be at least partly correct.



Two

Rudy arrived home the next day at ten o’clock in the morning. Lindsey was just finishing breakfast when she heard a noise in the entry. Hoping it was Rudy, she went in to see who had come into the house.
Her brother grinned as he staggered toward her, doffing his tall beaver hat. It fell from his fingers and rolled across the marble floor. “Mornin’, sis.”
Standing a few feet away, the butler reached down and plucked up the hat. Pretending not to notice her brother’s inebriated state, he set the hat down on the side table.
Lindsey marched toward her brother. “Good heavens, Rudy, you are completely and utterly foxed!”
He chuckled, a tall, lean young man with sandy hair and freckles. “You noticed, eh?” He stumbled, fell against the wall, swayed and fell again.
“Benders, will you help me get my brother upstairs to his room?”
“Of course, miss.”
The old man started forward, but Rudy lurched away. “Don’t need any help. Just came by for a bath and a change of clothes, then I’m off. Meeting Tom Boggs and the boys at the club.”
Lindsey rounded on him, her hands clamped on her hips. “Are you insane? You can’t possibly go to White’s in the condition you are in. You will make an utter fool of yourself.”
Rudy frowned. “That bad, am I?”
“Worse. You can barely stay on your feet.”
Her brother shrugged his shoulders. His frock coat was rumpled, she saw, and spotted with heaven knew what in several places. “Maybe I’ll lie down for a while, take myself a nap. Room seems to be spinnin’ a bit.”
“Yes, I imagine it is.” Lindsey moved to his side and draped one of his arms across her shoulders, waited while Benders did the same. They headed up the curving staircase, Rudy’s feet hitting every other step as they climbed up to the second floor. Benders was wheezing by the time they dumped him like an oversized lump of coal onto his big four-poster bed. The instant he hit the mattress, his eyes closed and he started snoring.
“Young master seems to have put on a bit of an all-nighter.”
“Yes, and it is hardly the first time.”
“Boy’s high-spirited, is all.”
“Well, he had better learn to bring those high spirits under control before he winds up getting into trouble.”
Benders just nodded. Crossing the room, he summoned Mr. Peach, Rudy’s valet, who had the dubious task of undressing him and putting him to bed.
Lindsey sighed as she left the room. Thank heavens Aunt Dee had missed her brother’s performance. Though her aunt was all for being independent, she drew the line at behaving like a drunken lout.
 
Lindsey worked behind her desk on this week’s column, penning notes on the Penrose ball. She was in the process of describing the lavish decorations, the huge urns overflowing with chrysanthemums, the ornate columns and gilt mirrors that had been brought in to make the ballroom look like Versailles, when Rudy arrived at the office. He stormed into Heart to Heart like a whirlwind set ablaze, his hazel eyes wide and his face a little pale, making his freckles stand out.
“Lissy—I need to talk to you.” It was a name he had called her when he was too small to say Lindsey, a nickname he rarely used anymore. It brought her head up, her gaze shooting to his face.
“Good grief, what is it? You look as if you are about to swoon.”
“I’m a man, Lindsey—men don’t swoon. But I—I…I need to speak to you in private.”
There was something in his eyes that reminded her of the little boy he had once been. Lindsey rose from her chair and motioned for him to come upstairs to the room Professor Hart often used as his away-from-home study. Rudy followed her inside the high-ceilinged, book-lined chamber and closed the door.
Clamping down on a thread of worry, she turned to face him. “So what has happened to upset you so badly?”
Rudy took a breath, working to calm himself. “This morning, the police came to see me.”
“What?”
“A constable named Bertram. He’s the lead investigator on the Covent Garden murders.”
“What on earth did Constable Bertram want with you?”
As if his legs would no longer hold him up, Rudy sank down in one of the wooden chairs opposite the professor’s battered oak desk, leaving Lindsey standing. “He wanted to ask me some questions about this latest murder. About both murders, in fact.”
“The police thought you might have information on the murders?”
“Not just information. They…um…seem to think I might be involved in some way.”
The words chilled her. None of this made any sense. “In what way could you possibly be involved in a murder?”
Rudy looked at her with a face full of misery. Beads of perspiration popped out on his forehead. “They seem to consider me a suspect, Lindsey. They acted as if I might be the man who actually committed the crimes.”
Lindsey sank down in the other wooden chair, her heart hammering dully. “What would…” She moistened her lips. “What would make them think you were involved?”
Rudy looked away, staring out the window though he couldn’t see anything but a patch of gray, overcast sky. Fall weather had finally arrived. The temperature had dropped and it looked as if a storm might be coming in.
“I knew her,” he said, “…the woman who was killed.”
Lindsey frowned. “But I thought the woman was a…a lady of the evening.”
He looked even more miserable. “She considered herself an actress. We…um…met one night at a sort of party at Tom Boggs’.”
Tom Boggs. The spoiled, youngest son of an earl was trouble and always had been. Ever since her brother had begun spending time with Tom and his worthless friends, Rudy hadn’t been himself. Now he was involved with a prostitute. She was beginning to see a side of her brother she hadn’t known existed.
But then, a young woman wasn’t supposed to know about things like prostitution, and a young man was expected to sow his oats in such ways.
“Were you…involved with her at the time she was murdered?”
“I’d…um…seen her shortly before it happened.”
She was afraid to ask the next question, afraid of what the answer might be. Her brother had been behaving badly for some time. She had worried that sooner or later he would wind up in trouble.
“What about the other woman…the one who was murdered six months ago? Were you…acquainted with her, as well?”
He nodded, long-faced and eyes downcast. “I was only just with her the once, but I think it was somewhere round the time she was killed.”
“Oh, Rudy.”
“What am I gonna do, sis?”
What indeed? She took a steadying breath, her mind replaying all he had told her, trying to decide on the best course of action. “The first thing we shall do is speak to Father’s solicitor, Mr. Marvin. Since he is an attorney, he can advise you as to what you should or should not say to the police.”
“I didn’t kill those women. I shall simply tell them the truth. I don’t see why—”
“I think you do see why or you would not have come to me for help.”
He glanced away, cleared his throat. “I admit to being a little worried. It isn’t every day I am interviewed by the police.”
“Which is why we won’t take any chances. Make an appointment with Mr. Marvin. Let us see what he has to say.”
Rudy reluctantly agreed. They spoke a few minutes more then returned downstairs. As soon as her brother had left the office, Lindsey went in to see Krista.
“If you aren’t too busy, I could use a bit of advice.”
“I’m not too busy for you. Come on in.”
Lindsey sat down in the chair next to Krista’s desk, tucking her full skirts neatly around her. Briefly, she told her friend about her brother and that the police had interviewed him as a suspect in the Covent Garden murders.
“Good heavens.”
“That is what I said. I can hardly believe it. My brother might be a little wild, a bit reckless at times, but he is scarcely the sort to kill someone.”
“Which the police are sure to discover.”
“I certainly hope so.” She sighed. “I suppose there is little we can do, at least for the moment. We shall simply have to wait, see if the authorities decide to go further.”
“Which is highly unlikely. Rudy is, after all, your father’s heir. Baron Renhurst is a highly respected member of the peerage.”
“You’re right, of course. There is no reason for me to worry.”
“None whatsoever…though I am glad you advised your brother to speak to your father’s attorney.”
It was the smart thing to do, she knew. She told herself the matter would likely disappear and hoped that it was true.
Lindsey returned to the office the following morning. She tried to concentrate on the article she was writing, but her thoughts continually strayed to Rudy. Yesterday he had spoken to Mr. Marvin, whose advice was not to talk to the police unless he was present.
Fortunately, Rudy had not been contacted by the authorities again.
“Still, it worries me,” Lindsey said to Krista. “After all, my brother did know both women.”
“Knowing them and murdering them are two far different things.”
Lindsey sighed. “Indeed, they are.”
But later that day when Rudy came rushing in, she couldn’t stifle a jolt of fear. He sank down in the chair next to her desk.
“They came to see me again.”
“The police? You didn’t talk to them without Mr. Marvin, did you?”
“They said they only had a couple more questions. Since I have nothing to hide, I didn’t think it would hurt.”
Lindsey gritted her teeth. “So what did they want to know?”
“They…um, asked where I was the nights the murders were committed.”
Her stomach tightened. The police were seriously considering Rudy as a suspect in the killings. “What did you say?”
“I told them I couldn’t remember.”
“Rudy!”
“It’s the truth, sis. I got drunk with Tom and the boys. That’s all I remember until I woke up the next morning with a doozie of a headache in the back room of the Golden Pheasant.”
“The Golden Pheasant?”
He looked sheepishly away. “It’s a gaming establishment. I go there with my friends.”
“Tell me the place is not located anywhere near Covent Garden.”
He made no reply, just stared down at his lap.
“Dear God, Rudy. What have you got yourself into?”
He looked up at her. “That’s just it, sis. I haven’t done anything but drink a little too much.”
“And gamble?”
He shrugged as if it were unimportant. “I’ve lost a few guineas here and there.”
But his guilty expression said it was more than a few and she thought how disappointed their father would be to learn the wastrel activities of his son.
“The thing is, I’m not a murderer. I just…I don’t know how I’m going to prove it.”
Neither did Lindsey. Still, as spoiled and overindulged as her brother was, she loved him. Both of them were a little reckless, a little impulsive. But she knew deep down that Rudy was innocent of the brutal crimes.
And she would do whatever it took to clear his name.
 
Thor watched young Rudy Graham leave Lindsey’s desk and walk out of the office. Though he hadn’t meant to listen to their conversation, he had overheard enough to know the lad was in trouble.
He understood how it could happen. When he had first arrived in London and could barely speak the language, he’d had a run-in with the law himself. He had been brawling in the street with a pair of thugs, trying to defend a young woman who was being accosted.
The moment the police arrived, the woman disappeared and Thor was unable to explain what had happened. Instead, he was shoved into the back of a police wagon along with the local riffraff and hauled down to the station. Leif had been forced to come down to gain his release. It seemed to Thor that once the authorities got a notion in their heads it was damned hard to dislodge it.
He looked over at Lindsey, who sat with her head bowed, her plumed pen unmoving in her slim fingers. Apparently the police had decided that young Rudy Graham had murdered two women.
The boy was in serious trouble.
Bracing himself for whatever reaction his offer might get, Thor walked over to Lindsey’s desk. She looked pretty today, in her simple printed muslin dress, her honey hair swept back on the sides and held in place with turtle-shell combs. He wondered why he always seemed to notice the small things about her, then cursed himself because he did.
“Do not be angry,” he said. “I overheard some of your conversation with your brother.”
Her head turned toward him. “You were eavesdropping?”
“I have always had good ears.”
Her lips twitched, nice full lips a pretty shade of pink. “I suppose it wasn’t your fault,” she said. “We should have gone upstairs, but Rudy was so upset….” She shook her head. “I am worried about him.”
“He is in trouble with the police.”
“They consider him a suspect in the Covent Garden murders. But Rudy would never hurt anyone. He is simply not that sort.”
“I know little of your brother, but if there is any way I can help, you only need ask.”
Her golden-brown eyebrows drew together. “Why would you help? You don’t even like me.”
He didn’t really dislike her. She just had a way of annoying him. “You are Krista and Coralee’s friend. They are my friends, so I will help.”
She looked up at him with those big tawny eyes and the air in his lungs refused to come out.
“Thank you for the offer, but I don’t need your help. My brother is innocent. In time, the police will find the man who is guilty of the crime.”
He nodded, hoping she was right. She might annoy him but he wouldn’t want to see her hurt, and it was clear how much she cared about her brother.
“He is a good sort,” she said. “Lately Rudy has lost his way, but in time, he will find the right path.”
“It is good he has you to worry about him.”
She managed a smile. “Thank you.”
The gratitude in her eyes made his chest feel tight. He had the strangest urge to reach out and touch her, erase the worry lines from her forehead. It was madness. As the lady had said, he didn’t even truly like her.
At least he didn’t like the sort of woman she was, the kind who worked in an office instead of staying home to tend a husband and family. The kind who believed she was equal to a man. Leif had married a woman like that, and though Thor had grown to care for Krista greatly, still, she was too independent, too outspoken in her views, not the sort he would want to take to wife.
Where he came from, women worked as hard as men, but they always knew their place, knew they were put on earth to serve a man. A lesson Lindsey Graham would never learn.
Unless, of course, some man was fool enough to try to bring her in hand.
He ignored the little thread of interest that stirred, as well as the surge of lust he felt at the notion of her serving his needs. He scoffed. One kiss and she would likely run off screaming. Passion was probably as foreign to her as the notion that a man should be master of his house.
Shaking his head, Thor left Lindsey to mull over her problems and returned to his duties in the back room of the office. The rest of the week, he would be working for his brother down at the dock, unloading the cargo that had just come in, reloading the ships that would sail off to British island ports.
Mayhap tomorrow night, he would pay a call on the ladies at the Red Door, a house of pleasure he visited on occasion.
Across the office, he caught sight of Lindsey. As she bent her head to study the paper on her desk, her honey hair parted, exposing the soft white skin at the nape of her neck.
Thor’s groin tightened. For reasons he was at a loss to explain, whenever she was near, the girl left him craving a woman. He thought of the Red Door again and vowed it was time to make a stop.
 
Leif Draugr stood on the quay above the dock, watching his brother’s crew unloading and reloading the ships that had just come into port. A stiff wind whipped the Union Jack flying atop the masts, and seagulls swooped down, screeching as they soared toward the choppy blue water.
Leif loved the sight, loved the feeling of accomplishment whenever he gazed out over his growing fleet of ships. Since his arrival in England, he had built Valhalla Shipping into an extremely successful enterprise, and though his brother refused to take any of the credit, Leif knew Thor had had a great deal to do with the company’s success.
He watched his brother laughing with a couple of the men as they strained to the task of hoisting a cargo net loaded with household supplies for delivery to the northern islands off the Scottish coast.
His brother was amazingly good at handling the men. He had a way of earning their trust and admiration, a way of making them want to do a good job for him. Perhaps it was because he often pitched in to help, no matter that he was the boss, no matter how dirty the job was.
Though Leif and his brother both believed in hard work and accomplishment and both loved the sea, in a number of ways they were as different as their coloring, Leif fair-skinned and blond, Thor swarthy and dark-haired. While Leif had done everything in his power to learn what was necessary to fit into British society, Thor had learned little more than the basics.
He could read and write, of course, and he could speak the language with even less accent than Leif, but he refused to wear anything but the simplest garments, had never attended a ball, and laughed at the notion of what he called prancing around a dance floor.
Though he had no thought of returning to Draugr Island where they had been raised, he didn’t like living in the city. Instead, he worked two jobs in an effort to save money to buy a farm in the country. Leif had assured him his interest in the shipping line would eventually earn him enough to get the land he wanted, but Thor wanted to earn the money on his own. He seemed to have something to prove, seemed to be searching for something that remained elusive.
Leif believed at least part of what his brother sought was the very thing Leif had found in the wife and son he adored. Each day he prayed that the gods would bless Thor as he had been blessed and lead him to his life mate. Perhaps then the restlessness would ease and Thor would find the contentment that seemed just out of his reach.
In truth, they were different in a number of ways and yet deep down they were the same, men with strong beliefs in loyalty and duty, honor and courage. Leif would trust his brother with his life and he knew Thor felt the same.
Leif looked toward the dock where his brother stood with his legs splayed, his dark hair blowing in the wind. Thor glanced toward the quay and spotted him, smiled and waved, and Leif waved back.
In time, Thor’s mate would appear. His future was surely as fated as Leif’s had been. The gods would not fail him, Leif believed. He was only a little worried as he headed down to the dock. Only a little worried as he caught the slightly yearning look on his brother’s face.



Three

Lindsey ignored the hum of activity in the office and tried to concentrate on finishing the revisions on her article. The gazette went to press tomorrow and she still had a good bit left to do.
She looked up as the bell above the door rang, saw two sour-faced men walk into the office. The typesetter, Bessie Briggs, a stocky woman with salt-and-pepper hair, walked up to greet them.
“May I help ye?”
The larger of the men reached into the pocket of his dark brown tailcoat and pulled out what appeared to be some kind of credentials. Lindsey realized they were policemen and a jolt of worry spiked down her spine.
“I’m Constable Bertram and this is Constable Archer. We’d like to speak with one of the employees, a Miss Lindsey Graham.”
Bessie’s eyes widened. She turned and pointed at Lindsey, who stiffened in her chair. “That’s Miss Graham. I’ll tell her ye wish ta see her.”
“That won’t be necessary.” The men started toward her. The one named Bertram that her brother had mentioned was larger, with piercing black eyes and thinning brown hair. Archer was short and stout, had bushy eyebrows and a pocked complexion. At the back of the room, she caught a glimpse of Thor, who had moved within earshot as the men walked toward her desk.
Like his brother, he seemed to be a protective sort of man. She told herself to tell him to go away, that the policemen were none of his concern, but she couldn’t quite summon the will. Instead, he propped his wide shoulders against the wall and simply watched her, making it clear he was there in case she needed him.
It was ridiculous. The man wouldn’t know the first thing about British law or what to do with two police constables.
She turned her attention to the men, who arrived at her desk, their hats in their hands. “May I help you?”
“My name is—”
“Yes, constables Bertram and Archer.”
“That is correct,” Bertram said. “We would like to ask you a few questions, Miss Graham. Perhaps there is someplace we might be private.”
She didn’t want to be alone with them. She had no idea why. Everyone but Thor was busily working and paying them little attention. Besides, even if someone overheard, the employees at Heart to Heart were a close-knit group and nothing that happened ever stayed secret very long.
“You can say what you have to say right here.”
Bertram nodded, moving strands of his thinning brown hair. “All right, if that is your wish. As you are surely aware, your brother has fallen under police scrutiny in the matter of the Covent Garden murders. As he seems unable to tell us his whereabouts on the nights of either of the murders, we are hoping that you might be able to shed some light on the subject.”
Her pulse kicked up. She told herself to stay calm. “My brother is a grown man. He goes about as he pleases. I can tell you that even if he happened to be in the area those nights, he is not a man with the sort of temperament to commit a brutal murder.”
“Are you aware he knew both women?”
“He mentioned it, yes.”
“Are you also aware that he was seen in the company of Miss Phoebe Carter, the latest victim, the very night she was killed?”
The blood slowly drained from her face. “That…that isn’t possible.”
“Your brother’s friend…” He glanced down at a scrap of paper he pulled from the pocket of his coat. “A gentleman named Thomas Boggs, says that Mr. Graham left his flat with the woman and did not return to the party.”
Dear God, Rudy was with the murder victim the night she was killed? Why hadn’t he told her? She tried to remember exactly what he had said, I had…um…seen her shortly before. Great heavens, she had thought he meant days, not hours! Lindsey said nothing, just sat there trying to keep her emotions carefully controlled.
“I realize we are talking about your brother,” Constable Bertram said, “but the law is the law and if there is something you know that you are not telling us—”
Lindsey shot to her feet. “I know my brother is innocent of any wrongdoing. In fact…he—he couldn’t have been the man who killed Miss Carter because he came home early that night. He must have dropped the woman off somewhere and returned directly to the house.”
Constable Archer lifted a bushy eyebrow. “Are you certain of this, miss? Were you awake when he came in?”
“Why, yes, I was. We spoke briefly but he had been drinking and I suggested he had best go up to bed.”
“No blood on his clothes? Nothing that might have looked suspicious?”
“Not in the least.”
Bertram pierced her with a glare. “What time was it?”
“What time?” she repeated dully.
“That is correct. At what hour did your brother come home?”
Dear God, what time had her brother left the party with the woman? She had no possible way to know. “Sometime after midnight.”
“And you remember this particular night because…?”
“Because it was the night of the Kentwells’ ball.” That much was true. She had come to work the next day and read about the murder in the paper—the one Thor had borrowed. Which was probably the reason she recalled. Thor wasn’t easy to forget.
“There are laws against aiding a criminal, Miss Graham,” Constable Bertram warned. “If you are lying, you will only make matters worse for your brother.”
“And extremely difficult for yourself,” Archer chimed in.
She straightened. “My brother would never hurt anyone, much less do murder. That is all I have to say on the subject and I would appreciate it if you would now please leave.”
She didn’t see Thor approach but suddenly he was there, towering over the policemen. “Miss Graham has told you all she knows.”
“And who might you be?” asked Bertram.
“I am a friend—one who can see that you have upset the lady.”
“If Miss Graham is a friend, it would be wise to advise her to be truthful in regard to her brother.”
Thor said nothing. The quieter he was, the more intimidating he appeared.
“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Lindsey said.
“Good afternoon, Miss Graham.” Bertram settled his beaver hat over his thinning hair and he and Archer disappeared out the door.
Thor looked at her hard. “Do not tell me you could have handled them by yourself.”
“I did just fine, thank you.”
“You were lying and they knew it. By the gods, Lindsey, you cannot help your brother by making up tales that are clearly not true.”
“I was buying time. In a couple of days, I will tell them I remembered incorrectly, that I got the dates mixed up, but not yet. I need to find out who killed those women. That is the only way my brother is going to be safe.”
Thor’s blue eyes sharpened. “If the police can’t find the killer, how will you?”
“I’m a newspaper reporter, am I not? It is my job to dig up information. That is precisely what I am going to do.”
“You are a woman, Lindsey, whether you like it or not. Two women have already been killed.”
“I’m going to help my brother—whether you like it or not!” Turning away from him, she picked up her reticule and started for the door.
Thor caught her arm. “You are going home?”
“For now.”
“Is your carriage out front?”
“I usually walk to work this time of year.”
“You are upset and worried. I will see you get home safely.”
She opened her mouth to protest but already he was urging her toward the door, grabbing her cloak off the coat tree, leading her outside and down the front steps. He raised one big hand and a hansom cab jerked to a halt just a few feet away. Thor helped her climb in, settled himself on the seat beside her, and the driver clucked the horse into motion.
“You are a troublesome female,” Thor said.
“And you are a meddlesome brute.”
His jaw tightened. “An irritating, troublesome female.”
She cast him a glance. “An overbearing, meddlesome brute.”
Thor just grunted and leaned back in the seat. Lindsey tried not to notice the powerful shoulder pressing against her, the faint, masculine scent of soap and man. She tried not to be grateful that he was taking her home when she had just lied to the police.
When, instead of her brother, she might be the one who wound up going to prison.
 
Aunt Delilah was pacing the drawing room when Lindsey got home.
“Lindsey! Thank God you are here! The police just left. What in the name of heaven is going on?”
Lindsey sighed. “I am sorry, Aunt Dee, I should have told you. I suppose I was hoping the entire affair would simply fade away and you would never be the wiser.”
“The entire affair? By that you are referring to the murder of two young women, for which the authorities suspect your brother?”
Lindsey caught hold of her aunt’s pale hand and they both sat down on the sofa. “He didn’t do it. You know Rudy would never do anything like that.”
“Of course not. Oh, dear God, I wish your father were here.”
Not for the first time in her life, so did Lindsey. From the time she was a child, her parents never seemed to be around when she needed them. “Well, he isn’t and so the task of clearing Rudy’s name is left to you and me.”
“Whatever do you mean?”
“The police can’t seem to find the real killer so we must do it for them.”
“Are you mad? You don’t know the first thing about finding a murderer.”
“I imagine it involves digging up information. That is something I know how to do.”
Aunt Dee shook her head, moving the glossy black curls on her shoulders. “I don’t know, Lindsey…. If anything went wrong, if something happened to you, your parents would never forgive me.”
“How do you think they are going to feel when they find out their son has been tossed into prison for murder?”
Aunt Dee groaned.
“I am only going to ask a few questions, see what I can find out. I’ll speak to Rudy again, try to discover more about his connection to the women. Maybe I can find out where he was when the women were killed. That would give him an alibi and he would no longer be a suspect.”
Aunt Dee pinned her with a glare. “That policeman with the bushy eyebrows told me you said Rudy was here the night of the murder. That, dear girl, is complete and utter rubbish. Sooner or later, the police will discover the truth and you and Rudy will both be in trouble.”
Lindsey ignored a shiver. “At the time, I couldn’t think of anything else to do. In a couple of days, I’ll tell them I was mistaken. That will give us a bit of time, at least.”
“I hope you know what you are doing, dearest.”
“So do I, Aunt Dee, so do I.”
 
Lindsey spoke to Rudy the following morning. He was quite sober and fairly subdued. It was a pleasant change. Rudy had told her he had met Molly Springfield, the first victim murdered six months ago, at a drinking establishment in Covent Garden. He couldn’t remember which one. Aside from a brief assignation in one of the rooms upstairs, he’d had nothing more to do with the woman.
“And the second victim—Miss Carter?”
“I told you, I met her at a party at Boggs’s town house. She was an actress in Drury Lane.”
“Why didn’t you tell me you were with her the night she was killed?”
A guilty flush rose in his cheeks. “I told you I’d seen her recently.”
“I never presumed you meant that recently!”
“At the time, well, it didn’t seem important.”
Lindsey rolled her eyes.
All in all, the conversation revealed nothing new. Rudy had been so drunk he had no idea what had happened on either of the evenings the women were killed.
She needed more information. She needed to speak to Tom Boggs and other of Rudy’s so-called friends to see if anyone might have a clue as to where her brother had been the night of the murders. She needed to find out exactly where the murders were committed and interview people in the area to see if anyone had seen anything that might turn out to be a clue.
In the past several days, she had discreetly been nosing around, trying to ferret out any gossip. Nothing new had turned up. So far no one knew that Rudy was a suspect, or if they did, they were keeping silent about it. In time the information would surface. She had no idea what would happen once it did.
She was sitting behind her desk, making a list of things she wanted to do when Krista walked up.
“Anything new with your brother?”
“I’m afraid not. I’m making a list of what I can do to uncover information. Strangely enough, I think the first thing I need to do is speak to the police.”
“The police?”
“I need to know what sort of evidence they have against Rudy. Perhaps it is only that he knew the women, which surely isn’t enough to arrest him.”
“I see. Actually, I had an idea myself.”
“You did?”
Krista nodded. “After we spoke the other day, I sent word to a friend of mine, a private investigator named Randolph Petersen. Mr. Petersen was a great help to me several years ago when we had problems here at the gazette. He also helped Coralee investigate the murder of her sister. Unfortunately, Mr. Petersen is away on business. His office is uncertain when he will be returning to London.”
“A private investigator…that is a very good notion. I should like to think that before your Mr. Petersen gets back, all of this will be resolved, but if it isn’t, I would certainly be glad to speak to him.”
“Perhaps we can find someone else.”
“Let’s wait for your friend. That will give us time to see if the matter will take care of itself.”
Krista nodded. “You were saying that you intend to start with the police?”
“That’s right. Tonight the ladies’ auxiliary is doing their annual widows and orphans’ benefit, a charity strongly supported by the London Police Commissioner. My aunt Delilah has a friend whose son is a police lieutenant. A number of senior officials are expected to attend and Lieutenant Harvey is among them. Aunt Delilah’s friend has promised to introduce us.”
“This sort of investigation can be dangerous, Lindsey. I can tell you that firsthand.”
“I should be safe enough at a ball attended by the commissioner of police and his men.”
“Of course. Still…Leif and I were thinking that if you are serious about investigating the murders, perhaps it would be wise to have someone around in case of trouble…a sort of bodyguard, if you would, a person who would be close at hand should you—”
“I hardly need a bodyguard.”
“No, of course not, but it might be wise to have some sort of protection just in case you run into trouble.”
Lindsey mulled that over. Surely asking a few simple questions wouldn’t be a problem. “Who did you have in mind?”
“We were thinking of Thor. He is extremely capable and—”
“Absolutely not!”
“That is what I said when my father suggested that Leif protect me, but one night he saved my life.”
“That was a different situation entirely.”
“I’m not so sure. You have no idea who the real killer is, no notion as to his social class, which circles he might move in, or if he might somehow learn of your activities. You have already been casting about for information, have you not? You could be putting yourself in danger, Lindsey.”
She considered the point. Krista was no fool and Lindsey respected her greatly. “Even if I said yes, I cannot imagine that Thor would agree.”
“You’re a friend. Of course he will agree.”
Which meant, thus far, Thor knew nothing of Krista’s outrageous plan. She should have guessed. “Yes, well, I will give the matter some thought. Tonight, however, I shall be perfectly safe in the company of my aunt.”
“I am certain you will. Besides, Leif and I were thinking of attending, so you will not be there on your own.”
Lindsey felt an unexpected sense of relief. Her friends were overly protective and yet it felt good to know there were people she could count on, people who really cared.
“Then I shall see you tonight,” she said.
Krista managed a smile, but Lindsey could tell she was worried.
As for Lindsey, her biggest concern was that she wouldn’t be able to prove her brother innocent of murder.
 
Krista hurried into the house in search of Leif. She had volunteered him to go with her to the benefit tonight and now she couldn’t find him.
“Have you seen my husband?” she asked the butler, Simmons, an older gentleman with iron-gray hair and skin so thin it appeared translucent. “I thought that by now he would be home.”
“I am sorry, my lady, I meant to give you this when you arrived.” He handed her a note with her name scrawled on the back in
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