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            Dear Reader,

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not surprised to see you back. Your curiosity about Simon Allister is to be expected. He has been lurking for a while. He’s not from Raven Row, but fate sure does seem to be dragging him there. It’s time we step into the shadows and get to know him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Another depraved man was dead.

      Simon marked the file with an x and carefully placed it in the drawer with the rest. It might be ill-advised to keep records of the men he’d killed and maimed, but he needed them. Proof that evil didn’t always triumph. Reminders of the progress he’d made cleaning up at least a small part of the filth that festered beneath the serene façade of polite society.

      These men were abusers and villains who would otherwise go unpunished. Tonight, he had checked another one of them off his shrinking list. After him, there were only two men left, plus the bloody vicar. Unfortunately, Simon couldn’t slit that man’s throat. He had to be arrested. But the other two were his to deal with. Once this god-awful fake marriage scheme was put to rest, Simon could finally leave his job with the Intelligence Services.

      He rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck before turning his attention to the note that had interrupted his ritual with its poorly timed delivery. He broke the raven-embossed seal and read the short letter.

      He didn’t like being summoned, and Lord Ashdown was neither his employer nor his friend. He’d also been quite direct in his dismissal of Simon the last time they’d met, so what could he possibly want now?

      He stared down at the note, tapping his finger against the side of his glass. He was tempted to simply ignore the demand, but Ash wasn’t a man he wanted as an enemy. He was powerful in a lot of ways, and it was definitely better to have him on your side.

      He let out a rough sigh and swallowed the last of his whisky before taking himself up to bed.

      The following afternoon, Simon stepped down from a hired cab in front of Raven House. Two large men stood before the gates. With the level of security Ash kept, Simon might as well be approaching Buckingham Palace rather than a dormitory that housed the women who danced at The Raven’s Den.

      “Simon Allister to see Ash.” With a nod, one of the men pulled open the gate and allowed him to pass. Beyond that was another doorman, but he didn’t wait for an explanation, he simply opened the door and escorted Simon inside to Ash’s office.

      Ash looked up from his desk. No smile, no scowl, just nothing. The man was almost always completely unreadable, and it was irksome. The last time they’d met here, Ash had been covered in flecks of blood. Even then, he'd been cool and aloof. No one would have guessed he’d just finished flogging a man half to death.

      “Mr. Allister, close the door and have a seat.”

      Ash was one of the few people who put Simon on edge. Working for the Intelligence Services had trained Simon to hide his emotions, but Ash seemed able to read him regardless, and was somehow also more adept at concealing his own. Apparently, his training from owning a gaming hell was superior to that of the Intelligence Services.

      Simon settled himself across the desk from Ash and waited. He was the one who had requested this meeting after all.

      Ash raised a brow and spoke slowly. “Auburn Ridge?”

      Simon’s stomach tightened.

      “What about it?”

      Ash tipped his head, looking irritated. Try as he might, Simon couldn’t stop the agitation that washed over him. It was frustrating that Ash was so good at this. Simon was supposed to be the one who controlled these kinds of interactions. It was what he did for a living. But there Ash sat, silently staring, knowing if he waited long enough, Simon would eventually break. He who spoke first lost this game.

      He sighed and closed his eyes, accepting his defeat. “How do you know about her?”

      “What kind of man abandons his sister in a hellhole like Auburn Ridge?”

      Simon forced down his defensiveness and kept his voice calm. “I didn’t have any other choice.”

      Ash sneered. “Was she too much for you to handle? Did she sneak out to meet a boy?” His voice was scornful and belittling. “You didn’t have to throw her into an asylum. If nothing else, you could have brought her here, Allister. Helping wayward women is what I do.”

      “I tried!” Simon stood and slammed his hands down on the desk, his breathing labored. So much for keeping his emotions in check. At least Ash finally looked a bit shaken as well.

      “The conversation we had when you came looking for my help… that was about your sister?”

      Simon nodded and sat back down. “She’s not a wayward woman. She spent five years in a fake marriage filled with unspeakable horrors. They weren’t all as lucky as your wife.”

      Both men simply stared at each other. Ash didn’t think anyone knew about his wife’s involvement. But Simon had spent the last year of his life taking down every part of the disgusting scheme. He’d made it his mission to find every person connected to it, the women and their abusers.

      Ash’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Fogg said he removed Gwen’s name from that list.”

      “He did.” Fogg was Ash’s valet now, but had once worked for the Intelligence Services, as well. He was one of the few people Simon knew who was as deadly as he was. “I should probably thank you for taking care of Frederick Arnold so I could simply cross him off my list.”

      Ash tipped his head slightly. “I feel as if I may have underestimated you.”

      Simon shrugged. “How do you know about my sister?”

      “I got her out of there. Why in God’s name would you send her to a place like Auburn Ridge?”

      “She tried to end her own life. I didn’t know what else to do to keep her safe.”

      “Christ, man, you should have spoken up.”

      Simon felt like a fool and a coward. “Perhaps I should have, but I didn’t have anything to offer for your help besides my services. You very clearly do not want that while I am still employed by the Intelligence Services, and I can’t leave there until I finish cleaning up this fraudulent marriage mess.”

      “What is it you think I get in exchange for taking in the rest of these women, Allister?”

      He sighed. His pride had prevented him from simply asking for Ash’s help. It felt too much like charity. If he couldn’t give something in return, it made him feel like even more of a failure. “Is Samantha here?”

      Ash nodded. “She’s under my protection now.”

      Simon didn’t know Ash well personally, but he’d done enough research on the man to be confident his sister was in safe hands. He also knew he would protect Samantha, even from her own brother.

      “Dr. Mickelson assured me that she would be safe and cared for at Auburn Ridge, but it would seem I was misinformed. What do you know that I don’t?”

      Ash reached for a bottle and held it up. “Drink?”

      “Please. My best may not have been good enough, but I really have tried.” In truth, he was exhausted.

      Ash set the glass in front of him with a nod. “She’s safe now, Allister.”

      “Thank you.” Simon took a sip. Somehow he wasn’t surprised by the impeccable quality of the brandy.

      “I have men who could help you with your list, you know.”

      Simon shook his head. “There are only a few left now. I took care of one of them yesterday. I’d just barely finished washing off the remnants of his blood when your note arrived.”

      “So why did you not allow me to take care of Warwick?”

      Simon shook his head. “Can’t kill the ones that are going to be arrested, unfortunately. But many of them won’t be for one reason or another. Those are the ones I deal with on my personal time. I don’t kill all of them. Some of them I can only maim, in hopes the scars will serve as a deterrent, or at least as a warning to others to stay away.”

      Ash nodded slowly. “I definitely underestimated you.”

      Simon chuckled. “I get that a lot. It works in my favor, usually.” At face value, Simon was average in every way. Average height and build. Average brown suit. Average tawny hair and dull blue eyes. What weren’t average were the skills he possessed. He had trained hard and could easily subdue a man twice his size.

      “I could use your skills if you ever decide to leave the Intelligence Services.”

      “As soon as I finish with this, I will gladly take you up on that.” He’d been ready to leave a long time ago, but when he’d discovered what had happened to his sister, he’d committed to staying until he destroyed every last one of the men involved.

      “Good.” Ash swallowed the last of his brandy. “Would you like to see Samantha?”

      “I doubt she’ll want to see me. Especially now.”

      Ash got up from his chair. “Stay here. I’ll have Gwen talk to her. She’s still quite nervous around me.”

      That wasn’t surprising after all she’d been through. Simon didn’t know all the details, but he knew enough. She’d been through hell, and apparently he’d sentenced her to another helping of it when he’d taken her to that asylum. Dr. Mickelson had promised Simon she’d be well cared for and safe, and Simon had foolishly believed the man. Or perhaps he’d just been too desperate to look any closer.

      A few minutes later, his sister rushed into the room and threw herself into his arms.

      “I’m sorry, Simon. I didn’t mean to cause you so much trouble.”

      “Hush now. You haven’t caused me any trouble.” He held her close, so relieved that she didn’t hate him. “You’re safe here, Samantha. Ash is a good man and you have nothing to fear from him.”

      She turned and looked into the hall where Ash was standing, purposely keeping his distance. “Does that mean you’re not taking me with you?”

      Simon shook his head. “For now, it’s best if you stay here.”

      Sadness furrowed her brow as she nodded. He just couldn’t seem to be enough to take care of her the way she deserved.

      “Did they hurt you at Auburn Ridge, Samantha?”

      Her eyes grew wide. “Are you taking me back there?”

      Anger boiled within him at the confirmation. “No,” he said, wrapping his arms around her again. “You’ll never go back there.” The tension in her body eased with relief.

      Dr. Mickelson had just landed himself right at the top of Simon’s list. The man was going to pay for what he’d done to Samantha.

      Ash reappeared after Samantha returned to her room.

      “Thank you for taking her in and keeping her safe. If I’d known they were going to mistreat her, I never would have left her there.”

      “She’s in good hands here.”

      Simon nodded, but cursed himself for his failure. He’d known she would be, which was why he’d tried to bring her here first. If only he’d spoken up and not been such a coward. There was no undoing it now, but he was going to pay a visit to Dr. Mickelson.

      “I can’t hire a cab to take me all the way to Auburn Ridge, so where's a good place for me to get a horse around here?”

      “You can take one of mine, but let me send some backup with you.”

      Simon usually liked to work alone, but perhaps having some extra support might be a good thing this time. Getting in and out of an asylum had to be a bit more difficult than slipping into a man’s home to slit his throat.

      “Why are you so willing to help me with this? Auburn Ridge isn’t your problem.”

      “I got Samantha out when I went in for one of my own, so if you’re going to take care of that man, I am happy to help in any way I can. Just make sure you don’t leave an asylum full of women with no one to care for them. I can’t take them all, unfortunately.”

      Simon nodded. “If you have someone you can spare who will stay out of my way, I’d appreciate the help.”

      “I have just the man.”
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        * * *

      

      Madelene steeled herself before entering the dining room where she had breakfast every morning with her father. Today was her thirtieth birthday, which was also the thirtieth anniversary of her mother’s death. She was unlikely to make it through the meal without her father reminding her that she was the reason her mother was dead.

      He didn’t acknowledge her as she sat down, which was how it usually went. No one in the house ever did. She kept her head down as a bowl of porridge was placed in front of her. On this day, she wouldn’t even be offered honey. Extravagances like that weren’t often permitted. They might weaken her resolve, making it easier for the evil inside her to take control. Even after all these years, she didn’t know what that meant. She didn’t feel evil. But apparently, she was.

      She sighed and took a bite of the bland mush. Perhaps that was a whisper of it, now. She should be grateful for the meal in whatever form it came. She was, but it was so much tastier with a bit of honey. Occasionally, she was even allowed strawberry jam if she behaved well for long enough. Another wistful sigh passed through her lips.

      “Have you forgotten what day it is today, Madelene?”

      She shook her head but didn’t look up.

      “Ingratitude is unbecoming, and you would do well to remember that.”

      She nodded.

      He left before she finished eating, and she was grateful he hadn’t said anything more. Didn’t he know that she’d spent a lifetime desperately wanting a mother? It wasn’t as if she’d chosen to have this evil in her.

      She took a breath. Ingratitude was unbecoming, and she needed to do better.

      Perhaps some fresh air would help her. She left the dining room and retrieved her shawl before heading outside. The morning breeze was chilly, and the skies overcast. Not even Mother Nature could offer her something nice today?

      Sometimes she wished she could live a life like the ones she read about in books. One filled with adventure or romance. She smiled thinking about how wonderful it would be. She wasn’t deserving of a life like that, but it couldn’t hurt to imagine it, could it? What would it feel like to fall in love? She’d never know. Those things weren’t for her.

      With yet another sigh, she made her way back into the house. It would be time for her piano lesson soon. She sat on the bench and played a few scales to warm up her fingers while she waited for her teacher to arrive.

      “Keep those fingers curled,” he said, as he approached the instrument. Madelene nodded and pulled her fingertips in a bit more. Even with her tutors, she wasn’t allowed to speak unless it was necessary.

      She should be used to it by now, but it made her irritable today. Perhaps because she was tired of the same thing day after day. Tired of being unseen, unheard, and unloved. She wanted more. She wanted to laugh and dance, to be held in someone's arms, to be a wife and a mother, but those things would never be permitted. The closest she’d ever get to them, was in her beloved books. Mr. Cantor slid a sheet of music in front of her, and again, she sighed. She played the first few bars before he stopped her.

      “You’re doing fine, but it should be a bit more melodic.”

      She nodded and started from the beginning. She wasn’t feeling particularly melodic today.

      She was thirty years old today, and she just wanted someone to acknowledge that.

      He stopped her again, and this time, he sat down beside her on the bench. “Just listen.”

      He placed his hands on the keys, and the notes suddenly carried a wealth of passion. She couldn't stop herself from looking at him. His eyes were closed as he lost himself in the music. When he opened them again, his brow furrowed. She’d never made eye contact with him before.

      This was her chance.

      “Will you kiss me?”

      Heavy footfalls crossed the room toward them. Madelene closed her eyes as dread filled her stomach. Her father had been watching.

      “That will be all for today’s lesson, Mr. Cantor.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Her father waited until the man was gone before speaking again. “I won’t have it, Madelene.” His voice trembled slightly, and the anger made cold settle over her. Anger wasn’t something he often displayed. She’d gone too far this time. “I won’t have rebelliousness under my roof.”

      “I’m sorry, Father.”

      “Sorry won’t take back what you’ve done. And on this day of all days. I have clearly failed in my attempt to make you strong enough to fight the demons within you.”

      Madelene shook her head, but looking up at him or speaking would only make it all worse.

      “It’s time I take you to someone who can provide more guidance than I am capable of.”
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      Simon wasn’t sure how to feel about the man Ash had sent with him. Brennan was one of the large men who had been at the front gates. He was mostly silent as they rode the long distance toward Auburn Ridge.

      “So why were you the unlucky one chosen to accompany me on this errand?”

      He laughed quietly. “I’m not in his good graces at the moment.”

      “Well you must not have made too serious of a blunder if you’re still there. Ash doesn’t strike me as the merciful type.”

      “I’ve been with Ash for a long time, and he knows I’m loyal. But I made a mistake that could have gotten someone hurt, so I’ll be paying for it for a while. And rightly so.”

      Simon nodded. It spoke to the man’s character that he was so willing to take responsibility for his choices and accept the consequences of his actions without being bitter.

      “It doesn’t mean I can’t handle myself,” he added.

      “I never doubted it.”

      The full moon was half-covered by clouds but still provided a bit of light as they approached the old red brick building. Bars encased its few windows, and all but one of them were dark. Simon always did these things at night. The absence of light and noise heightened his senses.

      As he made his way quietly toward the one lit window, tortured screams erupted from within. He rushed to the front door and pulled out his lockpick tools.

      “Move,” Brennan said quietly beside him. He hesitated for a moment before stepping aside. The man slammed his enormous body against the door twice before it yielded and he kicked it the rest of the way open. Apparently they weren't using stealth for this.

      “Stay here.” Simon sprinted inside. He pulled out his razor as he moved. Hopefully it would be the right tool for the job. It usually was.

      The screams continued as he neared the end of the long, empty hall, but soon there were quick footsteps moving in his direction as well. Dr. Mickelson swung around the corner, and before the man had time to register what was happening, Simon wrenched his arm behind his back and pressed the sharp blade against his throat.

      “I suggest you cooperate.”

      The man held up his other hand in surrender.

      Simon pushed him into the brightly lit room where he could finally see the source of the distress. A woman struggled against two men holding her down in a bathtub full of water. She screamed and begged for them to let her out.

      The men froze when they saw Simon holding Dr. Mickelson. They had matching black eyes. Presumably from Ash’s visit. At least they’d suffered a bit of pain.

      “Get her out of there, or all three of you will be corpses before the second hand rounds that clock.” He flicked his eyes to the clock that hung on the wall.

      “Get her out,” Dr. Mickelson said, nodding urgently. They pulled her out of the tub with a slosh and set her on her feet, water running everywhere. Her whole body shook violently but her wailing stopped. A piece of cloth was tied around her head to keep her from seeing.

      “Did you torture my sister, as well?” Simon growled.

      “We’re not torturing her. We’re simply teaching her to control her emotions.”

      A snarl ripped from Simon’s throat. “One more word out of you, and I will slit you from ear to ear. Do you understand me?”

      He nodded frantically. Bullies always were cowards.

      The woman’s hands were clasped tightly in front of her, and through the wet fabric that clung to her, he could see every part of her body. As could the other men in the room. His sister had surely been subjected to the same abuse.

      Because of him.

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. If he didn’t rein in his anger, he would kill every man in the place. He cursed under his breath and Dr. Mickelson flinched slightly. Oh, how he’d like to cut the man’s throat.

      What in God’s name was he going to do now? This wasn’t supposed to be a rescue mission. He’d come for revenge. Looking at the poor woman, he understood now why Ash had warned him. He might not be able to get them all out. But seeing this one suffer right before his eyes, he couldn’t just leave her.

      “Can you hear me, miss?”

      She nodded, her movements erratic from her violent shivering.

      “What’s your name?”

      “M-Madelene.”

      “You’re safe now, Madelene. Can you remove that blindfold?“

      She reached back with her shaking fingers but didn’t seem to be able to untie the cloth.

      “That’s alright. Just follow my instructions. Take two steps forward.” Hesitantly, she took one step and then another. “Good.”

      He turned his eyes on the other men. “Hand her a towel and a fresh gown.” They seemed unsure but did as he instructed.

      “Now take two steps to your left, Madelene.” She followed his command. “Your way is clear. Can you follow the sound of my voice?” She nodded. “That’s it. You’re doing well. Just keep coming. Now reach out your hand and you’ll feel me.”

      Her fingers trembled as they pressed softly against his arm.

      “You’re doing so well, Madelene. There’s a long, straight corridor behind me. Make your way along and go through the open door at the end. There’s a man outside who will make sure you’re safe, and I’ll be right behind you.”

      Slowly, her faltering footsteps grew quieter as she moved blindly toward the door.

      “So, Dr. Mickelson, I can’t kill you today and leave the women in here with no one to see to their welfare, but it’s time for you to find a more compassionate way of helping them. Do I make myself clear?”

      The man nodded again.

      “Good. I will be checking up on you. If I see anything like what I witnessed today, your heart will no longer be beating the next time I leave. And to make sure you don’t forget—” Simon slashed the razor along the side of Dr. Mickelson’s face and shoved him away. As he strode for the door, he pulled out a cloth and wiped the blood from the razor and his hand.

      When he stepped outside, Madelene was draped over Brennan’s shoulder. “What in God’s name are you doing? Put her down.”

      The brute set her back on her feet, her dark eyes wide with fear. She wasn’t as young as he’d first thought. Her small stature and quiet voice had made him guess somewhere between sixteen and twenty, but she was definitely closer to thirty. And in spite of her lack of attire and messy hair, she was beautiful.

      “She tried to run after I removed the blindfold, and I couldn’t just abandon you here to go after her.”

      Simon rolled his eyes. “Of course she tried to run. Have you seen the size of you?”

      Brennan’s whole body slumped slightly. “Sorry, miss. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      The poor woman looked so lost and confused. “It’s going to be alright, Madelene. I promise we will not hurt you. We need to get you away from here, but as soon as possible, we’ll stop so you can change into something dry.” He picked up the gown and towel from where she’d dropped them and quickly ushered her toward his horse.

      He helped her into the saddle, but she wasn’t very stable.

      “Have you ridden before?”

      She nodded. “A few times, but never astride.”

      “Well, I don’t happen to have a sidesaddle handy, so we’ll just have to make due.”

      “My father would be appalled.”

      At first, he thought she was joking, but she didn’t smile. She simply tugged on her wet gown to try to cover more of her legs. It was a strange statement coming from a woman her age. Presumably she’d never been married. “Your father isn’t here.”

      “Let’s move,” he said to Brennan. They both strode swiftly, leading the horses. Even at a jog it was slow progress, but they didn’t have to go far before there was some cover they could use to at least get her out of that wet gown. It was a warm night, but even still, she must be half frozen by now.
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        * * *

      

      Madelene felt utterly lost. She should be terrified, but she was so glad to be out of that tub of ice cold water, nothing else mattered. Even now, her whole body shivered. She placed her hands on the man’s shoulders as he helped her off the horse. Before her father had left her at that horrible place, she’d never had any physical contact with a man. The men in there had all had their hands on her bare arms and legs and had seen her completely naked. If she hadn’t been before, she was surely destined for hell after all that. If only she hadn’t wantonly asked for that kiss. She’d still be at home, unspoiled. Her father was probably right about her wickedness though, because despite everything, she still wanted to be kissed. Just once, to know what it was like.

      The man’s fingers around her arm were gentle yet strong as he led her behind a large bush, while the larger man stayed behind with the horses.

      “Do you need help to get that gown off?”

      She stared down at the ground and shook her head. She would manage it on her own. The last thing she wanted was more men seeing her naked body. Not that it made a whole lot of difference. He could probably see everything through the wet fabric anyway.

      He raised her chin gently and looked into her eyes. No one had ever done that before, and it startled her. Made her feel strangely vulnerable. “I’m going to go back to the horses to allow you some privacy. Please don’t try to run. We’re very isolated here, and you’ll only manage to get yourself lost.” He placed his other hand on her shoulder. “I promise no harm will come to you while you’re with me.”

      Madelene had lived her whole life as a shadow. She didn’t understand what was happening. Why was he helping her? “Who are you?”

      He smiled and his face was suddenly filled with kindness. “My name is Simon. I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself before. That oversized oaf over there is Brennan. He won’t do anything to hurt you either, even if he is a lummox.”

      She nodded. Despite his words of assurance, she knew she should be afraid. She was alone with two strange men, one of whom had already thrown her over his shoulder. There was definitely a nugget of fear inside her somewhere, but she didn’t seem capable of actually feeling it. She didn’t seem to be capable of feeling anything, other than relief that she was out of that tub.

      He handed her the towel and the dry gown. “Promise me you won’t try to run?”

      She nodded.

      “Good. When you’ve finished, come back to the horses. Call for me if you need any help.”

      She should be afraid of him. He had threatened to kill those men, and there was no doubt in her mind, he would have followed through.

      Who were these men? Why had they rescued her? Was that, in fact, what they were even doing? Where were they taking her? Why had they been at Auburn Ridge in the first place? They hadn’t come for her, but as far as she knew, they hadn’t done anything else.

      Was it possible this was all some kind of strange dream? Something her mind had conjured after she’d wished for a life of adventure? She pinched her arm. It definitely wasn’t a dream. She slipped the dry gown over her head. The thin cotton wouldn’t do anything to chase away the chill, but at least it was dry. That had to help.

      With a deep breath to muster her courage, she slowly made her way back to the horses. Simon removed his coat and held it up for her to slip her arms into its sleeves. His warmth lingered in the heavy fabric along with his spicy aroma. It was incredibly comforting.

      “Are you alright?” Simon asked.

      She nodded.

      “You don’t talk much, do you?” His smile was tender and kind and the moonlight sparkled in his eyes.

      “A virtuous woman should be neither seen nor heard unless it is required of her.”

      His brow dipped dangerously and she took a quick step back and lowered her gaze, suddenly afraid she’d made an error. His gentle hand came to rest on her shoulder.

      “You needn’t be afraid of me, Madelene. I will never hurt you, and you are free to speak your mind with me.”

      She nodded, unsure of what to say to that.

      He laughed softly and patted her shoulder. “Let’s get you back onto the horse. We need to keep moving.”

      She felt awkward in the saddle, not only because she had never ridden astride, but also because both men continued to walk. Nothing in all the many books she’d read had prepared her for this.

      Fingers of light were just beginning to stretch above the horizon when they made their way down the drive toward a grand house. Was this his home? Simon helped her down from the horse, but didn’t put her on the ground. Instead, he cradled her in his arms.

      “I won’t try to run,” she said quietly.

      “I’m glad to hear it, but I’m carrying you because the gravel will hurt your bare feet.”

      Why would a stranger concern himself with the comfort of her feet?

      Once they were on the doorstep, he carefully put her down and Brennan rang the bell. Not his house, then.

      A short time later the door was opened by a butler, an older man, perfectly pressed and not a single grey hair out of place. His lips turned up in recognition. “Mr. Brennan.”

      “I’m not sure how you remember me considering the size of our party the last time, but it’s good to see you again, Mr. Beecham. Apologies for the unexpected visit, and at such an early hour. Lord Ashdown said to stop here if we find ourselves in need of assistance.”

      Lord Ashdown? Is that who the house belonged to?

      The butler smiled
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