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Whitechapel, East End of London

Friday, August 31, 1888

With eyes closed, he vividly envisioned the scene he intended to paint...with human blood. 

And, he could easily imagine smelling the metallic scent of fresh blood and the raw reek of freshly butchered innards. He smiled sinisterly.

The rustling sound of scurrying rodents, scavenging for food, interrupted the gruesome vision he imagined and he blinked his eyes open, instantly concentrating on focusing his vision in the darkness engulfing him.

He was waiting...watching...anticipating with a feral eagerness. He felt feverish with morbid anticipation.

He clutched a black bag beneath his left arm and pulled his bowler lower over his dark eyes as he concentrated on the few drunken pedestrians stumbling and staggering beneath the gaslight at the corner of Osborn Street and Whitechapel Road. Thick fog swirled around him like a slithering snake inching its way toward the opening of the alley, searching for a prey to engulf.

The overpowering stench of the alley assailed his senses, rotting corpses of dead animals and pungent urine, but he did not mind. The odors simply added to the ambiance of the macabre scene he intended to create. A fat rat crawled over his right booted foot and he nonchalantly kicked it aside as he continued to intensely watch the activity beyond the mouth of the alley, willing just the right passerby to appear.

His wait was not for long as he spied potential targets and a thin sinister smile mirrored the tilt of his handlebar mustache. Two women stood, within the pool of light beneath the streetlamp, conversing. And he knew one or the other would prove to be his victim...both appearing to be vulgar laced muttons.

His heart began to beat erratically as his breathing became labored.

“Give it up, Mary Ann, and come back to the lodging house with me. Ain’t no man looking for a pinchcock at 2:30 in the morning.” The woman, dressed in soiled garments, touched the right elbow of the drunken woman leaning against the post of the streetlamp as if it grounded her in place.

Mary Ann jerked her arm free of the other woman’s grasp and tried to straighten her posture but she teetered, unable to maintain her balance. The liquor she had earlier consumed in copious amounts was causing her head to spin, throwing off her equilibrium, and blurring her vision. “Oiy ain’t got the blunt yet to pay for m’ night’s lodging. Oiy needs me a gent who wants to play with m’ cock alley and pays me handsomely for the shagging,” she slurred. And then she paused as an odd partially toothless smile appeared on her thin face smudged with dirt. Her grimy, matted brown hair produced errant strands plastered to her cheeks making the smile look incongruous. “That is unless ye have the coin to spot me, Ellen Holland.”

Ellen shook her head as she stepped away from the intoxicated woman now clutching the pole of the streetlamp with one chafed hand. “Oiy ain’t got the coin for ye, only for m’ own lodging.” She angled her head as she visually surveyed her surroundings, peering into the darkness beyond the pool of light. “And Oiy got a strange feeling that we are being watched.”

Mary Ann waved her free veined hand, dismissing Ellen’s suspicion. “Be off with ye. Oiy needs to find me a paying gent.”

“Be careful, Mary Ann. Oiy has me a bad premonition.”

“Be off with ye, Ellen, and take your premonition with ye. Oiy will be fine, working m’ trade. Tell the manager he best be saving me a bed at 18 Thrawl Street as Oiy will be claiming it soon.” She toyed with one of the seven brass buttons on her brown dress as she continued to slur her barely coherent words. “Now be off with ye.”

“Keep your guard up, Mary Ann,” Ellen warned as she took several steps backward merging with the darkness and disappearing.

Mary Ann swayed slightly before staggering forward, nearly falling in her oversized men’s spring-sided boots, as she headed toward Buck’s Row.

He slowly moved forward, walking as silently as he could, following the stumbling prostitute.

And as he did, he heard someone opening the shutters of an upstairs window in a dilapidated cottage, directly across the street, speaking with a light Irish brogue to the other occupant of the room. “This room smells of vomit and urine, Ma. You need to air it out a mite. I’m gagging on the stench.”

He instinctively lowered his head to prevent the woman above, at the open window, to see his features although the blackness of the alley camouflaged him. The man’s thoughts turned bitter as his hatred of the Irish immigrants, invading the city and swelling the environs of Whitechapel, clouded his mind. He wished them all to Perdition. And then he turned the corner of the alleyway, shifting his menacing attention back onto the prey he was following.

In a thicker Irish brogue, the elder woman retorted, “Shut the damn window, Nyla girl. The air is a wee bit cold.” To ward off the chill, she pulled a threadbare shawl over her emaciated and shivering form as she collapsed onto the lumpy mattress covered with yellowed bedclothes.

Nyla noticed the movement in the alley below and spied a man inching his way out of the darkness toward the mouth of the alleyway where he stood for a moment, his features hidden by the bowler he wore on his lowered head, before turning right, heading toward Buck’s row. She gave little thought to the man, assuming he was a vagrant searching for a warm place to spend the night. There were dozens like him, trolling the streets of Whitechapel in search of warmth.

Turning to face her mother, she replied, “We need a wee bit of fresh air.” She shook her head and an errant strand of dull brown hair caressed her creased forehead. “I have paid the landlord for another month of lodging. But I hesitate to give you monies, Ma, as I know you will drink the coins away. When was the last time you ate food?”

The elder woman, known to her drinking friends as Maura, shrugged her boney shoulders as she grunted, “I never feel hungry, only thirsty.”

“Aye, thirsty for that rot you drink. That cheap liquor will be the death of you.”

“No doubt it will but I will greatly enjoy the manner of m’ death whilst I can.”

“It is pure poison,” Nyla succinctly observed as she leaned her boney posterior against the window ledge, crossing her arms beneath her small breasts.

“Now, now, Nyla girl, you and I both know about poison, do we not?” the elder woman slurred as she reached for the neck of a whiskey bottle resting on a scarred wooden nightstand. She quickly gulped the liquor in one long swig.

“Hush, Ma. You know that I no longer drink that rot.” Nyla angled her chin over her left shoulder, listening for sounds in the alley below, while maintaining her seated position on the sill. “I need to be presenting a respectable appearance now. And I only drank that poison in the past to give me the courage to work as a laced mutton, seducing the men to my cock alley.”

Swallowing the burning liquor, Maura sighed, “Ah, my parched throat is quenched by good Irish whiskey.”

“It has been a long while since you have tasted good Irish whiskey. So, do not delude yourself that the swill you drink is of any quality.”

Maura wiped her mouth with the long sleeve of her tattered dress, stained from past uses as a makeshift napkin. “Perhaps it has been a long time since I tasted the truly good stuff and that tis a pity. But there is no harm in pretending that what I drink is of the finest stock.”

“Pretending only serves to entice you to drink more.”

Maura angled her aging face toward the window presently blocked from view by Nyla. “I need and want m’ drink for it offers the only pleasure available for these old bones. But you needn’t fear that I will burden you overly long. I need your coins but a wee bit longer. I heard the banshees screeching at m’ window last night, warning me that Death is stalking me.”

“You’ve been hearing the banshees for years now, Ma, and still the Specter of Death has not taken you,” Nyla sarcastically observed as she lifted her backend off the windowsill, turned and pulled the shutters closed. The night air was growing bitter as were her sentiments toward her drunken mother.

Maura’s eyes widened. “But he comes soon...I feel it in m’ bones.” She waved a thin hand in the air as if to banish the thought before changing the subject. “Enough talk about me.” She lowered her voice to a hoarse whisper. “How goes your role as nurse?”

Nyla crossed to the foot of the bed and rested her hands on the wrought-iron bedframe. “Everything goes well, according to plan,” Nyla proudly murmured.

“Nursing has truly been your calling, Nyla girl,” Maura chortled before succumbing to a bout of coughing.

“Nursing has opened the doors but my calling is far from what Florence Nightingale espouses.”

Maura’s bloodshot eyes narrowed as she muttered, “I need your coins only until the Specter of Death claims m’ soul. So be careful that your ministrations draw no suspicions and ye might continue to be paid handsomely.”

Nyla smirked. “I am careful in plying my chosen trade.”

“Let us hope that you are, Nyla girl. And the truth is not discovered,” Maura admonished in a quivering voice before gulping another long drink of the liquor.

“Aye and the truth will not be discovered...”
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Mayfair Section of London – Saturday, September 1, 1888

“I say, the newspapers are truly sensationalizing the recent murders in Whitechapel. Last night’s killing was especially gruesome.”

The man seated at an old wooden desk, scarred from years of use, lifted his head from the ledger he had been examining and angled his face toward his brother seated on a high-back upholstered chair nearest the bow window of the small office. He removed his gold wire-rimmed glasses as he queried, “Which broadsheet are you reading?”

“I am reading the East London Observer. Why do you ask?”

“The very broadsheet I suspected you were reading. That singular newspaper entices readers with its lurid details of deaths all too common in the East End. There are countless deaths nightly due to domestic violence, tavern brawls and street muggings. I doubt, Evan, that there is anything unusual about last night’s victim.”

“Ah but this one was rather gory, Zachery. A prostitute was found dead with both her throat slashed and her abdomen cut open. They do not yet know her identity but her petticoats were stenciled with ‘Lambeth Workhouse’.”

“Now that is bloody disgusting. Sounds as though the damn murderer had intense feelings of hatred toward the laced mutton,” a third voice chimed in from his leisurely position, across from Evan, in a matching chair separated by a round spindle-legged table. He sat slouched on the chair with his legs stretched before him, ankles crossed, with hands clasped and resting on his flat stomach.

“Must you always use an expletive, Noah, when emphasizing your point? You are an educated man who speaks like a common dock worker,” Zachery admonished as he replaced his spectacles onto his nose and returned his attention to the task at hand, balancing the business books.

Noah laughed heartily before responding facetiously, “If I were a lord such as you are, dear brother, and not a lowly, rakish second son of an Earl, perhaps I would speak as refined as you do.”

“Even second and third sons such as we are, Noah, should act in a cultured manner,” Evan calmly stated as he slowly turned the page of the broadsheet. “At the very least, we should speak properly for the sake of our brother.” The newspaper hid Evan’s playful grin.

“Now, Evan, are you subtly suggesting refinement so as not to humiliate our brother, the Earl, in polite Society? Zachery is not so easily embarrassed. But I do delight in the trying.”

Zachery lifted his eyes to his chortling brother and began to speak but his words were cut short by the sound of a tingling bell, announcing the arrival of a potential client.

All three brothers abruptly stood with eyes riveted to the closed door separating the inner office from the reception area.

A now serious Noah turned to Zachery as he anxiously suggested, “You had best conceal yourself in the back room.”

Zachery nodded before turning and hurriedly pushing a black curtain aside which hung across the doorway leading to a small rear room.

Noah crossed to the desk chair and sat, closing the ledger Zachery had been perusing, while Evan walked with determined strides to the closed door. He paused to look back at his seated brother before opening the door and stepping back to allow the visitor to enter.

She nodded to her companion, silently requesting that the servant remain in the reception area, before gliding into the room which she realized was not much larger than a scullery. She then stood with perfect posture directly in front of the desk. She had nearly gasped at the attractiveness of the man who had been seated behind the desk and was now standing in polite deference to her. And she turned to nod at the gentleman who opened the door to allow her admittance and she did audibly gasp.

She looked at both men, one to the other, back and forth twice before stammering, “Y-you are mirror images of each other.”

Noah chuckled. “One might say that. Many consider us identical, but we are in fact one year apart in age. I am two and thirty years of age and Evan is one and thirty.”

She closely examined the two extremely handsome men standing before her. They were both six feet in height with lean, athletic builds. Each wore his jet-black hair long enough to secure in a queue but worn tucked behind their ears, outlining square jaws, and highlighting smooth, beardless chins. And both possessed piercing blue eyes which reminded her of the crystal, clear water of a pristine lake on a cold autumn day.

“You are the Zane brothers, I presume, operating this detective agency.”

Both gentlemen simultaneously bowed slightly as if choreographed. “We are. But...” Evan stepped closer to her as he conspiratorially whispered, “...some among polite Society call us the ‘insane’ brothers.”

Noah shrugged with an impish look on his animated face. “I rather like the moniker.”

She could not help but smile in response to the man’s beguiling look. “That is not very polite to call someone names.” She leaned in a little closer to Evan and murmured, “Some call me a ‘bluestocking’.” She laughed melodically. “I rather like the offensive term as it suits me quite well. I am forever burying my nose in a book.”

She liked that both gentlemen smiled in response to her self-deprecating remark. “I am Lady Kiera Everett, daughter to the late Earl of Brookshire.”

“I am Noah Zane, and this is my brother Evan.” Noah mimed for Kiera to sit on the ladder-back chair positioned in front of his desk. “Please have a seat, my Lady. And we extend our condolences at the loss of your father. If I recall correctly, he died a little over a year prior.”

Kiera complied with Noah’s suggestion and gracefully sat on the wooden chair while Noah resumed his cushioned seat. She clasped her gloved hands together on her lap as, out of the corner of her eye, she caught a slight movement of the curtain behind and to the right of the desk. She suddenly realized that someone was hidden behind those drapes and she surmised who that someone might be. The right side of her mouth slightly lifted hinting of a mischievous smile.

“Yes, you are correct, Mr. Zane. My beloved father died thirteen months prior.” She paused as the mention of her father caused fissures of pain to spread across her heart and was the reason for today’s visit. But she firstly needed to feel perfectly comfortable with these brothers before broaching the possibility of hiring the detective agency. And her humor was always her chosen means of establishing rapport. She tilted her head, closely inspecting Noah’s face. “I do not believe that you are both identical as I clearly see distinguishing differences.”

“You do?” Evan appeared incredulous at her statement. “Not even our brother’s butler Mortimer can tell us apart on most occasions.”

Kiera’s right eyebrow rose in silent questioning. “I doubt that very much.”

Noah laughed as he concurred, “I have long since suspected that our brother’s dutiful butler has been playing us the fools. He is perfectly capable of identifying one brother from the other.”

“Well, I can certainly tell you apart.” She continued to scrutinize Noah’s face. “You, Mr. Noah Zane, have a dimple on your upper right cheek and when you smile or laugh, it deepens.”

Noah unconsciously touched his right cheek as a slow grin graced his face.

Kiera angled her head toward Evan before observing, “And you, Mr. Evan Zane, have waver hair than your brother has, and I dare say, it probably slightly curls in damp weather.”

Evan grinned, obviously pleased with Kiera’s powers of observation. “You are correct.”

“Your brother is Zachery Zane, the Earl of Belfry, is he not?” She thought she sensed slight movement behind the curtain and that confirmed her earlier supposition as to who hid from view...the third brother.

“Yes, he is. Are you acquainted with him, my Lady?”

Kiera shook her head. She knew that she could not let this opportunity for levity pass her by. She possessed an incurable penchant for playful teasing. “No, no, I have never met his lordship. Does he look like the both of you?”

“Yes, he does but alas, he is the least handsome of the three brothers,” Noah jokingly commented.

She nodded her head and an errant blonde curl, escaping her bonnet, bounced with the movement, kissing her smooth forehead. “No offense intended, as I have never met your brother but...” She paused dramatically. “I would tend to agree with you as your brother has a reputation for being rather...how shall I put this delicately?”

“Brooding...?” Noah chimed in.

“Yes, yes, that is the word I sought to use. He has a reputation for being both brooding and rather intimidating.”

“And therein lies the major differences between us...our personalities,” Noah laughingly stated.

“Ah, yes...your personalities. If I may make a candid observation, I would describe you, Mr. Noah Zane, as the prankster whose eyes sparkle with mischief and whose attitude toward life is generally rather cavalier.”

Evan stepped forward into Kiera’s line of vision, negating the need to angle her head when speaking to him, and laughingly complimented, “You have characterized Noah perfectly.”

“And you, Mr. Evan Zane, possess a grounded sense of responsibility but also easily follow your impish brother’s lead and enjoy a bit of naughtiness.”

“You have just aptly described Evan. But please address us by our given names.”

“Very well, Noah. I assume that the brooding and intimidating nature displayed by your elder brother, Lord Belfry, is indicative of his innate seriousness.”

“Oh, yes, he is overly serious and staidly duty-bound,” Noah groaned.

“And I surmise that he is extremely intelligent and awfully clever.”

“Intelligent, yes, but as to clever, what do you mean?” Evan interjected.

“He is most likely acting sullen and intimidating to ward off the marriage-minded mamas who seek an affluent lord for their marriageable daughters.”

Both Noah and Evan laughed heartily.

“That is a very logical assumption, sincerely holding merit, were it not for the fact that our brother Zachery is a very intense personality not only in public but also in private,” Evan explained.

“He perpetually scowls and that is why he is the least attractive brother,” Noah added while raising his voice to ensure that everyone present, be he visible or not, could hear.

She knew full well that the two brothers were thoroughly enjoying the teasing of their elder brother who obviously wished to remain hidden, negating his ability to respond to their jesting. She lowered her head and hid a burgeoning smile behind a gloved hand before innocently adding, “Oh, dear, a scowl could detract from one’s attractiveness. But perhaps his lordship has weighty issues on his mind. Does he take an active part in your detective agency?”

“No, not exactly, as his involvement would not be viewed as politically correct,” Evan diplomatically responded.

“But as our agency is titled ‘The Zane Brothers Detective Agency’, he helps us behind the scenes with research and finances.”

“Ah, as a silent partner?” Kiera innocuously asked.

“Yes, yes, as a silent partner,” Evan volunteered. “However not quite as ‘silent’ as Noah and I would wish.” He, too, raised his voice so that all might clearly hear his mocking comment.

“Then his presence would not be required for you to take on my case?” Her smile quickly faded as she mentally prepared herself to discuss business.

“His presence is not necessary, but we would seek his counsel regarding your case before agreeing to accept the assignment. Which brings me to a pointed question. Why are you here, Lady Everett?” Noah bluntly asked. “How can we be of service to you?”

The moment of frivolity was over, and she could no longer procrastinate in seeking their help. She liked both men and now felt comfortable baring her soul and stating a belief that they may find improbable and even ludicrous as others had when she had previously shared her suspicions and voiced allegations.

Suppressing her sudden self-consciousness, she lifted her chin and clearly stated, “I wish to hire you to prove that my father was...murdered.”
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“Did you say murdered, my Lady?”

“I did, Noah. I strongly believe that my father was murdered, and I want the person who killed him to be brought to justice.”

“Forgive me if my memory fails me but I recall reading in the newspaper that your father had been ill for some time,” Evan politely, if not confidently, interjected.

“The broadsheets were incorrect. He had developed a bad cold and the doctors encouraged bed rest as they feared he might develop pneumonia. A nurse was assigned to his care.” Kiera closed her eyes against the intense pain squeezing her heart and robbing her of her breath. Softly, barely above a whisper, she declared, “She killed my father.”

Evan blinked. “Beg pardon, my Lady, but are you accusing the nurse, who was caring for your father, of murdering him?”

Kiera opened her eyes and looked directly into Evan’s bemused expression as she responded definitively, “Yes, I am.”

Noah quickly looked at Evan who in turn glanced at him, both employing skeptical glances.

“Grief can distort our memories, my Lady, and cause us to perceive things in a wrong light,” Noah gently mollified the obviously distraught woman.

Anger flared in Kiera’s green eyes as she slowly enunciated her words. “I am not a simpleton, Noah, who is taken to fanciful notions to better understand and explain the sudden death of a loved one.”

“I beg your pardon if I offended you, my Lady.”

She sighed and her rigid posture somewhat relaxed. “Forgive my outburst, Noah. I rarely display anger but...the realization that the nurse killed my father has deepened my sense of loss.”

“When did you come to this realization?” Evan queried as he sat his left posterior cheek onto the corner of the desk and peered down at the seated Lady.

“Only just recently... may I explain why I have come to this conclusion?”

Noah and Evan both nodded in unison.

“When my father died, I did not suspect foul play. I simply accepted God’s Will that it was my father’s time to go Home and reunite with his beloved wife, my mother.” She lowered her eyes to her clasped hands. “I was devastated when he died and I felt...so very alone.” She lifted her eyes and smiled wanly. “I was not blessed with siblings as you have been.”

“It is not always such a blessing,” Noah sarcastically commented, trying to somewhat lighten the mood.

“No, it is not,” Evan concurred with a reproaching tone in his voice and a censuring look on his face as he looked at his brother.

“You tease each other and such playfulness is a wonderful display of affection. You cannot deny the loving bond of brotherhood you share and wear like a cloak for all the world to see and possibly envy.” She sighed. “But we digress.”

“Yes, my Lady, continue,” Noah gently coaxed.

“Shortly after my father’s death, I learned from his solicitor that my father had made a last-minute change to his Will. He left a generous sum of money to the nurse. I thought nothing of it, attributing my father’s generosity as appreciation for the nurse’s caring ministrations. I, too, had appreciated her seemingly devoted care.”

“But his bequest seemed somewhat odd to you?” Evan questioned.

“No, not really, as my father was a man with philanthropic tendencies and I assumed that he had learned of her humble circumstances and thought to help her. It was six months later that I became suspicious.”

“What occurred six months later?” Noah eagerly asked, growing intrigued by Kiera’s explanation of her suspicions.

“Another Lord died. Aaron Bakersfield, the Viscount Stanton.”

“And his death was suspicious?” Evan queried.

“Yes and no. He had been diagnosed with gout, requiring bed rest, but he was not so ill as to die suddenly.”

Noah raised his hand. “Wait. Let me guess. The nurse who tended to Lord Stanton’s needs was the same nurse who cared for your father.”

“Yes. And Lord Stanton was a mite miserly and certainly not known for any magnanimous gestures. So, his son and daughter-in-law were somewhat surprised to learn that his lordship had made a last-minute change to his Will, bequeathing a rather large sum of money to the nurse.”

“Was Lord Stanton’s son suspicious of the nurse?”

Kiera shook her head. “No, rather he questioned his father’s state of mind as he neared death, surmising that he had grown feeble-minded.”

“You spoke with the son and that was what he told you?”

Kiera lifted her eyes to the questioning Evan and smiled coyly. “No, the information was retrieved by one of my servants gossiping with one of Lord Stanton’s household staff. I had instructed my housekeeper to ask seemingly innocuous questions of one of his servants and that is what she learned.”

“That was very clever of you, my Lady, in soliciting the help of your housekeeper. Servants are often privy to valuable information and do enjoy gossiping.” Noah smirked. “I have often flirted with a servant girl to get the necessary intelligence I needed when working a case.”

“And that flirting has sometimes gotten you into trouble, brother.”

Noah shrugged as his smirk widened. “It is not my fault that servant girls find me devastatingly attractive and misinterpret my intentions.”

Evan harrumphed before turning his attention back to Kiera.

“Still, I did not suspect foul play. I only thought it curious. But as time went on, my mind began to question the odd coincidence of the nurse tending to both my father and Lord Stanton and being bequeathed sums of money. Being their nurse was not odd but both men changing their Wills prior to their sudden deaths did not seem coincidental but rather calculated.”

“Yes, that fact is thought provoking, my Lady,” Evan offered.

“Please call me by my given name. I do so detest formalities and should have granted permission earlier. After all, I am sharing some confidences with you regarding my suspicions.”

“Very well, Kiera. What else occurred that caused you to suspect the nurse of murder?” Noah asked as he leaned back in his chair, rested his elbows on the padded arms and tented his fingers beneath his closely-shaven chin, giving him a thoughtful appearance.

“A third and very recent death occurred. Henry Harrison, Baron Floyd died two weeks prior. I do not know how ill he was as the newspapers did not elaborate but I attended his funeral and spoke very briefly with his widow. She was understandably grief stricken and babbled almost incoherently as if voicing confusing thoughts plaguing her mind. In disjointed sentences, she mentioned a nurse and a last-minute change in her husband’s Will.”

“Ah and you suspect that the very same nurse who tended to your father and Lord Stanton also cared for Baron Floyd.”

“I do not suspect. I know. Nurse Nyla Breen, who cared for my father and Lord Stanton, was the Baron’s attending nurse. And she is the woman I wish investigated.”

“My Lady...Kiera...I can fully understand your suspicions but...”

“But you are skeptical, believing that grief has distorted my perception of the facts.”

“I did not say that,” Noah quickly responded. “Three deaths and three last minute bequests offer a compelling argument that something foul may possibly have been afoot. But without definitive proof of her guilt...”

Kiera abruptly stood and the two gentlemen stood in polite deference to the Lady. Her heart was pounding against her chest. She needed the services of these men and would not take their reticence as a definitive ‘no’. “That is why I wish to hire your agency. I need you to find the indications of her guilt and convince the families to consent to having the bodies exhumed and examined by a toxicologist who will surely prove the presence of poison. If all three families approach the Authorities, they will surely concede to our wishes. If it is only I who requests an exhumation, they will refuse, attributing my request to a foolhardy notion voiced by a grieving daughter.”

“And it is quite possible that time has erased all evidence of poison in your father’s corpse,” Evan sagely observed. “Forgive my indelicate supposition.”

“I agree that time may have robbed me of the proof I so desperately need.”

“Do you recall the nurse attending to any other patients prior to your father and in so doing, did similar circumstances occur?” Noah probed.

Kiera shook her head. “All I know is that she was trained at the Nightingale Training School at St. Thomas’ Hospital and a letter of reference accompanied her credentials. It was signed by a woman whose address was in Scotland. I do not recall her name but I can search for the letter and send it to you.”

“I have one more question, Kiera. Should we decide to take on this assignment, will you be satisfied with our findings...be the nurse guilty or innocent?” Noah bluntly asked, standing with feet braced slightly apart and hands clasped behind his back.

“I wish only for you to find the truth whatever that truth might be. It is the uncertainty which plagues my mind and pains my heart.”

“Then...as I mentioned earlier, Evan and I will discuss your case with our brother and let you know of our decision to accept the commission or not. And if we do accept and sign a contract, we must firstly strategize the best approach in accomplishing the task you set before us.”

Kiera furtively glanced at the black curtain before slowly nodding her head. “Yes, of course, I realize that you must discuss the best strategy in approaching this case but let me assure you that I shall pay you double your going rate.”

“Double...?” Evan blurted.

“Yes.” She smiled engagingly in the hope that charm, accompanied with the promise of a high fee rendered, would guarantee a positive outcome. “When will I receive word of your decision?”

“We will send you a missive by noon tomorrow,” Noah promised as he mirrored her charming smile.

“Very well then I shall await your decision.” She opened her reticule and retrieved a piece of paper. “Here is my address. But should you decide that my case has merit, I would suggest that one of you attend the Abernathy Ball next Friday night, September 7th. Lord Stanton’s daughter-in-law, who is now the Lady Stanton, will surely be in attendance. She is no longer in mourning and...” Kiera paused, biting her lower lip, not wishing to appear catty. “Forgive my unkind observation but Lady Stanton is a rather crass and opinionated woman who freely speaks her mind. She and I are...not on the best of terms. But she should provide a wealth of information to a toadying male.” Kiera smiled. “That is if one of you three brothers can play the role of a fawning admirer.”

Noah grinned. “If we decide to move forward with your case, I am certain that my brother, Lord Belfry, has received an invitation to the Ball. Evan or I can attend in his stead and play the role of attentive admirer.”

“Pity, as I should like to meet your elder brother. I will be attending the Ball and had hoped that he might play the obsequious man covertly seeking information from Lady Stanton.” Kiera giggled. “But then it is difficult to play the admirer of a woman if one’s visage is perpetually scowling.”

Noah chuckled. “I shall mention that to him.”

“Oh, there is no need to mention it to him, Noah.” Kiera’s eyes riveted to the black curtain separating the two rooms. “I am quite certain that his lordship heard all the particulars of my case as well as my voiced suggestion that he attend the Ball.” She whirled around and gracefully exited the room without a backward glance at the two guffawing brothers.

“Good day, gentlemen.” Projecting her voice, she added, “Good day, my Lord.”
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Chapter Four
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Zachery listened for the tingling bell, above the front door, signaling that the potential client had left. Confident that the Lady was gone, he pushed the black curtain aside and re-entered the tiny office. Standing with arms crossed against his chest and legs braced widely apart, he candidly commented, “She is a very perceptive woman.”

Noah wiped a tear, produced from hearty laughter, from his right eye with his forefinger as he agreed. “She is very observant. I believe she was aware of your presence the entire time.”

Zachery sauntered toward the bow window and stood partially hidden behind the simple white curtain dressing the window. He peered through the paned glass, observing a rather tall and slender woman lift her long blue and white striped skirt as she boarded the waiting carriage. And as she did, she unknowingly gave Zachery an appealing view of her shapely derriere.

The right corner of Zachery’s mouth twitched, hinting of a crooked smile.

Hurriedly following in her Mistress’ steps was a short, plump woman in a servant’s uniform. She had obviously served as the woman’s companion which led Zachery to surmise that the Lady was unmarried. That supposition oddly pleased him.

Unfortunately, the Lady’s back had been to Zachery’s watchful eyes the entire time. He had not seen her face.

“Describe the Lady’s appearance,” Zachery softly asked as he watched the carriage awkwardly travel down the cobblestone street, swaying from side to side as it traversed the uneven stones.

Noah quickly glanced at Evan and smiled a mischievous grin. “Oh, she is a true ‘bluestocking’ with thick spectacles on a rather crooked nose.”

Evan blinked twice, initially confused by his brother’s false description before he finally picked up on his cue. “Oh, yes, the poor thing is quite unattractive. No wonder she appears long in the tooth at perhaps three and twenty years of age.”

“And rotund...a quite corpulent, short woman,” Noah facetiously added behind Zachery’s back as Zachery continued to stand at the window.

“And...and...with a head too large for her stout body,” Evan fibbed.

Zachery slowly turned to his brothers with his hands clasped behind his back and a dubious look on his handsome face. “She is that beautiful that you so grossly fabricate her appearance?”

Noah chortled. “There was a lilt of interest in your voice when you asked about Lady Everett’s looks. We could not resist playfully deflating that interest with our misleading description.”

Zachery grimaced. “With all banter aside, please describe her.”

“She is beautiful, Zachery. She is tall and slender with a lovely shape. Her hair is a honey-blonde and she possesses large, expressive eyes. I believe they were green. Obviously intelligent, well-read from her self-description, and she possesses a fine sense of humor. I liked her immensely,” Evan volunteered.

“As did I but the Lady’s suspicions of the nurse may be entirely unfounded,” Noah added. “I am not certain that we should accept
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