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            To the friends who’ve seen me through the last few years. Jim, Monica, Darcy, Charis, Maire, Rae, Erica. Thank you. Your kindness,
               encouragement, willingness to listen, and advice have helped me in more ways than you know.
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            Prologue

         
         
            Bedford Square, London

            September 29, 1896

         

         Detective Inspector Benedict Drake crossed his arms to fight off a shiver. A thick fog had settled over the city and put a
            vicious bite in the air. He’d asked the cabbie to let him out a block away, and now he’d taken up his watch, waiting in the
            midnight darkness for movement in the townhouse across the square.
         

         
         His heartbeat roared in his ears, and he fought the urge to run across the street, rip open the front door, and finally lay
            his hands on the man he’d been hunting for weeks.
         

         
         But this criminal was wily and unpredictable.

         
         Drake understood that patience would serve him best, but it was bloody hard to remain still.

         
         The man who’d entered the townhouse ten minutes ago was a petty thief, but his connection to the master criminal was clear. It was why Drake had become Amos Howe’s shadow, trailing the man to gambling dens, brothels, and loathsome pits where animals fought for the pleasure of drunken men. On a few occasions, he’d considered following other leads, despairing that this particular conspirator would ever take him to the one who mattered most. 

         
         But while he might struggle with patience, tenacity was his bedrock. He never lost the scent once he’d found a trail, and
            intuition paired with cold, hard logic rarely failed him.
         

         
         And logic told him that Howe had just led him to the heart of this criminal enterprise. The fashionable townhouse the thug
            had slipped into a quarter of an hour ago wasn’t his. Howe had made his name in the darkest alleys of the East End, and all
            the haunts he frequented were in those streets.
         

         
         The mastermind of the blackmail scheme resided here. Drake knew it in his bones.

         
         He slipped his revolver from his pocket. Violence was never his preference, but he suspected the blackmailer, known only as
            M, would have firearms at the ready.
         

         
         He couldn’t be certain how many might await him inside, but he would face them alone.

         
         This case had been classified at the highest level of security, requiring the greatest discretion, and he’d been handpicked
            by his mentor because of his reputation for succeeding where others failed.
         

         
         Tonight would be no different.

         
         The townhouse wasn’t located in the most fashionable of London squares, but it was elegant and well lit. Someone of consequence
            resided here at the edge of Bedford Square.
         

         
         But was that someone bold enough to blackmail the heir to the British throne?

         
         The letters had come in red-stained envelopes, the words on them cobbled together from newspaper clippings or scrawled in a spidery hand that was barely legible. The blackmailer claimed to have letters and photographs of Prince Edward VII that, if made public, would spell scandal for the Crown. 

         
         Drake didn’t much care how the prince spent his leisure hours, but the royal family cared a great deal about avoiding scandal.

         
         And so he waited until waiting seemed fruitless.

         
         After half an hour had passed, Drake stepped out of the concealing trees and bushes of the square and made his way into the
            mews behind the row of townhouses. As he approached the gate of the house Howe had disappeared into, he was met by growls
            and then the rapid, panicked barks of a guard dog he’d somehow failed to spot. As the creature strained forward on the chain
            that tethered him, Drake could see he was a poorly looking fellow—matted hair, scrawny body, and eyes that telegraphed fear
            rather than ferocity.
         

         
         “You’ve nothing to fear from me,” he whispered to the canine, trying for the same gentle tone his sister used with the strays
            she was addicted to bringing home.
         

         
         The dog barked once more and then cocked an ear.

         
         “That’s right, boy. Nothing to be afraid of.” But as soon as he took a step forward, the dog growled low in his throat. The creature knew what was expected of him, even if whoever owned this townhouse mistreated him. 

         
         “You’re doing a good job,” Drake admitted, and then noticed a light flick on beyond the house’s back door. He retreated into
            the shadows as the dog’s barks flattened to a whine.
         

         
         The back door swung open, and a man’s silhouette filled the space.

         
         “What the bloody ’ell you barking at?” The man in the doorway—Howe, judging by his stocky build and battered stovepipe hat—scanned
            the mews and darkened back garden.
         

         
         Drake ducked his head further into his high collar and willed Howe’s gaze to pass him over.

         
         Howe stepped forward. “Bleeding fool mutt.”

         
         The dog drew back, letting out a mournful yelp.

         
         Don’t you bloody dare. Drake moved quickly, darting closer while Howe’s back was turned as he shouted invectives at the canine.
         

         
         He was making such a ruckus that a servant poked his head out from the back door of a townhouse abutting M’s. Drake shooed
            the man back inside with the wave of his hand.
         

         
         Then he seized the moment to sprint toward Howe, who finally heard his approach and turned to face him. The thief fumbled
            with his pocket, but Drake had his own revolver up and pointed at the man’s face.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t if I were you,” he told the thief quietly.

         
         In the light spilling from the open door, Howe’s face turned ashen.

         
         They’d met before, but Howe had somehow never noticed Drake’s shadowing presence over the last weeks. He’d been too busy finding marks and emptying pockets. 

         
         “How many are inside?” Drake held the revolver steady.

         
         Howe’s gaze had locked on it, and fear seemed to freeze him in place.

         
         The dozen or so crimes Drake had witnessed while following Howe would justify hauling him off to jail, but the thief was smart
            enough to know that the blackmail scheme was the worst of it because it involved the royal family. Few threatened the power
            of the Crown and walked away unscathed.
         

         
         “Only me,” he finally mumbled.

         
         “Try again. How many are inside?”

         
         “ ’E’ll kill me,” he whispered. The man seemed to reduce in front of Drake’s eyes. His shoulders slumped, and he bent his
            chin down as if to protect his neck. “One word and ’e’ll slit me throat.”
         

         
         “Perhaps you should choose your friends more carefully, Amos.” Drake had always suspected that M chose a man as rough-edged
            as Howe to do the dirtiest work. To threaten and perhaps take fists to whoever menaced their plot, but Howe was proving to
            be a rather flimsy thug.
         

         
         “We’ll go in together, shall we?” He flicked his weapon toward the back door, glancing up to make sure there were no weapons pointed at him from the windows at the back of the house. Most were curtain-covered and not a wink of light could be seen. Any watcher worth his salt would know darkness gave him a better view. 

         
         Howe approached the door, pressed a hand to the frame, and then seemed to recover a bit of his confidence. He pivoted to face
            Drake and then took a wide-legged stance, his sizable arms crossed. “You want in, you’ll ’ave to go through me.”
         

         
         A little bravado had entered his tone, and the man would be a formidable opponent if it came to fisticuffs. But one of them
            was armed.
         

         
         Drake lowered his gun a few inches, pointing it at the thief’s chest. “A bullet will go through you a lot quicker than I could.
            Care to risk that?”
         

         
         Cowering near the step, the guard dog let out a low, ominous whine.

         
         Howe glanced behind him as if he’d heard something that Drake couldn’t.

         
         “Move aside.” Drake took two steps closer. “Now.”

         
         The dog stood and emitted one brave bark as Drake approached.

         
         Howe gave a stubborn shake of his head. “I let you in, I’m as good as dead in the grave.”

         
         He was stalling.

         
         Then Drake heard why.

         
         A man’s voice rang out at the front of the house. Then the rustle of traces and the clatter of horse hooves.

         
         Drake rushed Howe so fast, the man barely had time to uncross his arms before Drake shoved him bodily and opened the back door. He registered a bare kitchen, then found a short staircase up to the ground floor. There were no furnishings in the house, and the light he’d seen out front had been doused. 

         
         He took it all in as he reached the main hall, but he could hear the carriage departing even as he wrenched the front door
            open.
         

         
         Black and unmarked, the enclosed carriage with a single, dark-coated driver departed at breakneck speed, careening out of
            the square into the main thoroughfare.
         

         
         He didn’t know if it was the elusive M or another conspirator who’d flown, but he had one of them at hand, and he meant to
            get all he could out of Amos Howe.
         

         
         Stomping back to the kitchen, he found Howe heading toward the mews.

         
         “Don’t make me chase you,” Drake shouted. Then he lifted his revolver, pulled back the hammer, and hoped Howe heard the click.

         
         The thief turned back to him. “I ’ad nothing to do with those letters.”

         
         Drake approached, keeping his eyes on the man’s hands. Howe looked defeated again.

         
         “Tired of all of it, if you must know,” he mumbled as Drake clapped shackles around his wrists.

         
         The thief was making this so easy that a shiver of warning trickled down Drake’s back.

         
         He led Howe back inside. This time, he noticed the button Howe must have pushed. A black button in a gold-plated case attached to the frame of the kitchen threshold. A white-painted wire ran along the door frame and disappeared behind kitchen furnishings. 

         
         “You alerted him.” Drake shoved the man into the kitchen and used his belt to lash Howe’s handcuffs to the kitchen’s grand
            enamel-glazed iron stove.
         

         
         “Stay put.” Drake met Howe’s gaze as he finished the knot. “This is your last chance to tell me how many men I’ll face upstairs.”

         
         Howe shook his head. “Not a one, Inspector. Came for a delivery, then you appeared, and it all went tits up.”

         
         “A delivery?”

         
         “When ’e wants me to deliver something, I meet ’im.” Howe shrugged. “Then take it where it needs to go.”

         
         “Like a letter threatening the Prince of Wales?”

         
         Howe swallowed and ducked his head again. “Wanted nothing to do with that, I tell ya.”

         
         Drake didn’t believe him. Not a single bloody word.

         
         But even if he’d believed Howe was telling the truth, he had to know for sure.

         
         So he searched every room. Each empty, unfurnished room. The townhouse was as clean as if it was set for sale or had just been leased. Where there were built-in cupboards, drawers had been left open. Closet doors stood ajar. And the clatter of his own footsteps was the only sound he heard as he checked every inch of the structure. He even released the ladder hidden in an upstairs hallway ceiling to access the attic, but it contained only dust and a skeletal framework of wooden beams. 

         
         He slammed a fist against one of those solid beams.

         
         Hell and damnation to false leads. There’d been far too many in this case.

         
         Perhaps Howe had known he was being followed, and his surprise in the back garden had all been feigned. And if Howe had been aware, then the
            menace known as M had too.
         

         
         And led him to an empty townhouse.

         
         He let out a weary sigh, and fatigue washed over him. But he sucked in a breath to fill his lungs and fire his brain. There
            was still much to do this evening.
         

         
         First, he found a cab. Then he hauled Howe into it. Just as he was about to climb inside himself, he heard a mournful howl
            from the back of M’s empty townhouse.
         

         
         “What’s his name?”

         
         Howe grumbled and gave one firm shake of his head.

         
         “The dog, man. What’s the dog’s name?”

         
         “How the bleedin’ ’ell should I know?”

         
         The debate in Drake’s mind took only a moment. As soon as he considered Helen’s opinion on the matter, there was no question.

         
         He turned and sprinted through the house and out the back again. The dog snapped its head up and looked shocked to see him.

         
         “I may not have solved the case tonight, but I can get you a decent meal.”

         
         He used a rock to bash the lock that kept the dog tethered to the townhouse’s wall and then walked him through the townhouse by the broken chain. The hound hunched low as he walked, as if trying to be furtive, fearful of whatever lurked within the pristine walls. 

         
         “You won’t ever see him again,” Drake told the dog. “I can promise you that much.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            The Prince family’s townhouse near Mayfair, London

            October 6, 1896

         

         “I’m sorry, little sister.”

         
         The words came while Alexandra Prince was in the midst of packing. Or rather the tornado of it. Never having ventured much
            further than the city, she’d had no idea what to bring and most of the clothes she owned lay strewn across her bed.
         

         
         But it was all for nothing. There’d be no journey.

         
         Her brother sounded genuinely forlorn, but it didn’t dull the sting. Didn’t make her chest feel any less hollow.

         
         “Mr. Van Arsdale only wants Eve and me, and his letter didn’t arrive until today.”

         
         Allie kept quiet, pressing her lips together. Her heart ached—a real searing pain in the center of her chest—and she knew
            that the moment she said anything, she’d cry. Then Dom would feel worse and try to comfort her. And she couldn’t think of
            anything she wanted less than pity.
         

         
         “You know how long it takes for post from America.” Dominic flicked the letter against his palm as if annoyed with the single sheet of thick linen stationery. “Why the hell couldn’t he have sent a telegram?” 

         
         “It’s all right, Dom.” She forced the four words out and a tear immediately slipped down her cheek, warm and unwanted. She
            swiped it away quickly.
         

         
         “Eve and I wanted you to join us. Do not doubt that.” The edges of his mouth curled in a grimace and his jaw tensed the way
            it always did when frustration bore down on him. He cast his gaze over her clothing-strewn bed, and she thought she caught
            a glassy look in his eyes.
         

         
         Allie turned her back on him because her own tears wouldn’t stop now that they’d started.

         
         “I’ll see you in the morning, and we can talk about the other matter,” he finally said softly. “Please know how sorry we both
            are.”
         

         
         “I know.”

         
         Once he’d gone, Allie slumped onto her bed, not caring if she crushed her new traveling dress. Pressing a fist to her mouth,
            she tried to hold in the frustration welling up, but it did nothing to stem the tears. A good cry and she could move past
            this. It wasn’t as if it was a great surprise.
         

         
         They were going, and she was staying behind. That was how it had always been.

         
         She’d been foolish to believe it could be otherwise, even if Eveline and Dominic had been eager to bring her on this expedition.
            Mr. Van Arsdale, the American collector financing their venture, had no reason to include her. She had no expertise in Viking
            antiquities. Or Anglo-Saxon ones for that matter.
         

         
         He’d hired the two Princes best suited to the expedition.

         
         And once again, Allie didn’t quite fit, and that was familiar at least. She’d long felt that she didn’t fit in her famous
            family.
         

         
         Oh, she had no doubt of her siblings’ love. Nor her mother and father’s while they were alive. Her mother had been quite doting.
            And in the long line of their history, the Princes were known for the solidity of their familial bonds.
         

         
         But they were also known for their exploits, and that’s where Allie came up short.

         
         The Princes weren’t titled and they were only comfortably wealthy, but they were a family of eminent individuals.
         

         
         Whatever a Prince set their mind to, they would achieve.

         
         Allie’s father most of all.

         
         Octavius Prince had been trained in history at Oxford, but his fame had come from his archaeological finds, his nose for discovering
            buried treasure, and his relationship with Queen Victoria, who’d once called upon him to retrieve a gem that had been misplaced from the royal holdings.
         

         
         The renown he’d gained from that undertaking had won him the hand of a viscount’s daughter. And Allie’s mother had earned
            her own quieter kind of fame by detailing, via vivid drawings and eloquent writing, the expeditions they’d undertaken together.
         

         
         Dom and Eve had accompanied Papa on adventures as soon as they were old enough.

         
         And Allie?

         
         She’d been raised to be Mama’s companion. Sickness had plagued her in childhood, so she’d learned to love quiet endeavors—reading,
            writing, knitting, and, eventually, bicycling in London’s parks.
         

         
         She rarely got into the sort of mischief her siblings had, but she’d yearned to claim the confidence that came with being
            a Prince. And yet, regardless of how she aspired to, she didn’t seem to possess the Prince propensity for notable accomplishments.
            She did love research, especially genealogical investigations or tracing the histories of lady pirates. In fact, she’d begun
            writing a book about lady pirates as a child—a mostly fanciful fiction then that had now become a more serious endeavor.
         

         
         But she wasn’t interested in finding buried pirates’ treasure.

         
         Allie was much more interested in doing something of value than finding valuables.
         

         
         Unfortunately, her own nature held her back. She was awkward, often saying the wrong thing or talking too much altogether.
            As a result, she had a tendency to offend when she was only trying to be of help.
         

         
         Mama thought finishing school would tame her with all its rules of etiquette. But so much of it had been nonsense about giving gentlemen precedence or the place ladies should occupy in Society and those they should not. Still, at five and twenty, Allie understood that diplomacy and delicacy should be considered before blurting one’s thoughts. 

         
         The difficulty was that her tongue didn’t always comply.

         
         Recently, there’d been an incident with a long-standing customer of the family antique shop, Princes of London, and the nobleman had complained. As head of
            the family, her brother took it as his purview to smooth over such matters, and he had, but he’d yet to deliver the admonishing
            talk that inevitably followed such incidents.
         

         
         In the morning, as he’d said, they would have that discussion.
         

         
         So Allie fell into bed—once she’d cleared it off—still nursing disappointment and dreading whatever lecture Dom would deliver
            in the morning.
         

         
         After a fitful sleep, Allie woke early, washed and dressed, and then made her way to the family antique shop on Moulton Street
            just as the first hints of the dawn lit up the brick building.
         

         
         She’d considered going in later, after Dom and Eve had departed, to avoid goodbyes and apologies and whatever admonitions
            Dom felt compelled to deliver. But she wasn’t a coward, and opening the shop was her responsibility.
         

         
         Though Dom had taken to sleeping in the living quarters that had once been the family’s home above the shop, he still took
            little interest in the everyday running of Princes. Eve and Allie suspected the only reason he resided upstairs was to shield
            them from his dalliances.
         

         
         Allie hadn’t gotten three steps past the front door before she heard her siblings whispering in the back room.

         
         “Let me speak to her,” Eve said softly.

         
         She was the most even-tempered of them all. Allie preferred to deal with Eve when trouble was afoot.

         
         “No, I shall.” Dom’s insistent tone did not bode well.

         
         Allie took a deep breath to steel herself. His lectures weren’t nearly as strident as their late father’s had been, but he
            did have a terrible habit of believing himself right about very nearly everything.
         

         
         “Don’t mention Aunt Jocasta,” Eve put in a bit more loudly.
         

         
         At hearing the lady’s name, Allie felt a mix of tenderness and sadness. Though she adored her aunt, Allie had long feared
            they were two of a kind. The odd ducklings of the Prince clan. The awkward ones who never quite fit into a family of fame
            and accomplishments. The ladies who would eventually be relegated to the countryside.
         

         
         Perhaps they were plotting such a fate for Allie, but she would fight it with everything in her.

         
         She might not be a typical Prince, daring and dashing and devil-may-care, but she would not forfeit the autonomy her parents
            had allowed. There’d never been pressure to marry or enter into “acceptable roles for a lady,” and they’d bequeathed each
            of their children an equal share of the family’s wealth and of ownership in their business affairs.
         

         
         No, she would not be sent off to the countryside as her aunt had been.

         
         “What is it that you have to say to me?” she said in as bold and unaffected a tone as she could manage.

         
         Dom stood in the doorway between the front of the shop and its cozy back room. He turned as soon as her question was out.
            “Morning, Allie.”
         

         
         “Morning,” she told him brightly.

         
         She was prepared for this. When necessary, she could be diplomatic. And she certainly wasn’t a child in need of lectures. If they were going to leave her to run the shop while
            they were away, then they needed to trust her to do so.
         

         
         And in this case, she’d done nothing wrong. Lord Corning might not have liked her “too forthright manner,” but Allie had only
            intended to help. To do what was right. And that, unfortunately, often involved telling people what they didn’t wish to hear
            and subsequently landing her in a muddle.
         

         
         Dom paced the back room as he searched for something. She suspected it was his favorite notebook and pen, which he was forever
            misplacing.
         

         
         “I’m still sorry about the trip,” he said in a distracted tone. “Both of us are, but as to the matter with Lord Corning, you
            can’t simply keep . . .” He shrugged as if at a loss to explain. “Rushing in to help, particularly when it’s not wanted.”
         

         
         “Rushing in?” Allie repeated. “I did not rush.”

         
         That earned her an extremely older-brother look. “You know what I mean.” His tone remained gentle. “You’re impulsive, little
            sister. You get a thought in your head, and you speak it. You get a notion in your head, and off you go.”
         

         
         Wasn’t that true of anyone? A person decided on what to say and spoke. They pondered an action and then took the action. She longed to say so but forced herself to keep mum. 

         
         “A little pause. A good deal of contemplation. Some hesitancy would do you a world of good,” he called over his shoulder as
            he trod the polished wooden floor, still searching.
         

         
         “On the shelf over there,” Allie told him, and pointed to the items he’d deposited and forgotten.

         
         “Ah.” He scooped up the notebook and pen and tucked both into the pocket of his coat. “Yes, there they are.”

         
         A simple thank you wouldn’t have gone amiss, but he was in that single-minded Dominic Prince mode that seemed to cause much of his usual thoughtfulness
            to evaporate.
         

         
         “All I’m saying is have a care how you speak to customers while we’re gone.”

         
         She understood her brother’s worry about offending a longtime customer of the shop. And she also understood that as the eldest,
            Dom felt responsible for maintaining the reputation and success of the family’s business.
         

         
         He stopped and patted his pocket as if to reassure himself that the journal he’d placed there was in fact still tucked away.
            Then he sighed. A bit of the tension in his expression ebbed, and he gave her one of those charming tip-tilted smiles that
            made other ladies swoon.
         

         
         “I wish you were coming, but do take care while we’re gone.” The genuine tenderness in his tone had the desired effect.

         
         Allie nodded and grinned, doing her best to reassure him. “Please don’t worry, Dom. I can take care of myself.”

         
         That seemed to be the wrong thing to say. His chiseled jaw tightened and one dark brow arched in the condescending way that, unfortunately,
            caused Allie and her sister to defend themselves even more fiercely.
         

         
         “No offending customers, little Lex.”

         
         If he imagined employing the childhood nickname softened his admonitions, it didn’t. Not a jot.

         
         Allie had to speak. He might be the family swashbuckler, but she’d been running—or helping to run—the shop while he and Eve
            were off on digs or traveling on antiquity hunts.
         

         
         “I am not a child, Dom. And if you worry about how I run Princes, perhaps you should stay and do it yourself. I’ve managed
            things on my own for years, and no catastrophe has befallen Princes.”
         

         
         “No one denies that you keep things afloat for all of us.” Eve chose that moment to step in. “Do they, Dominic?”

         
         As the middle child, Eve had honed her role as mediator over many years. And Allie was grateful that at least one of her siblings
            would defend her. But it was time that Dominic began trusting her judgement too.
         

         
         She might never accomplish anything astonishing, but she knew how to manage Princes, even if she longed for something more.

         
         “You do a fine job running the shop.” He flicked his steel-blue gaze toward Eve and then focused on Allie again. “But the incident with Lord Corning—” 

         
         “I only wished to be helpful.”

         
         Eve moved to stand in front of Dom, facing him. “We should get to the station, don’t you think? Don’t want to miss our train.”

         
         Dom sidestepped Eve. Color had risen into his cheeks. “You confronted the man in Parliament.”

         
         “His lordship tried to sell us a forgery and admitted that he’d already sold some onto his friends. I did him a kindness by
            letting him know, and I went to his private office,” Allie pointed out. “You make it sound as if I stormed the House of Lords.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t put it past you.”

         
         “I’d offer more than a few coins to see that,” Eve said, and then burst into a low, mischievous chuckle.

         
         Allie found herself smiling despite her irritation.

         
         Dom rolled his eyes and marched forward to pull Allie into a brief hug.

         
         “Just keep out of trouble while we’re gone. For my sake. Will you?”

         
         “Of course,” she told him once he’d released her. Though a man of her brother’s reputation urging anyone to be cautious felt
            slightly absurd.
         

         
         “And you too.” She glanced at her sister. “Both of you. Be safe.”

         
         “I think we can handle the wilds of Norfolk,” Eve said with her usual confidence.

         
         Like their mother, Eve was gentle natured and even-tempered. Allie often wished she could be more coolheaded herself.

         
         Impulsive. That was the condemnation thrown at her by Dom more often than any other.
         

         
         She did believe in rushing in if the situation called for it. Wouldn’t anyone?

         
         They were off on an expedition to find an Anglo-Saxon hoard. A few documents they’d acquired from a deceased duke’s estate
            indicated there might be one present in a coastal section of Norfolk. Eve had been doing her own research for years on a potential
            hoard in Yorkshire, though Dom doubted they’d find much there.
         

         
         Their parents had thrived on travel and the allure of digs too. Allie was far more interested in historical documents than
            jewels or coins. Still, she could understand the appeal of taking a brush and trowel, digging into the soil, and coming up
            with something of historic merit. Every single piece that came through their shop held value because it told a story of the
            past. That was an aspect of running the shop that she did love. Passion for history was her birthright every bit as much as
            Princes of London.
         

         
         Eve stepped close and bent to whisper to Allie. “Your time will come. I promise.”

         
         It was a painfully familiar sentiment. One day, she had been told, she’d be able to accompany Papa too. She never had, but she’d collected a lifetime of memories like this
            one—saying goodbye and being left behind.
         

         
         Eve wrapped her in a long, warm hug and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “We shouldn’t be away any longer than a fortnight.”

         
         The hired coach to carry them to St. Pancras already waited outside, and it took them only minutes to secure their traveling cases and start on their way. 

         
         Allie stood on the pavement, waving until they were out of sight. She swallowed against a lump in her throat. She’d done this
            so many times, and yet watching them depart without her always carried a sting.
         

         
         Perhaps she could propose her own expedition, not to seek treasure, but to further her research on lady pirates. She stood
            pondering that possibility until the autumn breeze kicked a few leaves her way, then she went inside.
         

         
         Back in the shop, she finished off the usual tasks to be accomplished before opening. The shop cat, Grendel, watched her with
            unusual interest.
         

         
         “Nothing to worry about, Gren.” It was as if the feline could sense her disappointment. “I know I’ll have my turn one day.
            My time to shine, as Papa used to say.”
         

         
         She placed the final pieces in the main glass case, a parure of large, glittering diamonds and emeralds nestled on a platform
            of black velvet—the most expensive gems in the shop—with care. Allie could admire the beauty of such pieces, but they never
            struck her imagination the way the eighteenth-century flintlock pistol in a nearby case did. Lady pirates Anne Bonny and Mary
            Read might have used such a pistol themselves.
         

         
         A door opened in the back room, and Allie smiled.

         
         Mr. Gibson was their resident jeweler and repairman—his passion was horology and clock repair, but the man could fix almost anything presented to him, and he cut and set jewels to perfection. He was also an antiquarian with a breadth of knowledge of history and antiques that rivaled their father’s. The two had been friends, and Alister Gibson had insisted on staying on after their father’s death, despite Dom’s urging that the man should take a well-deserved retirement. 

         
         “All on your own, are you, Miss Prince?”

         
         “Now that you’re here, I’m not.” Allie greeted the older man with a smile.

         
         He normally remained in his workshop, restoring recent acquisitions or setting gems, but his presence still made Allie feel
            less alone while her siblings were off on expeditions.
         

         
         “I think coffee and scones are in order. What do you say?”

         
         Under his silver mustache, his mouth twitched as if he might grin. “Cannot ever turn down a cup of that brew from next door,
            can I?”
         

         
         None of them could. Princes had been blessed with the serendipity of having a coffeehouse snugged up next door. The scents
            that wafted over drove them all to pleasant distraction most days, and Hawlston’s coffee and baked goods were every bit as
            delicious as they smelled.
         

         
         “Back in a jiffy,” Allie called while bundling into her coat.

         
         She glanced up at the wall of clocks in the shop. Just enough time to collect coffee and treats before her friend Jo arrived for their usual Wednesday morning chat. They’d taken to meeting an hour before the shop opened to discuss books and catch up beyond the watchful gaze of Lady Wellingdon, Jo’s mother. 

         
         The coffeehouse was buzzing, but Mrs. Cline, who ran the front of the cafe, smiled when she spotted Allie crossing the threshold.

         
         Allie raised three fingers and mouthed, “Lavender scones.”

         
         The dark-haired lady manager nodded and tipped her chin toward the seating nook where Allie was allowed to wait for her order.
            It was just inside the kitchen, a little carved-out space big enough for a single chair. Customers weren’t generally allowed
            in the kitchen, but since the Princes were neighbors and patronized the shop daily, Mrs. Cline made the exception.
         

         
         With such a crush of customers, Allie knew she’d have a while to wait, so she pulled out the notebook she carried with her
            everywhere. She immediately began jotting down ideas for research expeditions she might propose to Dom when he returned.
         

         
         She was done waiting for her time to shine.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            Scotland Yard

         

         Drake strode down the hall toward his superior’s office with confidence in the work he’d done and certainty that he would
            finally be rewarded.
         

         
         He had sacrificed sleep and meals and any semblance of a life to focus entirely on the blackmail scheme and the tangled, messy business
            of a prince’s peccadillos. If the payoff came today, it would all have been worth it.
         

         
         He’d entered the force with nothing more than empty pockets and a hunger to lift himself and his sister out of the nightmare
            fate had dealt them, but he was never content as a foot patrolman. Rising through the ranks had always been his goal.
         

         
         Hell, he might aim higher than chief inspector one day. But for now, it was the title and role he’d sought for years, and
            he’d savor it. The youngest man to ever rise to such a rank, just as he’d been one of the youngest to rise to detective inspector.
         

         
         He considered what he’d say when Haverstock offered him the promotion. Among colleagues, Drake tried to show only stoicism and self-control. Displays of emotion were nothing but a distraction in police work, and in the special cases that Haverstock handpicked him for, he couldn’t afford distractions of any kind. 

         
         But the chief constable would expect gratitude.

         
         Thank you, sir seemed too little. It’s damned well time was far too honest. I will not disappoint you, sir was, he knew, what Haverstock truly wished to hear. The older man had taken Drake under his wing, mentoring but also leveraging
            him. He used him for the cases requiring the most discretion. Cases that might require him to maneuver carefully along the
            bounds of the law, and even step over them if needs must.
         

         
         Haverstock understood how far a man would go for ambition, and he’d been waving this promotion under Drake’s nose for years.

         
         But this case had gone beyond what had ever been asked of him. Hellish weeks without proper sleep. False leads. Last night
            and into the small hours of the morning, after working on Howe for a week, the thief had led him to a boardinghouse. A violent
            confrontation with another of M’s minions ended with the discovery under the floorboards of letters purportedly written by
            the prince and one photograph that was undoubtedly of the queen’s heir in a state the Crown would never wish the public to
            see.
         

         
         It seemed the blackmail itself had been thwarted, but M had not been identified or apprehended. And that rankled so much that
            Drake had taken to grinding his teeth until his jaw ached.
         

         
         Like any detective, he loathed loose threads.

         
         At the door of Haverstock’s office in the deepest recesses of the New Scotland Yard building, Drake took a moment to right himself. He’d had only a moment to tidy after the night’s events, but it would have to be enough. 

         
         Haverstock had demanded to be updated immediately. So Drake strode into his superior’s office and handed the white-haired
            man a report he’d just typed himself, pecking away at the too-tiny keys through bleary eyes, and the documents found in the
            rooming house.
         

         
         He stood, as he always did, with his shoulders as square as the window frame. He ignored his aching muscles and bruised knuckles
            and clasped his hands behind his back. He was well practiced at this ritual of standing tall and silent, waiting for the older
            man to cast judgement on the work he’d done.
         

         
         His superiors might quibble with his methods, but he always did his damnedest to get results. For Drake, no other option was
            worth considering. He’d failed monumentally in his past, so he couldn’t stomach anything but success now.
         

         
         And Haverstock knew it. Drake was tagged for delicate cases because he’d proven his loyalty and discretion. Only the blackmail
            case had caused him to doubt the older man’s decisions.
         

         
         Which was why the elusive M and the drive to catch the man would keep him awake at night. He’d find him, and he’d use whatever
            means were required. That’s what separated Drake from those he competed with for promotion and favor.
         

         
         The chief constable had been seconded to Special Branch and relished the work of protecting the realm and the family that sat at the top of it. Drake preferred his work with Scotland Yard, solving crimes against everyday citizens of London, but the damnable, half-resolved blackmail matter was the case that would bring him the promotion he craved. 

         
         “Come in, Drake.” The snow-haired man took the report and began to peruse it immediately.

         
         “Hmmm,” Haverstock murmured, one wrinkled finger tracing the typed lines.

         
         Years ago, such a sound might have shaken Drake’s certainty, causing his gut to twist. Today, he was exhausted and ready for
            the formalities of this briefing to be finished so that he could begin planning how to take on his new role.
         

         
         “You continue to impress me, Drake,” the old man finally said and looked up at him.

         
         “Pleased to hear that, sir.” He didn’t smile. Didn’t preen. Didn’t allow the flare of pride he felt to soften his stance or
            allow himself to rest for a single moment on the commendation.
         

         
         “I shall inform the relevant parties that the threat has been eliminated.” He tapped the pages in front of him. “And we’re
            certain that all the blackmailer’s proof has been found and destroyed? That there are no copies extant?”
         

         
         “As certain as we can be, sir. Using my informant’s details, I found the photo and the two letters, which is all the blackmail letters ever referred to. My further questioning of Howe was vigorous enough that I believe he’s told us all.” 

         
         “Very good.” He spared the photograph and letters little more than a disgusted glance before swiveling in his chair and tossing
            the lot onto the fire blazing in the grate. “Thank God, that distasteful matter is at an end without tarnishing the Crown
            and the royal family.”
         

         
         “Not at an end, sir. There’s still the matter of M. I will find him.” He felt the truth of it, even if he didn’t yet know
            where to look for the man next. Still, he’d solved every one of his cases in a decade-long career. He’d solve this one too.
            “You know I won’t stop until the last thread is tied up.”
         

         
         “I suspect the man lost his nerve and will shrink back into obscurity after his failure to cause real harm to the prince.
            You’ve done well.” Haverstock allowed a rare smile. “You never fail me, do you, son?”
         

         
         “Never.” At the word son, a stab of old fury skewered into his gut. He fisted the hands he still held behind his back. Memories tried to push their
            way into his mind.
         

         
         Breathe. Just breathe. He fought back the panic that reared up when he allowed his mind to wander those old paths. The past was cold and done. There
            was no life in it. Only his future mattered. Only the accomplishments he meant to stack up, only the power he hoped to wield
            by rising as high as Haverstock’s title one day. Hell, maybe higher.
         

         
         And Haverstock meant well.

         
         God knew he wasn’t that man who used to call Drake son when he’d done no more for the privilege than bed his mother and eat their food and take up space in their too-small lodging
            room. Fool, vermin, a waste of space—the vile man’s favored condemnations were always followed by a strike or a kick for emphasis.
         

         
         Until the day Drake had grown taller and stronger than his mother’s paramour. Until the day he’d taken his siblings away from
            that dingy room and never returned.
         

         
         His true father was a phantom. A thing of myth and wild stories his mother had conjured to give his child’s mind something
            to latch onto. She’d claimed he was a nobleman—a duke—though Drake had never believed it. Yet sometimes he’d used it, a kind
            of currency to garner respect, though just as often it had backfired into ridicule.
         

         
         As a green recruit on the force, he’d told a mate the story and had been nicknamed Duke ever since. At first as a form of
            ribbing, but now, after his peers had seen what he could do and how relentless he was about doing it, the moniker was only
            ever used familiarly. Respectfully.
         

         
         Not by Haverstock, of course. The man relished rank above all else. The implication that Drake held a duke’s blood in his
            veins would make it harder to treat him paternally, to feel the full weight of his power and superiority.
         

         
         So Drake allowed the occasional son in their conversations, and endured the man’s delusion that he would court his daughter one day. He’d do a great deal to climb the ranks to sit where Haverstock did, but using a young lady as a pawn held no appeal. 

         
         “I know what you’re aiming for, Drake. But I can’t offer it to you.” Haverstock seemed to note the muscle that tightened Drake’s
            jaw and lifted a finger in the air. “Yet.”
         

         
         “When?”

         
         “Soon, Drake. Soon. Your day will come. Stanhope will move up by year’s end. That will leave one slot for a chief inspector.”

         
         Haverstock danced enticingly over the words while his gaze remained glued on Drake.

         
         The man saw him as a tool. Tempered with praise and honed by ambition. He knew the older man understood he played a balancing
            act between giving him a bit of power and always holding something back. He wanted to keep him hungry so that he’d work harder
            to prove himself, and yet the game couldn’t drag out too long.
         

         
         A starving hound eventually bit back.

         
         “I’m counting on soon, sir,” Drake told him, then shifted his stance, assuming he’d be dismissed so he could get a bloody
            hour of sleep, if he was lucky, in his office chair before the others arrived for work.
         

         
         “Join us for dinner on Saturday evening, Drake. We’ll be attending a party hosted by Lord Wellingdon. He’s long been a proponent
            of child labor laws and is now pressing that working-class housing law I know you’re keen on. Mrs. Haverstock and Lavinia
            would be pleased to see you.”
         

         
         Drake had heard of Wellingdon. Like his sister, he kept an eye on any laws and policies meant to help those who struggled, as they had in their youth, to keep a roof over their heads and their bellies full. He and Helen and their younger brother, George, had worked long hours when they should have been enjoying childhood. 

         
         “I would like to meet Lord Wellingdon. Thank you for the invitation. What time shall I arrive?”

         
         Haverstock waved his hand in the air, almost dismissively. “Whenever your day here is done and you’ve tidied yourself. If
            you arrive at our home early, more time for you and Lavinia to speak awhile before we depart.”
         

         
         “Very good.” Drake nodded and lifted a brow. “Anything else, sir?”

         
         Haverstock reached out and laid a hand over a document on his desk. “There is one last thing. I thought you’d wish to know.”
            He flipped what Drake recognized as a handwritten police report. “Howe was found a few hours ago.”
         

         
         “That’s not possible.” His mind ran through the memory of his last encounter with the man. “He was going to leave London.”

         
         Drake had given his reluctant informant the funds for a train ticket himself, though he thought it best not to tell Haverstock
            that part. The chief would see it as weakness.
         

         
         “Well, he didn’t do so soon enough, it seems.”

         
         Drake snatched up the paper, scanning quickly over the neatly printed words. A cold chill froze his blood, and then a boiling
            fury rushed in to replace it.
         

         
         Howe had been found in the East End. At one of the brothels he favored. And he’d had his throat cut, just as he’d warned Drake would happen if he revealed M’s identity. But he hadn’t. Howe had provided clues that allowed Drake to find the blackmail materials, and yet the thief had steadfastly refused to give away the mastermind behind it all. 

         
         And he’d been terrified once Drake released him.

         
         “I realize the man was a useful informant, but I didn’t know you’d be so affected.” Haverstock watched him with an assessing
            frown.
         

         
         “I saw the man alive hours ago. Bit of a shock, sir. Nothing more.”

         
         Haverstock seemed satisfied with that reply and settled back into his chair.

         
         Drake lifted the report regarding Howe. “I’ll take this and add it to the case file.”

         
         Haverstock waved as if glad to be rid of it.

         
         “That will be all, Drake. Won’t be long before Ransome and the others get in.”

         
         Drake strode back to his desk, intending to use the few moments before the office filled to close his eyes. His chair groaned
            as he dropped into it, and he let out a sigh as he lifted his boot heels onto the edge of his desk. Leaning back, he let the
            worn leather catch his head and closed his eyes. But he couldn’t find true rest.
         

         
         He regretted Howe’s death. The man would steal your wallet as soon as look at you, but he’d never killed anyone, as far as
            Drake knew.
         

         
         He’d given him funds to leave London because he’d believed Howe’s claim that M would come after him as soon as the plan was thwarted. Why the hell had he bothered with a brothel rather than getting himself on a train as he’d vowed to do? 

         
         The conversation in Haverstock’s office played in his mind too, and he gritted his teeth.

         
         Soon. The word had sounded more like a taunt than a promise. He loathed being a puppet pulled along by Haverstock’s strings. If
            he could maneuver past the man, he would, though he suspected the chief constable could thwart any such attempt.
         

         
         The chief had him exactly where he wanted him, but the bit was starting to rankle.

         
         One thing was certain. He wasn’t going to court the man’s daughter.

         
         Indeed, he had no time for romancing anyone. He had a criminal mastermind to find, and he sure as hell didn’t need any distractions
            in his life.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Allie closed her notebook, satisfied with the list she’d made, though not feeling particularly passionate about any of items
            on it. Indeed, the idea of reorganizing the back room and the upstairs storage space at Princes intrigued her more.
         

         
         If she was going to be left to run the shop, then she might as well do it her way.

         
         She glanced up at the counter, wondering if Mrs. Cline had forgotten her. Though, in fairness, the shop was still buzzing
            with customers and the din of conversation had only grown since her arrival.
         

         
         Then one man’s voice cut across the cacophony, sounding desperate, raspy, and deep as a foghorn.

         
         “Quiet, man! Talk like that and you’ll see us all hang.”

         
         “Hangin’? Lose our bloody heads, we will,” a higher-pitched masculine voice offered in a panicked whisper.

         
         Allie stilled but the men’s voices got lost in the hum of conversation. They were close, and she dared a peek around the corner of the nook she sat in. Most customers in the coffeehouse were gentlemen hunched in conversation. She wondered if the trio at the table nearest the nook were the ones she’d heard. All wore dark clothes and two sat elbow to elbow with their backs to her, blocking her view of a third man in a black derby hat. 

         
         “Most pathetic thieves I’ve ever known.” This voice came more clearly in a clipped, elegant style. Not the London accents
            of the two other men.
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