
  
    [image: Seductive Caress]
  


  
    
      SEDUCTIVE CARESS

    

    
      
        CARLA SIMPSON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Oliver Heber Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      All rights reserved.

      No part of this publication may be sold, copied, distributed, reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, mechanical or digital, including photocopying and recording or by any information storage and retrieval system without the prior written permission of both the publisher, Oliver Heber Books and the author, Carla Simpson, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      PUBLISHER'S NOTE: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Copyright © 1992 by Carla Simpson

      Published by Oliver-Heber Books

      0 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        A Dangerous Desire

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

    

    
      
        Also by Carla Simpson

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A DANGEROUS DESIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      The gaslit streets of Victorian London were no place for a lady like Jessamyn Hamilton. There was a madman on the loose, but she was determined to find her sister, and followed her only clues into Whitechapel’s darkest alleys... and darkest secrets.

      Devlin Burke didn’t have time to find her sister. He was on the trail of a killer who had already struck twice, leaving behind a handful of clues and a bloody trail that was terrifying all of London.

      But as the two cases began to intertwine, he was drawn to this young woman who was not what she seemed, with a fragile beauty that disguised a fierce and determined heart and secrets of her own.
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      September 8, 1888

      

      The fog wrapped clinging fingers around street lamps and stalked the streets. It draped buildings in a gray cloak, and muted the drunken cackle of laughter from a dance hall, the slurred curses of an abrupt argument, and hurried footsteps on the sidewalks of London's infamous Whitechapel District.

      A young woman hurried down the street, hands burrowed deep inside a moth-eaten fur muff. The muff, along with the black, threadbare coat worn over the patched brown linsey skirt, with shirtwaist and drooping hat, were all she had against the aching cold of the night.

      She increased her pace, anxious to be home within the safe walls of the small flat she shared with another young woman. Since the murders began, it wasn't safe to be out on the streets at night. She thought of her flat mate, and hoped she was home. The coal stove would be lit, and it would be warm. She didn't like going home to a cold, empty flat.

      She cut across the street. A rat stared brazenly back at her from among the flotsam of garbage that littered the gutter. The fog trapped the heavy stench of the sewer, refuse, and horse dung in the cold night air.

      At the next corner, she turned and then darted down a nearby alley. It was lined with indiscriminate, rundown flats that looked like old used women, all squatted in a row, curtainless windows sagging like heavy, exposed bosoms, and crumbling brickwork that resembled worn, faded skirts draped along the sidewalk.

      She reached the flat, Number 9 at the end, and slipped the key into the lock. There was a soft, warm glow about the room from the coal stove.

      The muff was discarded on the small table beside the bed, her fingers brushing against the pale envelope with its elegant handwriting. She had meant to mail it, but had forgotten to take it with her. Tomorrow would be soon enough.

      She sat on the edge of the bed and lit the oil lamp on the table.

      Then she unlaced her shoes. Her feet were wet and cold. She was always cold, and alone. Except here. She glanced at the door to the adjacent room. Her flat mate must have already gone to bed.

      She decided to fix a cup of tea. Perhaps her flat mate would join her. There was a knock at the door. She jumped, almost dropping the teapot.

      “Who could that be, this time of night?” She wasn’t expecting anyone. Perhaps her flat mate had a visitor.

      She thought of asking if anyone was expected, but it was dark beneath the door to the adjacent room. She approached the door, bolted from the inside.

      “Who is it?” she called out.

      "I've got a message."

      She frowned, wondering who would send a message this time of night. Still, it might be important. She unbolted the lock.

      The door crashed back on its hinges. A blast of cold air whipped into the room, a gust of wind snuffed out the oil lamp by the bedside.

      Dangerous shadows plunged into the room. A steel blade slashed through the black night, and the woman's terrified scream died in the swirling mist.
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      The room smelled of death.

      It spilled out of the shadows and wrapped around the hushed whispers of the curiosity seekers who peered in at the window and door. It smothered the air and choked into the throat.

      The first thought was always the same. Please don't let it be a child!

      A child's death was the worst. So much loss. Lost innocence, lost hopes and dreams, a lost smile. Once a child reached adulthood on the hard streets of London's East End, if they lived that long, hopes, dreams, and smiles were left far behind, with innocence that died in the face of the daily struggle to survive amid poverty and disease. If they ever existed at all.

      But this was not a child's room.

      It was the room of one of the countless prostitutes who plied their trade in the saloons and taverns of Whitechapel, bartering themselves for a few coins, some drink, possibly a meal, selling their lives away.

      No matter how many times he experienced it, it always affected Inspector Devlin Burke the same, that shudder as if he'd been doused with a bucket of icy water, the anger, and then the regret that was hidden behind the hard line of his mouth and the firm set of his jaw.

      His intense gaze scanned the room as he took a mental inventory of first impressions. The uniformed constable in charge, a stocky man with coal-black hair and wide-set eyes by the name of Hobbs, cleared his throat.

      "She's over 'ere, sir."

      Burke finally looked up, his mouth pulled into a tight frown.

      "Yes, of course. Let's get on with it."

      He stepped over to the narrow bed against the far wall. A man pushed his way through the uniformed officers who guarded the doorway. Mr. Sinjin Devoe.

      Burke always relied on first impressions. They were instinctive and rarely wrong. His first impression of Sinjin Devoe had been that the man resembled a sleek ferret.

      His suits and the overcoat he wore against the bone-chilling London weather were of the finest worsted wool. He was tall and walked with an economy of movement. He was fair, with even features that women invariably considered handsome. But there was something in those gray eyes, beneath brows perpetually arched with disapproval, that Burke didn't quite trust,

      Those eyes were cool, remote, thorough. Burke was certain that little escaped them. But there was something else behind those eyes, a void, an emptiness, a complete lack of any emotion. Even rage was better than nothing at all.

      A man could trust the honesty of rage. But Sinjin Devoe's eyes were void of all expression, like narrow slits of ice. Burke had learned long ago not to trust a man who showed no emotion.

      He didn't bother to disguise his irritation at the special assistant who'd been pushed off on him by Chief Inspector Abberline. He'd been given no choice.

      "He was sent over from the Commissioner's office. They have asked us to give him our full cooperation. This is not a request, Burke. It's a direct order."

      Abberline had gone on to explain, "Take him round with you on a couple of your other cases, but keep him away from the Ripper case. I've enough trouble on my hands with the press, the Home Office, and Buckingham Palace putting on pressure to end this Jack the Ripper madness.

      "I don't need some ambitious, bureaucratic fool who's never set foot in Whitechapel trying to tell me how go about my work. Between you and me, the man is an idiot, but one we must put up with just long enough to satisfy the commissioner that we're doing our job. Then we can be rid of him."

      Burke wished he shared Abberline's confidence at being rid of Devoe. The man wasn't an idiot. He was inquisitive, ambitious, and tenacious, and he was determined to involve himself in the Ripper case in spite of Burke's efforts against it.

      After word was sent over that morning that another girl had been found dead, Burke had changed his usual routine. He hadn't gone round to the station first. Instead he left straight away from his flat hoping to avoid Devoe.

      Now, as Devoe shouldered his way through the uniformed constables with that unmistakable air of authority, Burke realized the man had an uncanny ability for always knowing precisely where he could be found—either that, or someone at the police station was giving him information about the case against Abberline's direct orders.

      Burke was inclined to believe the latter. With the meager wages that were paid, the loyalty of London's finest was easily bought.

      "I had a devil of a time finding this place," Devoe cut in, inserting himself between Burke and Hobbs.

      "What a wretched, stinking little hovel this is."

      "It's not rightly Buckingham Palace, sir," Hobbs replied. "But then if it was, it wouldn't suit most of the whores in Whitechapel. The Royal Palace is a bit gawdy and drafty fer their customers," he added, in a conversational tone that masked the subtle nuance of contempt.

      Devoe's gaze narrowed, reminding Burke of another thing he'd noticed about the man, that it might be dangerous to cross him.

      "The Commissioner has been gravely concerned about the gross amount of ineptitude with which this case has been handled," he pointedly commented.

      "Since this case is not yet solved, I suggest you be about your duties."

      Burke saw the constable's flash of anger and interceded, placing himself between Devoe and Hobbs.

      "I will need the information from the two constables who found the body. If you would get that for me." Then he added with quiet authority, "Now, if you will, Hobbs."

      Slowly, the big man backed down. The fists clenched at his sides slowly relaxed. He bobbed his head and muttered, "Right away, sir."

      Devoe brushed at an invisible speck of lint on his coat sleeve after he had gone.

      "I went round to your place first thing, but you'd already left." He sniffed with disapproval, "Without telling anyone of your destination. We are supposed to be working together."

      Burke ignored the last remark. "You seemed to have discovered my whereabouts without too much effort."

      He didn't bother to disguise his contempt as he went over to the bed in the small, cramped room, but there was no way to keep Devoe out of this without causing more problems, even though he felt an almost overwhelming urge to feel the man's throat beneath his fingers.

      The coverlet on the bed that was nothing more than a few slats of wood on a frame, was  much-mended, made of satin that had probably once adorned the bed of some member of society before it was donated to the charity house, and badly stained.

      Both the coverlet and the quilt had been carefully drawn across the bed. Someone, perhaps the murderer, had taken great care to give the bed a neat appearance as though the woman there had been tucked in for the night.

      A silk shawl in a garish purple color lay at the floor beside the bed, as if the woman who wore it had just returned. But she hadn't just returned. She'd been there for several hours, beneath the quilt, the coverlet, her pale, bloodless hand dangling from under the edge of the quilt.

      "I suppose the wretch was a prostitute like the others," Devoe speculated in a disdainful tone as he joined Burke beside the bed.

      Burke smothered back the urge to shove Devoe's teeth down his throat.

      "It's the only way a girl has of makin' her way in the world on her own. It's not as if they choose it because they've nothin' better to do."

      "You act as if you sympathize with the poor creatures," Devoe remarked.

      "I understand how they end this way.”

      Burke pulled the covers back, exposing the woman's body and the intricate slashes across the pale torso, the flesh methodically carved, internal organs carefully removed.

      For all his cool disdain and air of superiority, Devoe gasped. He gagged as he tried to draw a deep breath.

      "Good God!" he exclaimed in a muffled voice behind the handkerchief he abruptly pulled from his coat pocket and smothered over his mouth and nose against the stench of death. He turned away.

      Hobbs returned and handed Burke the notes taken by the constables who had found the murdered girl.

      "The marks are the same as the other two," he said in a grim voice. "Poor thing."

      "Was any sort of weapon found? A knife perhaps?" Burke asked, pushing past the first shock at the sight of the mutilated body. They talked around Devoe as if he weren't there.

      "Not that any of my men found, sir. But then the place was already full of people from the street when we got here."

      He glanced over at the crowd of spectators that gawked at the door and windows.

      Burke frowned. "Get them out of here. I don't want anything disturbed more than it has been already."

      "Yes, sir."

      "Who found her?"

      "An old woman across the way. The door to the flat was standing open. She thought it was unusual and came over. That's when she found the body."

      "How long ago?"

      "Just after ten o'clock this mornin', sir. My men arrived here just a few minutes before you did."

      Burke cursed softly. "And by the looks of things, God knows what might have been disturbed. Get the damn room closed off. No one comes in without my permission."

      "Yes, sir!"

      Amid loud protests and disgruntled objections the crowd reluctantly dispersed. They would be back. Burke understood their anger. It came from the fear that gripped Whitechapel District with the Ripper still stalking the streets, and now it appeared he'd claimed another victim.

      He turned his attention back to the room. It was spartan, but neatly kept, a small private cocoon. A young woman had died here. Her meager possessions were laid out on the bedside table, across the back of a wobbly chair, and in the drawers of the narrow chest that contained a few plain but clean garments. The room had its secrets as well, threads of the fabric of her pitiful existence. It was his responsibility to learn those secrets.

      Who was she? How had she come to the streets of Whitechapel? Had she been born here, or abandoned to the streets as a child? Was there anyone to grieve for her?

      Like photographs, Burke stored the myriad details of the room in his memory, the neatly arranged bed covers that at first concealed the victim like a shroud, everything carefully straightened and tidy, except for the small table beside the bed that tilted at an angle. One of the legs had come off, as if there had perhaps been a struggle and someone had fallen back against it. Although nothing else in the room suggested violence, except for the woman's body.

      These details were now part of an intricate puzzle that had begun weeks earlier when two other women were murdered in precisely the same manner.

      Hobbs returned from dispatching his instructions. Burke didn't look up as he continued his inspection of the room.

      "What was the girl's name?"

      "No one seems to know much about her. She moved in a few weeks ago. Had a hard time comin' up with the rent the first few weeks, then paid everything current. Probably hidin' out from someone. Didn't want nobody knowin' her name," Hobbs speculated.

      "It's common enough in Whitechapel."

      "She'd come into some money somehow,” Burke noted. A wealthy client who paid for her services?

      "Money?" Devoe had returned, carefully averting his gaze from the girl's body.

      "She was obviously quite penniless. Look at the way she lived." He waved his hand through the air to include the whole of the small room.

      "A common street girl, a prostitute.” He added in a superior tone, "It isn't likely that such a girl had any money. Take a look about you, Inspector. This was not a robbery."

      Burke's gaze narrowed. He had seen far more than Devoe. It wasn't a robbery that had taken place here. There were coins in a glass jar at the dressing table, as if they were being saved for something.

      A girl had been brutally murdered for no apparent reason, and Devoe seemed to know far more about the Ripper case than he'd been able to learn in the few days he'd been in the district. Somehow he'd acquired information about the other murders, even though Abberline kept the files carefully locked away.

      He disagreed with Devoe's conclusions. "She wasn't like the others,” he said thoughtfully, more to himself than for anyone else. There were clues all about them to the sort of life she'd lived the past few weeks, if one took the time to look for them.

      The small coal stove was hot to the touch. It had been burning for several hours. No ordinary prostitute in Whitechapel could afford the quantity of coal to keep a stove going all night. Then he noticed the coal bin. It was almost full, an expensive luxury for a penniless street whore, and there were the curtains at the windows instead of coarse sack cloth. They were of good quality, without a tear or mend, and spotlessly clean. In fact, other than obvious signs of a struggle near the bed, the room was immaculate, as if someone regularly took a great deal of care to see that it stayed that way—not the usual habits of one of Whitechapel's working ladies.

      He made no mention of his observations to Devoe as he stepped back to the bed. This time there was no emotion, only detached,  impartial observation. The girl's stays were carefully unlaced, not cut by the slash of a blade, as if she might have been in the process of undressing for the night when she opened the door?

      It wasn't something she would have done if the man were a stranger. It meant that she knew her attacker. Then there was the bolt on the door. It was new, recently installed. The wood was freshly exposed where the bolt was mounted. This young woman had been careful. Yet, Hobbs said the old woman across the way had found the door standing open, and there was no evidence that it had been forced open.

      Burke gently lifted the woman's hand. She was no more than twenty years old  at the most. She had once been quite attractive. Now, her skin was cold, the joints of her fingers stiff with rigor mortis.

      He discovered something that had obviously been overlooked.

      With a small pocket knife he carefully removed several black woolen threads from beneath one of her fingernails, while Devoe moved about the room supposedly searching for other clues.

      Without a word about his discovery, Burke carefully deposited the pieces of wool thread into a small envelope and handed it to Hobbs. A look passed between them, and Hobbs nodded.

      The room was silent except for the murmur of conversation from the constables posted at the door. They had seen this sort of brutality twice before, but the shock was still there. Burke looked down at the pathetic, mutilated body of the young woman and tried to imagine the events that had taken place in that room.

      He was taken back to another time and place, another event so profound that it had marked his life forever. He had wanted to cheat death then. He found he wanted to cheat it now, for this poor nameless girl.

      "Sir? I've found something."

      Roused from his thoughts, Burke gently laid the girl's hand back down on the bedcover and drew the coverlet over her as if he could somehow give her some small portion of the dignity in death that had eluded her in life. Then he followed Hobbs.

      It was another room that had at first gone unnoticed behind a door indicated possibly led to the alley. The room was spartanly furnished with a narrow cot, scarred wood dresser, and a single chair. There was a small window at the back. It might have been a closet it was so small.

      A small square of lace covered the scarred dresser top. A threadbare cushion in a pale shade of rose had been placed on the chair seat to ease the hardness of it. On closer inspection, a cheap vase turned out to be a gin bottle. It was filled with flowers.

      As in the first room, there was no sign of violence, nothing had been disturbed. It was neat, tidy, everything in perfect order. And yet someone had been here recently. Water stood in the washbowl on the small nightstand, as if the one who occupied this room might have been in the process of washing when she was disturbed. By an unexpected visitor, or possibly the violence in the adjacent room?

      Two rooms, two beds. Two women?

      It was more than a possibility. Even in the poor East End of Whitechapel, it was impossible for a woman on her own to afford the rent on even the most run-down flat, let alone one with two rooms.

      It made sense that two women had shared the flat and the rent. But if so, where was the second woman?

      Had she been there the night before? What had she seen? Had she witnessed the murder and then fled in terror for her life? Or was she simply out for the evening with others who earned their living off the streets?

      There were dozens of questions, for which there were no answers.

      Not yet, but he would find them.

      He gave his instructions to have this room carefully examined as well. Then he returned to the first room, where two of his constables were involved in a heated discussion with a reporter from the Daily Telegraph newspaper.

      "Inspector Burke!" the reporter exclaimed. "He craned his head over the constable's shoulder, his gaze fastening on the bed.

      "Has there been another murder? Was it done in the same manner as the others? Who was she? Was she a prostitute?"

      Burke pushed back the irritation as he repeated his instructions that the room was to be completely sealed off from everyone except himself and his men. The reporter was gently but forcefully removed, shouting questions all the way down the alley where a police barricade had been set up.

      "Parasite!" he muttered under his breath, as he scrutinized the room one last time before turning it over to his people to carefully search for any possible clues. But he was forced to admit he had the same questions.

      The fog was beginning to burn off. Pale sunlight streamed through the spotlessly polished glass windows. It made the room deceptively cozy and inviting, and glittered off a tiny object on the worn, braided rug in that tiny adjacent room.

      The pin was intricately designed and felt very heavy in the palm of his hand. It appeared to be made of real gold, and the perfectly matched stones that formed the petals of a flower also appeared to be real, not just colored glass.

      It was very expensive and very old, an heirloom perhaps, the sort of pin a well-placed lady might own.

      Did it belong to the victim? Had it been torn loose as she struggled against her attacker? How had she come by such a costly thing?

      "All finished, then?" Devoe had come up behind him.

      "It's obvious no one can tell us anything about what happened here. We should get back and make our report to the Chief Inspector."

      Burke dropped the pin into his pocket. He said nothing of his discovery as he followed Devoe from the room. He stopped at the door and glanced back at the two rooms.

      Another woman had been there the night before. He was certain of it. What had happened to her?
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      The pale green lace of a fern framed delicate blossoms of rare orchids, violets, and fuchsia that peeked from under the outstretched leaves of coleus and maidenhair.

      Light filtered down through hundreds of opaque panes in the glass dome of the solarium, illuminating everything in perfect, brilliant light.

      The temperature was mild, the air was moist. A fine sheen of moisture clung to glass, leaves, and petals, until it collected and ran in tiny rivulets to the tips and formed quivering, suspended droplets. Overall was the pervading sound of water.

      Like soft voices, it played over the senses. It gurgled and ran in complete abandon from the center of the marble fountain, then laughed and tumbled over the rim of the top basin.

      It slowed then and sighed, swirling gently, before it slipped lazily over the rim of the second basin, where it caught for a moment, then whispered farewell. It disappeared in a swirling vortex, to spring forth again moments later from the fountainhead, rippling and giggling, mischievous as a child.

      The only other sound was the stroke of a brush across canvas, in steady, rhythmic movements. Then it stopped, only to begin again. Without interruption, the sounds of the water and the brush blended in a subtle symphony.

      She didn't hear it at first, the rhythmic click of serviceable shoes, the snap of fabric of the crisply starched maid's uniform.

      "Miss Jessamyn?"

      Her concentration broken. Jessamyn Hamilton stood back from the canvas. She finally accepted that the creative moment she'd struggled with for hours was gone now.

      "Yes? What is it, Rose?"

      "Mrs. Pierce asked me to bring you this letter. It arrived yesterday. It was on Mr. Hamilton's desk in the library," she added.

      "It is addressed to you, miss."

      Jessamyn made an impatient gesture in the direction of the table covered with glass jars of powdered pigments, a tin of linseed oil, and myriad brushes.

      "Put it there."

      "If you don't mind me sayin', this one is one of yer finest," Rose commented.

      Wiping her hands with a cleaning cloth, Jessamyn glanced at the maid with an amused expression.

      Her finest.

      She'd been working for hours and finally felt that she'd gotten the background right.

      It had been difficult to concentrate the past few weeks. She was too preoccupied. Perhaps it would have been better to set the painting aside and go back to it later. But as difficult and frustrating as it was, it was also cathartic.

      Painting was freedom of expression and emotion, completely unstructured in its form. And yet the discipline it required brought structure to the chaos she'd lived with the past weeks.

      She could change color, form, and texture, alter images, add new ones, or abandon them altogether, and begin again. Painting focused and balanced her life, gave back some measure of control, when everything else seemed to be spinning crazily out of control.

      She'd only just begun to stroke in the lines of images she'd been contemplating that afternoon. There was no texture, no definitive form. To say it was only a beginning was an understatement, and yet, Rose liked it.

      "It's Kensington Park," she explained. "In the fall, when all the trees start to change colors."

      The girl stepped closer and inspected the canvas, her mouth puckering in concentration. "Oh, I can see it plain as day, miss. There's all sorts o' trees everywhere. Oh, I do like it, miss."

      Jessamyn smiled. "Those are supposed to be people, Rose. At least they will be when I've finished with them."

      "Oh," the maid responded in a small voice, then brightened. "There will be trees, won't there, miss?"

      "Yes, a great many of them."

      "That's nice, miss. A park just wouldn't be a park without trees." She hesitated, rocking impatiently from one spotlessly polished shoe to the other. "Are ye goin' to open it, miss?"

      Jess set her brushes in the apothecary jar filled with turpentine for cleaning. She looked up with a frown.

      "It has been here, unopened, for two days. 'Course, you'd a had it sooner if Mrs. Pierce had seen it first." Rose fastened lids to the jars of mixed paints and twisted them down tightly.

      "It might be important," she rattled on. "Maybe a special invitation now that the season has begun. Miss Allison always wanted to see every invitation the moment it arrived, even if she did take her time responding to them. She always said, a lady shouldn't seem too eager."

      At the mention of her sister Jess felt a flash of pain. It had become familiar over the past three weeks.

      "Yes," she said, a smile curving her mouth at the memory. "She always insisted on seeing every invitation the moment it arrived"

      "And you wouldn't want to be impolite to Miss Kelly, who sent it. Mrs. Hamilton wouldn't approve of ye neglecting yer social duties."

      Yes, she mustn't disappoint her stepmother, Jess thought, with an equally familiar feeling of resentment, then frowned.

      "Rose, what did you just say?"

      “That Mrs. Hamilton wouldn't approve."

      "No! Before that!"

      There was a perplexed expression on the maid's face. "I said that ye wouldn't want to be impolite."

      "What was the name you mentioned?"

      "Oh! that. Miss Kelly, it was. Wot sent you that letter. Mary Kelly. It's right there on the outside of the envelope." Her eyes grew very large. "I didn't mean to go readin' nothin' personal, miss."

      The brushes were thrown down on the table, momentarily forgotten as Jess snatched up the envelope that only moments before she'd casually waved aside, not wanting to be bothered with some social invitation. The name, Mary Kelly, was written in bold, unmistakable letters.

      Mary Kelly was the name of an imaginary friend she and Allison had invented as children. Mary shared their escapades and adventures. She was trustworthy and loyal, someone they could tell all their secrets to and never fear betrayal from. It had been years since Jess thought of Mary Kelly.

      It must be a coincidence, or a cruel joke. Yet, somehow she sensed it was neither.

      Jess started to open the envelope. Her frown deepened at the postmark stamped across the back.

      Whitechapel.

      It was one of the poorest, most wretched sections of London, in the East End where those horrible murders had taken place recently. She took a deep breath and then slipped her finger under the seal.

      

      Dearest Jess,

      Forgive me for not writing sooner. I know how worried you must be. There was no time to tell you of my plans, it would have been too dangerous. Even now, I fear sending you this letter. Therefore, I used the name of our childhood friend.

      I am safe and well. I've been staying with a young woman by the name of Annie Chapman. She's been very kind to me.

      Please don't worry about me, and do not try to find me.

      You must tell no one about this letter. It is better this way. I will write again, when I can. You are in my thoughts constantly.

      Your loving sister, Allison.

      

      Jessamyn read the cryptic words scrawled in familiar loops and flourishes across the plain, poor quality paper several more times.

      Fear seemed to leap off the paper at her in the heavy dark stain where the tip of the pen had hesitated on the paper and the ink bled into puddles, in lines that skidded hastily and then disappeared, only to begin again in a chaotic rush across the page.

      That same fear filled the safe, remote world inside the solarium, and slipped around Jess's heart like a cold steel band.

      "Is anything wrong, miss? Are ye feelin' all right? Yer tremblin'! Should I go fetch Mrs. Pierce?"

      Jess stopped her with a hand at her arm. "No! Please, I'm quite all right. It's from a friend," she hastily added. "Someone I haven't heard from in a very long time."

      Her sister's warning made her careful with her words. "A friend from school… in Paris."

      "Then it was important." Rose smiled with self-importance.

      "Yes, very important.” Jessamyn carefully slipped the letter back inside the envelope, safe from curious eyes, and put it into the pocket of her work apron.

      "In all the excitement over the letter, I almost forgot!" Rose exclaimed. "Mrs. Ambrose said you was to dress for supper. His Lordship is expected this evenin'."

      Jess looked up. "Lord Rushmore is dining here this evening?"

      "That's right, miss. And Mrs. Ambrose said you wasn't to be late this time. He's due to arrive promptly at eight o'clock." The maid smiled, satisfied with herself that she'd delivered good news with the letter and the instructions that her mistress had been so firm about.

      Jason Deverell, Lord Rushmore, Jess's brother-in-law. He and Allison had been married the year before. The wedding was the social event of the season. They lived an idyllic life, in a beautiful home, Deverell Hall.

      The Deverell family were cousins to the Royal Family. By all social standards, Allison had made a very successful marriage and seemed happy. Then, three weeks ago, her sister disappeared.

      Jason was devastated. In the weeks since, he'd maintained a careful facade because of his social position. He informed all their friends that Allison was simply away, visiting friends. Privately, he had several discreetly chosen people looking for her. And in almost three weeks there was still no word, no information, no one who'd seen her, and no clue what might had happened. Allison Deverell, Lady Rushmore, had vanished without a trace.

      At first Jess refused to believe that her sister had disappeared without a word to anyone—it wasn't like her. But as the days became a week, then two, and many sleepless nights, they were  forced to accept that is exactly what had happened.

      Jason called on them at least twice weekly, or sent his footman round with messages for her father to inform them if there had been any news about Allison. Just the day before, they'd had a brief message from him, but once again there was no news of her sister.

      Had she gone off on holiday? Possibly a visit to a distant relative?

      Each day that passed, Jess's fears deepened. At least now she had word from her, though it only brought more questions.

      Surely Jason had some word from her.

      "You must tell no one about this letter..."

      "It's a pity Miss Allison ain't in London," Rose said, as she picked up the brushes Jess had thrown down on the table in her haste to read the letter.

      "Is she acquainted with Miss Kelly?

      The servants in both households had been told that Lady Rushmore was away visiting friends, outside London.

      "Yes," Jess hastily replied. "We were all very good friends."

      She thought wistfully of their childhood, and longed for that time of innocence. Mary Kelly was their pretend friend, but Allison had been her real, best friend.

      It was Allison who had encouraged her to take art instruction when they went away to school in Paris, and then persuaded her to take her first finished pieces to Monsieur Gilot, the renowned gallery owner.

      Four years ago he established a second gallery in London, and Allison once again encouraged her to take her best pieces to him.

      Her father and her stepmother assumed that her paintings languished in his gallery, hidden away in some closet to protect her from embarrassment, when other paintings, especially each new one by the renowned and reclusive artist J.B. Dumont, were eagerly awaited and purchased at an exorbitant price, often sight unseen.

      J.B. Dumont had taken London by storm three years earlier with the Provence series, visually sensual paintings that brought the earthy pastoral beauty of the French countryside vividly to life.

      The first two paintings in the series established a feverish demand for the artist's work. Each new painting that followed was eagerly awaited, and art patrons outbid one another to add the latest J.B. Dumont painting to their collection, while questions swirled as to the identity of the artist.

      Monsieur Gilot recently sold the last painting in the series to a member of the Royal Household. Vivian Hamilton was devastated. She had hoped to own one, even though Jess’s father declared it was far beyond their means.

      "If only you could paint like that," she had once remarked to Jess.

      Jess glanced at the unfinished canvas that she'd struggled with for days. If only, she thought.

      She pulled impatiently at the strings of the apron she wore to protect her clothes when she painted.

      "You must help me dress for supper," she told Rose, pulling off the apron as she crossed the solarium.

      "I'll wear the emerald satin.” Her voice echoed in the fading light.

      "Mrs. Hamilton said you was to wear the gray silk," Rose trotted frantically to keep up with her.

      "And my hair... you'll have to do something with my hair."

      "I'll put it up for you, like Mrs. Hamilton prefers,” Rose suggested, a bit out of breath.

      "I'll wear it down," Jess declared firmly.

      In her upstairs room that she had once shared with Allison, she sat impatiently before the dressing table and stared into the mirror while Rose wove a ribbon through her hair, worn down as she had insisted.

      Her dark brows, a few shades darker than her thick, naturally wavy hair, drew together over vivid green eyes—the look of their mother, her father has told her—with pale skin that created the illusion of fragility that disappeared the moment she looked at someone with that direct, unsettling gaze.

      Her nose was small and finely boned, at odds with the prominent angle of high cheekbones, slightly stubborn jaw, as Vivian often reminded her, and determined chin, and her mouth was too full to be considered delicate.

      The expression that stared back at her now was troubled. Her hand, usually so calm with a paintbrush, trembled slightly as she reached to brush back a stray tendril of hair that curled rebelliously other cheek.

      The letter from Allison had arrived two days earlier and lain unnoticed on the desk in her father's library. Her frown deepened as she thought of the cryptic message in that letter.

      "Tell no one..."

      What had forced her sister to disappear without a trace, leaving behind her privileged, perfect life? Was it something scandalous? Had Allison somehow compromised herself as Lady Rushmore?

      Not Allison. She would never risk her marriage or her position with a casual affair.

      Had it something to do with money? Her sister was extravagant, even more so now that she was Lady Rushmore. The Deverell wealth was well-known, with vast holdings, country estates, including several London properties, and the magnificent Deverell estate at Kensington Woods. In addition, Allison received a substantial inheritance from their mother's estate on her twenty-first birthday.

      No, Jess decided, money wasn't the problem.

      Had Allison discovered some old family skeleton locked away at Deverell Hall, the ancestral family home?

      Somehow Jess doubted that would have been enough to scare her sister off. There were enough eccentric and scandalous skeletons in the Hamilton family, beginning with great-aunt Eugenie, who rode through the English countryside wearing only a ribbon tied about one ankle.

      It had to be something else.

      Whatever it was, it had frightened her sister badly. Badly enough that she hadn't confided in her.

      Allison, where are you? Jess asked herself the question that had haunted her for the past three weeks.

      Her sister was intelligent, poised, and articulate. She was also witty and charming. She always knew precisely the right thing to say. Everyone adored her, including her husband.

      Since their marriage Allison had seemed truly happy. Her husband was rich and powerful, heir to one of the oldest and most influential families in England. He was also young, handsome, and wealthy.

      After their wedding, they took an extended tour of the Continent. Upon their return to London several months later, Allison threw herself into redecorating Deverell Hall, particularly the nursery. She was eager to have a child.

      Jess was convinced her sister would make the perfect mother.

      After their own mother's death, Allison always looked after everyone else. Dolls, animals, even the cook's cat, no one escaped her mothering instinct, not even Jess. As a child she had often found herself trussed up in lacy doll's dresses, frilly pantaloons, and bonnets, and pushed about in a miniature pram.

      She tolerated it until the day she discovered the power of rebellion, shortly after her sixth birthday. She stubbornly refused to be dressed like a baby any longer, and fled the nursery through an open window. She'd been in rebellion ever since, and took particular delight tweaking their stepmother's nose, figuratively speaking of course.

      They were constantly at odds with one another. Vivian measured success by the title that preceded a name, the number of social invitations one received, and the number of servants in one's household. The only thing that mattered was that both her stepdaughters make advantageous marriages.

      One title in the family was enough, as far as Jess was concerned. She was easily bored with endless rounds of parties, balls, dinners, and evenings at the opera. She had discovered that most young men were shallow and self-centered

      She was aware they considered her to be too outspoken and too opinionated, and she had far too much curiosity for and interest in matters considered unimportant for ladies. Such as social reform, a woman in Parliament, and the right to vote for all women. Quite naturally, it was men who considered it unimportant.

      And she didn't like to be coddled or patronized, or taken care of. She most certainly didn't care to be told which gown was proper to wear.

      Vivian had ordered several new gowns that she considered appropriate from the seamstress without consulting Jess, proper gowns for young ladies in society, and all in shades of gray, muted browns, and midnight blue that was so dark and dreary she would have to be in mourning to wear it.

      As soon as the gowns were delivered, Jess buried them at the far end of the wardrobe behind the heavy wool gowns, coats, and riding habits that were neatly draped in cotton sheeting and stored until winter. She'd been trying to find a way to get rid of them ever since.

      "Isn't Mrs. Pierce collecting clothes to be sent over to the charity house for the poor?" she asked Rose one day when she recalled the housekeeper had mentioned it several days earlier.

      "That's right, miss. She's got several boxes waitin' to be picked up when the wagon comes round. I put in a few old things meself," she announced. "After all, we have to think of those less fortunate than ourselves." Then she added, "Mrs. Hamilton said she didn't want none of the staff wearin' shabby clothes. Said it would look bad."

      "I agree with her completely,” Jess happily announced.

      Rose had watched wide-eyed as she pulled the dresses in an assortment of satin, watered silk, and taffeta that Vivian had ordered, from their hiding place at the back of the wardrobe.

      "By all means, we must keep up appearances. Please see that these are put in the charity box," she told the girl.

      Rose's eyes widened. "Mistress won't be pleased."

      "Mistress doesn't have to know about," Jess replied with a warning look. "It will be our secret. Now, we must hurry. I don't want to be late." When she saw the doubt that still wavered on the girl's face, she repeated firmly, "I'll wear the emerald gown tonight."

      A half hour later, Rose raced around her like a frantic little rabbit, fastening the clasp of an emerald bracelet Jess's father had given her, adjusting the cap sleeves of the gown, smoothing stray wisps of hair into the long cascade on her shoulders.

      Lord Deverell, her brother-in-law, had already arrived as she came downstairs. She heard his voice from the formal drawing room, the elegant, fluid drawl so different from her father's brusque, clipped responses.

      It was one of those subtle differences of class between merely well-bred gentlemen, and members of the aristocracy who because of their wealth, titles, and generations of privilege, had acquired a certain effete laziness in their manner and speech,

      In spite of the title, the wealth, and the fact that Jason didn't actually do anything, Jessamyn liked him. He had a keen sense of humor, and he tolerated her outspokenness with exceedingly good grace. He once declared that she was his favorite sister-in-law, in spite of her view on politics, particularly as it concerned women in politics. She didn't bother to point out to him that she was his only sister-in-law.

      The previous afternoon he had sent word that there was still no information about Allison's whereabouts. Ever since her disappearance Jess had struggled with her nagging doubts that they weren't doing enough to find her. Now she'd received the letter, and she was certain Jason must have received one also.

      She ran across the hallway into the drawing room with its dark, lustrous wood, satin-upholstered chairs, rich-textured Moroccan carpet, and glistening crystal light fixtures.

      "Jessamyn!"

      She was immediately aware of the censure in Vivian's voice.

      "How good of you to join us at last."

      She smiled briefly at her stepmother, not trusting what she might say.

      She refused to allow Vivian to make her angry. Nothing could upset her this evening, so certain was she that at last, they might soon find her sister. She greeted her father with a kiss on the cheek, and then turned to Lord Deverell.

      He was strikingly handsome with dark golden hair, blue eyes, and lean, aquiline features. He was tall, and moved with a fluid grace that suggested an innate confidence that came from a natural strength, from long hours in the saddle riding to the hunt, or polo with his circle of gentleman friends. And he could be both charming and disarming, with a quick wit and a distinctive manner that made every woman feel as if she were the only woman in the room.

      Jess learned long ago that it wasn't flirtation. It was simply Jason's way, and explained why so many women of all ages were attracted to him. It was also part of Jason's charm that he seemed completely unaware of his attractiveness to other women. There had never been a whisper of involvement with another woman since he married her sister.

      He seized both her hands. "Dearest Jess, you look absolutely radiant this evening."

      "I heard part of your conversation from the hallway. Everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves."

      "Jason was telling me that outrageous story about Lady Anson Hill and that young man we've seen her with. It's absolutely appalling. She's old enough to be his mother,” Vivian explained.

      Jess glanced at her father and saw a brief flash of something that could only be described as annoyance. Still, he said nothing.

      He'd been dreadfully lonely after their mother died. Then he'd married Vivian, who was only a few years older than Allison, hoping perhaps for a companion for his daughters and also for himself. But in truth, he had acquired a young wife that he neither understood nor had anything in common with. There were moments, such as this, when Jess wondered if he regretted it.

      Jason continued to hold her hands in his.

      "Has there been word? Have you heard from Allison?" She was certain that he would tell her now about a letter that he'd received.

      His shoulders sagged beneath the flawless fit of the exquisitely tailored coat. "Regrettably, no." His voice was grave. "There's been no word at all.”

      "Nothing?" Surely she must have misunderstood. "Perhaps word of someone who might have seen her? A letter?"

      She'd been so very certain that he must have received a letter as well. She searched his gaze for something, a glance, a shift of a brow, that might suggest otherwise, that perhaps he chose to keep it a secret, as Allison had asked in her letter.

      But as she stared at him and saw the faint circles beneath his eyes that undoubtedly spoke of sleepless nights, the small lines of frustration at either corner of his mouth, she realized the truth—whatever her reasons may have been, Allison chose to contact only her.

      She was stunned, and heard only part of what Jason said, as he went on to explain.

      "I spoke with the gentleman I've contacted again this afternoon. He has assured me that he has the very best people making inquiries. Discreetly, of course."

      His fingers had tightened over hers as if he were clinging to a lifeline. His voice caught with emotion.

      "I feel so helpless. I can't understand how she could simply disappear without a trace. I fear the worst may have happened."

      "There'll be word soon. We must be patient," Vivian interjected, the oft-repeated sentiment sounding somehow worn and less hopeful as each day had passed.

      "It's probably as you first suggested," she continued. "She's probably taken herself off over some trifle matter without telling anyone. Allison has always been a little high-strung.”

      She made it sound as if Allison were unbalanced or featherbrained, someone who needed looking after.

      "Allison is not high-strung," Jess said. "She's the calmest, most sensible person I know. She had no reason to go off by herself without telling anyone."

      "Well then, perhaps she was abducted," Vivian suggested. "The Deverell name is very well, known, and there are all sorts of dreadful people out there."

      "I considered that possibility, of course," Jason was saying. "If Allison had been abducted, I am certain there would have already been a demand for ransom. There's been none, which is all the more reason why this entire matter must be handled with the utmost discretion. We can't have outsiders knowing about it, or interfering. The scandal could be devastating.” He turned to Jess.

      "It could be very dangerous for Allison. I know how close you and Allison are." His voice was gentle. "I deeply appreciate your concern, but I'm afraid I've had to dismiss that fellow you retained."

      Vivian frowned. "What fellow? What are you talking about?"

      "Mr. Sherlock Holmes,” Jason explained. “Jessamyn asked him to make inquiries about Allison."

      "You didn't!" Vivian's hand flew to her throat, as if she found it hard to breathe. "The man is notorious. Such a dreadful reputation, always involving himself in some horrible crime or another,” she sniffed, as if the thought were unbearable, "and often among the lower classes.

      "Whatever possessed you to do such a thing?" she demanded.

      "He has an excellent reputation and a brilliant mind." Jess defended her decision. "He's resolved a great many situations for people with whom we are acquainted. Always as discreetly as possible. He was very highly recommended by Lady Warfield."

      "Good heavens! Lady Warfield? The woman can't keep anything to herself." Vivian was almost beside herself. "You didn't say anything about Allison, did you?"

      "Of course not!" Jess replied, fighting to restrain her irritation. "I was very discreet.” Then added, "I was under the impression the most important thing is to find Allison."

      "Of course it is, my dear," her father assured her. "It's what we are all most concerned with. But we must be very careful,” he went on to explain. "Allison is Lady Rushmore now. Everything must be handled with great discretion. It takes very little to start a rumor, or harmful gossip. Both could be devastating for Jason and Allison."

      Discretion? Rumors? Gossip? Jess couldn't believe what she was hearing.

      "In a few months everything will be forgotten when everyone has something else to whisper and snigger about," she pointed out. "What does a little gossip matter, compared to Allison's well-being?"

      Vivian cut her off. "Your father is quite right. We must have no more of this nonsense about Mr. Holmes. He brings a certain notoriety to these situations he involves himself in. It's almost as bad as bringing in the police, such dreadful people. We must leave the matter to Jason," she continued.

      "After all, he is Allison's husband. She is his responsibility. I'm certain he will do everything to see that she returns to us safely.”She smiled confidently.

      Jess turned to him. "We must do everything we can to find her. Mr. Holmes has an excellent reputation. He'll be very discreet. No one need ever know.”

      But Jason was adamant. "I'm afraid it's out of the question. I told him quite firmly that I didn't want him involved in this any further. I insist that you let me take care of this." Then his expression softened, and a bit of the old Jason returned in a smile.

      "I appreciate your concern, my dear. But this is a very delicate matter, and I assure you the very best people are looking for her."

      Their butler announced supper, and Vivian seized the opportunity to change the conversation as she moved between Jason and Jess, and asked him to escort her in to the dining room.

      Jess was left no choice but to abandon the conversation with the hope of bringing the matter up later. She allowed her father to escort her in to supper, but she had no appetite. An uneasy feeling had settled low in the pit of her stomach.

      Any hope she had of discussing Mr. Holmes further with Jason disappeared over dinner, as Vivian deftly maneuvered the conversation from one topic to another.

      Jess was only vaguely aware of the conversation that flowed around her, and looked up in surprise when her name was repeated. Jason had asked about her attending opening night at the opera, which was only two days away. She had little interest in the latest opera that was supposedly all the rage among the ton.

      Vivian frowned. "But, my dear, it's only two days away.”

      "I haven't made plans, because I won't be attending," she informed everyone at the table.

      Her stepmother lowered her fork. "Opening night is one of the most important evenings of the season," she reminded her.

      There was an even more subtle reminder that it was the most important social event of the season, where dozens of young women met eligible men.

      Jess met her gaze across the table.

      "A dear friend has recently returned from France." The idea had slowly come to her as she listened to their conversations.

      She thought of Charlotte Devereaux, a friend from their French Academy days who lived in Hampshire. She'd visited her often when she returned from the continent.

      "She's invited me for a few days," she continued.

      Vivian was stunned. "Surely, you're not thinking of going?"

      "I've already accepted."

      "Isn't this rather sudden, my dear?" her father asked.

      "Not really. I simply forgot to mention it earlier. The past few weeks have been very difficult."

      "Perhaps it will be good for you to get away," Jason suggested. "I know how upset you've been. Hopefully this will all be over by the time you return. How soon are you leaving?"

      "Tomorrow."

      "I see," Vivian said woodenly. "I suppose there's nothing we can say to change your mind."

      "I couldn't possibly cancel," Jess said firmly. "It would be exceedingly poor manners to change my plans at this late date.”

      It was the one excuse that Vivian, who prided herself on being the standard bearer of social propriety, could not and would not argue against.

      "It would do you good to get away for a few days," her father added to the conversation. "We'll send word, of course, the moment we hear anything from Allison."

      "It would be more comfortable for you to take the train," Vivian suggested, which meant Jess would leave the elegant new coach her father had just purchased for their use when attending the opera.

      "Whatever you think best," she replied, her thoughts racing with everything that to be done to set her plan in motion.

      "And you will take Rose, of course."

      Jess was confident she could persuade Rose to take a small vacation, perhaps to Brighton where her sister lived, with a few gold crowns in her pocket.

      "I'll have her pack the new gowns to take with you.” Vivian chatted on, completely unsuspecting of the direction of Jess's plans.

      "We shall miss you, of course," her father spoke up. He seemed to be struggling with something more as he set his own fork aside while Vivian chatted away.

      Jess thought of all the lost moments between them. She wanted him to say something more, but as always, there was Vivian between them.

      "Of course, we shall miss her," her stepmother interjected. "But she will be back soon enough."

      Any remaining doubts Jess might have had about her hastily made plans quickly disappeared. The following morning she would board the train with Rose, then leave at the first stop and send Rose on her way.

      Her sister's letter had been posted from the east end of London at Whitechapel. Her search must start there.

      It was the only clue she had. That, and a woman by the name of Annie Chapman.
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      The hackney lurched away, churning up a mixture of garbage, mud, and horse dung that clogged the street. Jessamyn jumped back, but not before the disgusting ooze spattered her boots and the hem of her skirt.

      She was dressed plainly. The skirt was a made of coarse, brown linsey wool. She’d found it, along with a stained shirtwaist and old shawl, in the charity box.

      At the time, she thought the clothes couldn't look more pathetic. She was wrong. She pulled out a handkerchief and tried to remove some of the new stain. Her head came up at a warning shout.

      A horse-drawn wagon followed by several sheep bore down on her. The sheep bleated and bawled, pushing and shoving as they were driven through the street toward an ominous looking storefront with bodies of pigs and chickens hanging in the brisk morning air, and a supply of fish laid out for all for purchase. It didn't bode well for the sheep.

      Ignoring propriety, along with piles of garbage and horse dung in the street, Jess clutched the reticule tight and ran for the doorway of a nearby shop. Her black felt hat, much the worse for wear, that had also come from the charity bag, was askew on her head and hair streamed down about her shoulders as she peered out from the doorway at the chaos of animals, vendors, and hawkers.

      She hastily pinned her hair and straightened the hat. When she was certain there were no more sheep coming her way, she stepped from the doorway of the shop.

      Gone were the wide, familiar avenues that bordered stately Belgravia and Grosvenor Square. Gone, too, were the carriages and private coaches, and the elegant town houses with their pale Georgian facades. They were replaced by narrow streets crowded with carts, wagons, and drays, and gutters that ran thick with every imaginable sort of filth and waste, while the smokestacks of nearby factories loomed overhead through the thinning mist and belched black smoke into the leaden sky.

      Jess swallowed back the hollow feeling that had clawed at her stomach ever since she took the hackney from Victoria Station, after sending Rose off to visit her sister in Brighton.

      While other passengers had boarded the train, Jess slipped into her private compartment and changed into the cast-off clothes she'd brought along as a disguise. She left the train just before it pulled out of the station, and hired a driver to take her to Whitechapel. Now all the doubt and uncertainty she hadn't allowed herself to consider threatened to overwhelm her.

      How could she possibly hope to find her sister with nothing more than a letter postmarked from Whitechapel?

      She hadn't even an address, and as she stared at the buildings that surrounded her, that feeling of helplessness she'd lived with ever since Allison disappeared, returned.

      She had no idea where she was, at least not precisely where she was. This was London, but a part of London she'd never seen before. She felt like a stranger in a foreign country.

      A cart rumbled up the street. The driver was hunched over as if trying to coax every shred of warmth from his thin clothes that were nothing more than holes held together by a few thin threads.

      He was a shrunken little creature with a high forehead that disappeared into a thatch of matted gray hair, jammed under a cap. His eyes drooped over sagging cheeks shot through with tiny veins that spread like the strands of a spider's web, growing thicker as they converged on his large nose, where they stood out in sharp relief against his sallow skin. The thin horse that pulled the cart looked no better, bones poking under dull hide, head sagging.

      The drive pulled hard on the reins and the cart creaked to a stop. His hands were scarred and gnarled, the joints swollen like deep burls in an ancient old oak. But there was no outward sign of pain as he grabbed hold of the side of the cart and swung down with amazing agility.

      The cart was heaped with piles of garments and rags. He was one of thousands of rag pickers who obviously roamed the streets, scavenging or trading for odd bits of cloth or old clothes.

      "Good day ter yer, miss." He touched the brim of his cap. "An' a right cropper of a day it is, too. Morse's the name, an' I got a rare bargain today, some quality wool an' a good bit of linen."

      "I beg your pardon?" Jess replied.

      He looked at her through the narrow slits of wrinkled eyes. His mouth twisted in a smile that revealed one badly yellowed tooth, in barren, rotted gums.

      "Beg me pardon, do ye?" He looked her over from head to foot. "A right topper young girl like yerself don't need to go beggin' fer nothing. Yer sound like a bleedin' swell."

      "A swell?"

      "A nob, gentry, quality folk," he explained, making a gesture as if he were holding a cup of tea, small finger extended outward, "like yer was some grand lady."

      It had been hours since she left the train station, she had to walk some distance before she was able to hire a hackney. She was tired and hungry, her clothes were badly stained, and she suspected she was probably lost.

      She remembered something Rose once said, about clothes not making a real lady, and she smiled to herself. The clothes might disguise what she looked like, but there was no disguising how she talked.

      He squinted at her. "Somethin' wrong, miss?"

      "No, Mr. Morse there's nothing wrong, but I was wondering if you could tell me where I am?"

      His eyebrows shot up. He looked as if he thought she might be daft.

      "What I mean is, could you tell me if this is Whitechapel?"

      "Yer mean yer don't know?"

      "Well, not exactly. You see, I just arrived,” she explained, reciting the story she'd decided to tell if anyone asked.

      "I'm trying to find my sister. I received a letter from her. It was mailed from Whitechapel."

      "Don't s'pose I could interest yer in a bit of linen?" he repeated.

      She started to say that she didn't need any linen. What she did need was information. But something stopped her. This was London, the same city where she had been born and raised. But it was a far different London from the one she was familiar with.

      The rules of society, where she might pay a few coins to obtain information, didn't apply here. She had to learn a new set of rules, and the first was obviously that business was conducted before any information was offered.

      "I don't suppose you might have a coat.”She had assumed the shawl would do for her travel, but hadn't anticipated the drizzling rain, and had no idea how long it might take to find information about Allison.

      Mr. Morse's eyes lit up. "Got jus' the piece, I do.”

      He circled around to the back of the cart. With the precision of a shopkeeper who knew precisely where each item in his store was kept, he burrowed down through the mountain of rags and garments, and immediately came up with a green wool coat.

      "It's a mite big,” he commented, eyeing her sharply. "And yer a wee little thing. But there's the more ter keep yer warm on a cold evenin'." He held the coat aloft for her inspection.

      It was a man's coat, wide in the shoulders with large pockets.

      The fabric was stained but in surprisingly good condition, and she wondered which well-heeled gentleman it might have once belonged to.

      She made a pretense of inspecting it very carefully, of frowning as she examined the frayed cuffs, remembering how Agnes, their housekeeper at Carrington Square criticized each piece of fresh fish and produce that was brought round to the kitchen in an attempt to drive down the price.

      "The cuffs are threadbare," she remarked thoughtfully. "And badly stained.”And the truth was she hadn't the faintest idea how much to offer for it.

      "What do you want for it?" she finally asked, having completed her inspection,

      "I do 'ave a substantial investment in that piece. I intended it fer me poor widowed sister who lives in Houndsditch," He rubbed his gnarled hand over his chin.

      "She's got six kids and her husband up an' disappeared on her. She could make good use o' that coat."

      "With six children I don't suppose she would be able to pay you for it,” Jess replied.

      "No, that be true. Still I couldn't part with it fer anythin' less than a half crown." He fixed her with a solemn stare, as if even that price was a great sacrifice.

      "It's not worth more than three shillings,” she informed him with an expression of faint disgust that she'd seen the Agnes use countless times when trying to drive down the price of an item she wanted to purchase.

      Mr. Morse clasped his hand over his heart. "Three shillings?" he squawked. "Yer wound me ter me very soul, miss. I've a livin' ter make, an' a sister with eight youngins to feed."

      "I thought you said she had six children."

      One eye fixed on her steadily. "Well, there's the two orphinks that sorta adopted Gert, she's me sister.” He shook his head sadly. "She's a kind soul. Jus' naturally took 'em in, she did. God bless her."

      "Of course. And it must be difficult to provide for eight children."

      "That it is.” He shook his head. "That it is."

      "I can't afford a half crown. But I'm certain you'll be able to get your price for it." She handed it back to him.

      "True enough." Mr. Morse eyed her carefully, undoubtedly watching for any change of expression to indicate that he might still get the full price for the coat.

      She turned and picked up her reticule and started to walk away from him.

      "Then again,” he said thoughtfully, "one in the 'and is worth two in the bush, ol' Morse always says. S'pose I could let yer 'ave it fer say... eight shillings?"

      Jess stopped and said without turning around, "I'll give you four."

      "Seven!"

      She finally turned around. "Five."

      He groaned. "Six shillings, an' that's me final offer. Givin' it away, I am, at that price."

      "Done!"

      Mr. Morse reluctantly handed over the wool coat. "Yer drive a
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