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			Prologue

			Three glasses of the finest French brandy lingered untouched on the desk. Sir James Glavenstroke tapped his own half-empty glass with nervous fingers. He never should have poured the drinks before they entered the room. That had guaranteed they wouldn’t imbibe. Which was a damned shame. Alcohol would have made the upcoming ordeal easier.

			At least for him.

			The Trio, they called themselves—La Petit, Cipher, and Wraith. The finest agents he’d ever created. More soldiers owed their lives to them than to Wellington himself.

			Pride burned in Glavenstroke’s chest, but he coughed it away. After all, any one of them would gladly slit his throat for the hell he’d damned them into.

			Not that they’d be any happier when he kicked them out of it.

			Glavenstroke ran a hand through his thinning gray hair, then sipped his brandy. Madeline Valdan, La Petit, watched his fidgeting with far too keen a gaze. The past ten years had transformed Madeline from a breathtaking youth to the most achingly beautiful woman he’d ever seen. He tried to still his nervous motions, but he knew that, in and of itself, would be a sign.

			“What are you stewing over, Glavenstroke?” Madeline asked. “You know you can’t hide anything from us.”

			No. He’d been unable to do that since he plucked them from their fate on the gallows. In exchange for their lives, they’d agreed to hone their particular skills on behalf of His Majesty’s government. They’d each originally possessed talents that had led him to select them over the other condemned souls in Newgate, but once they’d received formal training, they’d become an unstoppable force. A wickedly sharp dagger used to eviscerate Napoleon and his allies.

			But now the war was over.

			“Out with it.” As always, the voice of the Cipher, Clayton Campbell, remained perfectly calm, yet drew a shiver up Glavenstroke’s spine.

			With a sigh, he removed the bank drafts from the drawer and laid them on the oak desk. “The Foreign Office thanks you for your hard years of service on His Majesty’s behalf.”

			“But?” prompted Madeline.

			“There is no but. You’ve served your country well and are free to resume normal lives. You each have, of course, received full pardons for your past transgressions.”

			Madeline and Clayton stared at him. It was a measure of their level of shock that they permitted that much of a reaction.

			Ian Maddox, the Wraith and third member of the Trio, was the only one who remained unsurprised. But Glavenstroke knew that stemmed from his low expectations of humanity in general. Unlike the other two, Ian was a product of the mean streets in London’s West End. No level of cruelty or greed surprised him. The government could have ordered their immediate execution and he wouldn’t have batted an eye.

			Madeline tucked a strand of chestnut hair behind her ear—the one nervous gesture he’d never been able to break her of. “Why?”

			Ian’s powerful frame relaxed in the chair, and rather than diminishing his strength, the pose made him resemble a tiger the moment before it pounced. “What dear Glaves here is too polite to say is that they don’t need us anymore. Now that we’re of no use to them, having us on the payroll is too much of a risk. Can’t afford to let the sweetly docile populace discover they’re employing the hangman’s leftovers.”

			Ian was correct as always. In fact, with his ability to gain access to whatever location he desired, it was likely he’d known about this forced retirement before Glavenstroke did.

			With an uncomfortable cough, Glavenstroke delivered the final insult—the bank drafts.

			“This is the first pension payment?” Clayton’s hand tensed on the slip of paper.

			Ian snorted. “Sorry, they can’t have us on the pension records, either.”

			Madeline stiffened. “I’ve whored myself on behalf of this country. A foot soldier would have made more than this.”

			Glavenstroke took a large swig of his brandy, welcoming the muted burn at the back of his throat. He’d called in every favor owed him to arrange for even this much. But he hadn’t reached his current position by being soft, so he didn’t apologize. After all, without his help, the three of them would’ve been dead a decade ago.

			Clayton rested his hand on Madeline’s arm. “With proper investment—”

			“And what, another ten or twenty years of waiting? I know you’re a genius with numbers, Clayton, but even you cannot miraculously transform this into anything other than the insult it is.” She rose to her feet, and the other two followed.

			“What do you plan to do?” Glavenstroke asked them, despising himself for the weakness the question betrayed.

			Ian glanced back over his shoulder, a slight smile quirking the corner of his mouth. “Won’t that thought keep you up at night?”

			As the door closed silently behind them, Glavenstroke poured himself another glass of the amber liquid. They’d land on their feet. He’d taught them well.

			Hopefully, they’d continue to use their skills to help society, because if any one of them turned—he knocked back the second shot of brandy in a single gulp—heaven help Mother England.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			When lightning didn’t strike Madeline Valdan as she strolled through the hallowed doors of White’s, a wicked smile curved her lips. She’d seize her positive omens where she could.

			While the footman by the door kept his gaze studiously averted, she slipped the heavy bag of gold sovereigns into his pocket and then rose up on tiptoe so her lips brushed the air inches from his ear. “Thank you, John.” He still didn’t deign to speak to her, but an adorable blush spread above the starched points of his shirt collar.

			As she sauntered down the corridor, Madeline couldn’t resist a quick gawk at this bastion of manliness. Marble pillars jutted out from deep, plush carpet to join with the ornate plaster of the ceiling and reflect the rippling patterns cast by the crystal chandeliers. The club reeked of power and entitlement.

			And most importantly, money.

			Madeline smoothed the flowing lines of her black domino. The silk used to make the cloak had been an extravagant expense, but as she’d learned, presentation was everything.

			She strode past the coffee room and straight into the card room. After all, she was offering a gamble—hopefully, a very expensive gamble.

			The murmur of masculine voices rumbled through the expansive space, punctuated by an occasional bark of laughter. Faro cards slapped onto tables and dice clacked across tables.

			She scanned the room as she’d been trained, noting the number of men and classifying them: those actively gambling, those pretending to gamble, and those watching; those holding a winning hand versus a losing hand. From her brief glance, she also knew which men were dangerous and which posed a threat only to their after-supper pudding.

			As Madeline walked to the center of the room, the tables she passed quieted, then burst into jumbled exclamations.

			She selected a table directly in the center of the room under an immense glittering chandelier. She couldn’t have asked for a better stage.

			She smiled at the nervous young man who had turned to gape at her as she approached. She held out her hand. “Be a dear, Algie?”

			Algie’s training as a gentleman didn’t fail her, and he offered his hand without thinking. She grasped it, stepped on his thigh, and then onto the middle of the table.

			Madeline now held the attention of the entire group of assembled men.

			Two determined footmen arrived at the edge of the table. “Miss, this isn’t that type of establishment. You must leave or we will remove you.”

			Madeline threw back the hood of her cloak.

			“Madeline ...”

			“Who’s mistress ...”

			“ ... seen with the Regent himself last ...”

			The voices testified that the last six months had served their purpose. They all knew who she was.

			She’d spent every last dime of the paltry government stipend on being seen and heard around London. Dressed to scandalous perfection. Always on the arm of a different man and always on the cusp of something utterly outrageous. Soon the gossip sheets hadn’t been able to write enough about her. Gentlemen lusted after her and ladies despised her.

			She opened the front of her domino, revealing her emerald gown. The bodice skimmed her breasts and barely covered her nipples. In fact, when she’d tried it on, a misplaced sneeze had produced quite shocking results. The sleeves were practically nonexistent, and the lack of petticoats molded the skirt to every curve of her hip and leg.

			She raised her voice to carry above the noise. “What do you think, gentlemen, shall I leave, or do you want to hear what inspired this dastardly stunt?”

			The shouts clamoring for her answer overwhelmed the cries for her ousting, so the flustered servants stepped back a pace.

			Madeline trailed a hand slowly down her hip. “I bring you something for sale.” She nodded at offers shouted by several of the bolder gentlemen to share their beds for the night. “Not quite. I’m here to inform you of an auction.”

			“What’s being sold?” asked the overdressed and overfed Colonel Willington.

			She scanned the room, gauging the reactions. Excellent. Every single one of them strained for her answer. She waited three more heartbeats before answering. “My virginity.”

			Disbelief and outrage echoed through the room. Forgotten cards drifted onto tables as fortunes sat neglected in the center. She didn’t even try to speak for several minutes. But when she did, everyone listened. “The bidding book will be at Naughton’s for the next fortnight.” Most of the men here knew of the gambling den firsthand, and those who didn’t wouldn’t be bidding regardless. “At the end of those two weeks, the man with the highest bid wins.”

			“What exactly does he win?” a dark-haired fellow asked.

			She tapped her cheek. “Hmm ... my virginity?”

			The crowd laughed, but he pressed on. “But what exactly does that entail?”

			“That’s simple. One night with me and a chance to succeed where every other man in London has failed.”

			A voice that she couldn’t quite match with a face spoke from the corner of the room. “If you’re a virgin, why not marry?”

			She’d rather be dragged over broken glass by a herd of gout-ridden turtles. Yet she allowed none of her thoughts to show on her face when she lifted her eyebrow. “Is that an offer?” As she waited for the chuckles to die down, she untied her cloak, dropping it so it pooled at her feet. Eyes once again riveted to the ample amount of bosom she’d arranged for display. “I think you gentlemen know—mistresses have more fun.”

			Murmurs swelled again through the crowd until Baron Weltyn, a perspiring gentleman with a salmon-colored jacket and slightly bulging eyes, snorted. “But why would we want to bed an innocent?”

			“While I may be a virgin ...” She reached up and unbuckled the specially designed clasps on the shoulders of the gown. With a slight shrug, the dress joined the cloak on the ground, revealing her tightly laced black corset, matching satin drawers, and sheer stockings. “I’m definitely no innocent.”

			Men jumped to their feet, some driven by outrage, some by lust. Friends pounded the elderly Duke of Avelsy on the back as he choked on his brandy.

			She surveyed the uproar with satisfaction. The only bad reaction was no reaction at all. For this auction to succeed, the scandal needed to sweep London. The more this night grew in infamy, the better she would do. Madeline reached up and plucked the pins from her hair so the dark chestnut strands tumbled over her shoulders and cascaded down her back.

			The room again quieted.

			Desire pounded hot and almost palpable in the room.

			“How do we know you’re a virgin?”

			Finally, someone had the nerve to ask the question she’d seen burning in everyone’s eyes. She peered into the darkened corners of the room. Ah, the not-so-honorable George Glinton.

			“You’ve been escorted around London by nearly every peer in this room. How do we know you’re still a virgin?”

			“Can any of you claim to have bedded me?” She reached leisurely to her feet and retrieved her dress and domino, treating the men in front of her to the view of her breasts threatening to overflow the cups of her corset, while the men behind her watched the fabric of her drawers tightening over her backside. Satisfied that she had their full attention, she draped her clothing over her arm and held out her hand so Algie could assist her to the ground. With swaying hips, she walked toward the door.

			“Wait!” another voice shouted. “You didn’t answer Glinton. How do we know you’re a virgin?”

			She peered back over her shoulder and smiled that seductive smile she’d been forced to perfect during countless hours of training by the Foreign Office. “It is a gamble, is it not? And that, gentlemen, is why you will have to bid and bid well.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			Gabriel Huntford kept his arms folded so he didn’t beat some sense into the man. “Of course it’s the same murderer.”

			Jeremiah Potts, magistrate of the Bow Street Office, mopped his perpetually damp brow with a square of linen. “Girls are strangled in London all the time.”

			“My sister’s body was arranged exactly the same.”

			“In a nightgown in a bed. Half the blasted corpses we find have been murdered in their beds.” Potts sat heavily behind his desk. “Why would the murderer have waited so long to kill again? It makes no sense. Your sister’s case was put aside seven years ago.”

			Only in the official records. Not a day had passed when Gabriel hadn’t searched for some clue he might have missed. Or for the mysterious gentleman his twin had mentioned before her death. Now he finally had suspects. Solid leads. Unfortunately, they resulted from another dead girl. “I’m the best Runner you’ve got.”

			Potts sighed, the lines creasing his forehead suddenly more pronounced. “Not for this case. If it’s related to your sister’s—and I’m not saying I agree with you on that—you’re too close.”

			“You hired me because of my work on my sister’s case.”

			“It was either that or arrest you for disturbing the public peace.” Potts continued, “It took me over a year to smooth the feathers you ruffled. I’m not going to let you run roughshod through the richest, most powerful men in England based on the word of a half-blind, pensioned-off coachman who spends his days drunk in a tavern.”

			“A tavern directly across from the school where the dead woman taught. The man does nothing but sit and watch people come and go. He’s a witness. He saw Miss Simm meet a gentleman and leave in his coach.”

			“A rented hackney.”

			“But the gentleman in the hackney had visited to the school before.”

			“In a coach with a coat of arms containing some sort of animal. I know. I read your report. I also read that your witness had no physical description of the man other than that he was tall, well-dressed, and blurry. You will not accuse innocent men on such unreliable evidence.”

			“In other words, you’d rather let a killer go free than risk questioning the aristocracy.”

			“Those gentlemen are the ones who assign us a budget every year. You may not like it, but if they cut our budget again, we’ll lose two more Runners. Do you realize how many more criminals will remain on the streets if that happens? Besides, the Simm murder will be investigated. Just not by you.”

			Gabriel reminded himself that he respected Potts on most days. And he didn’t envy him the groveling he performed to keep Parliament happy. But in this he was wrong. No one knew the details of this case or his sister’s as he did. He was the one who had interviewed the witnesses from both murders. He was the one who’d recorded every detail from the scene of the crimes. He couldn’t risk someone else not being as thorough. Or risk them not pressing hard enough because they were afraid to offend the high-and-mighty aristocracy. “I’ll investigate on my own.”

			He’d finally been given what he’d searched for these past years. Suspects. After his sister’s murder, the only thing he knew was that she’d been seen with a mysterious gentleman. But now with this new murder, he’d been able to cross-check his list of the noblemen who’d been in London at the time of his sister’s murder with a list of men who had daughters at the school. And since the school, for the most part, housed bastard daughters of rich aristocrats, thelistwas quite small. When he’d further tightenedthe list to those with animals on their family crests, he’d been left with a list of seven names.

			“Do you think your suspects will talk to you without the authority of Bow Street behind you? They won’t even let you in the door. And if you go against my word on this, you’ll no longer be ...” Potts stared at something outside his office door, his mouth gaping.

			Gabriel turned, curious as to what had rendered Potts speechless in the middle of one of his prized threats. The only time he could recall Potts at a loss for words was when that albino man and his camel—

			Gabriel’s breath escaped as if he’d been punched in the gut.

			A woman stood in the doorway.

			No. That would be like calling the Holy Grail a drinking cup.

			If his every dark, midnight fantasy had somehow come to life, they would have created this woman. And since she’d been drawn from his dreams, he already knew the rich, dark curls artfully arranged on her head would be silky to his touch. He knew when she turned, a few lucky tendrils would have escaped to tease the slender column of her throat. He recognized the pert, straight nose, ached to run his finger over the delicate curve of her ear.

			But it was her lips he couldn’t look away from. Lips his imagination never could have conjured. Lush, sensuous, and dark, as if she’d just sipped a glass of fine red wine. He wanted to bring his mouth to hers, sample her flavor, and grow drunk on her sweetness.

			A slight mocking curve of that mouth brought his attention to her eyes. After his intense study, it was a bit of a shock to find she wasn’t looking at him at all, but rather over his shoulder at Potts.

			She stepped into the room, the small, graceful movement drawing Gabriel’s attention to her body. Her gown was no different from ones he saw every day in Hyde Park, yet it was infinitely more provocative. The bodice offered up the lush perfection of her breasts. The narrow skirt highlighted the tiny span of her waist and gentle flare of her hips.

			“Mr. Potts, I can wait if you need more time,” the woman said, her voice the perfect mixture of sugar and seduction.

			Potts lumbered out from behind his desk and caught the woman’s hand, bringing it to his lips as ruddy color darkened his cheeks. “No, Miss Valdan. I let time get away from me. We were finished.”

			The name doused Gabriel’s lustful appreciation. Madeline Valdan. The courtesan’s name had been on every male’s lips for the past six months. Yesterday, with the start of her ridiculous auction, it had grown ten times worse. Hell, at the murder scene yesterday, the other constables had been unable to focus on anything save their lamentable lack of funds for bidding on her.

			Potts led Miss Valdan to the worn leather chair across from his desk and motioned for her to sit, then turned to Gabriel. “Huntford, the matter is decided. You have other cases. Other people who deserve justice.”

			When Potts said his name, Miss Valdan finally directed her gaze to him. It swept over him like velvet, leaving his skin hot and itchy. But Gabriel resisted the urge to straighten like a green youth; instead, he met her eyes with a glare. He had a murder to solve—a murder he would solve quickly if Potts would just see reason. But he now had to waste precious time as Potts fawned over London’s favorite courtesan, forgetting he was old enough to be her father.

			“That will be all, Huntford.”

			Potts might tolerate Gabriel’s arguments in private, but Gabriel knew better than to question the man in public. “Yes, sir.”

			Miss Valdan watched them with amused tolerance, somehow making the cracked leather chair look soft and comfortable, as if she’d climbed onto the lap of a lover.

			He had better things to do than provide amusement. Gabriel strode from the room, glad to be out of the stilted air of Potts’s office so he could pull oxygen more easily into his lungs.

			Potts quickly shut the door behind him.

			Chaos erupted as the criminals and constables alike regained their senses now that Miss Valdan was no longer in sight. The shouting started. The crying. The gruff orders.

			Gabriel ignored them, locked his arms over his chest, and waited. What could she need? Help finding some bauble she’d misplaced? He had a murder to solve. Despite Potts’s denial, there was no doubt that it was the same murderer. Both women had been strangled and their bodies arranged in a cheap rented room. They had both been dressed in a white nightgown with a mourning brooch pinned at their throats. Gabriel fingered the brooch in his pocket, the one that had been pinned to his sister. It held a lock of her hair sealed under glass. The one pinned to Miss Simm had held a piece of hers. The brooch was a taunt by the murderer to show he’d known his victims in advance—known them well enough to get a lock of hair. Every day Gabriel was tempted to crush the damned thing beneath his heel. But he couldn’t. It was a clue, one of the only ones he had.

			The door suddenly opened, and Miss Valdan appeared. “I shall expect him at eleven tomorrow.”

			Potts bowed deeply from his place near the door. “It’s our pleasure, Madeline.”

			Gabriel held his ground outside the doorway so Potts wouldn’t be able to avoid him. Miss Valdan would have to step around him to exit, but she could survive the slight inconvenience. Everyone else might bow to her whims, but Gabriel had more important priorities.

			Yet rather than skirting around, Miss Valdan sauntered straight forward as if he weren’t there. For a second, Gabriel feared she might careen into him, but despite the possible collision, he wouldn’t scamper out of her way. She could damned well alter her course.

			She didn’t.

			Her chosen path brushed so close to him that her dress caressed his leg and the hint of vanilla in her hair teased his nostrils.

			A small smile lifted her lips. “I’ll see you soon.”

			She had to have been talking to Potts. Yet dread settled in Gabriel’s gut.

			Potts cleared his throat. “You have a new assignment, Huntford.”

			Madeline handed the heavy bouquet of scarlet orchids to the wan-faced girl who waited at the kitchen entrance.

			The girl’s eyes widened as she tucked the blossoms into her basket. “Lawks, miss. I doubt any of the fellows on the street will be able to afford this.”

			Madeline tried not to notice the threadbare patches on the girl’s shawl. After paying her butler and coachman for the two remaining weeks of the auction, and her trip to Bow Street, she was about equally poor. Besides, advice was worth far more than her few remaining farthings. “You have two options. Either break it down into smaller bouquets or sell it to one of the flower shops. These are from the Duke of Umberland’s private hothouse. They’re the only ones of their kind in England. Don’t take less than a guinea for the bunch of them.”

			“Thank you, miss.” Tears glistened in the girl’s brown eyes.

			Madeline stepped back. Why did they always complicate things by becoming emotional? “Just make sure you don’t spend the money on trinkets. Use it to buy more flowers.”

			The girl nodded, holding the basket to her chest. “Think you’ll have more flowers for us girls tomorrow, miss?”

			“Undoubtedly.” Did the men of London think she wanted to drown in them? “Oh, and there’s a forbidding man standing at my front door. Can you leave without him seeing you?”

			The child’s head bobbed. “I’m good at that.”

			Madeline shut the door, aware of her butler hovering behind her. “Orchids make me sneeze,” she explained.

			“And the roses, and the daffodils, and the peonies? I must say your sneezing was becoming bothersome.”

			“Terrible curse.” Madeline crossed her arms and silently dared him to contradict her.

			“Indeed, miss.”

			Madeline eyed her butler, her eyes rising to the top of his head. “The feather does look better on you.”

			Canterbury patted the ostrich feather on his hat. “Indeed, miss.” The jaunty trimming she’d given him fluttered over his high-crowned beaver, a new addition in his seemingly endless supply of unusual creations. “Thank you.”

			She still wasn’t sure how her butler knew Wraith. Neither of them would speak about it. All she knew was that Wraith had hired him for her because hewas trustworthy. And Wraith didn’t think anyone was trustworthy. “Well, as you said, it never suited my lavender bonnet.”

			Canterbury glanced toward the doorway. “Shall I answer the door now, miss?”

			Madeline walked in the opposite direction. “Give him another minute, then put him in the study.”

			“Shall I tell him you will attend him shortly?”

			“No. Our appointment isn’t for another half an hour.” She had no problem making the Runner wait until then. She was hiring him, not the other way around. If he was going to prove impossible to work with, she needed to know immediately.

			“Very good, miss.”

			Madeline hurried up the stairs to the parlor. The room provided a clear view of the front door where Huntford waited.

			As before, a tingle slid down her spine. It was a primal response, one she’d experienced only when her life was in danger. She shouldn’t be in danger now, yet her senses sharpened. The clatter of each horse hoof. The glint of the sun on the puddle behind him. She became aware of the weight of the knife sheathed at her calf.

			Even though Huntford’s second knock had gone unanswered for several minutes, he still waited on her doorstep. He didn’t fidget. He hadn’t turned away in frustration. He simply waited. Still and silent like a wolf.

			An arrogant wolf.

			Below, the door opened. Huntford must have been surprised by her butler’s hat—she often had to fight the urge to blink owlishly at him herself—but the Runner’s posture didn’t change. He simply removed his own hat and stepped inside.

			Madeline moved to the door that joined the parlor to the study. Cracking the door open, she waited as the footsteps sounded on the stairs.

			A moment later, Canterbury ushered Huntford inside. “Miss Valdan will see you when she is available.”

			Huntford nodded once. When the door closed silently behind Canterbury, Huntford remained in place while his eyes searched the room. She didn’t doubt he saw everything from the ink stain on the desk to the threadbare patch on the rug, and he never once allowed his back to be to the door.

			Perhaps he might be of some use after all.

			She also liked the way he stood, weight centered, arms loose. There were scabs on his knuckles, too—at most, a week old. The calluses on his hands were far older.

			His clothing gave her pause, however. Ian had said he’d earned a fair amount of money from his private investigations, but she wouldn’t have picked him as a man to spend much of it on clothing. But there was no doubt that his clothing wasn’t some ready-made attire. It had been tailored specifically for him, skimming his broad shoulders and trimwaist. The cravat at his neck was tied simply, but with crisp, clean lines. His boots, while not new, were polished to a shine.

			Who was he trying to prove himself to?

			Not her. He’d been dressed just as precisely at the police office yesterday.

			Huntford’s gaze swung to the door she was hiding behind. He couldn’t see her. She knew that. She’d hidden this way a hundred times before. She was out of sight. Her breathing was light and shallow through her nose. There were no shadows under the door. There was no way he could know she was there.

			Yet when his attention lingered there, she had to fight the urge to back away, her heart fluttering in her chest like that of a cornered rabbit.

			Madeline narrowed her gaze, annoyed at her body’s betrayal.

			Huntford suddenly disappeared from sight and Madeline had to shift to find him again. He stood at her desk, flipping through the blank sheets of paper on top. After a quick pause, he moved behind it and opened a drawer. When he discovered that the only thing inside was a list of her current bidders, he’d be disappointed.

			Madeline smiled. She’d intended to make him wait until eleven but this was too good an opportunity to pass up. Keeping her steps silent, she left the parlor and walked to the study door.

			Gabriel’s hand rested on the brass drawer handle. He’d meant to come here and refuse the assignment, a task Potts thought so important that he’d reassigned not only the Simm murder, but all Gabriel’s other cases until Miss Valdan’s job was complete. But now Gabriel stared at the page of names. It must be a list of the men bidding on her.

			Lenton. Billingsgate. Darby. The names seared across his mind. They were three of his suspects.

			Potts had said she wanted to hire a Runner to investigate the men bidding on her. What if he could use her investigation to hide his own? Potts was right, most of his suspects would do everything they could to avoid a murder investigation. But if they meant to win Miss Valdan, they’d be willing to—

			The door suddenly swung open.

			Miss Valdan paused in the doorway, eyebrow raised, her gaze on the paper in his hand. Gabriel straightened but he didn’t bother to scramble away from the open drawer. It was too late for that. But why hadn’t he heard her coming? And damnation, his cheeks were heating like he was an errant child.

			She inclined her head. “Can I help you locate something?”

			Gabriel shrugged. “I thought since you were occupied, I’d leave a note and come back when you were available.”

			She glanced pointedly at the blank paper and ink on the top of the desk. She didn’t believe him, but then he hadn’t really expected her to.

			“Like at eleven, our appointment time?”

			“I’m afraid I have a pressing matter to attend to then.” Because he hadn’t thought he’d stay here longer than it took to refuse her job.

			Madeline checked the clock on the mantel, then gestured to the door with a flick of her hand. “Well, it’s almost eleven now. If you cannot stay, feel free to send someone in your place.”

			Gabriel almost agreed. But those three names on the list beckoned, too tempting to ignore.

			No, he needed to stay even if it meant giving her the capitulation she sought. “The other meeting can be postponed.” Hopefully. His witness, the old coachman, Bourne, was always at the tavern. Gabriel could ask his additional questions later.

			“Good. I assume Potts told you what I will require?”

			“He did, but perhaps you should tell me so there will be no misunderstandings.”

			She walked toward him. Gabriel moved to the other side of the desk, reluctant to have her near him again. Rather than claim the chair as he’d expected, she stopped and glanced out the window.

			The daylight poured across her face, and Gabriel studied her afresh. Surely the unforgiving rays of the sun would reveal some flaw. A freckle. A pockmark. A heavy dusting of rice powder. But if anything, the sun rendered her skin more radiant. More pristine.

			His teeth ground together as lust rose unbidden. Everything from the lush cupid’s bow of her lips to the way her fingers rubbed at a knot in her lower back whispered of sensuality. It surrounded her like fine perfume. It wasn’t gaudy or overpowering, but rather a subtle fragrance that drew one closer to explore the complex notes.

			Her eyes lifted from the window, sweeping him with similar methodical intensity. And being male, part of him was very curious what she concluded.

			Hell. He didn’t want Miss Valdan. He wanted to catch a murderer. “What is it you require?” he asked, his voice curt even to his own ears.

			She shrugged, drawing his eyes to the luscious hint of bosom visible above the neckline of her cream-colored dress. “Contrary to what you obviously believe, Mr. Huntford, I’m not a fool. I need to be sure of two things—first and foremost, that theman who wins can pay. I need you to examine the bidders’ financial records and discover if they have the blunt to honor their bids.” She sat and straightened the papers on her desk. “I’m not going to hand over my virginity on the empty promise of being paid in the future. I want my money as soon as the deed is done.”

			Gabriel looked for any sign that she wasn’t as cold about the pronouncement as she appeared. But she met his gaze without flinching. He further resolved to ignore his baser urges. A woman who could sell her virginity without any hesitance must have ice in her veins.

			Or wasn’t truly a virgin.

			Yet that suspicion didn’t matter if she gained him access to what he needed. If he had his suspects’ financial records, there was a chance he’d be able to find some tie to both murders. The purchase of the mourning brooches, perhaps?

			Yet in his experience, gentlemen weren’t eager to part with anything, let alone their most private financial dealings. “What makes you think anyone will comply with your demand for proof?”

			“Because I’ll ask them.”

			Curse it. Perhaps it would be best to refuse the assignment after all. If that was her plan, she had about as much chance of succeeding as he did on his own. “And if they don’t agree, Miss Valdan?”

			The steady calm in her gaze fractured and she rose to her feet. She chewed nervously on her lip, leaving it moist and rosy. “Madeline. My name is Madeline.” She peered up at him with wide eyes. “They will agree, won’t they? I mean, it makes sense.” She placed her hand on his chest, its weight light, uncertain. “I didn’t want to do this, but what other option do I have? What lady would trust me in her house as a maid? And I’m not well-bred enough to be a governess.”

			Despite the seductive warmth of her touch, he wasn’t about to feel sorry for her. He removed her hand. “You chose this.”

			She drew in a deep breath. “You’re right. And I do have a plan.”

			“Your plan is to ask them?”

			“It’s a good plan. The men are gentlemen. They’ll honor their bets.” When her hands trembled, she tucked them behind her.

			Heaven save him from naive fools. Without her veneer of bravado, she appeared barely out of the schoolroom. “Just because they’re gentlemen doesn’t mean they’ll act like it.” He wanted to brush his thumb across her lower lip to save it from the abuse of her teeth, but he feared if he touched her lips, he’d want to touch the slender column of her throat. And once his fingers had skimmed over her throat, he’d be unable to stop them from dipping lower.

			And he wasn’t one of her lovesick swains.

			“You’ll help me?” She reached for him again but then dropped her hand as if afraid of rejection.

			The small sign of vulnerability ensnared him in a way her seductive glances never could. “I’ll do what I can.”

			Her breath came fast and shallow, causing her breasts to strain against her bodice. “I know.”

			He swallowed roughly as she leaned toward him. He needed to tell her he wasn’t interested. But when he spoke, his voice was raspy and deep. “Madeline—”

			She pulled back with quick determination. “That is why they’ll agree.”

			He stared at her through the muddled haze of lust. “What?”

			She dusted off the front of her gown as if to rid it of any hint of their interaction. “Every man has a weakness. Pride, vanity ...” She allowed a deliberate pause, a mocking grin curving her lips. “The desire to protect. Any weakness can be turned to my advantage.”

			Gabriel stalked to the far corner of the room until the urge to wrap his hands around her neck faded. She had played him. She hadn’t even needed to snap her fingers to bring him to heel. “You intend to manipulate every man in England?”

			“As amusing as that would be, it isn’t necessary. Once the first few agree, I’ll point out that anyone who refuses must have something embarrassing to hide.”

			He exhaled through clenched teeth. Forget she made a fool of you. He’d wanted her to have a plan, and apparently, hers was far better than he’d given her credit for. But fury, and a disturbing amount of frustrated desire, still drove him. “So you plan to dupe them into paying you a fortune?”

			She frowned. “No. They’ll get what they pay for. My virginity. I’m merely trying to ensure they don’t cheat me.”

			“By preying on their weaknesses.”

			She crossed her arms. “It’s not a crime to discover fantasies. You do the same thing.”

			He glared at her. “Nonsense.”

			“When you capture a suspect, you ferret out their weaknesses first, do you not? You watch for the lies and the fears, then you exploit them to gain a confession. The only difference is that my process ends with a pleasant interlude in bed and yours ends on the gallows.”

			His fists tightened until his hands ached. But Miss Valdan was right, curse her. Besides, he couldn’t risk provoking her further. The more he thought about it, the more perfect this opportunity was. By working for Madeline, he could investigate the men of the ton without their knowledge. Hell, perhaps they’d even help. “What else do you need me to do?”

			She hesitated, and for a moment, he was positive his bitterness had lost him the assignment.

			The door opened and the butler entered. This time a blue ribbon and pheasant feathers trimmed the man’s hat. He carried a tray containing tea and biscuits, which he set on a small table. Madeline didn’t spare the butler’s strange attire a second glance. Instead, she lowered herself onto the settee and motioned to the chair across from her.

			Gabriel sat. He’d be harder to throw out if he was drinking tea.

			She poured with a grace more befitting a lady of the manor than a woman of the streets. Even his mother would have approved. She offered him a plate of biscuits. “I will also require the sexual histories of the top bidders. That information, I assume, they will be less anxious to part with.”

			At least she’d decided not to throw him out.

			“My desire to fulfill fantasies only goes so far. I won’t share a bed with a madman, no matter how much he pays. Nor do I want to end up with the pox as a memento of the evening. While financial information can be supplied by a banker or solicitor, this portion of the assignment will require an investigator familiar with the darker environs and back alleys of London.”

			That he was. Since Susan’s death, he’d spent little time anywhere else. The more violent and depraved the criminal he hunted, the better. He held out hope with each arrest that someone would have a clue that would lead him to his sister’s killer. As the months and years had passed, he’d recognized the growing improbability of that hope. Yet he couldn’t stop.

			Besides, if Miss Valdan wanted a proper investigation, not only would he look into the whorehouses and bordellos, he’d have to interview her bidders’ staffs as well—butlers, valets, maids. All people who would know of their masters’ proclivities.

			And their whereabouts the night of the Simm murder.

			Gabriel nodded in acceptance.

			“Also, for the next fortnight, I need you by my side when I’m seen in public.”

			“What?” That sneaky cur Potts had left out that detail. “I can’t investigate if I’m escorting you.”

			“I’m not asking for much time. A couple hours in the morning when I drive in the park and in the evening when I appear at my chosen entertainments. The rest of the day belongs to you.”

			It sounded reasonable, but he had no desire to spend that much time in her company. “I didn’t think you lacked for escorts.”

			“Do you know Lady Golpin?”

			Gabriel shook his head at the change of topic. “Not that I remember.”

			“She owns a fantastic diamond necklace. It is enormous. She only wears it if she is accompanied by two armed footmen.”

			He took a bite of his biscuit and waited. Although he might dislike her methods, he’d begun to suspect that a calculating, logical mind worked inside that beautiful head.

			“Everyone is so impressed by the security that no one has thought to question the actual worth of the piece.”

			“And they should?”

			Madeline smiled, a mischievous grin that harkened back to girlhood pranks. “It’s paste. She’s actually only a stone’s throw from losing everything to her creditors.”

			A matching grin threatened to form on his face until it occurred to him that her smile was likely a ploy calculated to draw that reaction from him. To gain his compliance.

			“It is in my best interest to look like I have something worth protecting.”

			He stilled as another correlation to Lady Golpin occurred to him. “Lady Golpin uses this tactic to hide the truth. Are you doing the same thing?”

			Would she admit it?

			“Are you asking me if I’m a virgin?” She looked thoroughly entertained by the question. “Why do you care, Mr. Huntford?”

			Gabriel placed the biscuit on his plate. He didn’t care, yet he found himself leaning forward. “I think I should know the value of the commodity I’m protecting.”

			“Immense, of course.” She blew gently on her cup of tea.

			Tiny pinpricks covered his arms as his body reacted to the imagined sensation of that air moving over his skin. “It’s my reputation you’re hiring as well as my skills. Are you a virgin?”

			She sipped her drink and swallowed, sending a ripple down her throat. “What else could I be?”

			“Very clever or foolish. Are you truly untouched?”

			The sparkle in her eyes dimmed, and she returned her cup to the tray. “I never claimed that. If you want further assurance, you’ll have to bid on me yourself.” She rose to her feet. “Now I also must be clear that I have several rules I will insist upon. First, all information you discover will be reported to me, no matter how insignificant it might seem.”

			Gabriel nodded. He’d give her any information that might affect her auction. He would not be telling her, however, about his own private inquiry. He’d do everything she’d hired him for. If he chose to do more, that was his business. He quelled a stab of guilt. He hadn’t lured his suspects into bidding on her. With or without his involvement, they’d still be pursuing her. In fact, she was safer because of him.

			“Next, your investigation into my bidders’ private lives remains private. I won’t risk scaring potential bidders away.”

			That suited his purposes perfectly. “Anything else?”

			“One last thing. Your only payment will be monetary. Under no circumstances will I sleep with you or pleasure you in any way.” Her gaze swept over him, lingering on his lower body. “No matter the size of the bulge in your trousers. Are we agreed?”

			Resisting the urge to look down, Gabriel gave a curt nod. “I’m at your service.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Ready?” Madeline asked, taking her bonnet from Canterbury.

			Huntford glared at her from where he’d propped his shoulder against the door frame. The morning light pouring in behind him rendered his face difficult to read. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

			She pinned on her hat. “Feel free to continue glowering. It will quite add to your authoritative air.”

			He didn’t reply to her sally. She opened her mouth again, then paused. She didn’t have to keep him enthralled. He could be dour and bitter all he wanted and she had no responsibility to coax him from his black mood. She savored the novelty of it.

			Perhaps she shouldn’t have tormented him yesterday, but it had seemed easier to show how she planned to ensure her bidders’ cooperation rather than argue. And truth be told, his arrogance had nettled, and she’d wanted to take him down a peg.

			Madeline walked toward him, doing her best to give no indication of the way energy sizzled around him, raising the hair on the back of her neck. While he was not precisely handsome, she’d dealt with enough men to know he’d undress well. But that didn’t explain why his proximity increased the rate of her heart. She kept her gait steady as she passed, hoping to determine the cause of her agitation.

			Most likely it was the way his eyes never left her, and the fact that it wasn’t lust binding his gaze. She was unused to people seeing past her beauty. It unnerved her. Her secrets were her own.

			Beyond the carriage, a footman ducked behind an oak tree.

			Not knowing what about him had caught her attention, she lifted her skirts and hurried across the street. She knew better than to ignore her instincts. The crunch of gravel informed her that Huntford followed. She didn’t look back, hoping that if she ignored him, he wouldn’t speak until she could see the man behind the tree.

			It was a vain hope. “Madeline—”

			The man darted out, his pace just short of a run.

			“Henry!” Madeline called out, hoping to startle him into turning around. But the man didn’t slow. Short of breaking into a run herself—and she knew she’d never be able to explain that to Huntford’s satisfaction—she wouldn’t be able to catch him. She studied what she could: the awkward swing of the man’s arms, the slight outward turn of his feet, his boots. The boots were by Hoby—there was no mistaking the quality. And they were new and perfectly fitted.

			Shoes never lied. A wig or coat could be thrown on, but shoes were too bulky. And if he’d planned his disguise so poorly, he wasn’t a professional.

			But neither was he a footman.

			Huntford watched her as if she’d gone mad.

			“I could have sworn that was the footman I sent to deliver letters. But I must have been wrong.” While pretending to adjust her skirt, Madeline studied the grass under the tree where the man had been standing. Well trampled. He’d been waiting there for some time.

			If he’d been an assassin, she’d be dead.

			Huntford’s eyes bored through her again. “You often run after servants?”

			Far too observant.

			She raised an eyebrow. “He also left with the silver.”

			As she’d hoped, Huntford’s attention lifted toward where the man had disappeared. “Do you want me to go after him?”

			Madeline shook her head. If the man came back, she’d be ready for him. “It wasn’t him. Henry was shorter.” She crossed the street and climbed into her carriage.

			“Lenton, Billingsgate, and Wethersly are your top three bidders,” he said as he sat across from her.

			She nodded. Apparently, she’d been granted a reprieve for this morning’s oddity, but she didn’t for a moment believe he’d forgotten. “I received a report on the bid book as well.”

			“What do you know of them?”

			“You’ve had their names since this morning. What did you find out?”

			His shoulder hitched upward. “Lenton is young and horse mad, inherited a large amount of money from his maternal grandmother. Billingsgate is a gambler and floats between wealth and poverty on a weekly basis. Wethersly, I haven’t heard much about, but from what I could discover, he’s an old man with an eye for pretty women. What do you know?”

			She saw no reason to hide the fruits of her own carefully placed questions. “Billingsgate has won more than he’s lost the past few weeks and prefers faro.”

			“Do you know him?”

			“Only very slightly. We met in the park last week. He’s charming, if a bit cold.”

			“Cold in what way?”

			She could hardly explain that she’d noticed how his hands tensed whenever someone touched him. Or that he always positioned himself in the dominant position in any conversation. “Does it matter? My main concern is that he has money.”

			Huntford leaned back in his seat, somehow failing to appear any more relaxed. “So it doesn’t matter if you like the man who wins?”

			She’d never expected to. The government had been assigning her to seduce men since she was fourteen. Any romantic notions she might have once held were long dead. “What matters is that they think I like them.”

			“You see no issue with the deception?”

			“Don’t act so offended. Half the world pretends. Doesn’t an heiress become more desirable the larger her dowry? Dukes have more admirers than their character and wit warrant. A modiste always swears the most expensive fabric looks the best. In my case, I’ll make the winner think the fortune he paid for me was a bargain. We both win.”

			Huntford frowned. “You have a disturbing ability to make your justifications seem valid.”

			“Is that a compliment?” she asked.

			“No.”

			But that pleased her even more. Flattery was meaningless; accusations seldom were.

			The carriage slowed as they approached the tree-lined roads of Hyde Park.

			“What do you know of Lenton?” Huntford asked.

			“Quite a bit. He—” A familiar round face rode toward them. “See for yourself.”

			As she beckoned, she tilted her head and parted her lips. While ensuring her body was artfully arranged on the cushions, she peeled off her gloves, baring even more flesh. By the time Viscount Lenton reined in his spirited bay gelding, she was ready.

			A grin split his cherubic face and he doffed his hat with a wide sweep of his arm. “My fair Miss Valdan, it’s been far too long since you allowed me to escort you to Vauxhall. Your beauty is like the first daffodil in spring.”

			Drat, Canterbury won. She’d laid her money that the first compliment would compare her to the sun. Madeline extended her hand, and Lenton brought it to his lips for a lingering caress. Then he froze, his wet lips like two lethargic slugs. With an uncomfortable cough, he jerked upright. The sudden motion provoked the gelding to snort and yank against his bit.

			Lenton kept a wary eye on Huntford as he calmed the skittish animal. “I say, you’re that Runner, aren’t you?”

			Huntford inclined his head. “Gabriel Huntford.”

			“You’re the one who caught the Chetfeld killer?”

			“Indeed.”

			“What ever happened to him?”

			“I sent him to the devil with a noose around his neck.”

			A chill trickled down her spine. But she had nothing to fear. He wasn’t investigating her. She simply shouldn’t wear such low-cut gowns in April.

			Madeline allowed Lenton to process Huntford’s less than cordial expression before redirecting his attention back to her. “Enough about him.” She gave a dismissive wave in Huntford’s direction.

			The flicker of her hand spooked the horse.

			With a grunt and pull on the reins, Lenton again settled the bay.

			She widened her eyes. “Is that magnificent creature one of Cooing Dove’s line?” It was, unless her sources failed her.

			“Got him at Tattersall’s last week. I outbid Barton for him.” His eyes roved over her with renewed interest. “Not many women recognize prime horseflesh when they see it.”

			Such a high-strung animal wasn’t fit for a country lane, let alone the streets of London, but she trailed her gaze deliberately over the viscount. “I make it a point to take note of all fine flesh—horse or”—she paused, drawing her hand along the edge of her bodice—“human.”

			Although Lenton’s gaze locked on her fingers with feverish intensity, it was another set of eyes from across the carriage that intruded on her senses, snagging her breath in her throat and tightening her breasts.

			Her hand froze for less than an instant. By the time she’d named the novel feeling, she knew how to turn it to her advantage.

			Like
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