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			CHAPTER ONE

			Jack absently skimmed his finger along the surface of his desk, tracing a swirl through the sand he had used to blot his notes. Another case was solved and done with, another gentleman too drunk on his own power and consequence to remember to pay servants and tradesmen, too dissipated to bother being faithful to his wife. Nearly every client’s problems were variations on that theme. Jack might have been bored if he weren’t so angry.

			A knock sounded at the door, a welcome distraction. His sister always knocked, as if she didn’t want to interrupt whatever depravities Jack was conducting on the other side of the door. She did it out of an excess of consideration, but Jack still felt as if she were waiting for him to do something unspeakable at any moment.

			She was right, of course, but still it grated.

			“Come in, Sarah.”

			“There’s a gentleman here to see you,” she said, packing a world of both disapproval and deference into those few words.

			Really, it was a pity she hadn’t been born a man, because the world had lost a first-­rate butler there. The butlers Jack had served under would have been put fairly to shame.

			“Tell him to bugger off.” Sarah knew perfectly well he didn’t take gentlemen as clients. He tried to keep any trace of impatience out of his voice, but didn’t think he quite managed it.

			“I have customers downstairs and I don’t want a scene.” She had pins jammed into the sleeve of her gown, a sign that she had been interrupted in the middle of a fitting. No wonder her lips were pursed.

			“And I don’t want any gentlemen.” Too late, he realized he had set her up for a smart-­mouthed response. Now she was going to press her advantage, because that’s what older sisters did. But Sarah must have been developing some restraint, or maybe she was only in a hurry, because all she did was raise a single eyebrow as if to say, Like hell you don’t.

			“I’m not your gatekeeper,” she said a moment later, her tone deceptively mild. But on her last word Jack could hear a trace of that old accent they had both worked so hard to shed. Sarah had to be driven to distraction if she was letting her accent slip.

			“Send him up, then,” he conceded. This arrangement of theirs depended on a certain amount of compromise on both sides.

			She vanished, her shoes scarcely making any sound on the stairs. A moment later he heard the heavier tread of a man not at all concerned about disturbing the clients below.

			This man didn’t bother knocking. He simply sailed through the door Sarah had left ajar as if he had every right in the world to enter whatever place he pleased, at whatever time he wanted.

			To hell with that. Jack took his time stacking his cards, pausing a moment to examine one with feigned and hopefully infuriating interest. The gentleman coughed impatiently; Jack mentally awarded himself the first point.

			“Yes?” Jack looked up for the first time, as if only now noticing the stranger’s presence. He could see why Sarah had pegged him straightaway as a gentleman. Everything about him, from his mahogany walking stick to his snowy white linen, proclaimed his status.

			“You’re Jack Turner?”

			There was something about his voice—­the absurd level of polish, perhaps—­that made Jack look more carefully at his visitor’s face.

			Could it—­? It couldn’t be.

			But it was.

			“Captain Rivington,” Jack said with all the nonchalance he could muster. “What brings you here?”

			Jack saw Rivington’s eyes go wide for one astonished instant before he gathered his wits. That was faster than most ­people, and Jack had to give him credit.

			“Have we met?” the other man asked, his voice indicating exactly how unlikely it was that he would ever have met the likes of Jack Turner.

			“Not exactly,” Jack said, holding back the details as a matter of principle.

			The truth was that a man would make a poor go of it in this line of work if he couldn’t remember a face like Rivington’s. Though the last time Jack had encountered this pretty specimen of the English upper classes, the man had been a few years younger and didn’t have that limp.

			Nor that murderous look in his eye, for that matter.

			What he’d had was his cock in the mouth of some other lazy young fool at his father’s house party. That had made Rivington of particular interest to Jack. There were few enough men who shared Jack’s preferences—­let alone sons of earls—­that he certainly wasn’t likely to forget a single one. Jack had added that fact to the stockpile of secrets he kept, never knowing when he might need to avail himself of some especially unsavory truth.

			Jack kept his gaze fixed expectantly on the other man’s face. The fellow was handsome, Jack would hand him that. Fair hair, bright blue eyes, very tall, very thin. Not Jack’s type, but nothing to sneeze at either. A pity about that limp.

			“May I ask what type of business you run in this establishment?” The brusqueness of Rivington’s tone suggested that he expected an answer.

			And just for that, Jack decided he wasn’t going to give him one. “I’m not taking gentlemen as clients at the moment.” It was always an unexpected pleasure when the truth aligned with what he wanted to say.

			“What the devil does that mean?” Rivington’s hands were clenched into fists.

			“My clients are ladies and other sorts of ­people who need help solving problems. Wealthy gentlemen seldom need the kinds of ser­vices I offer.” That, and Jack would sooner have gouged out his eyeballs than work for an aristocratic man ever again.

			Not to be trusted, that lot.

			“Well, I certainly have a problem and you would seem to be the man to fix it,” Rivington all but spat. “My sister paid two hundred pounds to someone of your name at this address.”

			Lady Montbray. Of course. The usual arrangement was for ladies to pay through Sarah’s dress shop, so the expense would pass unnoticed by suspicious husbands or fathers. But Lady Montbray had quite a bit of her own money and had been moved to displays of extreme gratitude by the ser­vices Jack had rendered. She’d paid Jack directly, not to mention generously.

			Not that Jack was going to tell this amusingly irate toff any of that. “Did she now?” he murmured. God, he wished he had someone here to admire how well he was getting this fellow’s dander up. The poor sod’s pretty face had practically turned red.

			“You very well know that she did,” Rivington said in tones that were clipped with barely restrained fury. “I’d like to know precisely what ser­vices you render, for such a fee.”

			Jack bet he would. Really, he ought to leave the matter there and refuse to say anything else. He half wanted to see what this fine gentleman would do if he got any angrier. But he also didn’t want Rivington talking to magistrates or Bow Street Runners about him. The success of this operation depended on Jack’s relative invisibility. He would have no clients at all if his business were exposed in the newspapers.

			“As I said, I help ­people with problems. If a lady is wondering whether her servants are robbing her or whether her husband is playing her false, I find out. And I fix it.” There were other situations he helped with, but he certainly wasn’t discussing those predicaments today.

			Not ever. Not with this man.

			“You’re saying that Charlotte—­Lady Montbray—­called upon you to solve some sort of domestic dispute?” Rivington shook his head, plainly incredulous. “I don’t believe it. It’s a ruse. Two hundred pounds! My God.” His face was dark with a degree of anger that Jack guessed did not come readily to him. “I think you’re a crook, Turner.”

			Jack gave the man his due for knowing a crook when he saw one, even though he had been more or less on the right side of the law as of late. “If any of my clients think I’ve defrauded them or failed to uphold our bargain, they can bring an action against me. But your opinion doesn’t enter into it.”

			That was the whole point. This prig’s opinion didn’t matter. Two years earlier, Jack had set up this business to make himself independent of men like Rivington, and to do something to get other ­people out from under the thumbs of wealthy, highborn men. And there Rivington stood, carrying a beaver hat that a younger Jack would have pinched just on the principle of the thing. With a curl to his lip, Rivington surveyed Jack’s shabby little study like he owned the place. Like he owned Jack.

			But then the man helplessly scrubbed a hand through his pale hair. At the same time he shifted his weight onto his walking stick.

			Jack stilled. It would never do to feel anything like compassion for this man, but then Jack was a practiced hand at overcoming any stray decent impulses. More worrisome were the decidedly indecent impulses he was feeling towards Captain Rivington. Even after four years, Jack had never quite been able to rid himself of the image of the young gentleman in the throes of passion, all that restraint and hauteur gone up in smoke.

			Mercifully, there was a brisk rap on the door. “Come in, Sarah,” Jack called.

			“And now there’s a lady here to see you. I’m sending her up. I have two ladies downstairs for fittings and heaven only knows where Betsy has gotten to,” she said, already heading back down to her shop.

			“If you’ll excuse me, Captain Rivington, I need to meet with a client. I’m sure you’ll understand the need for privacy.” He could hear the lady’s steps coming up the stairs.

			Rivington made for the door before hesitating, then turning back to Jack. “No, I think I’ll stay,” he said, his voice thoughtful, his feet planted firmly on the floor.

			“Not possible.” There was no time for this nonsense. But Rivington didn’t budge. “Good day, sir.”

			Rivington, blast him, raised a single eyebrow. Worse, his mouth quirked up in the beginnings of a smile. Oh, he knew perfectly well that he had the whip hand in this situation, did he? There was nothing Jack could do to get rid of him without risking a scene that would frighten off Sarah’s customers or his own client. He certainly didn’t want to turn their landlord’s eye more closely to what was occurring on these premises.

			Jack sighed, resigned. “Then stay, on the condition that you swear not to breathe a word of anything you see or hear in this room.” Besides, if Rivington ever tried to breach a client’s confidence it wouldn’t take much for Jack to ruin him.

			A comforting thought, as always.

			Rivington regarded him for a moment. “I swear it.”

			The earnestness in his face was almost laughable. Ever so honorable, these gentlemen. Always so eager to uphold their oaths, to value their word. It was one of the few things they actually managed to get right, and maybe they ought to be encouraged, but it wouldn’t be by Jack.

			“Then sit over there.” He gestured to an empty chair in a shadowy corner of the room. “And don’t speak.”

			As Rivington sat, a spasm of pain crossed his face. It was brief, just as soon replaced with more bland aristocratic chilliness.

			“Are you all right?” Jack asked, before he could remember that his official stance was not to give a damn about Rivington. But how the hell badly was the man’s leg injured? Small wonder he had turned up ready for bloodshed after climbing that steep flight of stairs.

			Jack wasn’t ready for the smile Rivington shot him. Fuck. A startled flash of perfect teeth, accompanied by a choked laugh. Was that all it took to dismantle Jack’s composure these days?

			“Christ,” Rivington said, “I must be in bad shape if I have career criminals asking after my welfare.”

			“Don’t get too excited.” Jack tried to sound bored. “It’s just that it would be a bloody inconvenience for the Earl of Rutland’s son to die in my office.”

			Those blue eyes were now plainly shining with amusement. “I’ll endeavor to keep body and soul together until I reach the street.”

			Jack bent in a slight, ironic bow. God’s balls, was Rivington flirting with him? Was he flirting with Rivington? Before Jack could decide, his client appeared in the doorway.

			She was dark, pretty enough, and expensively dressed. Neither plump nor thin, neither tall nor short. There were probably five hundred women like her within two miles of where they stood. About five-­and-­twenty years old, maybe a bit less. She had circles under her eyes that suggested weeks of insufficient sleep.

			She handed Jack a card—­ladies always did, as if they had come to take tea. He nearly felt bad for them, so at sea were they in these circumstances. The women of a lower station got right to business, but ladies were at a loss. He gave the card a cursory glance.

			“Mrs. Wraxhall, please take a seat,” he said with exaggerated courtliness, entirely for the purpose of letting Rivington know that he hadn’t merited Jack’s best manners. He drew his own chair closer to hers to preserve the illusion of this being a social visit. “I have an associate with me today,” he said, gesturing dismissively to Rivington, “but you can pretend he isn’t here.” Out of the corner of his eye he watched for Rivington’s reaction—­a fraction of a smile. Not that Jack cared in the slightest. “How may I help you?”

			“I . . . well.” Her gaze flickered between Jack and her own lap, where she fiddled with the edge of a glove. “Mary said you see all manner of things and nothing I could possibly say would surprise you.”

			“She was right.” He’d ask who this Mary was in due course. “It’s best if you just come out with it.”

			“I lost some letters.” She hesitated before continuing, her gaze darting around the room. “They were stolen, rather.” Another pause, this one longer. “And in their place I found a note threatening to expose the letters to my husband unless I followed instructions.”

			Ah, blackmail. That was Jack’s favorite. It warmed the very cockles of his heart.

			To be fair, he liked any reminder that he was entirely middling when it came to sin and nastiness. He was a veritable baby in a cradle compared to blackmailers. The best part was that very often all it took was a bit of sniffing around and you could turn the situation on its head, blackmailing the would-­be blackmailer into silence. And you needn’t feel the slightest bit ashamed of it either.

			Jack felt like a regular Robin Hood when he could manage that kind of trick.

			“Mrs. Wraxhall,” he said. “You’ve come to the right man. Now tell me everything.”

			Oliver hadn’t known what to expect when he arrived at this address, but it certainly wasn’t an utterly ordinary man posing questions in the manner of a family solicitor or a country doctor, as if blackmail were no more distressing than a case of chilblains.

			He had feared that the mysterious Mr. Turner would turn out to be a money lender of some sort. That would almost have made sense—­one did hear stories of ladies with gaming debts, although he would have thought Charlotte had too much money for her ship to run aground in precisely that way.

			If Charlotte was in some kind of distress, why had she not turned to their father or elder brother? Ideally she would have gone to her husband, but Montbray had been overseas in recent years. As had Oliver himself, for that matter, which he had to assume was why his sister had not come to him for aid. For Charlotte to find herself in a predicament that drove her to give two hundred pounds to a man who conducted business out of a room above a dressmaker’s shop, and then never breathe a word of it to anyone? That was beyond astonishing.

			This Turner fellow looked vaguely familiar, but Oliver couldn’t quite put his finger on why. Had he been a soldier? He didn’t look like it. Could they have gone to school together? Certainly not. Oliver couldn’t have said why, but he would have bet good money that Turner had not been to Eton. But why was he so sure of that, now? There was nothing about Turner’s demeanor that seemed common, precisely. His accent was unremarkable, which likely meant that it was close to Oliver’s own. But why on earth would a man with a good accent have an office with mismatched furniture and threadbare carpets? Why would he have any office at all, for that matter? It didn’t add up.

			He was absolutely ordinary-­looking. There was nothing remarkable whatsoever in his appearance. His hair was dark, his eyes could have been any color at all in this badly lit room. Not handsome in any traditional sense of the word—­his nose was rather too much of a good thing, to be honest. He was broad in the shoulders and chest. His clothes, Oliver noticed, were scrupulously clean, but there was something about the way Turner wore them that suggested insolence. His cravat was tied in a haphazard knot. His coat was of a cut that could easily be shrugged off; it was unbuttoned, giving Oliver an impression of muscles working beneath the linen shirt.

			At the thought of what else might lie beneath those not-­quite-­gentlemanly clothes, Oliver felt a familiar ripple of awareness course through his body. He crushed it, as usual. This was hardly the place for that, for God’s sake.

			There was no place for that. Not anymore. He was finally home, and he was so damned grateful to be in a place with rules and laws that he was going to follow them, come hell or high water. He had come here to get to the bottom of whatever hold, if any, this fellow had over Charlotte, not to mentally undress criminals.

			He forced himself to attend to Mrs. Wraxhall—­and why did that name sound so familiar? There was certainly a Wraxhall at his club. Could there be a connection? The lady was now giving Turner the story of her life, it would seem, with Turner occasionally pausing to scribble something on a sheet of paper.

			Before her marriage, Mrs. Wraxhall had evidently indulged in a youthful escapade with a man from the Yorkshire village where they’d both grown up. They had, stupidly, exchanged letters. At the conclusion of the affair she had requested that her paramour return her missives, and he had complied. Of that, Oliver approved. He would like to think that if he ever had an affair with a lady—­and he had to concede that the likelihood of that ever coming to pass was precisely zero, thank God—­he would promptly return any letters she had been foolish enough to send him.

			But why had she not burned them? Oliver found that troubling.

			In any event, she had kept both sets—­those she had written and those she had received—­in her jewel box until, about a month ago, she noticed that they had disappeared.

			“Tell me more about the blackmail letter you found. Did you bring it with you today?” Turner asked.

			“No.” The lady twisted her handkerchief into knots. “I threw it immediately into the fire.”

			Oh, she managed to burn that, did she? Oliver was beyond exasperated. Perhaps Turner was too, because he let out a long breath before speaking again. “Do you recall what it said? What were the demands?”

			“The letter said that further instructions would be forthcoming.” That handkerchief would not be long for the world if the lady kept on abusing it.

			“But this was a month ago, and you have received no further word?” Turner’s voice had the same too-­patient tone Oliver had heard from the dozen surgeons who explained that there was nothing left to be done for his leg.

			The lady nodded her assent. Oliver gave it five minutes before she worried a hole into the cambric of her handkerchief.

			Another pause from Turner. “Did anyone other than you and the gentleman in question know about these letters?” Turner asked. “Your maid?”

			“No. I always get my own jewels out of the case and I keep the key to myself.” The lady mercifully put her handkerchief aside and began to pick apart the string of her reticule.

			“And you never told anyone of the liaison at the time? Your mother or a sister, perhaps?”

			“I have no sister.” She hesitated before continuing. “My mother knew to expect an engagement between myself and Mr. Lewis, but did not know about the letters.”

			“How did you receive these letters without your parents or servants knowing about them?”

			“We had a secret location. It was the place where we . . . met.” Color rose into Mrs. Wraxhall’s pale cheeks, and Oliver felt his own cheeks flush in sympathy and mortification. He was no stranger to illicit rendezvous and it was only by the grace of God that he had never been caught out. Now he felt even worse that this lady was desperate enough to go to a scoundrel like Turner. “We left letters and presents there as well,” she said faintly.

			Turner drummed his fingers on the desk. “May I ask who sent you to me?”

			“It was my lady’s maid, Mary Wilkins. She doesn’t know the details of my problem, only that I’ve been distressed, and she told me that you had handled a situation for her former employer.”

			Turner nodded. “Tell me about your house.”

			“My house?” She looked curiously at Turner. “All right. It’s on the south side of Grosvenor Square. We’ve lived there since we married, at the beginning of last year. We have a place in Kent as well, but we haven’t been there since the Season started.”

			Grosvenor Square? That was quite an address, right around the corner from Charlotte and half the ton. Oliver leaned forward in his chair, ignoring the throbbing in his leg. As if it wasn’t bad enough that Charlotte had some sinister goings-­on with Turner, now it seemed ladies all over Mayfair turned to him for help? Oliver hardly knew what to think. For a moment, he wasn’t in the heart of civilized London, but rather in a stinking battlefield in Spain, where decent ­people were revealed to be monsters.

			And what Turner said next only made it worse.

			“I’m sure Miss Wilkins explained my terms to you, but it bears repeating. I am not a Bow Street Runner, nor am I a magistrate.” He spoke with the air of one who had delivered the same speech too many times to remember. “I solve my clients’ problems in the way I deem best. I won’t ask for your approval before acting and I won’t keep you apprised of my progress. It may come to pass that I won’t tell you who took your letters or why. You pay me, I make the problem disappear, and that’s the end of our arrangement. If you have any misgivings, I’ll throw my notes on the fire and we’ll pretend this never happened.”

			Oliver felt the blood drain from his face. This scoundrel was taking money from ladies and acting with blatant disregard for law and order? Oliver clenched his teeth to keep from speaking. This was anarchy. He had witnessed firsthand what happened when ­people felt entitled to deliver their own justice, and he absolutely wouldn’t stand for it happening in his own country, within a stone’s throw of his house.

			But Mrs. Wraxhall was evidently not a student of recent history, because after sitting silently for a moment, she spoke in a calm, clear voice. “Yes, that’s fine.” She smoothed her mangled handkerchief across her lap.

			He wondered if the French Revolution or Bonaparte’s rise to power had been planned in places like this, little rooms with worn furnishings and sparse light. A single window let in whatever daylight managed to make its way through the clouds that had blanketed London since Oliver’s return earlier that spring. There were few objects beyond a shelf of books, some unlit candles, and the supplies necessary for writing.

			It didn’t take much more than that to sow disorder, though.

			Christ, the hellish aftermath of Badajoz had been accomplished with even less. Piles of bodies, his own soldiers doing unspeakable—­

			But no. He had to stop that line of thought. He was not at war any longer. The war was over and he was home.

			What he was witnessing was at worst petty crime, nothing involving bloodshed or mayhem. He took a deep breath, willing his heart to stop pounding in his chest.

			“Have you had any house guests? Any dinner parties?” Turner’s voice cut through his thoughts and Oliver dragged his attention back to the present.

			Mrs. Wraxhall shook her head. “We hardly entertain.”

			Now, that didn’t make any sense. Why live in Grosvenor Square if you weren’t going to entertain? What was the point of such a lofty address, then?

			Some of his consternation must have shown on his face, because when he raised his head Turner was looking in his direction. One corner of his mouth had lifted in a half smile, as if they were in on the same joke. Oliver shot back a smirk before he could remember that it was unwise to fraternize with this sort of unsavory fellow.

			Turner had noticed that the lady’s story didn’t make sense, had he? Well, by all rights he ought to, if he was charging these ladies a princely sum to solve their problems. For two hundred pounds he ought to do all but read their minds.

			Oliver held on to that thought as Turner rose to escort Mrs. Wraxhall downstairs. When he came back, he shut the door with a flick of his wrist, not even breaking stride as he strolled over to where Oliver still sat. He came to a stop altogether too close to Oliver’s legs.

			“I trust that you’re satisfied I truly do what I said I do, and that I haven’t defrauded your sister.” He sounded offended, which was rich coming from a man who had all but admitted to playing fast and loose with the law. “And now you may leave.”

			Turner was looming over him, blast the man. If Oliver were to stand, his shirt front would nearly brush Turner’s, and it wouldn’t do at all to dwell on how that prospect appealed to him.

			Turner’s posturing was a primitive display of aggression and Oliver knew it. The right response was to get to his feet, shouldering the man aside if need be.

			Instead, he felt transfixed by the darkness of Turner’s glare. They had been almost cordial in that moment before Mrs. Wraxhall entered. Perhaps even more than cordial, although he would do best to put that notion clear out of his head. He hadn’t come here to provoke the man, only to get to the bottom of why Charlotte had paid him such an obscene sum. And if he left now, he’d never find out. Nor would he be able to help poor Mrs. Wraxhall—­for surely there had to be a way for that lady to get her letters back without resorting to Turner’s methods. Oliver had to believe that there was a lawful solution to that lady’s distress.

			Besides which, he had now been sitting for half an hour and there was no saying how long it would take to get his leg into a state fit to descend the stairs. He certainly wasn’t going to let Turner see him at such a disadvantage. It was one thing to have a bad leg, quite another to be embarrassed about it in front of thieves or confidence artists or whatever variety of criminal this man actually was.

			“No,” Oliver said, dragging the word out. “I’m not done here, Mr. Turner.” He looked up to see Turner’s face scowling darkly in the half light. “I’ve hardly even started.”

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWO

			Jack could almost feel the heat coming off Rivington’s body, almost pick up the scent of whatever eau de cologne the man undoubtedly wore. If he moved half a step closer he’d be standing between Rivington’s legs. He knew that would be a bad idea, but at the moment could not seem to recall why.

			“What I don’t understand”—­Rivington tipped his head against the back of Jack’s worst chair as if he hadn’t just been told to leave—­”is why she didn’t destroy the letters. If she knew the contents would harm her, why not throw them on the fire?”

			Ah, but the ladies never did. Not in Jack’s experience, at least. Mothers and governesses ought to spend more time instructing young ladies in the importance of destroying incriminating evidence and less time bothering with good posture and harp lessons and so forth.

			Besides, that wasn’t the right question to ask. The real wonder was that Mrs. Wraxhall hadn’t kept the blackmail letter, the one clue that might lead them to her stolen letters.

			Of course, ­people did all manner of foolish things when they were distressed, but Jack would have thought a woman who had the presence of mind to stay so tidy on such a muddy day wouldn’t do something as muddle-­headed as flinging a blackmail letter onto the fire.

			Jack looked down at Rivington, who still hadn’t moved. The man was apparently under the impression that they were going to sit here and discuss the Wraxhall matter, and really Jack ought to waste no time in disabusing him of that notion.

			But instead Jack kept looking. A man this handsome was a rare pleasure to admire up close. He was younger than Jack had first thought—­somewhere between five-­and-­twenty and thirty. Perhaps five years younger than Jack himself.

			Yet he looked tired. Worn out. For God’s sake, his coat was all but falling off him, despite obviously having been well-­tailored at one point. “Shouldn’t you be home, resting your leg?” Such a question might just be rude enough to send Rivington packing, and besides, Jack couldn’t remember the last time he had seen a gentleman in such clear need of sleep and a decent meal.

			Rivington opened his mouth as if to say something cutting but then gave a short, unamused huff of laughter. “If only rest worked.” He didn’t seem offended by Jack’s rudeness. He was, Jack realized, likely a good-­natured fellow. He had arrived here in a pique of anger—­and likely pain—­that had since worn off. Now he had the wrung-­out look of someone exhausted by an unaccustomed emotion. Jack would guess that Rivington was not a hot-­tempered man. And now he was contemplating his walking stick with something that looked like resignation bordering on dread.

			“They always keep the letters,” Jack said quickly, before he could remind himself that he ought to be ordering this man to go home, not engaging him in conversation.

			When Rivington looked up, something flashed across his face that could have passed for relief. “Sentiment, I suppose.”

			Jack stepped backwards and sat on the edge of his desk to preserve the advantage of height. “I tend to think ­people hang on to love letters in the event they might choose to blackmail the sender.” But then again, he never did quite expect the best from ­people. Maybe the lady was simply being sentimental, but in Jack’s experience of human nature, ­people were more likely to plot and connive than they were to indulge in sentiment. Jack’s experience with humanity was admittedly a trifle skewed, however.

			Rivington’s eyes opened wide with disbelief. “I knew a man who couldn’t bring himself to sell his father’s watch, even though he had creditors banging on his door at all hours. But he kept the watch because he couldn’t bear to part with it. It may be the same with your Mrs. Wraxhall.”

			Jack shrugged. “Could be.” Never having had a parent who inspired any feelings of tenderness or loyalty, or indeed any sentiment at all beyond a resentment that lingered years after their deaths, Jack mentally substituted his sister for Rivington’s example. What if Sarah had a brooch or some other trinket—­would Jack hesitate to sell it in the event of a financial emergency? He doubted it. Sarah would be the first person to tell him to sell all her brooches if need be. If she had any, which she did not.

			“What will you do to recover the letters?” Rivington stretched one leg before him and started rubbing the outside of his knee.

			Jack knew he ought to send the man on his way, but found that he didn’t want to. Not quite yet. Maybe it was the dreariness of the day. Maybe it was the fact that this man clearly needed to rest his injured leg. Maybe it was simply that it had been a long time since Jack had been able to discuss his work with anyone. Sarah thought—­correctly—­that Jack’s work was too sordid to be discussed. Georgie never sat still long enough to have an entire conversation. And nobody else in all of London was to be trusted.

			Or, hell, maybe he just wanted to spend fifteen bloody minutes enjoying the sight of this man, appreciating the way the slope of his nose achieved the perfect angle, the way his eyes shone a blue so bright they likely made the sky itself look cheap by comparison. How often did Jack get an opportunity to admire anyone half so fine?

			He pulled open the top drawer of his desk. “Care for a drink, Captain Rivington?” He poured them each a glass of brandy without waiting for an answer.

			“I sold my commission earlier this spring.” A sharp edge crept into his tone again. “It’s plain Rivington now.”

			Jack leaned forward to hand the man his drink, catching a scent of damp wool and pricey soap. He had been wrong about the eau de cologne. “To answer your question, I’ll likely search the Wraxhalls’ house.”

			“You didn’t mention that to her.”

			“No, the ‘not mentioning’ is part of the ser­vice I render. They never want to know about the dirty work, so they never find out.” He took a long sip of his brandy, regarding the gentleman over the rim of the glass. “Also, she would have insisted that the letters weren’t in the house because her servants and husband are above reproach, and I really didn’t feel like arguing the point.”

			“How will you get in?”

			Jack only raised his eyebrows. He would share a drink with this man but he wasn’t going to pretend to be anything other than what he truly was.

			“Ah.” Rivington seemed to need a moment to accept the fact that he was drinking the brandy of a housebreaker. “Do you think the letters are indeed at her house?”

			“I’d give even odds that a servant or the husband has them. Even if they don’t, I’ll find something in the house to point me in the right direction. Moreover,” he added, “I’d like to dig up some dirt on the husband to use as a bargaining chip to broker a peace with his wife in the event her letters do get exposed.”

			Rivington paused, glass halfway to his mouth. “Are you saying that you’d blackmail Mr. Wraxhall?” Now he was regarding his glass as if he expected to discover that it was filthy, unfit to drink.

			“If he’s the sort of man to mistreat his wife for having had an affair before marriage, when his own behavior hasn’t been perfect? Then most definitely.”

			Jack watched as Rivington’s mouth set into a grim line. Well, that had done the trick. Jack had wanted to get rid of the man and it turned out all he had to do was tell the truth.

			Rivington hauled himself to his feet and placed his mostly full glass on the edge of the desk farthest from where Jack sat. “Good day, Mr. Turner,” he said, limping to the door.

			Jack heard the door close with a snick before he could think of any sufficiently cutting way to get in the last word.

			Oliver did not like this one bit. It was simply wrong for shadowy figures to break into the homes of respectable ­people, rifle through their belongings, blackmail unsuspecting gentlemen, and perform God-­only-­knew what other illegal acts. Outrageous. He would not—­could not—­let a thing like that stand. If he had wanted chaos and disorder he would have stayed in the army, however improbable that might have been with his leg steadily worsening. He had returned to England in search of civilization, and civilization he would have, Jack Turner be damned.

			He would go to his club and sit in his usual chair and think about what to do. To be fair, he had not been in London long enough to have a usual chair, but in time he would. He would make sure of it, by God.

			But first he would visit his sister and get her side of this sorry story. Charlotte lived not terribly far from Turner’s Sackville Street premises. It was only perhaps a ten-­minute walk, but that was about nine minutes more than Oliver’s leg could comfortably endure on such a damp day. London in late spring was always rainy, this year exceptionally so. Oliver had only seen the sun a handful of times in the past few weeks, which would be dismal enough even without a limb whose health apparently depended on decent weather. After being shot in the back of the knee, his leg was a veritable barometer.

			Deep in thought, he nearly lost his footing on a slick cobblestone. Christ. Another injury was all he needed.

			He was on the verge of collapse by the time he entered Charlotte’s drawing room. She had half a dozen ladies and gentlemen gathered around her, drinking tea and eating tiny cakes, as per usual. But somebody vacated a chair in time for him to drop into it, and then all he had to do was wait for Charlotte’s guests to depart before he could lay into her about this Turner business.

			Small talk was not an option in this state, so he pretended to be fascinated by Charlotte’s drawing room. It was all done in shades of cream and gold that matched his sister’s coloring. His too, although that sounded an asinine thing for a man to think. But, at any rate, she had put this room together to flatter herself, and she had been successful—­she looked every inch the fashionable hostess. When he had joined the army, Charlotte had been a child of twelve, her flaxen curls arranged in tidy plaits. It still came as a shock that she was now a grown woman with a house and family of her own.

			“Do you have anything stronger than tea, Charlotte?” he asked when the last of the visitors had left.

			“You look terrible,” she said, not mincing words. But she rang the bell and a servant materialized with brandy.

			“I paid a visit on your friend Mr. Turner.”

			She whipped her head around to face him, golden curls bouncing. “Oliver, I have a mind to—­”

			“What did you hire him to do?” he demanded.

			“I had forgotten how much you like to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong,” she said with a little sniff. “I’ve done my own accounts since Montbray left and I was managing perfectly well. I only asked you to look them over because you seemed so bored.”

			Humiliated, Oliver fought the blush he felt rise to his cheeks.

			“If you must know,” she continued, her voice quiet enough not to be heard from behind the closed door, “Mr. Turner is responsible for Montbray spending his time overseas.”

			It didn’t take much imagination to figure out what that meant, unfortunately. Montbray and Charlotte were estranged. And his sister, the same woman who sat before him in her impeccable drawing room, had paid Jack Turner to achieve that result. “Good God.”

			“Language, Oliver,” she chided.

			But at that moment Charlotte’s companion entered the room. Miss Sutherland, he recalled. She looked like a little gray mouse in the midst of the golden splendor of this drawing room. A cousin of Charlotte’s husband, she was nominally present in the house as a guest, but seemed to function as housekeeper as well as child minder. She and Charlotte were thick as thieves, that much was clear.

			After a few moments Oliver could tell that his presence was extraneous. He took his leave and let a footman call a hackney to carry him the short distance to his club.

			At White’s he flipped idly through the pages of the evening newspaper, but his mind kept returning to Turner’s office. The next time a waiter refilled his glass, Oliver couldn’t resist asking, “Is Wraxhall here tonight?”

			“Mr. Wraxhall, sir? Yes, you’ll find him sitting near the window.” The waiter gestured discreetly.

			Oliver craned around, wanting to get a look at the man whose fate was now in Turner’s hands, but the high back of the fellow’s chair was in his way. “Is he the same Wraxhall who lives in Grosvenor Square?”

			“I believe so.” The waiter was too well-­trained to indicate whether he considered that an odd question. “He’s Lord Hampton’s youngest son.” Hampton was a famously poor viscount. There was scarcely any money in that family, hadn’t been for generations. For Wraxhall to have a house in Mayfair and a wife as fashionably dressed as the woman who sought Turner’s help today could only mean that the money came from the lady’s side. In the ordinary course of things a man of Wraxhall’s fortune would consider himself lucky to be a vicar in Northumberland, but here was Wraxhall, sitting in a fashionable and expensive club.

			It was more than simple curiosity that made Oliver haul himself to his feet, ignoring the scream of pain from his sore knee. This dread was how it felt to see a soldier in the clear path of an enemy sniper. But in this case, Oliver felt that he could do something to save the man. What, he did not know, but he had to try. He limped across the room to Wraxhall’s chair and cleared his throat. Wraxhall lowered his newspaper, revealing a pale countenance spotted with freckles.

			“I say, but did we go to Eton together?” It was a trick Oliver had picked up in the army. Friendships had to be made quickly during wartime. But half the British gentry knew one another, so it was easy enough to find the requisite common ground.

			“No, Harrow,” Wraxhall replied, looking vaguely apologetic.

			“Oh, then you’ll know my cousin, Sir Lionel Derry.” It was as simple as that, rifling through the names in his mind until he found a man of the right age and experience. When Wraxhall nodded, Oliver stuck out his hand. “I’m Rivington.”

			“Wraxhall.” The other man grasped the hand Oliver offered.

			“Mind if I sit?” He gestured to his leg.

			“Oh, bad luck. Army?”

			“Yes, a musket ball in the back of the knee. You?” Oliver suddenly realized that he didn’t know whether this man had been a soldier. He was still getting used to the idea that the men he had fought alongside were to be found at tea parties and coffee houses and other places that didn’t have death and destruction as their primary goal.

			“No,” the fellow said, a trace of embarrassment flickering across his face. If they had been on the battlefield, Oliver would have instantly pegged him as the sort of nervous fellow who needed constant reassurance. A decent enough chap, most likely, if a bit soft around the edges. He was a younger son, like Oliver himself, but unlike Oliver he had not been required to enter into a career. Instead, he had apparently married money. Oliver had heard ­people describe the army as the making of a man. As if it were a bad thing to go through life not knowing what a pile of bodies looked like, not knowing what it felt like to watch the life slip out of a fellow who had been sharing one’s brandy a few hours earlier.

			He felt a surge of protectiveness toward Wraxhall. The man was innocent in a way that Oliver never again would be, and it seemed all the more galling that this was a life that Turner could upend at any moment.

			Jack had taken his notes from the interview with Mrs. Wraxhall and copied them onto the little cards he used to organize his thoughts. Obviously he didn’t have nearly enough information yet, but it was never too soon to start looking for answers.

			There was a knock at the door. “Come in, if that’s you, Sarah.”

			She entered and looked disapprovingly down at his notes. He hastily swept them into a tidy stack to spare her the sight. He had never asked if her distaste for this process was due to the distaste she had for all aspects of his work, or if it was because seeing him pore over his cards reminded her too much of their mother. And it was hardly the sort of thing he could ask her.

			“Betsy’s made soup and I have a loaf of bread if you want to come upstairs,” she offered. She issued this invitation every evening Jack was home, as if they hadn’t been taking their supper together for the past ­couple of years. But they spent a good deal of time walking on eggshells around each other. She had worked so hard to become respectable. Jack’s presence had to be an unwanted reminder of their unsavory beginnings.

			“I’d love to,” Jack said, as he always did. He snuffed his candle and followed Sarah upstairs to her own set of rooms.

			“What did you think of this afternoon’s client?” Jack asked after they had both sat down with bowls of soup and thick slices of bread. He had come to his own conclusions but wanted to hear if Sarah had reached the same ones.

			“Her dress was costly,” she said without hesitation. She must have known this question was coming—­Jack wasn’t fool enough to have a fashionable dressmaker as a sister without taking advantage of her knowledge whenever it could be useful. “And not versatile. Her pelisse and gown were trimmed with the same shade of Pomona green as her hat, gloves and boots. Each of those articles could only be worn as part of the ensemble, or not at all.”

			“You’d say she has a fair bit of money, then?”

			“Whoever pays her dressmaker’s bills certainly does. Any woman who saw the lady would know she was well off, but there was nothing too vulgar or showy about what she was wearing.”

			Jack nodded. Sarah’s observations verified his own thoughts.

			“But it wasn’t flattering, no matter what she spent on it,” Sarah went on, gesturing with a piece of bread. “She didn’t look well. The color was all wrong and the skirt was too narrow. A girl with that complexion has no business going anywhere near Pomona green. Emerald green, perhaps, but Pomona green? Certainly not,” she sniffed. “I’m surprised Madame Thomas—­because I’m certain she’s the modiste who was responsible for that getup—­didn’t steer her towards something more becoming. But some ladies will dress in whatever the fashion plates show them.” She took a sip of soup before continuing. “Sometimes I think fashion magazines are run by revolutionaries just to make the aristocracy look stupid.”

			He suppressed a grin. From Sarah’s mouth this comment was not praise. She was a staunch monarchist and a firm believer in the social hierarchy. Jack, however, had no such faith in social order; the idea of La Belle Assemblée being run by a cabal of anarchists gave him fond feelings for that periodical.

			“Pomona green, indeed,” Sarah went on, obviously impassioned about the topic. “But there’s no pulling certain ladies away from fashion. Her maid ought to have made an effort, though.”

			“Did you see the maid?”

			“No, the lady came on her own.” Another moue of disapproval from Sarah.

			“She said her maid is Molly Wilkins.”

			“No!” Sarah dropped her bread and reared back in astonishment.

			“Calling herself Mary now.”

			“Well, that explains the Pomona green, I suppose. The lady is lucky to have clean clothes at all if Molly Wilkins is attending her. Lord. I’d think a lady with that kind of money would pay for a proper lady’s maid, not a jumped-­up urchin like Molly Wilkins.”

			“Perhaps she doesn’t know any better. Or doesn’t have anyone to tell her who she ought to be employing.”

			Sarah looked at him sharply. “Spit it out, then.”

			“Just wondering where she got her money from. Wasn’t born to it, if she’s hiring the likes of Molly Wilkins.”

			“I don’t know,” Sarah said slowly. “She could be a merchant’s daughter.”

			“Still,” Jack said. “That’s not the same thing as a gentleman’s daughter, is it?” It was a question that didn’t need answering—­they both knew the gradations of gentility, just as they both knew they would perpetually be beneath even the lowest rung.

			After they finished their soup, Jack rose. “I’m going to take a walk.”

			“It’s late.” It wasn’t even nine o’clock, but this too was part of their evening ritual: Sarah admonished Jack for his habit of taking a walk after supper, as if the two of them hadn’t been raised on the streets of St. Giles, every night encountering dangers far worse than anything Jack could turn up in Mayfair. But Sarah was one of the
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