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      London – Autumn, 1885

      

      Lady Bianca Marlowe had a reputation and she knew it. She was considered too forward for an aristocratic lady, too free with her opinions, and much too outspoken about said opinions. But as far as Bianca was concerned, every one of the high society ladies that blanched when she walked into a room or whispered behind their fans while sending frowns of disapproval her way could go boil their head. She was a May Flower now and no one could stop her.

      “It seems to me that our greatest threat in the upcoming election does not come from the Conservative Party, but rather from the Liberal Unionists within the ranks of our own party,” she said, punctuating her remark by pointing her half-eaten biscuit at the leader of the May Flowers, Lady Henrietta Hopewell, Marchioness of Tavistock.

      “I quite agree,” Henrietta said with a smile, glancing around at the other members of the May Flowers, sitting roughly in a circle in her parlor, enjoying tea at the end of their meeting. “Lady Claudia has gathered quite a disturbing number of followers, all of whom are against Irish Home Rule, and it will take all our wiles to convince men to vote for Home Rule candidates.”

      “The extension of the franchise may help,” Lady Cecelia Marlowe, Bianca’s new sister-in-law and old friend said, absently rubbing her increasing belly. Bianca couldn’t help but grin at the reminder that she would be an aunt in a few months. She couldn’t wait. Nothing was better than having babies around to love and to spoil. “Now that a larger number of men in the middle and working classes can vote, our cause could have just the boost it needs,” Cece went on.

      “But there is no guarantee the newly enfranchised men will vote for candidates who support home rule,” Lady Diana Pickwick said, setting her teacup aside and chewing her lip. “The Irish aren’t popular.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Henrietta said with a weary sigh.

      The ladies were silent, many of them politely glancing away as emotion pinched Henrietta’s brow. They were all well aware of Henrietta’s attachment to Irish Lord Fergus O’Shea, who had been savagely beaten by a gang of men during a cricket match earlier in the summer. Lord O’Shea was still struggling to recover and making progress, though it was feared he would never walk again.

      “If they do not like the Irish now, they must be made to like them,” Bianca spoke into the sympathetic silence. “We must work to educate people away from their prejudices by holding up men like Lord O’Shea as fine examples of Irishness and masculinity. Why, no one with a heart could see Lord O’Shea as anything but a hero, and Jack—”

      She snapped her mouth shut, glancing to Cece, who shook her head. Impatience rippled through Bianca. Inspector Jack Craig had been present when the attack took place and had been hunting down the culprits in the months since. More specifically, Jack had been working tirelessly to prove that Lord Charles Denbigh, Lady Claudia’s brother, was the mastermind behind the attack, though finding evidence to convict a peer of attempted murder was a Herculean task.

      Jack was much more than an investigator helping a friend of the family to Bianca, though. They’d known each other for years. They’d flirted for years too. If Bianca had her way, they would do much more than flirt. But Jack was a police inspector from a humble background and she was the daughter of an earl. There were rules—rules that Bianca was more than willing to ignore, but that she was reminded of every time she mentioned Jack’s name in the circles of her aristocratic friends.

      She cleared her throat and tried again. “Scotland Yard is getting closer to uncovering the truth behind Lord O’Shea’s attack and bringing the true perpetrators to justice.” She glanced to Henrietta with a smile. “I’m certain your friend will be vindicated in no time.”

      “I’m sure Inspector Craig is doing his best,” Henrietta said, a blush painting her cheeks. She checked subtly on the other May Flowers, as though assessing who might be reading into what Bianca had blurted.

      Bianca pressed her lips together, debating whether she should have been silent about what she suspected was a serious flirtation between Henrietta and Lord O’Shea or whether it was silly for a lady as grand and powerful as Henrietta to worry about what people might think. If she were a widowed marchioness with money and power at her disposal, she would do whatever she wanted, society be damned. But not everyone was the same, as she was coming to learn.

      “I think we have done quite a bit of good work here today,” Henrietta went on, standing. The rest of the ladies, Bianca included, stood with her. “Thank you all for your time and your efforts. I’m sure we will be triumphant at the rally in Regent’s Park next week. And remember, you are always welcome to pen whatever article you would like for our periodical, Petals.”

      “I have so many ideas,” Bianca sighed happily as the meeting broke up.

      “I can’t wait to hear them,” Cece said, pushing herself awkwardly to her feet. “Good heavens, this baby does make it necessary for me to be near a water-closet at all times. Henrietta, would you mind?”

      “Go right ahead,” Henrietta laughed. “I remember those days a little too well. Which also reminds me that my darling Ricky wants to have supper with his mama tonight.”

      “Don’t trouble yourself about me,” Bianca said with a grin as her friends started off in different directions. “I can find my own way home.”

      “Tell Papa and Lady Katya that I say hello,” Cece said over her shoulder as she sped from the room.

      Bianca left at a slower pace, pausing to chat with some of the other departing ladies and to collect her hat and cloak from the maid stationed near the front door. It was still early autumn, but a chill had settled over London in the last few days, which were shorter than they had been through the summer. The sun was already well on its way to setting as she strode out into the streets of Mayfair, waved goodbye to the ladies who were waiting for their carriages, and marched on her way. Tavistock House was only a few blocks from Marlowe House, where Bianca lived with her mother and step-father, Lord Malcolm Campbell, Cece’s father, and her younger sister, Natalia.

      Theirs was a strange and complicated family, whose goings-on were as unusual as a circus. Bianca’s mother, Lady Katya, had connections to the Romanovs and had been married off at the shocking age of seventeen. By age twenty-three, she’d had three children, and within months of Natalia’s birth, she’d been widowed. Bianca barely remembered her father and didn’t feel a lick of sentimentality toward the reportedly aloof man. His death had only helped her mother grow into a powerful woman with a long list of lovers, including Lord Malcolm who, as had recently been revealed, had fathered Natalia.

      The web between the Marlowe and Campbell families was hopelessly tangled, especially now that Cece and Bianca’s older brother, Rupert, had married. But as scandalous as their family was, Bianca admired her mother above anyone else. She would never admit it to her mother directly, but she wanted to be like her in every way. Or almost every way. She didn’t need a string of lovers warming her bed, she just needed—

      Before she could finish her thought, a shadow darted out of the alley she’d just passed and a pair of iron-strong arms grabbed her from behind. A male hand clapped over her mouth, preventing her from screaming, as she was yanked off her feet and whisked into the enclosing shadows of the alley.

      “Your money or your life,” the man purred in her ear. “Or perhaps your virtue.”

      He clamped her as tightly against him as he could with her bustle in the way and stroked a hand up her stomach to squeeze her breast. His mouth closed over her neck like a vampire as he kissed and nibbled her.

      A shiver shot through Bianca, coalescing into liquid heat in her sex. The familiar scent of woody, spicy cologne did wild things to her. She relaxed into the man for a moment before a wicked grin spread across her covered lips. Then she stomped on the man’s foot.

      “Ouch,” he laughed, letting her go. “You little minx.”

      Bianca slipped out of his arms and whirled to face him. “Jack.” She sighed, shaking her head and pretending she wasn’t amused when, in fact, she was instantly twisted up inside with lust. “What the devil do you think you’re playing at?”

      Jack crossed his arms, pretending to be just as indignant as she was, though mischief and heat shone in his brown eyes. “How many times have I told you not to go walking alone after dark?”

      Bianca huffed and rested her weight on one hip. “It’s hardly dark at all,” she said, gesturing to the thin strip of evening sky visible between the two buildings where they stood. “And this is Mayfair, not Seven Dials. No one would harm a fly in Mayfair, let alone the daughter of an earl.”

      Jack laughed sharply. “Daughters of earls make tasty treats for the men who lurk in the shadows,” he said, making no effort to conceal his cockney accent, as he usually did when he was in public.

      “The only man I see lurking in the shadows is you, Inspector,” Bianca fired back, arching one eyebrow in challenge.

      “As I said.” He reached for her, hooking an arm around her waist and tugging her against him. “You need to be careful or you’ll be ravished.”

      Before Bianca could do more than suck in a breath, he brought his mouth crashing down over hers. She was taken enough by surprise that he had her lips parted and slid his tongue along hers before she could protest. Not that she would have protested. She sagged into him, sliding her arms inside his jacket and around his trim torso. Her acceptance emboldened him and he increased the intensity of his kiss while closing a hand around her breast.

      Excitement raced through Bianca, firing her blood. She loved the way Jack took what he wanted from her in spite of their positions. She loved the masculine power that radiated from him. She loved the way he treated her body as though it belonged to him and wished they had the opportunity for him to take more. She loved his unique sense of honor and his rough goodness. In short, she loved him. She had since the moment they’d met.

      “Do you see what kind of trouble you can get into when wandering the streets alone?” he asked at length, hoarse with desire, heat radiating from him.

      “I have never felt safer in my life,” she said with a hazy smile, studying the smile lines around his eyes, the flush of his lips, the shadow of stubble on his chin. “What does it matter if I go walking alone after dark? I know you’ll be there to protect me.”

      A lazy, proud grin played across his lips. He stroked his hands over her sides for a moment before stepping back and offering his arm like a gentleman. “How was your meeting?” he asked, his accent refined once more, as they stepped out of the shadows and continued on toward Marlowe House at a snail’s pace.

      “It was fine,” Bianca sighed. The passion of the moment was gone, leaving her with all the impatient feelings the meeting had stirred in her. “We have our work cut out for us at the election rally next week. The Liberal Party is so divided over Home Rule at the moment. It drives me to distraction that so many people cannot see reason and allow the Irish to rule themselves.” She punctuated her comment with a frustrated growl.

      Jack chuckled, but it wasn’t unkind. “I’m sure plenty of people on the other side of the issue are equally frustrated that you and your May Flowers can’t see things their way,” he said like the old friend he was.

      Bianca sent him a sideways smirk. “Don’t be reasonable when I want you to take my side in all things,” she scolded him, her heart swelling with affection.

      “Someone has to keep you from flying off without thinking,” he said with a shrug.

      “Are you my anchor then?” She tried to send him a withering look, but it turned into a smile.

      “Always,” he said, hugging her arm to his side.

      Bianca could have been walking on air, for all the happiness in her heart. It was a crime that the two of them couldn’t be seen in public together without raising comment. Even walking through Mayfair, minding their own business, a pair of middle-aged ladies on the other side of the street shook their heads at them and murmured something to each other. It made Bianca want to scream.

      “What brings you all the way to Mayfair on a miserable evening like this?” she asked to distract herself. “And don’t tell me you’re only here to walk me home.”

      Jack laughed. “You don’t believe that I spend all my time following you to ensure your safety?”

      “Not for a moment.”

      He sent her a rakish grin. “I was interviewing one of Lord Balsam’s footmen about a connection his cousin might have to the men who attacked Lord O’Shea.”

      Bianca’s heart sped up. “Did you find out anything?”

      Jack sighed and shook his head, losing his smile. “Not exactly. The cousin in question formerly worked with one of the attackers on the docks, but that was where the connection ended.”

      It was Bianca’s turn to hug his arm in support. “You’ll find the men who did it,” she assured him. “I have complete faith in you.”

      He grinned wistfully at her. “It’s not the men who did it that I want to nab,” he said. “I need to prove that Denbigh was behind it all. I need solid evidence connecting him to the attack. If I can prove that he organized it or paid the men who did the actual dirty work, then I can get vengeance for Lord O’Shea.”

      “You’re a good man, Jack,” Bianca reassured him. “I know you’ll find what you need. The answer must be right around the corner.”

      They turned a corner at that moment, but all that stretched before them was the Mayfair street where Marlowe House stood.

      “Proving Denbigh was involved would mean a great many things,” Jack said, then glanced to Bianca. “It would mean a promotion to Superintendent.”

      “And Superintendent is a much more acceptable rank than Chief Inspector,” Bianca said, a thrill in her heart. Anything Jack could do to elevate himself in the eyes of society would bring them one step closer to finding acceptance as a couple.

      The spark in Jack’s eyes said that was exactly what he was thinking, though he said nothing. He nodded down the street and asked, “Is that your house?”

      He knew full well that it was, but Bianca played along and said, “Yes, it is.”

      Jack nodded again and, as fast as he’d been before, he hooked her around the waist and pulled her into the alley between two houses.

      This time, he leaned against one wall, standing with his feet apart and wedging her between his legs. He held her close, kissing her with a passion that was anything but proper and genteel. Bianca drank him in like he was life itself. She hummed deep in her throat as he devoured her lips and slipped her hands under his waistcoat, then below the waist of his trousers.

      “God,” he growled against her mouth as she stroked one gloved hand down the length of his stiffening cock.

      He was glorious and large and hot in her hand. She wanted to do much more than simply hold him as they stole scandalous kisses in an alley not far from her home. Indeed, every time they’d tried to do more they’d risked discovery. Walking down a dusky street with Jack was one thing, but if they were caught kissing or fondling each other, it would be a disaster.

      “This is entirely unsatisfying,” she panted, reluctantly withdrawing her hand from his trousers as they stood close, panting. “Something must be done.”

      “I’ll say,” Jack agreed with a growl. “If I can’t get you on your back so I can well and truly ruin you soon, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      Bianca giggled, her whole body tingling. “What will you do to me when you have me on my back?” she asked, meeting his eyes with a sultry look.

      He stared unflinchingly back at her. “I’ll hook your knees over my shoulders and eat your pussy until you’re dripping, and then I’ll fuck you hard until you come,” he said in his cockney accent.

      Bianca caught her breath, aching with desire. She loved it when Jack talked dirty to her. The dirtier the better.

      “I’ll sink my cock so deep inside of you, that when I come you’ll feel it in your throat,” he went on.

      “And I’ll scream your name and make you forget every other woman you’ve had,” she whispered in return.

      “You already have,” he growled, leaning toward her for another kiss.

      Bianca was hot, rippling with desire, and contemplating lifting her skirts and unbuttoning his trousers so that they could put each other out of their years-long misery when a door creaked open at the far end of the alley.

      Instantly, the two of them jumped apart. Jack stood straight, doing his best to hide the bulge in his trousers, as Bianca smoothed her skirts and brushed a hand along her hair. And while it was only a scullery maid who stepped out into the alley with a bucket full of something, it was too close a call.

      “I have to go,” Bianca whispered, taking a step toward the alley’s entrance.

      “Yes, you do,” Jack agreed in a rough voice, staying where he was.

      With one final, wicked glance at him, Bianca giggled and dashed out into the street. The light was still dimming, but she felt as though the sun was shining down on her as she hurried the rest of the way to Marlowe House’s front door. She was certain the few people around her could see lust painting all her features pink, that they could see exactly what she was thinking and how badly she wanted to throw caution to the wind with Jack. Life would have been so much easier if she were middle-class or Jack where an aristocrat. Well, perhaps not, but at least they could marry and carry on as much as they wanted to without everyone feeling the need to comment on the propriety of the match.

      “And just why do you look as though you’ve come out of a furnace?” Bianca’s mother, Lady Katya Campbell, asked as Bianca rushed inside and headed up the stairs.

      So much for trying to bolt to her room before being noticed. Bianca stopped a few steps up, turned, and headed back down to face her mother. “I had to run all the way from Tavistock House to get home before the sun set,” she said, praying her mother would believe her.

      Her mother crossed her arms and stared down her regal nose at Bianca. Katya Campbell was and had always been a beauty, but in a handsome, angular, commanding sort of way. And she’d lived enough to know how to read the signs of a woman who had been kissing a man. “And I suppose you’re going to tell me it was the wind that put rouge on your lips?”

      “It was, Mama,” Bianca insisted, blinking innocently, as if her mother’s doubt offended her. “Why must you accuse me of impropriety over the tiniest thing? Running makes one overheat. Cold turns one pink. Did you have to endure this kind of scrutiny from your own mother?”

      “Of course I did,” her mother said, her eyes going wide at Bianca’s impertinence.

      “Yes, but you were not a grown woman when you endured it,” Bianca insisted, tilting her chin up.

      Her mother narrowed her eyes. “You think you’re a grown woman?”

      Bianca’s frustration bubbled over and she blew out an impatient breath. “No, I do not. Not when I am forced to live at home and be subject to the same rules I lived under when I was but twelve. I am twenty-three, Mama, the same age you were when Natalia was born.”

      Her mother continued to study her with narrowed, calculating eyes. “If you would settle down and find a suitable husband, you wouldn’t have to live under my rules for another day.”

      “We both know where I stand on that issue,” Bianca snapped back, crossing her arms.

      “And we both know what sort of man constitutes a suitable husband or an unsuitable one,” her mother said just as quickly.

      Bianca’s shoulder sagged as the frustrating impossibility of the situation bit at her.

      Her mother’s expression softened and she stepped closer to Bianca. “I’m not a complete gorgon, my dear,” she said, resting a hand on the side of Bianca’s face. “I know how desperately the strictures placed on women these days chafe for you.”

      “Do you, Mama? Do you really?” Bianca asked, wanting to jerk away from her mother’s hand.

      “Yes,” her mother answered frankly. “You’re too much like me.”

      It was a compliment, even though it stung. Bianca didn’t want to glow under the praise, but she admired her mother so much that to be compared to her felt good.

      “You’re too much like me,” her mother said again with a sigh, taking a step back and resting her hands on her hips. “Which is why I have a proposal for you.”

      “A proposal?” Bianca asked, cautiously lifting one eyebrow.

      “I am willing to admit that you need your freedom. The world is an ever-changing place, and you are a uniquely modern woman. The old standards of femininity and docility are not for you.” Her mother gave her a particularly knowing look.

      “No, they are not,” Bianca agreed. “I am a new model woman.”

      “You are.” Her mother nodded. “But you have so much to learn about how to navigate life against the grain. Therefore, after giving it some consideration, I propose the following.”

      Bianca leaned forward, excited by the feeling of expectation her mother’s words gave her.

      “I will give you the use of my St. John’s Wood flat,” her mother said.

      Bianca’s jaw dropped. “You still have the St. John’s Wood flat?” Bianca had only been to the flat a handful of times and not for years. Her mother had never said so outright, but the flat had been the location of every one of her mother’s affairs over the years. It was located in a part of town frequented by artists and writers and where many of the great and mighty men of society housed their mistresses. The area wasn’t exactly disreputable, but it wasn’t fully approved of by society either.

      “You’re giving me a home of my own?” Bianca asked, her question coming out in a high squeak.

      “For two nights a week,” her mother said, raising a hand in caution. “And only on a trial basis.”

      “But I can live there?” Bianca’s eyes widened. “I can sleep there and entertain my friends there and everything?”

      “You may sleep there no more than one night at a time,” her mother clarified. “And you may entertain the friends I approve of only.” She paused before adding, “Absolutely no male company of any kind,” in a slightly louder voice.

      “What about Rupert?” Bianca asked, a sly grin forming on her lips.

      “Not even Rupert,” her mother said. “You may use the flat as a female retreat only. Two, non-consecutive nights a week.”

      Bianca’s heart ricocheted around her chest with joy. Her thoughts instantly flew to Jack, to the way he kissed her and the wicked things he promised to do to her.

      “What about the days when I’m not spending the night there?” she asked, pulling herself to her full height as though negotiating a trade deal. “Could I, for example, invite the May Flowers over for tea while we plan our activities.”

      Her mother considered. “I suppose that would be acceptable. But,” she rushed on before Bianca could ask anything else, “there will be two keys to the flat. I will give one to you, but I will keep the other one. I can and I will inspect the flat and drop in unannounced, perhaps in the middle of the night, to make absolutely certain you are abiding by the rules.”

      “Oh, thank you, Mama.” Bianca burst with joy, springing forward and throwing her arms around her mother. “This is wonderful. This is perfect. I will prove to you how responsible I can be and you will give me the flat on a permanent basis, I’m certain.”

      Her mother laughed, even as she hugged Bianca. “One thing at a time, my dear. I am dead serious when I say I will be monitoring your activity at the flat.”

      “I will be a perfect angel, Mama, you’ll see.” She broke away from her mother and started back to the stairs. “I will not let you down.”

      She turned and dashed up the stairs, her energy renewed a hundredfold. The St. John’s Wood flat would be the ideal place to meet Jack and to finally make him her lover. That was what the entire place was designed for, after all. It hardly mattered that she was plotting to deceive her mother and break her rules the moment they were set. After all, she had no intention of being caught.
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      Jack Craig did not work his way up from running errands for the madams that owned the brothels where he grew up to Metropolitan Police officer to one of the youngest Chief Inspectors Scotland Yard had ever had by accident. He’d spent almost every waking hour of his nearly thirty-five years working, learning, and proving himself, and it had paid off.

      “Bring me the report on convictions for assault in the last five years,” he called out to one of the clerks as he strode through the main section of the office for his division of Scotland Yard, back straight, attention focused on the handful of papers already in his hands. There had to be a clue to the identity of the ringleader of the gang that had attacked and nearly killed Fergus O’Shea in past records.

      Clerks jumped out of his way, nodding to him with respect as he made his way through the office and to the hall where his private office stood. Several police officers, many of them older than him and from loftier backgrounds nodded and stepped out of his way as well. Not bad for a wretch from the slums of Clerkenwell.

      “Your tea, sir.” Smiley, the starry-eyed young man he’d hired as his dogsbody scurried up behind him with a steaming pot and a mug.

      “Thank you, Smiley.” Jack glanced up from the reports he was studying long enough to acknowledge the man. “Could you put it on the desk?” he asked as they turned the corner into his office.

      “Yes, sir.” Smiley rushed ahead of him to set the tea on the corner of the desk. He then gathered and straightened the stacks of paper and notebooks already on the desk, lined up the collection of pens that rested on the blotter, then dusted off the chair and swiveled it toward Jack, all before Jack could reach his desk.

      Jack glanced up again with an amused grin. “Smiley, I’m not a nob. You don’t have to treat me like the Queen.”

      “It’s no trouble, sir. Whatever you need, sir.” The man lived up to his name as he smiled up at Jack.

      It was no surprise that the young man was so enthusiastic in his duties. Jack had plucked him out of the same gutters he’d grown up in, just like he had several other members of his staff. He wouldn’t be where he was currently if the policemen who patrolled his neighborhood in Clerkenwell hadn’t given him a chance when he was young, so he was devoted to giving other young boys who showed potential a chance of their own.

      “Take a break,” he told Smiley as he tossed the reports he’d been reading onto his desk then sat. “Fix yourself some tea.”

      “Yes, sir,” Smiley bobbed and bowed.

      “Then see if you can find me those conviction records I need,” Jack added with a wink.

      “Anything, sir.” Smiley backed out of the room, nodding several times, as though Jack really were royalty.

      The notion was ridiculous, and Jack chuckled to himself as he reached for his tea. He was the sow’s ear that couldn’t be made into a silk purse or anything closely resembling one. He was the son of God only knew who, born in an upscale brothel deep in the heart of a questionable neighborhood in northeast London. His mother had drunk herself to death when he was almost too young to remember her, but he had been raised with love by the other whores at Mrs. Farringdon’s. He credited every one of those magnificent ladies with instilling in him the work ethic that had helped him to rise, and for keeping him on the straight and narrow in a neighborhood where he was expected to end up on the opposite side of the law from where he was. All it had taken was one nightmarish evening watching a street gang break into Mrs. Farringdon’s to beat and rape the women he considered his mothers for him to dedicate his life to bringing those men to justice and protecting those who couldn’t protect themselves.

      “What’s this I hear about you demanding to see records of past convictions?” Martin Poole, his assistant, asked as he walked into the room.

      Jack finished his sip of tea and put the mug down. “They’ve got to be in there somewhere.” Jack launched into business. “The men who attacked Lord O’Shea were professionals. Most of them have been in and out of jail for petty crimes and similar assaults.”

      Poole shrugged and shook his head as he stopped by the corner of the desk. “So you know they’ve already been convicted. What good will rehashing all that do?”

      Jack leaned back in his chair, its familiar creak an echo of the gears turning in his head. “We still don’t know the names of two of the attackers, including the ringleader. There’s a fair chance the ones we do know have worked with them in the past. They might have been tried and convicted with those men as well.” And they still didn’t have any firm connections between the attackers and Denbigh, though Jack knew there was one.

      Poole grinned and sat on the edge of the desk. “Well, you’re in luck, because I’ve got a lead for you.”

      Jack sat straight. He liked the triumphant gleam in his assistant’s eyes. He liked the man’s initiative. Martin Poole would have his job someday, that was certain. Someday soon, Jack hoped. He’d had his eyes on a promotion to Superintendent ever since he’d been made Chief Inspector. The only way he wanted to go was up, because up was the only place he would be able to be with Bianca.

      “What do you know?” he asked, fighting off the wave of heat that shot through him at the smallest thought of Bianca. Work was not the time to indulge in the memory of the way her hand had felt around his cock or fantasies of all the ways he wanted to make love to her once they finally had the chance.

      Poole’s grin widened. “You’ll like this. It’s right up your alley. Literally.”

      “Go on.”

      Poole stood and faced him like a schoolboy giving a report to the headmaster. “A certain Dick Brickman was in attendance at a rather raucous party thrown at Aphrodite’s Den last night.”

      Jack’s chest tightened. Aphrodite’s Den was one of the more popular brothels in the same neighborhood as Mrs. Farringdon’s. He knew most of the girls who worked there as if they were cousins.

      “Apparently, Brickman paid for the whole thing. After a copious amount of alcohol was consumed, Brickman’s tongue loosened and his pillow talk turned to bragging about the money he’d made on a job for a hoity-toity noble.”

      Jack sat straighter. “Did he mention Denbigh?”

      Poole’s confident expression faltered. “Not by name, but it’s likely Brickman is your man.”

      The elation Jack felt at the idea propelled him straight out of his chair. “It’s got to be him,” he said as he rounded his desk. “Pull up whatever information we have on Brickman. I want to know his every move for the past several months, the past year.” He reached for his coat on the coatrack by his door and turned to Poole while he put it on. “Go back further than that. I want to know where he’s been for the past several years, what kind of mischief he’s been up to. I’ll head over to Aphrodite’s and—”

      “Hold up just a moment, Craig.” The sonorous voice of Jack’s boss, Sir Edmund Henderson, Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, stopped him before he could straighten his jacket. “You’re not going anywhere until we have a little chat.”

      Jack took in the seriousness of Sir Edmund’s expression, the expensive cut of his suit, and the folded newspaper in his hands. Or rather, just the Society section of the newspaper. A deep wariness settled like a rock in Jack’s stomach. He turned to Poole and nodded.

      Poole jumped toward the door, acknowledging Sir Edmund with respect, before dashing out into the hall. The rock in Jack’s gut grew heavier as Sir Edmund closed the office door behind him and turned to Jack with a frown.

      “Have you seen today’s paper?” he asked in a foreboding tone, presenting the folded newspaper.

      Jack took it gingerly. “I don’t generally read the society pages,” he said, knowing his boss wouldn’t see that as any sort of excuse for what he would find there.

      He shook open the paper and immediately spotted what Sir Edmund must have seen, probably because the paper had been folded in a way that drew his attention straight to the gossipy article.

      “Lady Bianca Marlowe, sister of the Earl of Stanhope and step-daughter of the Marquess of Campbell, was seen yet again in the company of a certain Chief Inspector of Scotland Yard. While their meeting could very well have to do with official police business regarding the savage attack of Lord O’Shea this past summer, it is the opinion of this society-watcher that far more is afoot, since it appears the connection between the unlikely couple dates back several years. Is this what the flower of British womanhood has come to? Have the harpies of modernity corrupted our finest young ladies so irrevocably that they would consider middle-class policemen as likely suitors?”

      Jack finished the article with clenched teeth, anger at the pettiness of those who thought they were better than the rest welling within him. He cleared his throat and handed the paper back to Sir Edmund without a word.

      “I don’t need to tell you that the reputation of Scotland Yard requires its chief officers to be without moral reproach, do I?” Sir Edmund asked.

      “No, sir,” Jack replied as evenly as he could. “But I did not expect you to put any stock in gossip.”

      “Is it gossip?” Sir Edmund stared down his nose at Jack. The man had always respected him, but he hadn’t forgotten where Jack came from.

      “Lady Bianca and I are friends,” Jack answered. “I’ve known her and her family for years, since her step-father called on me to assist in an investigation nearly five years ago.”

      “And is that all there is to the connection?” Sir Edmund asked, lowering his voice.

      Jack clasped his hands behind his back, squaring his shoulders and thinking hard about his answer. He hadn’t risen to the heights he had by being stupid. “What do you want me to say, sir?” he asked. “Lady Bianca and I share the same opinion, want the same thing. I am working tirelessly to reach a point where we will be able to enter into the arrangement we desire.”

      “It will not happen,” Sir Edmund said in no uncertain terms. “She is high-born and you are not. Class lines cannot be crossed. Everybody knows that, man.” His last statement was made more with a sense of sympathy than command. Sir Edmund’s posture softened. “Come on, Craig. Find a girl of your own class. Lady Bianca is miles out of your reach.”

      “With all due respect, sir,” Jack said, fighting not to boil over with rage, “times are changing. My record at Scotland Yard has been exemplary. I may not have birth in my favor, but, God help me, if reputation and recognition can raise my stock in the eyes of those that matter, then I will move heaven and earth to earn Lady Bianca’s hand in marriage.”

      Sir Edmund sighed and shook his head, but he wore a smile as he did. He thumped Jack’s arm. “You’re a good man, Craig, but this will ruin you. Take my advice and cut ties with Lady Bianca. This will ruin her too. You don’t want that, do you? Not if you truly care for her,” he answered his own question.

      Jack clenched his jaw so tightly that pain shot to his temples. It would do him no good to argue with his superior, a man with a sterling military career and exemplary service in the Metropolitan Police behind him. But Sir Edmund was old and from a different time, and Jack seriously wondered if he understood love at all.

      “If you will excuse me, sir,” he said, managing not to sound too belligerent. “I’ve just been given an important lead in the O’Shea investigation and I need to follow up on it before it turns cold.”

      “By all means, Craig.” Sir Edmund stepped back to the door and opened it. “Far be it from me to stand in the way of an investigation. You are the future of this police force,” he added as Jack strode toward the door. “If you play your cards right.”

      Those final words stuck with Jack like a bullet in his back as he headed out of his office, through the halls and downstairs to the bustling street. He was tired of feeling like a romantic hero, fighting against the odds for love. Romance was a far cry from reality and he’d never been one to indulge in it. He wanted Bianca, wanted her in his bed and in his life. He wanted to take care of her and have a family with her—a normal, happy family without scandal or hardship. He’d fallen so hard for Bianca because she wasn’t the posing, preening sort of woman most fine ladies were. Neither was she the defeated, hopeless sort of woman who had already given up that he’d been surrounded with in his early life. She spoke her mind, and quite a mind it was too. She laughed at jokes, she ate when she was hungry, and she wasn’t afraid to handle his cock. He didn’t think she’d be afraid to take his full length in her sweet cunny, or her mouth, for that matter. And she’d look beautiful while doing it.

      But those kinds of thoughts did him no good at all. In fact, they made things worse. As he rounded the corner to the mews, where his horse was stabled, he punched the doorframe of his horse’s stall. Wanting a woman he couldn’t have was torture when he’d spent his entire life until he met her surrounded by women who vied with each other to show him a good time, on the house. And there he was, mounting and riding off toward the seedy section of London, his home, worked up, but knowing he wouldn’t find relief anytime soon.

      Aphrodite’s Den was one of the larger brothels in his neck of the woods, but in the light of day, it had more of an air of a mischievous girls’ school than a whorehouse. It catered to a lower clientele than Mrs. Farringdon’s, but it was leaps above the back-alley rooms and crumbling pubs that gave the entire business a dirty feeling. The Aphrodite girls kept themselves clean, and though the clap was impossible to avoid in their profession, Mrs. Wimpole made sure her girls got the medical attention they needed. She ruled over the place like a sergeant-major, which was why Jack was surprised someone like Brickman would be allowed in.

      “Why, if it isn’t Chief Inspector Jack Craig,” one of the girls, Ruby, called out as soon as he stepped through the front door into the house’s lurid foyer.

      “Jack!” The answering cry came from parlors on both sides of the front hall.

      Half a dozen women in varying states of dress poured into the hall to greet him. They did so with what the outside world would see as astounding boldness, rushing to hug him and kiss his cheeks, or mouth, in some cases. His backside was pinched at least four times as well, and one of the girls, Claire, went so far as to cup her hand over the front of his trousers.

      “You need a tumble, guv’nor?” Claire asked, working him expertly.

      Jack laughed, his body responding as bodies did. “Not today, sweetheart,” he said, planting a dismissive kiss on Claire’s cheek. “I’m here on business.”

      “Ooh, you can give me the business any day, love,” another of his old friends, Iris, said, biting her lip.

      “Yeah,” Ruby agreed. “How long has it been since you spent quality time with us?” She slipped an arm around his waist, pressing her ample breasts against his arm as he attempted to move forward into the main parlor, where he could see Mrs. Wimpole sitting. She was busy winding a ball of yarn while one of her younger girls held the bulk of the yarn in her hands.

      “He don’t like us anymore,” Claire said with a fake pout, taking Jack’s other arm to escort him into the parlor. “He’s got that hoity-toity lady now.”

      “Her name is Bianca,” Jack laughed, not bothering to shake Ruby or Claire off. “Morning, Mrs. Wimpole,” he greeted the madam as he and his group of admirers stepped into the parlor.

      “Jack, what are you doing here?” The woman who asked the question as she hopped up from the sofa where she’d been playing some sort of card game with another of Mrs. Wimpole’s girls brought a wide smile to Jack’s face.

      “Nanette.” He broke away from his welcoming committee to cross the room and sweep Nanette into his arms, planting a quick kiss on her lips. “I could ask you the same question.”

      Nanette brushed his question away with a gesture as she pivoted to lean against
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