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				PATTERNS. EDWINA HARGROVE NOTICED THEM everywhere, in the design of the teacup on the table before her, in the ebb and flow of voices at the Crescent Coffee Palace, even in the grain of the wood beneath her feet. The order and predictability of those patterns formed the framework of her rather tedious life. When those sequences were broken, yielding new patterns requiring interpretation—Edwina smiled as she retrieved her brother’s encrypted letter from her reticule—that’s when adventures began.

				Smoothing the folded stationery on the table amid the chatter of patrons, Edwina savored the thought of leaving her predictable surroundings behind, if only for a mental excursion—to unlock the secrets from the coded letter.

				She had her own patterns for transcribing the code. Her journal sat to the left; a red grosgrain ribbon used to contain the overstuffed book was loosened and buried beneath the clutter. The book lay open to a page with the alphabet already inked down the side in anticipation of the coded text. The opposite page remained blank, waiting for the transcription. Fragrant steam rose from her teacup on her right, and in the middle, she’d placed her copy of Treasure Island, just as she did every time her brothers sent her a letter. The pirate adventure, a favored novel of both her brothers and herself, provided the key to their code.

				The transcription process required concentration, the sort one would not expect in such a public setting. Nevertheless she paused, letting the ring of spoons tapping fragile porcelain and the blended voices of the Crescent patrons dissolve into the distant cry of seabirds and the thunder of the Caribbean ocean pounding a white sand beach. She mentally transformed the lingering scent of wood and aged spirits from the once popular gin palace, now a ward of the Temperance group Women for a Sober Society, into that of imagined casks of pirate’s rum. Even the current generated by the sway of a passing skirt became a gentle island breeze. Thus solidly engrained in the world of the book, and isolated from familiar reality, she bent to the task of transcribing the letter’s nonsense patterns into meaningful discourse.

				Soon she was lost in the tale of her brother’s recent trip to a Caribbean sugar plantation. She scribbled out the English words almost as if her brother whispered in her ear. A sigh of yearning passed her lips. How wonderful it must be to see such things, to know a little of the world outside of London, to have unlimited possibilities for future adventures...

				“Another letter from your brother?” Faith Huddleston peered down a moment before slipping into the chair next to Edwina’s. “It would be so much easier if they used the King’s English. I just don’t understand why they make you decipher everything.”

				There was no explaining the unleashed joy of solving the mystery behind the coded letters, so she didn’t try. She’d encountered similar skepticism and annoyance from her friends before. Reluctantly, she closed her journal, then slipped the letter into the relevant pages of Treasure Island. She’d finish it later when she was alone. For now, she set it aside, ready to turn her attentions to her friend.

				Faith tossed a copy of the Mayfair Messenger on the table. “The publisher didn’t run Sarah’s article on the number of birds killed for women’s hats.” Faith pulled off her gloves. “She won’t be pleased.”

				A cup and saucer rattled loudly as one of the Crescent’s former barmaids placed it by Faith’s elbow. The renovation of the former gin palace into a tea-toting coffeehouse required more than just changing the gilt lettering on the windows. The barmaids had to take the Temperance pledge as well. The change had been more difficult for some than others. Faith smiled up into the woman’s lined face. “The chamomile, please.” The barmaid nodded and left.

				Edwina quickly shifted through the Messenger’s pages, confirming the absence of Sarah’s contribution, and leaving her own black smudge on each page of newsprint. Drat! One of these days she’d manage to use that fountain pen without getting ink on her fingers. Filling the pen with an eyedropper each morning was a nuisance, and the pen sometimes leaked, but still this modern miracle made it possible to write without a vial of ink and for that she was grateful.

				While they waited for the rest of their group, she turned to the “Personal & Misc” listings in the classified advertisements. Coded messages often lurked among the forthright and sometimes humorous ads. Men sought women, women sought men, secret arrangements were established for illicit rendezvous, and star-crossed lovers exchanged messages of longing, all on the very public pages of the Mayfair Messenger. Edwina scanned the column for snippets of an awkward construction, or the use of numbers instead of letters, all signs of a hidden meaning. Breaking a code was as close to adventurous as her dull life got—would ever get, she supposed. Her brothers got to experience some of the world’s excitement, but she had to stay behind in dreary London. A weary sigh escaped her lips.

				“At least he ran Sarah’s column on the Abington party,” Faith continued, her eyes wistful. “She’s so lucky that she’s allowed to attend those upper-class affairs. The ladies must be something to see with their beautiful gowns and jewelry.”

				“She’s not exactly invited,” Edwina reminded her. “She goes as a reporter, and an undervalued one at that. She could write circles around the men reporters if old Morrison wasn’t so set in his conservative ways.” But she had to agree with Faith’s envy. Years had passed since Edwina had last visited the world of the truly wealthy. Revisiting such opulence would be an adventure, even if viewed as an outsider.

				Faith pursed her lips. “I’d still like to attend just once. Even if I were to go as —”

				“Look at this!” Edwina stabbed the newsprint with her finger. “It’s in code. If you ignore every other word, the message really says: ‘Husband suspects. Not tomorrow. Watch ads.’” She looked up, pleased with her accomplishment. “She’s canceling a tryst.”

				“Let me see.” Faith bent her nose toward the column. “How do you know to do that? The listing looks perfectly normal to me.” Astonishment registered in her friend’s eyes. “Why would you even consider looking at every other word?”

				Edwina smiled, triumphant. “Patterns.” She shrugged. “It’s such a simple code, I’m surprised they bothered. Still, I wonder who sent it?” A smile curved her lips. “Do you think Sarah would know? Whoever placed the ad must have done so through Sarah’s station at the Messenger.”

				The bell tacked over the Crescent entrance jangled with a discordant tone. Sarah barreled into the renovated drinking parlor like a steam engine puffing out of Victoria Station. Just as a steam engine is unmindful of the cars behind, Sarah took no notice of the fourth member of their party, Claire, who followed silently in her wake.

				Sarah dropped her satchel onto an empty chair before she slipped into another. “Mr. Morrison doesn’t believe anyone would be interested in the vast quantities of birds sacrificed for women’s fashion.”

				“I’m so sorry.” Faith patted her friend’s arm. “After all your research...”

				“It’s only because you’re a woman,” Claire insisted, moving Faith’s satchel to the floor before she lowered herself into the seat. “One of these days, old man Morrison will recognize your value and remove you from the agonies.”

				“You know, I dislike that reference,” Sarah scolded. “There’s more to the personal column than sad lovelorn ads and letters written in torment.” She smiled weakly, then adjusted her glasses. “However, I hope you’re right.”

				“But in the meantime...” Edwina hesitated. “Do you know who placed this ad?” She turned the paper so both Sarah and Faith could see.

				“‘For my darling husband,’” Sarah read. “‘Who suspects tenderness not neglect, tomorrow awaits. Watch praising ads multiply.’” Sarah grimaced and released the newsprint. “It’s not as well written as Faith’s poetry, but Mrs. Bottomsly wanted a tribute to her husband.”

				Edwina exchanged a satisfied look with Faith, who retrieved the paper from the table.

				“What?” Sarah asked, looking from one to the other. “We just print what we’re paid to print. We don’t edit the personal ads for content.” She poured some tea from Faith’s pot into the empty cup that appeared by her wrist. “No one wants to pay a few pence more for extra words even if urgently needed.”

				“Look at this one. It’s so sweet.” Faith sighed, then smirked at Edwina. “And it’s not in code.” She read it alone for the benefit of all.

				

				A refined gentleman, age 25, of wealth and education, seeks the acquaintance, with a view to matrimony, of a high-minded, kindhearted lady who prefers an evening of quiet conversation and a good book to the lively demands of society. Address box 8 at The Mayfair Messenger.

				

				“He’s not a gentleman.” Sarah scowled and sipped her tea. “Refined or otherwise.”

				“You know who placed this ad?” Faith asked, her eyes widened.

				Sarah looked about the room as if she were about to share the Queen’s secrets. “Ashton Carswell Trewelyn the Third.”

				The collective resulting gasp turned the heads of the other patrons.

				“Casanova...” Claire whispered with disdain.

				“You saw him?” Faith asked, awe in her voice. “Was he as handsome as they say?”

				Sarah nodded. “I can understand the attraction. He has these high cheekbones with hollows beneath and intense dark eyes and lips that...” She blew out a breath that lifted the loose hairs framing her face. “I can understand the attraction.”

				“That man knows no restraint.” Claire bent her head closer to the others. “I’ve heard that because of him, five otherwise decent women have been unexpectedly bundled off to the Continent for an extended stay.” She hesitated. “All within two months of each other.”

				Everyone gasped.

				“My brothers told me that he was tossed out of every school in England on moral grounds,” Edwina murmured, though she had no knowledge what moral grounds those had been. At the time she had difficulty accepting that news. His name, Trewelyn, so resembled the name of the noble squire from Treasure Island that she had trouble separating the two. Even today, she felt as if someone had slowly stroked a feather down the inside of her arm just at the mention of his name.

				“Didn’t he leave the country?” Faith asked, pulling Edwina from her reverie.

				“I thought my brothers said he joined the King’s Royal Rifles,” Edwina offered.

				“He’s returned, and he’s even more handsome than before,” Sarah said. “His years away have given him a harder edge, a sort of dangerous quality that... well, I don’t recall before.” She leaned forward. “Lately when I go to those dinners and dances on behalf of the Messenger, the question is always if Casanova will make an appearance. All the single women hope he’ll be in attendance. Some of the married ones too.”

				Claire scowled, then turned the paper around so she could read the ad. “Why would London’s most notorious rake advertise for a kindhearted lady who prefers quiet conversation—”

				“And enjoyment of a good book,” Faith added with a wistful gleam in her eye.

				“—over the lively demands of society?” Edwina finished, a bit envious. Such a notorious rake must live an exciting life, much more so than her own dull routine.

				“I can think of only one reason,” Sarah said, shifting to the back of her chair. Her sober face studied each of them in turn. “Debauchery.”

				“Sarah!” Edwina straightened, drawn back into the conversation. Faith merely mouthed the sinful word without giving it voice. “You don’t know that.”

				“Think of it,” Sarah insisted. “Gentle women, quiet women, respond to his ad in pursuit of love and affection. He lures them to his lecherous lair and seduces them into trading their innocence for a life of scandal and degradation.” Sarah rummaged through her reticule for a handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes. “That’s how it happened with my sister.”

				“Ashton Carswell Trewelyn the Third?” Faith’s jaw dropped.

				“No, not him,” Sarah said with a shake of her head. “But someone like him. He got her in the family way and then abandoned her. My dear sister didn’t live long enough to hold little Nan in her arms.”

				They all knew the sad story. Sarah was raising her niece as her own child and had sought her current position at the Messenger as a means for her support. As much as they derided Morrison for failing to publish Sarah’s serious articles, they were grateful he’d offered her employment in her time of need. The friends sat in silence to allow Sarah time to gather her composure.

				Ashton Carswell Trewelyn the Third. Edwina remembered him from her own two failed seasons years ago, before she gave up the illusion of a man falling at her feet and pleading his undying devotion. Trewelyn had been dashing back then, debonair in his evening tails, and desired by all the young women. He had smiled at her once, but she hadn’t the coquettish looks, or the charm, or the connections to draw men like honey to her side. She certainly hadn’t the allure to attract Casanova. After that brief moment, he returned to his wealthy friends... and one beautiful woman in particular... what was her name? She remembered watching them on the dance floor; they had moved so eloquently, so full of grace as if they were one person. Edwina recalled the woman had the smallest waistline she’d ever seen, and a strange sort of laugh. Trewelyn hadn’t glanced Edwina’s way again. He’d ignored her, just like so many others.

				“I wrote a poem about him once,” Faith admitted. “I fancied him an angel cast to earth.”

				“From hell, more likely,” Sarah grumbled.

				“We can’t let this occur,” Claire insisted. “We can’t let him take advantage of innocent women.” Ever since Claire had become involved with Women for a Sober Society, Edwina had noticed her passion for platforms. Sometimes the cause didn’t matter, just the related call to action.

				“How can we stop him?” Sarah asked. “I had to run the ad even though I suspected it was a deception. I have Nan to consider.”

				Faith patted her hand in sympathy. “Casanova’s lecherous actions are not your fault.”

				“Surely we can use your connections to the Messenger to thwart his scheme of seduction,” Claire said, gathering a head of steam. “Think, ladies.”

				“Will you see the responses to his ad?” Edwina asked.

				“Only the envelopes,” Sarah replied. “I’m not allowed to open them. I could lose my position.”

				“Some of those envelopes will have the return address on the back,” Faith said. “We could at least warn those women.”

				“He may not have set his sights on all the replies,” Edwina said thoughtfully. “It would be better if we knew which responses interested him the most, then concentrated our efforts there.”

				“And how are we to do that?” Faith asked. “It’s not as if we can sneak into his residence and see which responses he favors. We might as well follow him about London to see whom he meets.” Faith laughed at the absurdity of her suggestion.

				Follow Casanova about London? Edwina brightened at the thought. While she wasn’t as convinced as Sarah that the ad was for evil intent, the diversion of following a rake about London had an appeal. Surely this would pose an adventure more stimulating than simply transcribing her brothers’ exploits. “I’ll do it,” Edwina stated. “I’ll follow him.”

				“You can’t follow Trewelyn around London!” Sarah exclaimed. “What would your family think?”

				“I can,” Edwina protested. By far this would be the most daring feat she’d ever attempted. Jim Hawkins from Treasure Island must have felt a similar twinge of anticipation before boarding that ship. The lure of adventure was just too tempting to resist. “My father is so involved with the Perkins case, he won’t know that I’m not about. My mother is barely home as it is with all her clubs and organizations. I could be Trewelyn’s shadow, and he won’t even know I’m there.” Given that she escaped his notice at the ball two years ago, she could state this last with an air of confidence.

				“What about your Mr. Thomas?” Faith asked. “Won’t he disapprove?”

				“I don’t know,” Edwina replied, defiance in her voice. But she did know. Walter would not approve of anything that involved risk or adventure. Handpicked by her father from among his employees to squire her around town, he thought of himself as her beau. And why not? She hadn’t a host of other men competing for her attention. If it weren’t for the fact that being in Walter’s company allowed her a certain measure of freedom, she would have ended their relationship. “I do know that Mr. Thomas has binoculars that he uses to watch birds. I’m certain he will let me borrow them.”

				Sarah’s skepticism showed in her eyes.

				“I’ll watch him from afar, Sarah. No harm will come of it.”

				“She could try,” Faith said. “What is there to lose?”

				“I don’t know, Edwina.” Sarah gave voice to her uncertainty. “I’m not certain this will work, and it could prove dangerous. Besides, your actions could anger Mr. Thomas. While you may not appreciate it now, a potential husband is nothing to gamble away. One never appreciates security until they have none.”

				Edwina took her hand. “If we save one woman from the fate of your sister, it would be worth the risk.” Admittedly she had her doubts that her secret observations would lead to such results, but if they did, London would most assuredly be a safer place. Still, reluctance registered in Sarah’s eyes. “I won’t do anything foolish, Sarah. I promise.”

				Edwina held her friend’s gaze until skepticism reluctantly turned to acceptance.

				“And if we’re successful, as I’m certain we will be,” Claire said, “we can do this for other questionable personal ads as well. We’ll protect innocent women.”

				“We’ll be the Rake Patrol,” Faith whispered.

				“The Rake Patrol,” Sarah said softly, testing the sound.

				Edwina lifted her teacup, inviting the others to do the same. “To the Rake Patrol.”

				The four carefully clinked their cups, then grinned as their pact was formed. After each took a dutiful sip of the cold tea, Edwina replaced her cup on the saucer. “Now, ladies, let us plan how this is to be done...”

				•••

				THE BASE OF HIS NECK TINGLED, A WARNING NOT FELT since his service with the fourth battalion of the King’s Rifles. Ashton looked about the stark environs of the Mayfair Messenger’s office. He suspected he was under unfriendly scrutiny, and by someone in addition to the woman clerk behind the wooden counter, who kept glancing his way when she thought he wouldn’t notice. He remembered her from when he’d initially placed the ad. Based on her reaction to his appearance then, one would have thought that he crawled unbathed from a sewer to place an advertisement in the newspaper. Under the circumstances, he decided to wait patiently for a well-attired young lady to conclude her business before he subjected himself again to the clerk’s overt disapproval. The Mayfair Messenger had become known for its personal ads, just as the Pall Mall Gazette was known for its coverage of social issues, or The Illustrated London News for its woodcuts. They each had their specialty, but Ashton had to admit, the Messenger’s niche appeared to be a lucrative one.

				The young woman turned away from the counter. The instant she’d spotted him near the door, her cheeks had flushed an attractive pink. After a moment’s hesitation, she’d patted her hair and issued a seductive smile. Ashton opened the door, then tipped his hat as she passed by, just as any gentleman would. Yet she paused, issuing a brazen unspoken invitation with her eyes. He remembered a time when he would have led the lady to a less public location to explore the pleasures her gaze requested. But today he slowly shook his head. She nodded and continued on her way. Though he never understood why his appearance managed to elicit that almost universal reaction, it was what it was and he’d become accustomed to it. He returned inside, removed his hat, then stepped up to the counter.

				“The replies in box eight, if you please.” He held the marker he’d been given to claim the responses to his search for a suitable companion for James, the man responsible for saving his life in Burma. Though finding a partner for a man disfigured by his courageous act seemed a small payment for his sacrifice, it allowed Ashton to utilize his one God-given gift, his ability to attract women, for the benefit of another. One far worthier than himself, truth be told. During those dark, pain-ridden nights when the two of them recuperated in a primitive hospital, Ashton had composed a long list of past wrongs that he planned to right, friendships he planned to mend, should God grant him the time and ability to do so. He would make a difference in the world, leave some value behind in case the next bullet struck a vital organ. He could start with this one kindness and work his way forward, so that he might be known for something other than his ability to dance and charm.

				“Your ad met with success.” The lady clerk smiled, an event so unexpected and transforming of her features that Ashton was taken aback. She stacked a small quantity of letters before him.

				Strange. This very same clerk wouldn’t spare him the time of day last week. Now she embodied the very symbol of cooperation. “Do you wish to continue your ad for another week?”

				“All this resulted from one ad?” There must be twenty letters in that pile. “I had anticipated only one or two responses.”

				“London is filled with honest women seeking companionship,” the clerk said, her eyes warm and helpful. He truly must have caught her on a bad day before. That, or the lady had a friendly twin. A particularly licentious memory from years ago brought a smile to his lips. He’d had some experience with twins.

				Did a flicker of disgust just flash in the clerk’s eyes? Or was that merely a reflection off the lenses of her spectacles? No matter. The clerk’s demure smile obscured any ill feelings. “Responses are bound to be plentiful when the ad is placed by a refined and educated man such as yourself.”

				“You recall the ad?” he said, surprised. “Given the number of advertisements that must slide across this very counter, you must possess a remarkable memory.”

				“It is a consequence of my position to associate the faces of the advertisers with the ads they place.” She hesitated a moment, then glanced up at him from beneath her lashes. “I assume you intend to interview the respondents?”

				“That had been my initial intention, yes.” He ran his finger across the edges of the envelopes. “However, I hadn’t planned on so many replies.”

				She brightened. “You may find that some are unsuitable once you read their letters. The others...” She pushed her spectacles further up the bridge of her nose. “If I may be so bold, sir, have you given any thought as to where you intend to interview the others?”

				Ashton straightened. “I believe that’s a personal matter—”

				The clerk leaned forward. “I only meant to caution that an honest, respectable woman might have difficulty meeting a bachelor in his own quarters.”

				“That is true.” His lips quirked. He should’ve thought of that before.

				“So you might want to consider arranging a meeting in a public location. Are you familiar with the recently renovated Crescent Coffee Palace?”

				He frowned. “Coffee Palace? I thought the Crescent was known for... beverages of another nature.”

				“It has something of an illustrious past,” the clerk admitted. “However, Women for a Sober Society has renovated the building, and it now offers a variety of wholesome food and drinks of a more genteel nature.”

				Teetotalers. He winced. “Have you been to this new Crescent?”

				“I have, sir.” She smiled. “It is the reason I can recommend the location as perfect for your purposes.”

				He hesitated, then nodded. The clerk certainly would have more experience and knowledge of such matters than he. He supposed she dispensed this sort of advice with some regularity. Perhaps the Crescent would be best. He began to stuff the envelopes into his pocket.

				“And, of course, you’ll need a method to identify the woman,” the clerk continued.

				“Identify her?” Another detail he hadn’t considered. Who would have thought finding a woman for James would prove so difficult?

				“Of course, sir. There will be many women of quality at the Crescent. You should employ some method to distinguish the lady responding to your advertisement from the other patrons.”

				It had been Ashton’s experience that most women managed to recognize him immediately. Or, if an attractive, engaging woman had only recently arrived in London, he generally knew someone who could intercede with an introduction. This meeting of strange women was problematic.

				“Ask her to carry a rose,” the clerk said suddenly. “There’s a florist near the Crescent. Securing the flower would not be difficult.”

				“A rose...” It was a romantic notion worthy of one of those Austen books. He could place a bud in the buttonhole of his lapel. A woman with a single rose should be easy to spot. “That’s an excellent idea.”

				Delight spread across the clerk’s face, again transforming her into a much younger woman. Obviously she hadn’t experienced an easy life or she would not be employed in a newspaper office. Ashton briefly wondered if his own face carried the travails of his years in Burma. His aching leg certainly did.

				“Thank you,” he said, sweeping the last of the letters from the counter. He secured some in his inside pocket before stuffing others in his coat pocket. “You’ve been most helpful.”

				All should be fine as long as Constance did not discover the letters. He’d planned to meet with her and young Matthew in Regent’s Park after this stop at the Messenger. While two letters would have been easy to conceal, twenty or so might catch her attention. With her sharp tongue, she’d eviscerate any kind woman daring enough to respond to an ad. Constance knew a thing or two about “daring.”

				Ashton removed a few shillings from his pocket and placed them on the counter. “For your assistance.”

				Color bloomed in the clerk’s cheeks, but as he turned, he heard the scraping of metal across wood. As he suspected, times could be difficult. He left the office, leaning more heavily on his walking stick. A change of weather must be in the air.

				The prickling at his nape resumed even as he left the newspaper office. Pausing a moment, he searched for the unseen assailant. He’d foolishly thought he’d left combat behind when he departed the Royal Rifles with a bullet in his thigh. Instead, he’d returned to a household riddled with conflict. He hadn’t sorted out all the issues as yet. No one really spoke except young Matthew, and his governess hushed him at every opportunity. One didn’t need words to sense the powder keg of tension, or the feeling that somehow he might be the match to ignite it all.

				Scanning the street, he noted nothing out of the ordinary, except a lovely young woman with hair the color of sunlight. She stood next to one of those safety bicycles that seemed to be the latest craze, angling her binoculars toward a copse of trees. What the devil was she studying there—pigeons? It was not as if the grays of London were disturbed with colorful birds like those of Burma. A smile tipped his lips with the memory. Some of Burma’s heat would be appreciated on this cool spring day. London may not have been the best choice for his recuperation, but at the time, he had thought it was the easiest. He’d been mistaken there as well.

				He glanced back at the girl. Surely a comely bird enthusiast posed no threat, especially one that should be the object of study rather than some feathered creature likely to end up on a dinner plate. He couldn’t imagine danger coming from that quarter. No, the warning must be something else. Something not visible, not yet.

				He patted his pocket, feeling the packet of envelopes tucked there, then climbed into his carriage. Constance and her son were waiting. He’d promised Matthew he’d show him the tigers, at least the ones behind bars. If nothing else, Matthew had been a delight in Ashton’s homecoming. Perhaps as the boy matured, Ashton would be able to teach him how to spot the predatory tigers who didn’t wear stripes to warn of their ferocity. Tigers that hid behind serene human faces but had the ability to carve out one’s heart with a single swipe. Tigers like Matthew’s mother.
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