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“…who knows where serpents sleep?”
—ANONYMOUS

Chapter 1
MONDAY, 4 MAY 1812
 
 
 
The girl stared out the window, one hand sliding up and down her shawl-covered arm in a ceaseless, uneasy motion. Outside, a thick fog leached the light from the dying day and muffled the sounds of the surrounding city.
“You don’t like the fog, do you?” Hero Jarvis asked, watching her.
They sat together in a pool of golden light thrown by the lamp on the plain tea table where Hero had laid out her notebook, pen and ink, and the standard list of questions she’d drawn up to ask. The girl jerked her gaze back to Hero’s face. This one was older than some of the other prostitutes Hero had interviewed, but still young, her face still smooth, her skin clear, her green eyes sharp with intelligence. She said her name was Rose Jones, although in Hero’s experience women in this business seldom gave their true names.
“Who does like fog?” said Rose. “You can never tell what’s out there.”
The girl’s accent was disconcerting: pure Mayfair, without a trace of Cockney or any country inflection. Studying the girl’s fine bone structure and graceful bearing, Hero knew a flicker of interest mingled with something both more personal and less admirable that she didn’t care to examine too closely. How had this girl—surely no more than eighteen or nineteen years old and so obviously gently born and bred—ended up here, at the Magdalene House, a refuge run by the Society of Friends for women who wished to leave prostitution?
Reaching for her pen, Hero dipped the tip into her inkwell and asked, “How long have you been in the business?”
A bitter smile touched Rose’s lips. “You mean, how long have I been a whore? Less than a year.”
It was said to shock. But Hero Jarvis was not the kind of woman who shocked easily. At twenty-five years of age, she considered herself immune to the excesses of sensibility that afflicted so many of her sex. She simply nodded and went on to her next question. “What sort of work did you do before?”
“Before? I didn’t do anything before.”
“You lived with your family?”
Rose tipped her head to one side, her gaze assessing the other woman in a way Hero did not like. “Why are you here, asking us these questions?”
Hero cleared her throat. “I’m researching a theory.”
“What theory?”
“It is my belief that most women enter prostitution not because of some innate moral weakness but out of economic necessity.”
A quiver of emotion crossed Rose’s face, her voice coming out harsh. “What do you know about it? A woman like you?”
Hero set aside her pen and met Rose’s gaze without flinching. “Are we so different?”
Rose didn’t answer. In the silence that followed, Hero could hear the voices of the other women drifting up from downstairs, the clink of cutlery, a quick burst of laughter. It grew late; soon Hero’s carriage would return to take her back to Berkeley Square, to the safety and comfort of her privileged world. Perhaps Rose was right, in a sense. Perhaps—
The sound of a fist pounding on the front door below reverberated through the house. Hero heard a woman’s startled exclamation, mingled with a man’s harsh growl. A cry of outrage turned suddenly to a scream of terror.
Rose leapt from her chair, her eyes wild. “Oh, God. They’ve found me.”
Hero pushed to her feet. “What do you mean? What’s happening?”
She could hear the voices of more men now, the crash of overturned furniture, the smashing of crockery. Women shrieked. Someone pleaded, tearful, her voice trailing off into a whimper that ended abruptly.
“They’re here to kill me.” Rose whirled around, her gaze sweeping the room to fix on an old walnut cupboard, which took up most of the near wall. “We must hide.”
From below came the sound of running feet and a woman’s scream transformed, hideously, into a throaty gurgle. Rose yanked open the cupboard door. Hero reached out a hand, stopping her. “No. That’s the first place they’ll search.”
Crossing the room, Hero threw wide the casement window that overlooked the mist-swirled alley below. The window opened onto the sloping roof of what was probably the kitchen or a washroom. “This way,” said Hero. She sucked in a quick breath, the damp, coal smoke-tinged air biting her lungs as she threw one leg over the low sill and ducked her head through the frame.
Covered with moss and condensation and soot, the slate roofing tiles felt treacherously slippery beneath the smooth leather soles of Hero’s kid half boots. She moved cautiously, one hand braced against the rough brick of the house wall as she turned to help Rose through the narrow opening.
As she eased the window closed behind them, Hero heard a man shout from inside the house, “She’s not here.”
Another man answered, his voice lower pitched, his footsteps already heavy on the staircase. “She’s here. She must be upstairs.”
“They’re coming,” Hero whispered, and felt Rose’s hand tighten around her upper arm in warning.
Following the direction of the girl’s shaky, pointing finger, Hero discerned the figure of a man looming out of the fog below. A guard, stationed at the back door to make certain none of the women in the house escaped to the alley.
Hunkering low, Hero crab walked down the slippery slope of the roof to its edge. She watched the man below pace back and forth, his hat pulled over his eyes, his shoulders hunched against the dampness.
Moving as silently as she could, Hero swung her feet over the edge, her stocking-clad legs showing creamy white against the white of the mist as the hem of her fine blue alpaca carriage dress caught on the edge of the tiles and hiked up. She waited until the guard paused just below her. Then she pushed off from the eaves to drop straight down on him.
The force of the impact knocked him to his knees with a grunt and threw Hero to one side. She landed on her hip in the mud, hard enough to bring a small cry to her lips, but she scrambled quickly to her feet. The man was still on his hands and knees when Hero’s heel caught him hard on the side of his head and sent him staggering back against the house wall to land in a slumped heap. He lay still.
Rose slid over the edge of the roof to come down in a rush of tearing petticoats and scraped skin. “Good heavens. Where did you learn to do that?”
“I used to play with my brother.”
The sound of the upstairs window being thrown open brought both their heads up. A man’s voice cut through the fog. “Drummond? You there?”
Rose grabbed Hero’s hand and they ran.
They raced up an alleyway of mud and ancient half-buried cobbles hemmed in by soaring walls of soot-blackened brick. Breathing hard, her fingers gripping the other woman’s hand tightly, Hero sprinted toward the square patch of white at the alley’s mouth, where the silhouette of a carriage appeared out of the mist. They had almost reached the footpath when Hero heard the boom of a gun behind them. Beside her, Rose faltered.
Turning, Hero caught the girl as she began to crumple. The bullet had torn a gaping, oozing hole through her chest.
“Oh, no. No,” Hero whispered.
Rose’s lips parted, spilling dark red blood down her chin. Hero could feel the girl’s blood running warm and wet over her hands, see the light in Rose’s eyes ebb, dim.
“No!”
The boom of a second shot echoed up the alleyway. Hero imagined she could feel its passing like the whisper of a ghost beside her cheek.
“I’m sorry,” she said, sobbing slightly as she eased Rose down into the mud and ran on.

Chapter 2
TUESDAY, 5 MAY 1812
 
 
The morning dawned overcast and unseasonably cool, the air heavy with the scent of coal smoke and the last lingering wisps of the fog. Winding westward toward the City, a lady’s yellow-bodied carriage persistently shadowed a gentleman’s curricle as he wove around tumbledown hackneys and towering drays driven by men in smocks and leather aprons. When they reached the Strand, the curricle’s driver reined in before the last in a row of small, bow-fronted shops, his pair of blood chestnuts snorting and throwing their heads, restless. Leaning forward, the lady signaled her own coachman to draw up.
“They were ’opin’ fer a good run,” said the gentleman’s tiger from his perch at the curricle’s rear, the sharp Cockney tones of his voice carrying clearly in the damp air.
“They’ll get it soon enough,” said the gentleman, handing the reins to the young groom.
The gentleman’s name was Sebastian St. Cyr, Viscount Devlin. The fourth child and youngest of three sons born to the Earl of Hendon and his Countess, Sophia, he had only succeeded to the heir’s title on the death of his two older brothers. Now nine-and-twenty, the Viscount was said to have been badly affected by his experiences in the Wars, although few in London seemed to know the exact nature of the circumstances that had led to his decision to sell his commission some two years before and return to England. Until the previous autumn, he had kept the famous actress Kat Boleyn as his mistress, but that liaison had ended abruptly for reasons also shrouded in mystery.
The lady in the carriage watched as the Viscount hopped down from his curricle, his multicaped driving coat swirling around him, his head falling back as he glanced up at the wooden sign with a dagger and a pair of crossed swords that swayed gently in the breeze. He was built tall and lean, with hair that was dark—darker even than that of his father in his prime. But whereas the father’s eyes were a piercing blue, the son’s were a feral yellow that brought to mind the howl of wolves in the night. Once, his lordship had made the apprehension of murderers his specialty. But for the past eight months, he had given himself over to drinking and gambling and riding to hounds with a reckless abandon that seemed calculated to get him killed sometime in the very near future.
The lady in the carriage watched as the Viscount entered the shop. “Wait here,” she ordered her coachman, and signaled to the footman to let down the steps.
 
Sebastian balanced the dagger in his hand and carefully tested its heft. It was a splendid piece, its ebony hilt inlaid with silver and brass in a delicate Moorish design.
“It arrived just this week from Spain, my lord,” said the shopkeeper, a short rounded man with full rosy cheeks and a balding pate who hovered behind the counter of his discreet little establishment in the Strand. “The finest Toledo steel. And the workmanship on the hilt is unusually exquisite, wouldn’t you say?”
Nodding, Sebastian whirled to send the dagger flying toward the dartboard on the shop’s back wall. The blade bit just left of center, quivered a moment, then stilled.
The shopkeeper’s hands fluttered in dismay. Devlin never missed. “Obviously there is an unseen flaw. Let me show you another—”
“No. The blade flew true.” Sebastian rubbed his eyes with a splayed thumb and forefinger, aware of a faint tremor in his hand born of too many sleepless nights, too many bottles of brandy, too many dinners left uneaten. “I’ll take it.” He was reaching for his purse when the bell on the door jangled and a gentlewoman in an ostrich-plumed hat and a hunter green pelisse entered the shop, bringing with her the scent of the cool spring morning.
She was a tall woman just past the first blush of youth, with light brown hair she wore pulled straight back in an unflattering style that accentuated the aquiline nose she had inherited from her father, Charles, Lord Jarvis, cousin to the King and the acknowledged power behind Prinny’s fragile regency. She nodded in response to the shopkeeper’s effusive greetings but turned her frank gray stare on Sebastian.
“I see your curricle is waiting outside. The one with the matched chestnuts and a tiger who looks no more than twelve.”
Sebastian returned his attention to the business of counting out the requisite number of banknotes. “I believe Tom is thirteen. Why? Has he lifted your purse?”
She raised one eyebrow in an expression he found unpleasantly evocative of her father at his most arrogant and ruthless. “He’s a pickpocket?”
“He used to be.”
“How . . . original.” She cleared her throat. “I would like to take a ride around the park.”
Sebastian studied Hero Jarvis’s hostile, determined face. He had no illusions about how this woman felt about him. She’d given it as her opinion on more than one occasion that he ought to be arrested—or else summarily shot. “I take it this is my cue to invite you for a drive?”
“Thank you.” She swept toward the door. “I’ll await you in your curricle.”
His curiosity piqued, Sebastian walked out of the shop a few minutes later to find Miss Jarvis sitting on the high seat of his curricle, a furled parasol at her side, the reins in her own capable hands. Sebastian’s tiger was nowhere in sight, although he could see Miss Jarvis’s elegant town carriage waiting up near the corner. Its driver looked asleep.
“Where’s Tom?” Sebastian demanded, leaping up beside her to take the reins.
“I told him he wasn’t wanted.”
“Two things,” Sebastian said evenly, giving his chestnuts the office to start. “I don’t like other people handling my horses, and I tolerate no one giving false orders to my servants.”
“There was no falsehood involved. I didn’t want him.” She opened her parasol with a snap and tilted it toward the feeble sunshine. “And while I understand your sentiments about the horses, once I had eliminated your tiger, there really was no other option, now was there?”
“Miss Jarvis,” he said, his voice coming out in a grating rasp, “in the last eighteen months, your father has attempted to have me killed and very nearly destroyed someone close to me. Why are we taking this drive?”
“He attempted to have you killed? It is my understanding that you threatened to kill him.”
“Several times,” Sebastian agreed, turning in through the gates to Hyde Park.
“And you kidnapped me,” she reminded him.
“Along with your maid,” he agreed. “But only briefly. Which brings us back to the question: Why are you here?”
“Last night, a group of unidentified men attacked the Magdalene House near Covent Garden. They killed over half a dozen women and set fire to the house.”
The Magdalene House was not a subject generally discussed in mixed company. Sebastian cast her a quick glance before returning his gaze, deliberately, to his horses. “I knew the refuge had burned,” he said. “But I don’t recall hearing anything about the house being attacked.”
“It is much easier for Bow Street to dismiss the fire as an accident.” Her lip curled. “After all, the victims were only women of ill repute.”
“How do you know the fire wasn’t an accident?”
“Because I was there, in the house. One of the women and I escaped through a window and ran down the alley.”
There was a moment’s silence while he digested this. She said, “You haven’t asked why I was there.”
“Very well, Miss Jarvis: Why were you there?”
“I have been conducting research for a bill to be presented in Parliament at the next session, for the relief of indigent women. Centuries of sanctimonious moralists and ministers thundering from their pulpits have convinced society that women become prostitutes because they suffer from some innate moral depravity. I, on the other hand, believe that the unpalatable truth is most women enter the profession only as a last, desperate resort. Unable to earn a living wage by any of the other means our society makes available to them, they soon realize they can either steal, sell their bodies, or starve.”
Sebastian glanced at her tightly held face. It seemed an unlikely subject to stir the passions of Lord Jarvis’s daughter. But then, Sebastian really knew little about this woman. “What happened to the girl you say escaped with you?”
“She was shot and killed before we reached the street. Fortunately, I’d left my maid in the carriage—she’s so sour and censorious she tends to discourage the women from talking. Otherwise, I’ve no doubt she would have been killed, as well.”
Sebastian stared off across the park, considering this. It was an unfashionable hour for a drive; except for a middle-aged man in a shabby gig teaching a half-grown boy to drive, the gravel road lay deserted in the fitful morning sunshine.
After a moment, Sebastian said, “You’ll have to forgive me, Miss Jarvis, if I find all this rather difficult to believe. You see, it seems to me that if anyone had dared take a shot at Lord Jarvis’s daughter last night, every magistrate and constable in England would be out, even as we speak, scouring the back alleys and flash houses of the city until those responsible were brought to justice.”
She twitched her parasol back and forth in short, sharp jerks, a tinge of angry color touching her cheeks. “My father was disconcerted at the prospect my presence at the Magdalene House might become public knowledge—”
“Disconcerted?” said Sebastian, arching one eyebrow.
“Disconcerted,” she said again, with emphasis.
“Given Lord Jarvis’s attitude toward social reform, I suspect dismayed might be a more fitting description.”
“My father understands that my politics are different from his.”
Sebastian simply smiled.
“He has requested Sir William Hadley personally take charge of the investigation,” she said.
“Then you may rest easy. As the chief magistrate of Bow Street, Sir William has proved himself to be crude, ruthless, and very effective.”
“I fear I haven’t made myself clear. Sir William has been ordered to make certain that there is no official investigation, as any such inquiries would inevitably lead to my name being bandied about in connection with the incident. Instead, my father intends to take care of the men responsible himself. He wants it done quietly. Very quietly.”
“Lord Jarvis is highly effective at ‘taking care’ of people quietly,” said Sebastian. “I don’t think you need concern yourself with the matter any further.”
“My father’s sole interest is in killing those who endangered my life.”
“And that’s not sufficient?”
She turned toward him, her gray eyes as intelligent—and inscrutable—as her father’s. “One of the women I interviewed last night was called Rose. Rose Jones. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen years of age, tall and slender, with brown hair and green eyes. I would swear she was wellborn. Very wellborn.”
“She may have been. Unfortunately, Miss Jarvis, gently born women are frequently reduced by circumstances to prostitution.” Sebastian completed his second circuit of the park in silence, then turned back toward the Strand. “Clergymen’s daughters, daughters of impoverished solicitors and doctors, the widows and orphans of officers killed in the war . . . all are far more common in Covent Garden than you obviously imagine.”
“That may be. But when we first heard those men breaking into the Magdalene House last night, Rose said to me, ‘Oh, God. They’ve found me. They’re here to kill me.’ Then, later, I heard the men say, ‘She’s not here,’ and, ‘She must be upstairs.’ I believe Rose Jones is the reason those women were killed. I want to know who she was and why those men were after her.”
“Why?”
“Why?” The question appeared to surprise her.
“Yes. Why do you want to know? Vulgar curiosity?”
“No.”
“Then what?”
She was silent for a moment, the damp breeze ruffling her plain brown hair as she stared off across the misty parkland. She drew in a deep breath that flared her nostrils, then said, “I held that woman in my arms as she was dying. It could so easily have been me. I suppose I feel I owe her something.”
It was a heartfelt performance, and if it had been delivered by anyone other than Jarvis’s daughter, Sebastian probably would have believed it. He said, “So why, precisely, have you sought me out?”
She turned to face him, the hint of humanity he thought he’d momentarily glimpsed now gone. “It’s the oddest thing, but I’ve realized that none of my acquaintances have much experience with murder. So naturally I thought of you.”
Sebastian was startled into letting out a sharp laugh.
Something unpleasant gleamed in her eyes. “I amuse you, my lord?”
If truth were told, Hero Jarvis scared the hell out of him. Sebastian shook his head. But all he said was, “I may have been involved in several investigations in the past, Miss Jarvis, but apprehending murderers is not my hobby.”
“What would you call it, then? Your avocation?”
Kat Boleyn had once called it his passion, his obsession, his self-imposed penance for sins she only half understood. But that seemed a lifetime ago now, and he slammed his mind shut against the thought. He said, “I haven’t been involved in anything of that nature for a while now.”
“I have heard something of how you’ve been spending your time these past months,” she said drily. “Rest assured that I am not asking you to investigate personally. I am merely requesting guidance on how I should go about beginning such an investigation.”
“It’s your intention to investigate these murders yourself?”
“Are you implying that I am incapable?”
“I’m implying that women of your station generally hire Bow Street Runners to do their investigating.”
“That’s not possible in this situation.”
“Because of Sir William?”
“Not exactly.” A flush crept up her cheeks, and he wondered what she was not telling him. “I promised my father I would not approach the magistrates.”
He studied her carefully composed features. “Yet Lord Jarvis has no objection to you pursuing your own inquiries?”
She turned her head away to study a passing row of shops, and Sebastian gave a low laugh. “You haven’t told him, have you? He will find out.” Lord Jarvis maintained an extensive network of spies and agents, which had earned the man a well-deserved reputation for omniscience.
She said, “I have no intention of denying my activities.”
Sebastian knew a brief flicker of admiration. There weren’t many with the courage to cross the King’s powerful cousin. He said, “You also realize that I could use the information you’ve given me to hurt you.”
“You mean, to hurt my father through me.” She met his gaze and held it. “It has occurred to me. It’s a risk I’ve decided I am willing to take.”
“Discovering this woman’s identity is that important to you?”
“I don’t think anything has ever been this important to me,” she said simply.
A tense silence fell between them. He had a dozen good reasons for avoiding this woman and very few incentives to help her. Yes, the temptation to annoy Jarvis was powerful. Yet that in itself might not have been enough to tempt him if he hadn’t been aware of a vague, unexpected quickening of interest. He couldn’t think of anything that had intrigued him—really intrigued him—for eight months now.
He reined in beside her carriage and said, “If it were me, Miss Jarvis, I’d begin by talking to the authorities. See what they have discovered so far.”
For the first time since she had approached him that morning, he saw what looked like a slight faltering in her formidable composure. “But that’s the one thing I can’t do.”
“No. But I can.”
“You? But . . . why would you involve yourself in this?”
“You know why.”
She met his gaze. And in that moment he realized that she did, indeed, know why. She knew he would welcome any chance to discomfit her father. More than that: She had, in fact, been counting on it.
“Thank you, my lord,” she said, allowing herself a slight smile as she turned to alight. “You will tell me if you discover anything?”
“Of course,” said Sebastian, and went in search of his tiger.

Chapter 3
Sebastian found Tom waiting for him outside the cutler’s shop. A small scrap of a boy with brown hair, a gap-toothed smile, and a usefully forgettable face, Tom served Sebastian as both a groom and a willing participant in some of Sebastian’s less orthodox activities.
“She said I weren’t wanted,” the tiger exclaimed when Sebastian told him of Miss Jarvis’s deception. “ ’Ow was I to know a starchy gentlewoman like ’er was tellin’ a bouncer?”
“Miss Jarvis would argue that, technically, it wasn’t a bouncer, since she did not want your presence.”
Tom’s brows drew together in a dark frown that augured ill for any future encounters between the tiger and Lord Jarvis’s formidable daughter.
Hiding a smile, Sebastian gathered his reins. “I want you to take a message to Dr. Gibson for me. You’ll probably find him at the Chalk Street Almshouse—I think he volunteers there on Tuesday mornings. Ask him to meet me at the site of the Friends’ Magdalene House in Covent Garden. I’ll be there as soon as I’ve spoken to Sir Henry.”
“The Magdalene House?” Tom’s eyes danced with sudden interest. “Ain’t that the place what burned last night?”
“That’s right.”
“You think there’s somethin’ not quite right about that fire?”
“Miss Jarvis claims it was murder.”
 
Sebastian found Sir Henry Lovejoy, Chief Magistrate at Queen Square Public Office, sitting at his desk reading the Hue and Cry. “My lord,” said Sir Henry, surging to his feet when the clerk, Collins, ushered Sebastian into the chamber. “Please, come in and sit down.”
A small man with a bald head and reading glasses, Sir Henry had been a merchant before the deaths of his wife and daughter shifted his interest to the law. They were unlikely friends, Sebastian and this earnest magistrate, with his serious demeanor and steadfast adherence to a rigid moral code worthy of a preacher. But friends they were.
“What can you tell me about last night’s fire at the Magdalene House?” Sebastian asked, taking the seat Sir Henry indicated.
Sir Henry peeled the small gold-framed spectacles from his face and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Terrible business, that. Last I heard, they’d already pulled four bodies from the rubble and there are probably more. According to the Quakers who run the place, seven soiled doves were staying at the establishment at the time of the tragedy, in addition to the woman in charge of the day-to-day operation of the house—a matron named Margaret Crowley. She apparently took refuge with the Friends some ten years ago herself and recently came back to help. She’s believed to be one of the victims.”
“Any sign the women might have been killed before the fire was set?”
“You mean, murdered?” Sir Henry had an almost comically high voice, and it now rose even higher. “Good heavens, no.”
Sebastian frowned. “How many survivors were there?”
“None that I know of.”
“You don’t find that strange? That none of the women managed to escape the fire? It was only—what?—five, six o’clock in the evening when the fire broke out.”
Sir Henry lifted his thin shoulders in a shrug. “The house was old and its timbers dry. It would have burned quickly. People frequently assume they have more time to get out than they actually do. They become disoriented and they perish.”
It was possible, Sebastian supposed. But he found it difficult to believe that none of those eight women had managed to stagger out of the smoke and flames into the night. “Bow Street is handling the investigation, I assume?” he asked casually.
Sir Henry nodded. “It’s not far from their offices, after all. I believe Lord Jarvis has requested Sir William take charge of the incident personally.”
“Lord Jarvis? What’s his interest in this?” Sebastian asked, curious to hear what the magistrate would say.
Sir Henry looked mildly surprised, as if the question hadn’t occurred to him. No one queried Lord Jarvis’s activities. “That I do not know.”
“And has Sir William ordered postmortems on the women?”
“I don’t believe so, no. Last I’d heard the bodies were to be turned over to the Friends for burial.” Sir Henry was looking troubled. After a moment, he said, “If I might be so bold as to inquire into your interest in this, my lord?”
Sebastian pushed to his feet. “I have no interest in it. I’m simply making inquiries on behalf of an acquaintance.” He turned toward the door, but paused to look back and ask, “You haven’t by any chance heard of a young prostitute named Rose Jones, have you? Eighteen, maybe nineteen years of age. Wellborn.”
Sir Henry thought a moment, then shook his head. “No. You think she was one of the victims?”
“She might have been.”
“Who was she?”
“That’s the problem,” said Sebastian. “I don’t know.”
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