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Bridget Murray consulted the small gold watch she held in her gloved hand and frowned. Nearby, the last train of the night blew out a burst of steam, sounding very much like an enormous, and rather impatient, horse. She looked about the deserted train station, her eyes roving over the same figures she’d observed the past forty-seven minutes. One lone porter sat on a bench, his eyelids half closed as he snoozed. Through the window of the small lounge, she noted the ticket seller beginning to gather his coat and hat. Bridget, in her dark traveling dress and old but still serviceable winter coat, stood between two columns, watch in hand and umbrella hooked on one arm.

Another minute ticked by. Where was he? The train would depart in twelve minutes. The rest of her charges were aboard, and she felt a twinge of unease at not being safely aboard herself, though she’d reminded herself several times that she still had plenty of time.

Baron wanted Kelly on that train, and Baron had asked her, specifically, to wait for the man. But she couldn’t make this Kelly come to the train station. He knew the train schedule, didn’t he? Surely, he did. Baron informed her Kelly had been given his ticket days ago. Whereas she had held the tickets for her other passengers.

She looked at her watch again just as a gust of steam from the train ruffled her black skirts and momentarily deafened her. When she looked up again, a man sprinted toward her.

He dashed down the platform, his greatcoat flying behind him, revealing dark, fitted evening clothes beneath. He’d lost his hat at some point and his chin-length hair flew back from his clean-shaven face. She might have retreated if not for the grin he wore. He looked like a man having the best night of his life.

She’d been struck momentarily immobile by his sheer masculine beauty. The way he moved, the way his eyes glittered, the way the wind whipped his hair back...

He was coming straight for her.

Bridget glanced at the train then the lounge, trying to decide which was closer should she need to flee. But even as she turned toward the lounge, the man, who was now only a few yards away, called out to her. “Are you Miss Bridget Murray?” His voice had a lilt she couldn’t place at the moment, but she understood him well enough.

“I am.” She shoved her watch into the reticule hanging from her wrist.

“Sure and I’m Callahan Kelly.” He skidded to a stop before her and reached up to doff his hat. Finding it missing, he shrugged and gave her a sweeping bow. Oh, yes, he was handsome. That was undeniable.

Even more undeniable was the fact that he was trouble. One look into his gray-blue eyes told her that.

A commotion at the other end of the platform caused him to straighten and cast a look over his shoulder. Just then four other men tumbled down the far stairwell. A remarkably tall man led three burly men. They paused and looked about as though searching for someone. She sighed. “They’re after you, of course.”

Kelly hissed in a breath and stepped behind the nearest column, pulling her with him. “How long until the train leaves?”

“Eleven minutes.” She peered around the column. The men had slowed, seemingly to search, and moved in the direction of the lounge behind her.

“Too long.” Kelly took her wrist and yanked her out from the columns and into the shadows at the back of the platform.

“Let go!” she objected as he pulled her into an archway built into the stone.

But instead of releasing her, he shoved her against the white tiled wall and pressed himself beside her. “Be quiet.”

Bridget brought her foot down hard on his shoe, and he jumped back, a look of incredulity in his eyes. She straightened. “I don’t know who you think you are, but I have not given you leave to touch me.”

“Bridget—”

“Miss Murray, if you please.”

“You’ll be Miss Murdered if you don’t shut up and step back.”

She might be angry, but she wasn’t an idiot. She could see the men who’d come for him were not the sort to listen to reason or, more importantly, to respect train schedules. She stepped back, pressing herself uncomfortably close to Mr. Kelly, and dug out her watch. “Nine minutes until the train departs.”

“We’ll catch the next one.”

She turned to face him. “You think trains to The Farm leave every day? I have strict instructions to be on that train no m—”

He cupped a hand at the back of her neck and pulled her face hard against his chest. Two seemingly contradictory thoughts entered her head at that moment.

One, she wanted to hit him.

Two, he smelled remarkably good. She had the ridiculous urge to bury her nose in his coat and press her cheek against his warm torso. Instead, she shoved back. His grip on her neck held, and they stared at each other, nose to nose.

“Unhand me!” she hissed.

“Me friends are just there.” His gray-blue eyes darted to the side. “Once they pass us, we make a run for it.”

She wanted to argue. She wanted to stomp on his foot again. She wanted a closer look at those eyes. Instead, she pressed her lips together and allowed herself to be gathered against his chest again.

Even she would be pressed to admit her current situation was a hardship. Besides the fact that his touch was doing strange things to her belly and making her chest feel tight, his plan was reasonable. Provided the men passed them in the next seven minutes, they’d have enough time to board the train and be away.

But seven minutes with her body flush against his, her breath quickening as her breasts were flattened against his chest, the hair at the nape of her neck rustling with each of his warm breaths...seven minutes would be torture. She clenched her fists, determined to bear the friction as he slid against her in an effort to peer around the wall shielding them.

“Miss Murray,” he whispered in her ear, making her shiver. “We have a problem.”

Truer words were never spoken. “What problem?” she whispered back.

“One of the men is standing guard just outside the station lounge.”

Clearly, Kelly’s plan must be discarded. The thug was unlikely to move in the next six minutes and she must be on that train. She could go without Mr. Kelly, but that would mean ignoring Baron’s order to wait for the man. Baron wanted Kelly at The Farm.

She looked up, avoiding Kelly’s unusual eyes. Her gaze rested on his lips, but those also proved too dangerous, and she settled on one of his dark eyebrows. “Do these men need to take you alive?”

“Sure and I don’t know what you’re hinting at, Miss Murray.”

Irish. That was his accent. “Will they kill you now or do they need to bring you to their leader alive?”

“Alive, I expect, though they wouldn’t mind damaging me, if you understand me meaning.”

“Now who would want to hurt you, Mr. Kelly?”

He lifted a brow, which made her chest tighten a fraction more.

“I might owe their employer a pound or two.”

They’d want him alive then. Dead men couldn’t pay debts. In any case, there was no more time to waste. She held up her watch and palmed it so only a glint of metal showed. “Turn around and let me put my arm about your neck.”

“Are you daft?”

“Don’t try me, Mr. Kelly. Turn around.”

He gave her a look of incredulity then turned and hunched down, so she could hook her arm about his neck. She pressed the watch to his temple as though it were a pistol.

“You can’t think this will work,” he muttered.

“Hello there!” she called, pushing Kelly out of the alcove.

The wide, muscular man standing by the column spun around, his small eyes widening. “Oy!” he called to his comrades.

“Is this the person you are searching for?” Bridget pushed Kelly forward. If she could move near enough to the train, they could make a run for it.

“Hand ‘im over, missus.”

“No, don’t come any nearer. I have a pistol to his head, and if you come any closer, I will shoot.”

“Oy!” The thug called again.

“They’re coming back, lass,” Kelly said under his breath.

“You won’t shoot ‘im, missus” The burly man moved forward. He had a vicious scar across one cheek, and his nose looked to be little more than a flat blob in the center of his face.

“I will. I’ve shot men before. Now, I want to board this train, and I am taking him with me.”

The tall man approached, slowing to a walk as he assessed the situation. “You can’t do that, madam.” He was obviously the leader. His speech was slightly more refined. “We work for a very important man, and he needs to speak with Mr. Kelly. Immediately.”

The train hissed out another blast of steam. Now she had two men between the train and herself. She couldn’t look at her watch, but she knew she was almost out of time. “That’s most interesting because I also work for an important man, and he would like to speak with Mr. Kelly as well. Perhaps my employer could speak to Mr. Kelly and then you could have him back. Now, if you would move aside and allow us to pass.” She started confidently forward, pushing Kelly in front of her.

“I can’t do that, madam.” The tall man glanced to the side as the third large man joined them. “Hand him over, and I give you my word, you will not be touched.”

“Get out of my way, or I give you my word that I will shoot him right now.”

The tall man’s eyes narrowed. “I think you’re bluffing.”

She kept her gaze locked on his, fighting the urge to look away.

The train whistle shattered the tension, and Bridget jumped at the unexpected screech. Her hand opened, and she fumbled to catch the watch before it fell to the ground.

“Get him!” the tall man yelled.

Everything happened very quickly. Kelly pushed her out of the way as the three men rushed him. She stumbled over her skirts and went to her knees. She pushed up again just as someone called, “All aboard!”

“No!” She started for the train, but she couldn’t leave Kelly behind. He had his hands full with the three men circling him. As she watched, he threw a punch at the flat-nosed thug, but it glanced off the man’s cheek, doing little harm. The tall man grasped his arms from behind, but Kelly slammed his elbow back, and the tall thug bent double.

Bridget was used to seeing men who could fight, and she knew skill when she saw it. The enormous wheels of the train began to move, and she started for it. She could still jump aboard, but how to free Kelly to join her?

And if that wasn’t problem enough, the fourth thug was racing toward them. He had his full attention on Kelly, so Bridget unhooked her umbrella from her arm and stuck it into his path at just the right moment. He went down hard and she closed in, bashing him in the back of the head with the umbrella’s solid wood handle.

One down.

The train was moving in earnest now. She had less than a minute to jump aboard. “Mr. Kelly, we must go!” she called.

“I’m coming—” He threw a punch and missed. “—as fast—” The tall man hit him in the shoulder, and Kelly reeled back. “—as I can, lass.”

“Must I do everything?” she muttered to herself. She dug in her reticule and pulled out all the coins she possessed. In one motion, she flung them onto the platform. As she’d expected, the men glanced at the dropping coins, and realizing what they were, dove for them.

Well, two of the thugs dove for them. The tall man turned back to Kelly, ducking his right hook.

The train was moving quickly now. She could see the last cars approaching. She began to jog to keep up. “Mr. Kelly, now would be an excellent time to board.”

He feinted left then punched the tall man in the throat. Bridget turned away and, running now, grasped the stair railing, pulling herself onto the steps of the car just as the rearmost car passed the struggling men.

“Mr. Kelly! Now or never!” she yelled as the train whistle sounded for the last time.

Kelly grabbed the tall man by the coat, pulled his head down, and slammed his forehead against the tall man’s. Bridget winced, but the desperate maneuver worked. The man stumbled away, and Kelly began to run toward the train. He shook his head as though dizzy, and Bridget realized he wasn’t running fast enough. He’d never catch the last car.

“Hurry!” she called.

Kelly looked up at her and increased his speed then stumbled at the last moment. 

“No!” Bridget called as Kelly went down and the train sped away.
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Chapter Two
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Two hours earlier

Callahan Kelly was a conman, pure and simple. The fact that he had survived to the ripe old age of thirty-one proved, to him at least, that he was an excellent conman. The fact that he was standing in the middle of The Royal Italian Opera House, surrounded by perfumed and bejeweled women and starched and stuffy old men, proved he was a resourceful conman.

The borrowed evening clothes he wore fit him like a glove—a bit too much like a glove as the trousers, designed to be snug, were bordering on indecently tight. His shoulders stretched the seams of the black wool dress coat, and Cal dared not take too deep a breath lest he pop a button on the embroidered silk waistcoat. He’d slicked his unruly mop of chin-length, dishwater-colored hair back with a pomade that smelled like oranges, but he would have fit in better if he’d donned a false mustache or mutton chops. Next time.

But perhaps there wouldn’t be a next time.

And now who was conning whom?

He spotted Mr. Applewhite, the financier who’d been pointed out to him on numerous occasions, and slid sleekly through the crowds in the opera house’s lavish grand entrance. Applewhite stood at the wide base of the grand marble staircase. The crowds were meandering that way at any rate, so it was easy to move with the masses.

You’ve plenty of time, he reminded himself, resisting the urge to check the stolen pocket watch tucked in his fancy waistcoat. He didn’t have to be at the station for two hours. He didn’t have to be there at all, but Cal was a risk-taker at heart. He wouldn’t be able to get the offer out of his mind until he saw what was truly behind it.

He walked right past Applewhite, took one step then another, before seeming to notice something or someone. Cal had no idea if anyone was watching this little act, but he’d perform it nonetheless. He was a professional.

“Mr. Applewhite!” Cal turned as though just seeing Applewhite. He stripped his voice of any Irish brogue and took on a rather generic English accent. “How good to see you again, sir.”

Applewhite turned from the conversation he and his much younger wife were engaged in with another couple and gave his attention to Cal. Applewhite’s face was blank, indicating he did not remember having met Cal. And they’d not met—until now.

“I’m sure you don’t remember me, sir,” Cal said, smiling broadly and holding his gloved hand out in greeting. “We met last month at the board meeting. Long, tedious afternoon.”

“Of course, I remember you,” Applewhite boomed. “You’ll forgive me if I can’t recall your name.”

“Kelly,” Cal said. A conman stuck to the truth as much as possible. He couldn’t be tripped up as easily that way. “And this must be your lovely wife.” He smiled at the young brunette dressed in pale pink and blinking at him with interest. At his smile, her cheeks pinkened.

“Yes.” Applewhite was forced to introduce him now. “Mr. Kelly, this is my wife, Mrs. Applewhite. We met at the ah...what board meeting was it, Mr. Kelly?”

Cal had no intention of telling Applewhite which board meeting as he’d invented the meeting in the first place. Instead, he took Mrs. Applewhite’s hand and kissed the back of her gloved knuckles. She wore a diamond-and-pearl ring on the fourth finger of her left hand. He knew it well. “I’m charmed.”

“And this is my friend George Benton and Mrs. Benton.”

Cal reluctantly dragged his gaze from Mrs. Applewhite and extended a hand to Mr. and Mrs. Benton. He kissed Mrs. Benton’s hand as well, his lips just the merest fraction of an inch from the large square-cut, rose-colored diamond she wore on her left hand. It was worth an estimated one hundred thousand pounds, particularly valuable because of the size, color, and perfection of the pink diamond. But though his heart kicked at the sight of it, he ignored his body’s excitement and turned back to Mrs. Applewhite and her paltry twenty-thousand-pound ring.

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Benton. Mrs. Benton. Charles?” Cal looked at Applewhite. “May I call you Charles? I feel as though we’re old friends after our ordeal.”

“Of course!” Applewhite said jovially.

“Good then. Charles, it will please you to know I’ve cultivated a new talent that might just see us through another of those unending board meetings. You see, I am also on the board of a foundling house.”

“Oh, how good of you,” Mrs. Applewhite said. “Which one? I serve on—”

But he couldn’t indulge her questions. Already Benton was shifting away, preparing to excuse himself and find his seats.

“Of course, Mrs. Applewhite. And at your establishment are there lads with skills such as sleight of hand?”

“Do you mean pickpockets, Mr. Kelly?” Mrs. Benton asked.

Cal did not smile. It was unseemly for the predator to smile before he gobbled up his prey. “I cannot say I know what the boys did before they arrived at the foundling house, but we are certainly reforming them now. I thought their talents might be put to use as street performers until such time as they had the education or skills to go to work in a factory.” Amazingly he said the word factory without a shudder. He’d been put to work in a factory once. He’d kill himself before going back.

“I’m not sure I would encourage the boys to become street performers. It seems a less than respectable profession.”

“I quite agree, Mr. Applewhite. But it is so entertaining. Entertaining enough, I might add, that I asked one of these youths to teach me a few tricks of my own. I thought they might distract us from all the”—damn, he didn’t know what sorts of things men looked at in board meetings—“fluff at the next meeting. Would you like me to demonstrate?”

Applewhite shook his head, but his wife clasped her fingers together and nodded eagerly. “Yes! Please.”

Mrs. Benton moved closer, eager to see the trick as well. Thank God for women. Cal never had any trouble with women—at least not initially.

“I hope this won’t take too long,” Benton said, pulling out his gold pocket watch and giving it a pointed look.

“Not at all! I don’t have any cards with me, which is too bad as the card tricks are the most impressive, but I can make objects disappear and then reappear in the most unexpected places.”

“Oh, do show us, Mr. Kelly,” Mrs. Benton said.

Cal gave her a benign smile and turned his attention to Mrs. Applewhite. “Do you have anything I might make disappear, madam? Your fan is a bit too large. A hair comb would be perfect, but I wouldn’t want to ruin your coiffure.” He pretended to look her over for another idea, but he didn’t take too long. He didn’t want anyone to make suggestions. “What about your ring?”

“My ring?” She looked at her finger and then at her husband.

Cal held out his hand. “I assure you I will have it back to you in a matter of seconds.”

Mr. Applewhite nodded his approval, and she removed her ring and placed it in his palm. He kept his hand open, resisting the urge to close it on the diamonds and pearls. Patience was essential.

Cal moved a gloved hand over his open palm. Thank God for the gloves or the Bentons and Applewhites would have seen the reddened skin and bruised knuckles and known he was not who he claimed. After one wave, the ring in his hand disappeared, tucked into a secret pocket in the cuff of his coat. With deliberate flourish, he closed both hands and then opened his fingers to display both empty palms. He then lifted his cuffs to show them he had nothing up his sleeve.

Mrs. Applewhite gasped. “But where did it go?” Her eyes were wide as a child’s. Clearly, she had never seen anything like this before. The others were less impressed, but Cal still had the grand finale.

“Why, Mrs. Applewhite, you can’t feel it?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Feel what?”

He reached behind her ear. “It should be right here.” But he drew his hand away empty. He furrowed his brow. “I thought it was behind your ear, but I see now it’s landed somewhere more...intimate.”

Everyone looked from him to Mrs. Applewhite and back again. He gestured to her bodice. “I would collect it, but I fear Charles would object.”

Mrs. Applewhite looked down at her ample cleavage and gasped. The ring lay nestled between her breasts. She extracted and studied it. “But how did you—? Charles, did you see how he did that?”

Charles was frowning, clearly not certain how he felt about the ring having reappeared on his wife’s bosom. Cal gave a curt bow. “And now I think we should adjourn to our seats—”

“Wait!” Mrs. Benton said. “Do it again.”

The words were music to his ears. Only a smattering of theatergoers remained in the grand entrance. If something went wrong, Cal had a good chance of making a run for it.

“At your service, Mrs. Benton,” he said. “That is, if Mr. Benton agrees.”

Benton waved a hand indulgently. “Go ahead. But this time I plan to watch closely and divine how you do it.”

“Do you have a ring, Mrs. Benton?” Cal asked. She nodded and handed hers over without even a second thought. Now for the hard part. He left his hand open, as he had before, then waved a gloved hand over the ring. Once again, the ring went into the secret pocket in his cuffs and once again when he opened his hands everyone gasped with delight. Cal clasped his hands behind his back and turned to Mr. Benton. “Do you know where the ring is, sir? Have you divined the secret?”

Benton looked from Cal to his wife, his gaze lingering on Mrs. Benton’s cleavage, which was far less ample than that of Mrs. Applewhite. No ring gleamed between her breasts.

“I confess I have not, Mr. Kelly.”

“Do you know where it is, Mrs. Benton?”

She shook her head, her fingers checking behind her ears and down the length of her long gloves.

“Open your reticule.”

She glanced down at the flimsy thing, pale blue to match her dress and hanging from her wrist by two delicate silk ribbons. She took it into her hands and parted the cinched top. She peered inside and then gasped with delight, withdrawing her ring and smiling at Cal. “How did you do it, Mr. Kelly?”

“If I told you, that would ruin all the fun.” He gave them both a bow. “And now we really should retire to our seats. I will see you soon, Charles.”

“I look forward to it, Mr. Kelly.”

Cal went on ahead. The other men walked up the grand staircase slowly to assist the women who had to tread carefully so as not to step on their voluminous skirts. Cal made himself move leisurely, made himself walk down the corridor past the boxes until he reached a servant’s door. There he paused, looked to make sure the corridor was clear, and slipped inside, closing the door behind him.

Once inside, he reached into his cuff and removed the ring. Even in the dim light of this back stairwell, the pink diamond gleamed. It was worth a fortune, and he was half tempted to keep it.

But he also enjoyed breathing, and if he kept it, Surry would make sure Cal took his last breath tonight. Cal pocketed the ring and made his way down the stairs and out a back door of the theater. A block or so away, he turned into a dark alley and was not at all surprised when a large man stepped in front of him.

“We didn’t think you were coming.”

Cal laughed. “Oh, didn’t you now? I think what you mean to say is you hoped I wouldn’t come. You’d like nothing more than to squeeze me into pulp.”

“Surry is waiting for you.”

“Sure and let’s not keep him waiting.”

The large man—Cal knew his name, but he always thought of him as Oaf One—led the way further into darkness until he stopped before a door that would have been invisible to someone who didn’t know it was there. Oaf One knocked twice then opened the door. Oaf Two stood just inside. He and Oaf One didn’t resemble each other except they were both unusually large and slow.

“Where is he?” Oaf One asked.

Oaf Two grunted and jerked his chin toward a stairway. Cal knew where the stairway led. Surrey had an office above the gambling hell with a view of the floor below. There he could observe all that went on, see who was winning, who was losing, and who was cheating.

“I’ll not be needing an escort,” he said as he started for the steps. Oaf One put a hand out and smashed it into Cal’s chest. Cal let out a whoosh of air and wheezed in a breath. “Have it your way then.”

Oaf One started up the stairs and Cal followed, for once appreciating the bodyguard’s lumbering pace. At the landing, Oaf One tapped on the door then opened it.

“Kelly is here, Mr. Surry.”

Surry must have waved because Oaf One opened the door wider and stood aside so Cal could pass. Cal stepped onto the Turkey carpet, his feet sinking into the plush fabric. The room was a sumptuous green, the furnishings upholstered in velvet and the wood dark and highly polished. A chandelier hung in the center of the room, shedding light evenly over everything, but Cal knew from experience the windows had been angled or treated in some way so those on the gambling floor could not see in. Surry sat at his desk, surveying his kingdom. When Cal stood before him, he turned and folded his hands together. He had a ring on almost every finger and hoops in his ears. He wore his mustache long and slick, his beard trimmed and pointed. He looked like a modern pirate.

“Mr. Kelly, I didn’t think we’d see you tonight.”

“I pay me debts.”

Surry laughed. “Not unless you have to. Do you have it?”

Cal nodded.

“Marcus, leave us.” Surry waved to Oaf One, and the man left immediately. “Now that we’re alone, show me.”

“Before I do—”

Surry’s fist clenched on the desk. “You are in no position to make conditions, Mr. Kelly. Let me see it.”

Cal made himself feel the full weight of this moment. He was in this position because of his own weakness. He had no one to blame but himself. But after tonight he would be free. He could leave this life behind and start over.

Cal reached into his pocket, withdrew the ring and laid it on the black square of velvet in the center of Surry’s desk. Surry didn’t touch the ring. Instead he lifted a jeweler’s loupe to his eye and leaned down to peer closely. After a moment, he took a set of tweezers, lifted the ring and held it close to the loupe. Cal waited, unconcerned. He knew he had the authentic ring. Mrs. Benton now wore the duplicate. It might be months or years before she realized her ring was a fake, and by then, Callahan Kelly would be a distant memory.

“This is exquisite,” Surry said, voice low in reverence. Cal didn’t move. If he moved, he’d be tempted to snatch the ring back. Instead, he allowed his eyes to drift to the floor of the club. Men in evening wear and women in their finery stood at green baize tables, smiling and laughing. He could almost hear the clink of the die and smell the crisp new cards. His mouth went dry, and he stuffed his hand in his pocket. He could hide it, but he couldn’t stop his fist from closing as it would around a pair of dice. He could almost feel their weight in his hand, hear them rattling.

He had time to play a game. Just two or three rolls of the die. He’d have some blunt in his pocket for his travels.

“Mr. Kelly, did you hear me?”

Cal focused on Surry again. From the look on the owner’s face, he must have said Cal’s name several times.

“I said, this clears you of your debt.”

“I’d say it more than clears me.”

“I don’t disagree,” Surry said smoothly. “In fact, I could extend you a line of credit, say two thousand pounds.”

Cal felt fury bubble up in him. Two thousand pounds was paltry compared to the ring’s worth. He could have been extended ten times that and still been clear of his debt.

“You want more?” Surry leaned forward, like a fisherman who knows he’s hooked a fish and need only fit the net around him.

Cal blew out a slow breath. His lungs had tightened, his heart pounded, and he could feel a drop of sweat run down his back. The pull of the tables was almost irresistible. He could play for hours on credit, maybe even win big. Win back all he’d lost.

He’d still have time to catch the train. He could throw the dice a few times and then go to the station.

Cal bit the inside of his cheek hard. The lure of the tables was almost irresistible. But he was stronger than this. He would beat it. And he knew if he walked into the club, he wouldn’t walk out tonight. He wouldn’t walk out until he was thrown out, having lost everything and owing Surry more than he could ever pay.

Cal looked at the ring. He didn’t generally feel sorry for his marks, but Mrs. Benton didn’t deserve to have her wedding ring replaced with paste and tin. He wasn’t proud of himself. He wasn’t proud of how he’d lost control over the past year, how he’d woken up to find himself thousands of pounds in debt. How he’d been caught cheating and had to beg for his life.

Not his finest hours.

Neither had been the weeks he’d spent planning the con he’d pulled off tonight. And what did he have to show for it? Food in his belly? A flat to call his own? Neither. Only borrowed clothes and a train ticket he hadn’t even purchased.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to pass on your offer, Mr. Surry.”

“Oh, really, Mr. Kelly? Are you certain?”

“I’m certain enough. I won’t be darkening your door again.” He took two steps back, so he couldn’t see the floor of the club. “I’ll be going now, if that’s all.”

“Go ahead.” Surry gestured with one hand. “But you’ll be back, Kelly. I know your type. You always come back.”

Cal walked out the door, took the steps quickly, and pushed past the two oafs and into the alleyway. There he took a deep breath, several of them, hands on his knees. Finally, he stood straight. Surry was right. Cal had always come back in the past. That was why he had to go to the station. He should have gone to Danny’s to return his evening clothes and collect his own clothing. But Cal didn’t trust himself.

He had the ticket. He’d go now or he’d never go.

The station was several miles away. Cal started to walk, his mind still on the gaming tables behind him. The distraction cost him as that was when Morganstern’s men stepped in front of him. Morganstern had sent four of them.

Longshanks, who must have been almost seven feet, gave Cal a thin smile. “We’ve been looking for you, Mr. Kelly.”

“Have you now? I thought I made it clear me affections lie elsewhere.”

Longshanks didn’t even smile. “Do you have the blunt you owe Mr. Morganstern?”

Cal hadn’t forgotten about the twenty pounds he owed Morganstern. It had just slipped his mind the past few days. “Of course, I have it. I’ll just stop home and bring the blunt by in an hour or so.”

“I don’t think so, Mr. Kelly.”

Cal should have known that trick wouldn’t work again.

Longshanks gestured to his men. “You’re coming with us.”

Cal ducked and swerved and rolled out of their grasp. “Can’t tonight, Longshanks!” he called as he ran, full tilt, for the train station.

But though he’d taken the long route and used every trick he could think of to lose the four buffoons, he hadn’t managed to shake them. And that was why he and the prim Miss Murray had ended up pressed against the wall of the train alcove.

Only she hadn’t been quite as prim as he’d thought. In fact, when she’d put her watch to his head and her arm about his neck, he half wanted to marry her. A woman as wily as she was a woman after his own heart. It didn’t hurt that she had her ample bosom pressed against his back either.

And then as expected all hell had broken loose, and she’d hit one of the oafs in the head with her umbrella and threw coins at the other. A man couldn’t help but be smitten by a woman that fiery and foolhardy.

Of course, by the time he’d dealt with Longshanks she was on the train and heading away from him. Cal had almost grabbed the train’s back rail, but he’d lost his footing thanks to Danny’s too-big shoes and his blurred vision. When he climbed back to his feet, the train was picking up speed. Cal watched it chug away then looked behind him at Morganstern’s men, who were starting to come for him. His head throbbed just thinking about fighting them.

He’d always been a fast runner. Taking a deep breath, Cal sprinted for the train, his lungs burning as he struggled to inhale the cold air. He pumped his arms, ignoring the tightness in his already weary legs and the dagger-like pain slicing through his head.

Almost there.

The platform ended in a brick wall just ahead. Despite his every instinct to slow down, Cal picked up speed. He had one chance to grab hold of the retreating train. If he missed the back railing, he’d slam into the brick wall.

Cal judged the distance remaining, sidled to the edge of the last few feet of the platform, and leapt.
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Chapter Three
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Cal caught the railing on the rear car with the tips of his fingers, swinging his legs inward to avoid smashing them on the station wall. He wasn’t quite fast enough, and the soles of his feet brushed the wall, knocking him just hard enough that his hold on the train car began to slip. “Feck! Feck, feck, feck!”

One hand came loose, and Cal’s body twisted so he had a perfect view of the tracks that would smash his face and, no doubt, the rest of his body. He tightened his grip and tried to swing back, but the train was moving too fast now and he didn’t have the leverage to fight against the wind pressing him back.

He closed his eyes as his fingers began to slip, and then something warm and solid clamped over his hand. “Give me your other hand!”

He twisted his head. There was Bridget Murray—Miss Murray, thank you very much—with her gloved hand tight on his and her other held out. The wind blew her skirts and the brim of her hat back, but that was as much as the clothing deigned to defy her.

“I can’t!” he yelled. “Let go. I’ll find another way to get there.” If he didn’t die from the impact of his fall.

“Give me your hand,” she ordered. Her green eyes glared at him, daring him to disobey her. “You will board this train.”

When he’d been a lad, his mam had scraped enough blunt together to send him to school for a year. His teacher, a Miss Pratt, hadn’t been nearly as pretty or well-shaped as Bridget Murray, but she’d had that same authoritarian tone. He’d had dreams about that teacher giving him some rather naughty orders.

“Mr. Kelly!” Miss Murray squeezed his hand tighter, and he could almost feel the pinch through the growing numbness. “Your hand.”

A dozen reasons this would not work popped into Cal’s mind, but who was he to disregard Miss Murray’s commands? He swung his legs toward the car, giving his body enough momentum that he could almost catch the rail with his dangling hand. Miss Murray caught the free hand and yanked it to the rail. She was obviously stronger than she looked.

But he wasn’t out of danger yet. He still had to climb onto the car, and his muscles were fatigued and his strength fading.

“Climb up,” she ordered.

“I knew you would say that.”

“Hurry. I have you.”

She didn’t have him. He was one jolt away from falling backward and breaking every bone in his body.

As though she could read his thoughts, she narrowed her eyes. “Mr. Kelly, I said to climb up. Hurry up before I lose my patience.”

Cal wanted to laugh. As though he gave a fig for her patience. Just the same, he closed his aching fingers tighter on the railing and brought his knees inward. Sweating and out of breath, he managed to brace his legs on the rail and ease first one arm over the rail and then the other. Miss Murray didn’t let him go. She was right there, her face so close he could have kissed her freckles, urging him onward.

When he finally tumbled over the rail in a bone-jarring crash, she bent over him and looked down. He looked up at her, a prim woman in severe black.

“Do you know, Mr. Kelly, I believe you may be more trouble than you’re worth.” And she stepped away from him, slid the train car door open, and stepped inside.

Cal huffed out a breath. She hadn’t even helped him to his feet.

When he finally gained his balance and stumbled into the car, it took a good five minutes to rid his ears of the ringing from the wind pounding his head. He’d never been on a train before, and he didn’t particularly like it. Through the windows, small as they were in what appeared to be a luggage car, dark fields and towns raced by. It all seemed a blur, or perhaps his head was still reeling from the hit he’d given.

Miraculously, his trousers hadn’t ripped, and his coat was still serviceable. He pushed his hair back, adjusted his cuffs, and walked haltingly through the car and into the next. A man in a gray uniform who was taking tickets met him there. Cal thought how ironic it would be if he’d made it this far only to have lost his ticket, but it was still in his coat pocket. He presented it to the porter, glancing about the passengers seated in the car. No Miss Murray. The porter notched the ticket then handed it back. For a woman who always seemed to be exactly where he needed her, she was nowhere to be found now.

“Have you lost your way, sir?” the porter, an older man with a droopy mustache, asked.

Cal couldn’t recall the last time someone had called him sir. As to whether he’d lost his way, that had happened long before the porter had intervened.

“Maybe,” he answered.

“First-class is that way.” He pointed to the other end of the car.

“Right.” Cal started forward, trying to keep his balance as he moved. At the door, he saw this car had a letter K. He looked down at his own ticket, and thanks to Miss Pratt, read that his own car was D.

He stumbled through car after car until he finally paused outside D. A dark-skinned porter stood outside that door, and when Cal approached, he held out his hand. “Ticket, please.”

Cal handed it over, and to his surprise, the porter moved aside. “Welcome, sir. I’m Goodman. Let me know if there’s anything you need.”

Cal could think of a number of things he needed, but he only nodded and moved forward. The porter slid the door open for him.

“Thanks,” Cal muttered.

“Of course, sir.”

“It’s about time you showed up,” a voice said as soon as he stepped into car D. And there was the missing Miss Murray.

“Always a pleasure to see you, lass.” He winked.

Her gaze turned stony—rather, stonier. Cal looked about the car and noted they weren’t alone. Several others occupied the carriage, which was fancier than any of the previous cars he’d walked through. This one had tall, plush blue velvet seats and large windows with heavy blue draperies. The eight seats were in two groupings of four with a center aisle between. On each side of the aisle two seats faced forward with a table between them and the two seats that faced backward. All told, eight could sit comfortably in the car. Cal counted six pairs of eyes on him, not including Miss Murray.

He had the mad idea to turn around and jump right back off the train. What was he doing here? Sure he needed the money he’d been offered for going north to train at the government camp. And after the first five days, he could leave when he wanted and still be paid in full. It had seemed too good to be true, and now he looked at the company he was to keep and knew it would never work.

Miss Murray cleared her throat and lifted a clipboard, which she consulted before speaking. “Ladies and gentlemen, our last traveler, Mr. Callahan Kelly.”

Cal surveyed the Englishmen and women and decided to get the unpleasantness out of the way. He could always go sit in one of the other cars. He’d seen plenty of empty seats. He could get off the train when it stopped. That was a better option than a broken head. “Good evening to you,” he said, letting his Irish brogue lay thick on his tongue. “If you haven’t guessed, I’m one of the Irish your da warned you about. Me name’s not Paddy, though I hardly think that will matter,” he said, referencing the slur the English often used for the Irish. “As such, I’ll go make meself comfortable in another car.”

He turned and reached for the handle to slide the car door open.

“Mr. Kelly. Hullo, Mr. Kelly!”

He looked over his shoulder at the short, dark woman dressed in pink and waving from the foremost grouping of seats. She pointed to a forward-facing seat. “We have a place here.”

Cal frowned, his eyes slanting toward the man seated across from her, who’d turned partially in his seat. Her companion jerked his head toward the empty seat. Cal looked at the other two men, studying him from the rear-facing seats. One lifted his paper and went back to reading, while the other yawned. The woman seated closest to his left looked up from her book and then back down again.

Apparently, these people didn’t mind that he was Irish. Or they didn’t mind enough to kick him out. Perhaps the indomitable Miss Murray had warned them. Then again, Murray was a traditionally Irish name, though she sounded as English as the Queen.

Well, maybe not quite that bad.

“Alright then,” he said and moved forward to take the proffered seat. He’d barely lowered himself into it when the woman who’d spoken piped up again.

“Hullo.” She was pretty, and when she smiled two dimples appeared in her pink cheeks. She wore a pink coat that all but matched her cheeks as well as a pink hat tilted at a jaunty angle. With her dark curls spilling from the hat, she looked like a doll.

The man seated across from her cleared his throat and held his hand out. “Willoughby Galloway.” It was a nob name if Cal had ever heard one.

The nob was a man of an age with Cal. Further, he had the same color hair as Cal, that not-quite-blond-not-quite-brown color, but his was much neater. He’d placed his hat on the empty cushion of the seat beside him, and his hair was perfectly swept over one eye. Like the woman with him, he had brown eyes, though his were lighter. He was also a good deal taller than she and wore the typical garb of a gentleman traveler—trousers, coat, waistcoat, and linen shirt—but the shirt was open at the collar.

Cal shook the nob’s hand. “Callahan Kelly.” He didn’t bother to disguise his brogue, but he didn’t play it up now either.

Galloway nodded to the woman. “This is my sister, Lucy Galloway.”

Sister. That explained the resemblance. Cal would have doffed his hat but had to settle for nodding instead. “Miss Galloway, it’s a pleasure.”

“And a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Kelly.” Her gaze slid to Miss Murray. “Now that we’re all accounted for, will you introduce our other companions?”

“Of course, Miss Galloway.” Miss Murray consulted that clipboard again. “Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to introduce each of you. You’ll be working together for the next few weeks, and now is as good a time as any to become acquainted.” She pointed to the Galloways, although the car was small enough that everyone had probably already heard their introduction. “This is Mr. Willoughby Galloway and Miss Lucy Galloway.”

“Call me Will,” Mr. Galloway said.

“And you’ve met Mr. Callahan Kelly.”

“Call me Cal,” he said.

“Thank you, Mr. Kelly,” Miss Murray replied and moved her finger down her clipboard. Apparently, she wouldn’t be calling him Cal.

“Behind Mr. Galloway is Mr. Hew Arundel.” The man who’d been reading the paper lowered it and notched his hat up. He was also close in age to Cal. His closely shaven face was square and set with blue eyes and an aristocratic nose. A crooked nose, so he’d broken it at least once. Cal knew his type—wealthy, perhaps not titled but related to the peerage. And with a name like Hew Arundel, he was definitely related to the peerage. That was an old and a noble name, Cal could tell because it sounded bloody ridiculous. He’d heard lots of ridiculous names and they were inevitably from the nobility. It was a hobby, or perhaps a business, of his to know those noble names.

“And beside Mr. Arundel is Mr. Duncan Slorach.”

Slorach was harder than Arundel to peg. He was dressed well, but he looked a bit rough around the edges. The hair under his hat was tousled and auburn. The stubble on his cheeks and jaw were the same color. He had brown eyes that seemed to assess everyone and everything. Though he had a paper beside him, he wasn’t even pretending to read. He’d been watching Lucy Galloway since Cal walked through the door—and probably before that.

Miss Galloway clapped her hands. “So we have an Irishman and a Scot.”

“My name is Scottish, but I was born in England,” Slorach said, his tone icy.

“I meant no offense, Mr. Slorach. My name is Scottish as well, and I too was born in England. And who are you?” she called over the seats. 

Miss Murray cleared her throat, obviously disliking the way Miss Galloway had taken over. “Lastly, we have Miss Margaret Vaughn,” Miss Murray said before Miss Galloway could interrupt again.

Miss Vaughn lowered her book. She wore spectacles and had a face a good deal less striking than Miss Galloway’s. Under her hat, her hair seemed a riot of red corkscrew curls.
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