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The East End of London


January 1840


Lady Imogen Loveless enjoyed explosions.


To be clear, she was not a sadist. That an explosion might do bodily harm of some kind was not pleasing to her. No, if she was pressed, she would say that it was not exploded things that gave her joy, but rather the means by which one exploded things.


Imogen liked bright flashes of light and waves of heat and the particular smell and the sound—to the untrained ear a boom or a crackle or a hiss or a whoosh, but more often than not, some magical combination that made another word altogether. A ratatoon, a frizzle, a tweel-pop.


A body would be hard-pressed to find another in all of Britain who spent as much time thinking about the sounds of an explosion as Imogen did. (Her first word had been Bang!, though no one had been paying close enough attention to hear it.)


As she was a lady, however, and an aristocratic one at that, few paid attention to Imogen’s peculiar fascination—nor any of the many other peculiar fascinations she’d accumulated over her twenty-four years of life. In truth, most people ignored the fascinations altogether when discussing the only sister of Earl Dorring, as peculiar was more than enough description to make a lady unappealing.


Not that Imogen thought peculiar much of an insult. She’d been labeled as such since birth, since her father brought her in pinafores to the Royal Society of Chemistry, where she’d wandered off, combined quicklime and water, and nearly burned the place down before the Earl was informed in no uncertain terms that children—especially young ladies—were not allowed inside the building.


Peculiar, they’d whispered as she toddled past, following her father into the street as he roundly praised her experimentation.


Odd girl.


Too clever by half.


If Dorring’s not careful, she’ll turn out worse than too clever.


She’ll turn out to be too much.


And she had done just that. Lady Imogen Loveless was too much for society and too much for her brother, who became her guardian after her beloved father died when she was only sixteen, and far too much for any suitor who might have darkened the doorstep of her home in Mayfair—though none had as of that morning in January, one short month into her twenty-fourth year.


Which suited Imogen down to the ground, as she’d much rather be too much than the alternative. And if the wide world felt too much was not enough for their balls and dinners and teas and company, then Imogen was happy to be left to her workshop in the cellars of Dorring House with her tinctures and tonics, and to her friends, who understood just how entertaining and enterprising she could be with her tinctures and tonics.


No one ever discussed the sounds of explosions at tea.


So it was that on that January morning, just after dawn, the air brisk and cold with the night that had not yet burned away, Imogen was at the site of an explosion. It was important to note that Imogen had nothing to do with the explosion in question. She did not know the sound it had made in the key moment—could only guess that it had been something of a thunder, considering that she was certain that the building had made a great noise when it collapsed to the ground.


There was no particular explosive smell—anything unique that might have lingered had been smothered by the acrid smoke of the fire the blasting oil had caused when it had been ignited, and the cloud of dust that had come from the building, now reduced to rubble.


Twelve hours earlier, the building had housed O’Dwyer and Leafe’s, a seamstress shop tucked between a pub and a pie shop in Spitalfields, on a bustling little strip of East London that should not have thrived but for the popularity of this particular shop, and its skillful proprietresses, which attracted a constant stream of women. The loss of the establishment would be a loss to the businesses that had grown up around it. The building could not be salvaged; relocation was the only option.


A sad state of affairs, indeed, though not one that should rate the attention of anyone but those in the nearest vicinity.


It most certainly should not rate the attention of an aristocratic lady.


Even less the attention of four of them.


But this was not just any building, and these were not just any ladies.


And so, in the heavy grey of the London morning, made heavier by the threat of icy rain and the particular silence of a building that had been razed to the ground, Imogen and three others stood amidst piles of rubble in the now hollowed-out space, open to the street and sky, between The Hollow Drum and Mrs. Twizzleton’s Savory Pie Shop.


The quartet was at once wildly out of place and entirely in control.


They were the Hell’s Belles, whispered about in ballrooms and barrooms throughout London—a team of women (Were there four? Forty? At times it seemed there were four thousand) who had made a name for themselves by bringing down the worst of the corrupt world when too often those in power refused to do the same.


Few knew the identity of even a single member of the gang, let alone the identities of the four who founded the crew—after all, when it came to women, people rarely paid attention. And the Hell’s Belles, who’d been delighted to be christened as such by London’s gossip rags (quoting unnamed sources at Scotland Yard), were very happy to take advantage of that lack of attention—and hide in plain sight.


If one were looking, one might find the foursome together in Mayfair ballrooms and Kensington dining rooms and shops on Bond Street, where money and power and high fashion made for a certain kind of invisibility. They were just as commonplace in Covent Garden, where a good cloak and a better coachman could easily keep the identity of a woman hidden. But clad in brightly colored silks and satins and freshly pressed cloaks, mucking about in the grey morning soot of the East End?


That was a different thing altogether. Ladies did not go to the East End.


Then again, it was not every day a business bankrolled by a wealthy duchess—two wealthy duchesses—and the daughters of two equally wealthy earls was blown to bits.


And so … well. Needs must.


Needs, in this case, meant that Lady Imogen, lover of all things explosive—skilled explosive expert in her own right—was there to investigate. The smell. The sounds. The unique pattern of the blast.


She crouched in the rubble, considering the fierce fingers of black soot across what had once been the space behind the ribbon counter, which had been disintegrated beneath the strength of the blast.


Looking up, Imogen considered the partially collapsed brick wall behind her, where the mirror that had once separated the front of the shop from its rear rooms had been blown out and destroyed by the heat. Above, the wooden floors had been incinerated, leaving only the shell of the staircase between the ground floor shop and the sky—now visible through the disintegrated second and third floors.


She inhaled deeply, the air full of smoke and sulfur and cold rain. “They certainly got the job done, didn’t they?”


The words hung in silence for a moment, before she turned to look at two women who watched her with vague censure.


She blinked. “What?”


“May I suggest you try sounding a touch less impressed about the destruction of an entire building?” the Duchess of Trevescan offered.


Imogen gave a little shrug. “Whoever did it knew precisely where to place the device—”


“And when to place it, as well.” Sesily Calhoun stood in the now disappeared doorway, looking out at the street beyond, where a handful of early risers were already on their way to their day. “Late enough that anyone who saw anything—”


“—saw nothing.” Adelaide Carrington, newly minted Duchess of Clayborn, appeared from the rear of the building. “The oldest rule of the South Bank. If you see something, say nothing.” She brandished a stack of papers. “Found them. Lock box beneath the floor in the back room, just as Erin said.”


“Excellent,” Duchess said, unable to mask her relief as Adelaide joined her by the staircase. In the wrong hands, the documents—carefully preserved by Frances O’Dwyer and Erin Leafe and recovered by Adelaide—would destroy lives. “We don’t need anyone to speak. Imogen will hear them anyway.”


Sesily chuckled. “And the News will sing her praises.”


It was not always praise, but no matter the newsprint—Respectable (The Hell’s Belles), Salacious (Lady Vigilantes!), or Revolutionary (Defenders of the Common [Wo]Man)—the ink sold papers, thanks to an extensive following of people across Britain who enjoyed seeing truth finally shown to power. And a not insignificant following of those who held power … and had no interest in hearing truth.


It was the latter who set off bombs in places where women outside the seat of power congregated and shared ideas. Places like O’Dwyer and Leafe’s.


There was no question that in the two years since the Belles had begun not only standing on behalf of those who were outside the power and privilege of Parliament—women, children, workers, poor—but also vanquishing those who wielded that power and privilege to punish, things had grown more incendiary.


A queen on the throne had inflamed the aristocracy; the idea that women might chip away at generations of power in other places, as well? Enough to turn that flame into something far more dangerous. Something explosive.


The result was more anger. An increase in rousing editorials about the weaker sex. More frequent cautionary tales about women gaining knowledge and strength, workers gaining rights, immigrants seeking equity, the poor demanding dignity, the dangers of sending children to school rather than work.


One queen, came the whispers, and they all expect to be treated like royalty.


And now, this. In three months, three explosions, at three such shops—each with a front and back room. A forward-facing business and a rear-facing one. One far more important than the other. And because of that, more dangerous.


A bakery in Bethnal Green that acted as a waypoint for women escaping men who wielded cruelty and power like weapons, a print shop in Whitechapel that made space for workers plotting for better treatment and wages, and now this, O’Dwyer and Leafe’s seamstress shop, which hid one of London’s secret women’s health clinics.


All reduced to rubble in the hands of monsters with impressive science, rudimentary skill, and an absence of humanity.


“Watch those stairs,” Imogen said without looking up from her inspection. “They’re not sound.”


Duchess snatched her hand back from the handrail that remained intact. “I hesitate to ask … but is any of it sound?”


Imogen did not reply, too focused on her inspection.


Adelaide adjusted her spectacles. “Imogen … is any of it sound?”


“Hmm?” Imogen looked up. “Oh, assuredly not.” The three other women exchanged a look that was not uncommon when in proximity to their firebrand of a friend. “Sesily, would you bring me my bag, please?”


Sesily looked askance at the carpetbag Imogen had left at the once door to the space. “I’d prefer not to be flattened, honestly, Im.”


“Don’t worry about that.” Imogen waved a hand toward the staircase. “You’ll be fine if you avoid the stairs.”


Duchess and Adelaide moved quickly to the opposite side of the shop as Sesily delivered the bag. Imogen opened the sack and rooted around within as Duchess looked to the street beyond, more awake than it had been thirty minutes earlier. “Quickly,” she said softly. “The longer we linger, the more likely someone asks questions.”


Extracting a small vial, Imogen collected a bit of soot from the blast, along with a shard of glass that she hoped held traces of the blasting oil that had been used. “Nearly there.”


“It’s not my father’s work, is it?” Adelaide asked from her safe distance.


Imogen shook her head. “Your father’s boys lack the finesse. No offense.”


Adelaide laughed. “None taken. Finesse is not a quality that is required for running hired guns and heavy fists in Lambeth.” That, and Alfie Trumbull, leader of The Bully Boys—the largest gang of criminals on the South Bank—had pledged to turn over a new leaf now that he had a duke for a son-in-law. It turned out that the hope of a grandson with a title made even the most hardened crime lord think about going straight. Or, whatever straight meant for crime lords.


“Who, then?” Adelaide continued, adjusting her spectacles.


“Someone competent …” Imogen said, using a boar-bristle brush to sweep away the dust, intensely focused, carefully searching. “But unimaginative. This is the same explosive device they used at the last one, and the one before that. Same blasting-powder. Same blast pattern.”


“Unimaginative? Or unconcerned with being caught?” Duchess asked.


“Likely both,” Imogen replied.


Sesily popped a lemon sweet into her mouth and wrapped her scarlet cloak tight around her. “Alright, so Imogen is close to the who … but why?”


“It’s always the same. Those in power don’t like it when the rest of us are beyond their control,” Duchess said with distaste, toeing a pile of brick by her feet. “But the same villain? At three different places? With three different purposes?”


“I didn’t say it was the same villain,” Imogen said, standing up. “I said it was the same person who set the bomb.”


“You mean a hired gun,” Adelaide replied.


Duchess met her gaze. “You’re going to have to see your father, Adelaide. If it’s not The Bully Boys blowing up the place …”


Adelaide nodded. “Surely he’ll have some idea of who is doing it. We need that name. And soon.” She turned and looked to the street beyond, the sun up and the locals dressed and breakfasted … and coming to look.


Duchess indicated the papers in Adelaide’s arms and tilted her chin in the direction of the waiting carriage. “You’d best get those inside, before someone notices we found something that did not burn.”


The Duchess of Clayborn nodded and, slipping the hood of her cloak up over her flame red hair, made her way out to the street and into the carriage.


Sesily shivered. “Come on then, Imogen.”


“These things take time!” Imogen said, not looking up from her work, moving quickly and carefully, knowing time was short. And then, “Aha! Got it!”


There. A bit of fabric. She lifted it from the dust carefully, extracting a second vial from her sack.


The other women straightened, Duchess taking a step forward, peering over Imogen’s shoulder as she carefully packed away her treasure. “What makes that different than the yards of other fabrics charred to bits in this place?”


“Maybe nothing,” Imogen said, placing the vials inside her carpetbag before extracting the small notebook and pencil she carried inside the ballooned sleeve of her bright blue coat. “But I’ve seen this particular fabric before. At the bakery. And the print shop. Where fabric doesn’t come by the yard.”


Opening the notebook, she ticked off several boxes: tinder, fuse, soot.


Sesily let out a little sound of admiration. “Well done, Im.”


“Quite,” Duchess said. “But as you have removed somewhat critical evidence from the scene of the crime, I think we’d best be on our way, and quickly. Scotland Yard will be round soon enough.”


Imogen gave a little snort of derision. “When are they able to make time for a seamstress shop in Spitalfields?” She hefted her bag and made her way toward her friends, already turning to join Adelaide in the carriage. “Not one man in the Metropolitan Police wants this assignment.”


“I’m afraid you are mistaken, my lady.” The deep, rich voice came from the rear of the building, behind them. The trio stilled in the space between what had once been indoors and what had always been outdoors. Adelaide’s face appeared in the window of the carriage, her eyes wide, fixed on a spot behind them.


On a man behind them.


Something happened in Imogen’s chest. A thrum. A mark, unique and familiar, not unlike that of the explosion that had summoned them there.


That had summoned him there.


She turned, shoulder to shoulder with her friends, and found his gaze, dark and exasperated beneath his narrow-brimmed hat. As exasperated as the words he grumbled. “Why are you here?”
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Detective Inspector Thomas Peck was having a bad day.


It had begun at a quarter past five, decidedly the worst hour of the morning. Nothing good came of waking at a quarter past five. First, it was the coldest point of the night, too far from the fire in the hearth and not close enough to the sun breaking over the horizon. Second, it was early. Not so early that it seemed to be the dead of night, and not late enough to be considered a proper time for an early rise. It was early in the most irritating way, as if only the wide world could have held still another quarter of an hour, everything would have been perfectly in order.


The inspector, you see, thrived when things were in order.


The young constable from Scotland Yard’s Detective Branch who had knocked on the door of Mrs. Edwards’s rooming house in Holborn had been unable to wait, however, and so a quarter past five—that ungodly hour—it was. It was not the fresh-faced boy’s fault, Thomas would acknowledge later, once he’d found strong coffee and brisk air. It was Thomas’s. Because he’d been more than clear with the entirety of the Detective Branch; if there was an explosion anywhere in London, at any hour, on any day, he was to be summoned. Immediately.


But it did not mean he had to enjoy being roused before dawn.


Nor did it mean his landlady had to enjoy it. Indeed, Mrs. Edwards—who took great pains in berating the young constable loudly before shrieking “Detective Inspector!” up the central staircase of the rooming house—claimed not to enjoy it. Though she seemed to enjoy the shrieking well enough.


Never mind that. By twenty to six, Thomas was returned to his stern, perfect control: shaved, washed, dressed, and exiting the house, Mrs. Edwards at his back, shouting him out the door with her well-practiced sermon, Why Decent Tenants Do Not Receive Callers Before Daybreak.


It took a great deal more than a landlady’s diatribe to deviate Thomas Peck from his course, however, and he closed the shining black door behind him, silencing the noise with a firm hand. He looked to the young constable. “Where to?”


Where to, was the East End, where a massive explosion had taken out a seamstress shop between a pie shop and a pub. Keenly aware of the police wagon in which he traveled, the Detective Inspector instructed the driver to drop him in the alley behind the building, so he could enter unseen.


The young constable did his best to hide his belief that the detective inspector was expecting more than was reasonable in Spitalfields—by all reports, the building had been razed in the dead of night; surely any culprit would be gone.


But Thomas Peck wasn’t expecting a culprit. He was expecting something much worse.


Chaos. The kind that came in a pretty, plump, petite package, with bright eyes and glossy black curls. The kind that too often came with trouble. And mountains of paperwork.


And there she was, as expected. Lady Imogen Loveless, dressed in the bright blue of a summer sky (had the woman ever worn a color that wasn’t in the damn rainbow?), holding the enormous carpetbag she was never without, between piles of rubble in an exploded building that was by no means stable, alongside two other ladies—the Duchess of Trevescan and Mrs. Sesily Calhoun—promising to make his bad day much worse, as she always did.


Thomas stopped them as they headed to their carriage, the newly married Duchess of Clayborn visible in the window of the conveyance. He would be lying if he were to say he did not enjoy the shock on the Duchess’s face—and the way three sets of skirts swished around the ankles of the trio he’d frozen in their tracks.


Lady Imogen turned first. Of course.


She began in the same manner she always did, by offering him a bold, bright smile—one clearly intended to addle the mind of a lesser man. But Thomas Peck was not a lesser man, and he was immune to the woman’s charms. At least, he was when he was prepared for them. “Why, Detective Inspector! What a surprise to find you here!”


“I wish I could say the same, Lady Imogen,” he said, stopping next to a pile of fallen bricks that had once been a wall between the front and back rooms of the shop, resisting the urge to approach her. “But I have come to expect you wherever there is mayhem.”


Her dark eyes went somehow brighter than they’d been, fairly twinkling. “What a lovely thing to say.”


Her companions shared an amused look over her black curls.


“Careful,” he said. “I’m not convinced you don’t cause it.”


She flashed him a smile that he might have thought was pretty if he weren’t already braced for the full blast of it. “Careful yourself. I’m not convinced you don’t come searching for it.”


Mrs. Sesily Calhoun snickered at the retort, and Thomas scowled. He didn’t come searching for it. He was an inspector of the Detective Branch of Scotland Yard. He had work to do and was too damn busy to follow this woman around, no matter how often they crossed paths. “I don’t.”


Lady Imogen shook her head, and Thomas had the distinct sense he was being patronized. “Of course, you don’t.”


“I come to places where crimes have been committed. Places where I am required to do my job.”


“A job you do well,” she said, her gaze sliding over him in a way that he should not have liked so much.


Hang on. Was she mocking him? He narrowed his gaze. “I do it very well, as a matter of fact.”


That smile again, full of delight and secrets. “That’s why I said it.”


More snickers from the ladies who flanked her, and he’d had enough. “Ladies—why are you here?”


“Do we require a reason?”


“To be lingering in a hollowed-out building? Generally, yes.”


“And what if my reason were simply that I enjoy explosions?”


“That’s a ridiculous reason,” he replied.


“Well. That’s rather unkind. I do enjoy explosions.”


“Enough to have caused this one?”


A pause, and she smiled again, admiration in her gaze—not that he was interested in the woman admiring him. Still, he did not dislike it when she said, “Oh, that was very well done.”


His brows rose. “What was well done?”


“That quick response—an interrogation, wasn’t it? So quick and casual that I might have answered it if I were a lesser woman. I imagine it works a great deal of the time.”


It did, as a matter of fact. “And yet you didn’t answer.”


She grinned. “I did not.”


He shouldn’t like it, the way she sparred with him. The way everything went brighter with the battle of wits she offered. He shouldn’t like the way her curls bounced about her face. He shouldn’t notice how her cheeks flushed with her own pleasure.


And he most certainly should not wonder what other things made her cheeks flush with pleasure.


He cleared his throat and regained control of the conversation. “You are a woman with a confessed fondness for explosions, in the early morning hours in the rubble of a building that has been razed to the ground.”


“Am I on your list of suspects, Detective Inspector?”


“No,” he allowed. “But you cannot fault me for finding you suspect.”


“Take heart, Tommy. Most of London finds me suspect.”


He absolutely should not like it when she called him Tommy. He pressed his lips together, trying for his most intimidating look—one that regularly had hardened criminals rolling over. “This is the third exploded location at which I’ve found you in as many months.”


The lady was unmoved. “And what a tale it will make for our future children.”


It was only due to years of training that Thomas’s face did not reveal his shock. He exhaled sharply and quelled the extraneous thoughts her teasing might have inspired in the mind of a lesser man. “Lady Imogen, I believe you know more than you are willing to share about this particular crime.”


“It’s plausible.” Lady Imogen tilted her head in his direction. “Do you have a very serious plan for my interrogation?”


She was infuriating. So why was he considering all the ways he might interrogate her? Ways that began with tossing her over his shoulder and depositing her in the back of a dark carriage …


His thoughts were interrupted by a bark of feminine laughter as the Duchess of Trevescan moved to leave the building. “Truly the two of you make an excellent play. If your current careers go south, you could always take to the theater.”


With the delighted pronouncement, she made for the street, Mrs. Calhoun at her heels.


Leaving Thomas alone with Lady Imogen.


He stepped closer to her, even though he shouldn’t. “I could arrest you, you know.”


“On what grounds?” she asked, matching his step with one of her own.


“Tampering with the site of a crime.”


“Has there been a crime?” She took another step. Closer. Close enough for him to stare down at the top of her head, the roundness of her pink cheeks, the point of her pert chin, and beyond, to where the bodice of her bright blue dress peeked from beneath a matching cloak. A gleaming brooch made of black obsidian, set in a silver frame, was pinned to the velvet at her breast, soft and lush. As lush as she was.


He cleared his throat and dragged his eyes to hers, deep and brown. “I expect so.”


She nodded, her curls bouncing to and fro. “As do I.”


He tightened at the words, at the way she said them with such simple clarity, as though she was his equal. “And?”


“And …” She lingered on the word, and he hung on her hesitation, on the curve of her lips, the white edge of her teeth, the little hint of her pink tongue at the end of the word. “I have done nothing requiring a trip to Whitehall.” A pause before she added, “Not today, at least.”


Exasperation flared. “What do you know?”


“Nothing the police will help.”


“You mean nothing that will help the police.”


“Do I?” With a smile, she turned away, and for one mad moment, he reached for her, stopping himself as his fingers barely grazed the cerulean wool of her cloak. She was a lady. Sister to an earl. He couldn’t touch her. What had he been thinking?


The woman should not be let out of the house, truly. She was chaos.


And temptation.


Not for him. He was perfectly in control. Perfectly able to resist her. He’d resisted worse.


Liar.


He snatched his hand back and found his voice, ignoring the feel of her name on his tongue. “Lady Imogen.”


She did not reply, instead coming to a stop, her heavy winter skirts swirling around her ankles with the change in momentum. He stopped, too, his gaze tracking over her shoulder, past her curls, to the young white woman standing in Imogen’s path, eyes wide in her pale face.


“Good morning!” Lady Imogen said happily, as though they were anywhere but here, in the shell of a burned-out building.


The young woman blinked, surprise and confusion and something heavier on her face—something made worse when she looked to Thomas. Instinctively, he took a step backward, giving her space. “Oh,” she said softly, backing into the street, her gaze tracking over the building, the rubble, and finally the lady, out of place. “Oh,” the young woman repeated, seeming to realize herself, and bobbed a quick curtsy.


“There’s no need for that,” Lady Imogen said, waving her up and tilting her head. “May I help you in some way?”


“I had an …” The woman—girl, really. She couldn’t have been older than sixteen or seventeen—hesitated, looking to the building once more, eyes somehow going wider, like saucers, filling with palpable disappointment. “… appointment.” She swallowed. Heavy. Desolate. “This morning. Wiv the seamstress. This morning.” The last came with panic.


Lady Imogen nodded. “I understand. As you can see, she is not here.”


“Is she …” Another hesitation.


“Oh, she is quite well, don’t you worry about that. Already setting up shop not far from here.” Imogen set down her carpetbag and pushed her cloak aside to reach deep into the wide balloon of her coat sleeve, extracting a small book and a pencil.


Thomas wondered what else she might keep in that sleeve. He would not be surprised to discover a vial of poison or a sharp blade or a heavy candlestick ready for swinging within.


While he wondered, Imogen scribbled on a page of the book before ripping it out and passing it to the girl, who stared down at it for a moment before looking up once more, frustration keen in her eyes.


She couldn’t read.


Of course, Thomas wasn’t the only one to notice. Lady Imogen put a warm hand on the girl’s arm and leaned in, whispering too softly for him to hear. Though he tried, dammit.


The girl’s pale fingers—no gloves—grasped Imogen’s—also no gloves—tightly. “Thank you, ma’am.”


“Of course. The seamstress will have you sorted in no time. There’s no need to worry.”


The girl dropped a quick bob and spun away, hurrying back into the grey morning where the rain hovered on the brink of sleet.


“You know where Mrs. O’Dwyer and Mrs. Leafe are,” Thomas said.


“Of course I do,” Imogen replied, leaning down to collect her ever-present carpetbag. “You do not?”


He clenched his jaw.


“You know, Detective,” she said happily, “you really shouldn’t begin your day without breakfast. An empty stomach puts you on the back foot.”


“I am in no way on my back foot, my lady.”


A little smile appeared on her pretty pink lips. No. Not pretty. Not pink. Just lips. Ordinary lips. Not at all for noticing. “Forgive me. I would have thought you would have started with the location of Mrs. O’Dwyer and Leafe.”


He scowled. She wasn’t wrong, but he’d be damned if he admitted it. “Where are they?”


“That would take the fun out of it, don’t you think?” And then, the absolute madwoman headed for her carriage, no doubt thinking she’d won the battle.


He turned away, determined to restore quiet reason to the morning, looking immediately to a clear spot amid the rubble, a spray of dark soot marking the location where the blast originated. And circling the perimeter? A set of fresh, small footprints.


His gaze traced the area, registered a disturbance in the blast pattern—new marks in the dust.


He turned as the carriage door opened from within, welcoming Lady Imogen to safety, her black ringlets bobbing, her lovely bottom swaying as she reached to pass her bag up into the carriage.


Not that the loveliness of her bottom had anything to do with him stopping her. “Lady Imogen,” he called out.


She turned back.


“Your bag.”


She tilted her head. “My bag?”


“I don’t suppose you’ll show me what’s inside?” He would have wagered a year’s salary that she had found something useful in the rubble, and it was now tucked inside that enormous carpetbag she went nowhere without.


Since he’d met her fourteen months earlier (he wasn’t counting—precision was his job), Lady Imogen Loveless had produced any number of remarkable things from that bag. Explosives. Weapons. And a series of files that had helped Thomas put the newly formed Detective Branch of Scotland Yard on the map. Information on an earl who’d killed his wives. More on one who’d kidnapped children to let them die in his workhouses. Files thick as Thomas’s thumb, each one stamped with an indigo bell and filled with enough evidence to send both of the men away for a lifetime.


What is in there today, Imogen?


And more importantly, why wasn’t she willing to share it?


She looked down at the bag in her hand, as though she’d just discovered that it was there. When she returned her gaze to him, there was a playful twinkle in her eye. “Really, Mr. Peck. You ought to know better than to ask a lady about the contents of her reticule.”


He slid a look at the bag—capacious and nothing close to a reticule—and replied dryly, “An odd thing to call a reticule—a bit more inside than a handkerchief and an extra hairpin, I’m guessing.”


“I carry it with me on outings, and it is full of items that are of a personal nature,” she said. “If that is not a reticule, I don’t know what to call it.”


“Well, I don’t think you’d be out of line calling it luggage, considering,” he said.


“Nevertheless,” she retorted, “a lady never tells.”


She turned and passed the bag up through the open door, following it into the dark interior of the carriage.


He watched, but not because of her lovely bottom. Instead, he watched to ensure that she left. Her presence was a continuous distraction. He had work to do, and he knew where to find her.


Mayfair. Where ladies lived. With aristocrats and money. Ladies who had no place in the East End.


Though turning away required more effort than he would ever admit, Thomas did just that, returning to the wreckage of the building to investigate the source of the blast—which had already been investigated by Imogen Loveless, who kept more secrets than a criminal mastermind.


Walking the perimeter of the formerly front room of O’Dwyer and Leafe’s Dressmakers shop, he moved toward the staircase—all that remained of the building itself—looking for any evidence left by the architect of the blast. His discerning gaze tracked the floor, searching for clues that might be revealed among the ash and soot and rubble.


More footprints. Heeled boots. Blue, no doubt. Like her dress. Ladies like Imogen Loveless wore shoes that matched their dresses, because they were not beholden to practicalities. They could swan about in bright colors and never worry about soot on their hems or dirt on their heels, as they had all the money and access and privilege they required to buy new skirts or boots or carpetbags or whatever else they required whenever they required it.


Ladies like Imogen Loveless could turn up in Spitalfields to play at investigating an explosion on a whim, because they had no reason to ever be here for legitimate work. Or life.


“Spoiled,” he grumbled, deliberately sidestepping the footprints in the dirt, as though in doing so, he might sidestep the woman herself.


A creak sounded above, and Thomas looked up, icy rain coming down through the charred rafters above. He narrowed his gaze and considered the missing upper levels. Somewhere, surely, there was something that had survived the explosion. Some clue to what had happened here—so similar to what had happened to two other buildings in the past three months.


He moved closer to the staircase, wondering how sturdy it might be—


“No! Don’t!”


He turned at the shout—too loud to have come from a lady and yet … Lady Imogen was there, leaping from the carriage into the street below, without waiting for the coachman to deliver a step. Into the mud. Not caring that she was ruining her skirts. Proving his point.


Except she didn’t seem to be uncaring in that moment. There was something in her eyes—something like … concern? He shifted his movement, reversing his course, heading toward her.


Another creak sounded from above, this one louder—more like a rumble.


“Imogen!” The Duchess of Trevescan was leaping down from the carriage, reaching for her friend. “Wait!”


Another rumble. Louder. Closer. He looked up at the stairs.


“Tommy! Don’t get too close to the—”


Christ, they were coming down.


And Imogen Loveless was running toward him.


He moved without thinking, heading directly for her, lifting her clear off her feet, barely registering her little “Eep!” as he made for the street, where her trio of friends stood shoulder to shoulder, eyes wide, as the staircase collapsed with a thunder, sending up a cloud of soot and ash behind them.


He turned once he was outside the footprint of the building, looking back at the place where, not ten seconds earlier, he’d been standing. Where she’d been heading. The stairs had collapsed into a heap of wood and brick—enough to have killed a man. And a woman. An emotion he did not care for flared and he looked to the lady in his arms, unable to stop himself from asking, loud and irritated, “Do you see now? That you have no place inside exploded buildings? That you might be hurt?”


Imogen’s eyes were wide, and for a heartbeat, he saw something there. Something like fear. And he loathed it—the way it muted her.


Her fire returned, hotter than before. “I wouldn’t have been in there if you had taken more care!”


He barely contained a roar of frustration. He should put her down. Put her down and leave her there, on the street in Spitalfields. The madwoman.


And he would. In just a moment.


Just as soon as he was certain she was out of trouble.


“Oh, my,” Sesily Calhoun interjected from afar. “Would you look at the muscles on him?”


“I wonder if I could convince Henry to grow a beard again?” the Duchess of Clayborn said. “It is so exciting when they let you shave them off.”


Thomas looked to the women watching them. “Aren’t you married, ladies?”


“Ah, but not dead,” Mrs. Calhoun replied as the Duchess of Clayborn nodded happily. “We’re simply admiring the fine way you saved our friend.”


Their friend, still in his arms, the soft, lush weight of her a perfect reminder that she was safe. That they were alive. That his heart thrummed in his chest.


“Not that I needed saving,” Imogen said softly. “Or, rather, not that I would have needed saving if you hadn’t ventured so close to the stairs.”


He could not stop the growl that came from deep in his chest at the words.


Her brows rose. “Of course, since you did get so close to the stairs, and I did come back inside, thank goodness you were there to save me, Tommy.”


He ignored the way the diminutive—one only his mother and sister used—sounded in her soft, aristocratic voice, and corrected her. “Detective Inspector.”


Christ, she was so soft, and she smelled so sweet, like tarts in a shop window, like pears and cream. And as he held her and told himself to set her down, dammit, the feel and scent of her took control of the situation. Making it impossible to do anything but feel her. Smell her. Look at her—all pink cheeks and dark, sparkling eyes and a smile he should not commit to memory.


When she put a hand to his chest, he couldn’t help his flinch. For a single, wild moment, Thomas Peck was out of control. And he did not like it.


“That’s a lovely sound,” she said. “A harumble.” She was talking about him. About the sound he’d made.


He put her down. Immediately.
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That evening, just before dinner was served, Imogen received a missive from her brother. That she lived in the same house as her brother—the sixth Earl Dorring—and had done since their father was the fifth Earl Dorring, was no matter. In the eight years since their father died and her brother had assumed the title, Charles Edward Loveless had done all he could to avoid having to interact with his younger sister.


Nine years older in body and what Imogen calculated as approximately ninety years older in soul, when their father died, Charles had left the care and feeding of his younger sister to well-paid governesses, cooks, and housekeepers—a battalion of servants who were more than happy to leave Imogen to her own devices in the upper levels of the east wing of Dorring House and in the depths of the stone cellars beneath the house.


Periodically, it occurred to Imogen that her brother simply might not know where to find her—but whether or not Charles was able to find the east wing or the cellars, he hadn’t attempted it before, so it was no surprise that he did not begin doing so that evening.


Instead, he sent a note.


Sister, it read. Come and see me.


“Charming,” Imogen said under her breath at the summons, which signified two things: first, something serious was afoot, as her brother never initiated their interactions; and second, he was in residence for dinner, a rare occasion, as Dorring had little interest in dining with his sister and often took the meal unsentimentally at his club or with his mistress.


It should be said that Imogen was perfectly happy with such an arrangement, as she’d much prefer eating whatever was warm and delicious in the kitchens than sit in the cold dining room at opposite ends of the enormous gleaming table there, doing her best to pretend her relationship with her brother was anything other than nonexistent.


That, and when Charles was in residence for dinner, they always had lamb.


She made a face and pushed the heavy protective spectacles she wore to her forehead, sliding back from her workbench in the Dorring House cellars. She looked to the footman who’d delivered the note. “Please tell my brother I’ll be happy to join him just as soon as I am finished here. I am in the middle of something, as you can see.”


Geoffrey, the red-cheeked young footman in question, who could not seem to look away from the bubbling pot on the makeshift stove nearby, spoke in the direction of the fire, worry clear in his voice. “Yes, I see that, my lady, but the earl, he was quite insistent …”


Imogen sighed. “I see. It is urgent.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Fetching a rag, Imogen lifted the pot from the fire and set it on a large, flat stone in the corner of the cavernous space. Wiping her hands on her apron, she waved in the direction of the stairs. “By all means, then. Let’s hear what the earl has to say.”


The footman did not reply, except to cast a skeptical eye in the direction of the pot, still steaming. He swallowed, his large Adam’s apple bobbing in his long, thin throat. “Is it …”


“Perfectly safe.” Imogen smiled. “I’ve only ever accidentally exploded it once.”


“What is it?” he asked, relief palpable.


“Nothing to worry about. Just a bit of light gunpowder.”


His eyes went wide. “My lady—”


She waved away his concern. “No need to worry, Geoffrey. It’s not nearly as dangerous as the ordinary stuff. This is more for exploding small things. Locks and safes and whatnot.”


He did not look convinced.


She smiled. “Perhaps let’s keep it a secret between us, though, hmm? Shall we find my brother?”


After a heartbeat of consideration, the young man seemed to decide that keeping the earl waiting was a more serious infraction than allowing the earl’s sister to explode the house, and so Imogen followed the footman up the stairs and down the long hallway to her brother’s study, a place she rarely visited.


The footman opened the door to the imposing room appointed with high ceilings, dark wood, and the rich smell of leather and tobacco—a room that had been inhabited by generations of earls prior to the one who currently claimed it—and announced, “Lady Imogen, my lord.”


Imogen rolled her eyes and stepped past the young man. “Thank you, Geoffrey. Though my brother and I do not often cross paths, I feel confident he will recognize me.”


“Ma’am.” Geoffrey offered a tiny, perfect bow and left. At a clip.


Imogen couldn’t blame him. She rather wished she could do the same.


Seated at the great Dorring desk—carved from the hull of a sunken Spanish galleon that some distant Dorring had attacked on the high seas—her brother did not look up from the letter he was reading. “Sit.”


Imogen did not sit. She waited, taking in her brother’s pristine aristocratic perfection.


If a traveler from the past somehow turned up and said, “Do please point me in the direction of a modern gentleman,” all of London would lead them directly to Dorring House. Charles was thirty-three, tall and slim with hair the color of a sandy beach and eyes the color of the sea belonging to that sandy beach. He had a long straight nose that would send portrait painters running for a brush, and in her lifetime, Imogen had never seen him with even a thread out of place.


As for Imogen, she was eight inches shorter, and a fair bit rounder, with unruly dark curls and deeply ordinary brown eyes and a face that, should it send painters running for their brushes, would serve as an excellent template for a perfect circle.


All this, even before they opened their mouths, and Charles revealed himself to be deeply proper and miles-deeply boring. Imogen, though she was many things, was neither of those.


That they were siblings was a testament to the Lord’s sense of humor.


She grew tired of waiting. “Do you ever wrinkle?”


Silence. Unsurprising, really. Charles did not make unexpected noise. There was nothing even near explosive about him.


“Have you ever stained a sleeve with ink?”


He turned his letter over and continued to read, as though she was not speaking.


Imogen tossed herself into one of the chairs facing his desk. “How often do you require a haircut?”


Charles sighed and raised a hand, indicating she should wait.


“You summoned me, Charles. If you are otherwise occupied I can return to—”


He lowered the letter to the desk and looked up. “You were— Good God, what are you wearing?”


She looked down. “An apron.”


“For heaven’s sake, why?”


“For the same reason most people wear aprons, I imagine—protection.”


“Most people wear cloth aprons to protect their clothing from being stained with soup. You are wearing a leather apron.”


“Am I to praise you for your powers of perception?”


He set both hands to his desk. “Why are you wearing a leather apron?”


“To protect myself from soup?”


He did not rise. “Imogen.”


“Charles.”


They stared each other down for a long moment, as he seemed to weigh the length of the conversation if he pressed her on her attire against the length of it if he simply got to the point … and chose the shorter course of action. “Alright.”


“Are you staying for dinner?”


“I had planned on it.”


“Lamb.”


“I expect so.” He lifted his letter. “If I may?”


She sighed. “Go on.”


“You were seen.”


“I am seen in a great many places, Charles. Where?”


He looked down at the paper. “Spitalfields.” He shuddered. “What a ghastly name for a place.”


Imogen froze. She’d been seen at O’Dwyer and Leafe’s. Honestly, it should not have come as a surprise. A building had been exploded in the night—people were bound to take notice of it in the morning. But she had not been simply seen—she had been identified. And more than that, named. Which meant … a number of things. Including the possibility that someone who did not belong in Spitalfields had been there with them that morning.


“Who told you that?”


“As your response confirms it, I see no reason why it matters.”


It mattered quite a bit, in fact.


Had it been Tommy?


It wasn’t an impossibility. He might be an absolute bear of a man with dark hair and blue eyes and an ability to verbally spar and carry her all over Christendom, but all those excellent characteristics did not change the fact that he was exactly the kind of man who would decide to follow some sort of idiotic code after saving her from a falling building, and hie off to tell her brother to put her under lock and key.


“And when was I allegedly in Spitalfields?”


Charles looked her straight in the eye. “This morning.”


She tilted her head. “It’s not ringing a bell.”


Charles pinched the bridge of his nose. “Imogen, this conversation is beneath us both.” If there was one thing Charles disliked, it was nonsense. “You were seen in Spitalfields at the”—he read from the paper—“former site of O’Dwyer and Leafe’s Dressmakers.”


She sighed. “Fine. I was there.”


“Why?”


“I was having a dress made. Obviously.”


“Difficult to do when the building had been exploded, I imagine.” They stared at each other in silence until finally, he stood. “Right. I blame myself, really.”


“For the explosion? You really ought not to say that aloud if you expect to get away with it, Charles.”


“Especially considering the friendship you appear to have struck up with some Peeler.” The last came with dripping disdain.


Well. With an attitude like that, Imogen highly doubted Tommy Peck had told her brother anything about the morning. Which was heartening. Somewhat. At least in the sense that she could return to thinking about Tommy’s legs and his eyes and the way he carried her to and fro.


She wondered if he was the strongest man she’d ever known.


He certainly was the handsomest.


Ugh. She shouldn’t be thinking about how handsome he was. Or strong. Or the color of his eyes. “He’s a detective inspector at Scotland Yard,” she corrected her brother and reminded herself. “We are not friends.”


“No, I don’t suppose you are,” Charles replied. “Considering you’re practically feral.”


It took a great deal to insult Imogen, but even she had her limits. “I beg your pardon?”


“As I said, I blame myself, as I understand this is one of any number of places considered inappropriate for ladies at which you’ve been seen recently.”


“For example?”


“One would think I should not have to enumerate them beyond a demolished building, but I shall. I have heard news of you at a ladies’ gaming hell in Covent Garden—”


Seventy-Two Shelton Street was much more scandalous than a gaming hell, but she wasn’t about to correct him. “Alongside half of Mayfair.”


He ignored her. “I’m told you were seen swanning about in Lambeth—”


“At the Duke and Duchess of Clayborn’s wedding,” she interjected.


“I’m to believe the duke and duchess were married in Lambeth?”


They had been. Well. Close enough. “Yes.”


Her brother waved away the discussion. “Alright. As I understand it, you’ve been carousing in a ladies’ only tavern somewhere on the South Bank.”


It was in Covent Garden, but she wasn’t about to tell him that either. As it was, he knew far too much about her whereabouts. “It’s ladies only, Charles. How much trouble do you think I can get into there?”


“Frankly, there’s a difference between ladies and Ladies, sister, and I think it’s time you start behaving like the correct one.”


She wondered how he’d respond if she chloroformed him.


“Father let you roam about and hired you science teachers and God knows what else instead of governesses and … dance instructors and whatever else proper young ladies require.”


“Whomever,” she said.


“What?”


“Not whatever. Whomever,” she repeated. “Dance instructors and whomever else proper ladies require are people, you know.” In his shocked silence at having his grammar corrected, she added, “And I know how to dance.”


“Do you?”


“Yes. I took lessons for many years.”


“Not do you know how, Imogen. I know you learned. I paid the bills. Do you dance?”


“I—” She didn’t. “Well, not for lack of knowing, is my point.”


“Because you were too busy with your damn laboratory. Mrs. Madewell informed me not three hours ago that she believes you’re keeping gunpowder in the cellars.”


“I am not!” She was making the gunpowder in the cellars. She knew better than to keep it there. It was good to know the housekeeper was a spy for her brother, however.


“Of course you’re not,” he said.


“I’m not?”


He was already moving forward. “But you are far too wild for your own good.”


She supposed wild was better than feral. “I’m perfectly happy, Charles.”


“No, you are not.”


“I’m not?”


“No. You are four and twenty, and it is well past time to shorten the lead I’ve allowed you since our father died.”


Feral, wild, and now leashed. “That’s the third time you’ve referred to me as though I am an animal of some sort, Charles. I’m beginning to take offense.”


“You’ve soot on your face, and your hair …” He trailed off and slid his gaze up to her hair, where her curls were no doubt doing what her curls did. Which he would not understand, as he had perfectly straight hair. She wondered if he even combed it. Perhaps it just fell into place at all times for fear of being criticized.


She narrowed her gaze on him. “If you’re quite through, brother.”


“I’m not, as a matter of fact. I’ve made a decision.”


“About what?”


“You require a husband.”


“A what?”


“A man. To take you in hand.”


She couldn’t help it. She laughed. “Charles. I do not require a husband.”


“Yes. You do. It’s time you were married, Imogen.”


“I’ve been out for six years!” She shook her head. “I’m not … marketable.” She’d worked quite hard to not be marketable. She was rather proud of it, if she was honest.


“While I don’t disagree, I assure you, it has nothing to do with you having been out for six years.”


She scowled at him. “And here I was, thinking that a time traveler would think you a gentleman.”


“Tomorrow—” He stopped, her words sinking in. “What?”


“Don’t worry, I no longer think it.”


He shook his head. “Fine. Tomorrow, we make up for lost time.”


“What are you going to do, hire me a governess?”


“Not a governess, no,” he said calmly, taking his seat once more and extracting a collection of letters from the desk drawer. “But a chaperone would not be out of line.”


“A chaperone!” Imogen shot from her chair. This was madness. “I am twenty-four!”


“I’m also restricting access to your private cellar.”


“Why?”


“Because husbands do not want odd wives.”


“There’s nothing odd about being interested in—” She cut herself off, and he waited for her to finish.


When she didn’t, he tilted his head toward her as if to say, You see?


Chloroform—a brief knockout—was too good for him. Something worse. Something that sent him to the chamber pot for a few days, perhaps. She took a deep breath and did her best to make him see reason. “Charles. I’ve no need for marriage. I have a home. I have money.”


“On the contrary, sister. I have a home. I give you money.”


Her eyes went wide. He couldn’t possibly mean—“Are you threatening to cut me off? Because I took a drive to Spitalfields?”


“Not at all. I fully intend to provide you with a large dowry. Enormous enough to get even you married. Quickly.” He brandished the stack of envelopes, setting them to the desk one after another. “A chaperone. A dance instructor. A lady’s maid—”


“I have a lady’s maid.”


“Not one with a skill for hair and maquillage, clearly.” No, Hillary had a skill for listening when other servants gossiped, which was far more valuable, if you asked Imogen.


Charles was still stacking envelopes on his pile. “A dressmaker—one whose shop is not exploded, last I checked …”


Imogen wasn’t listening any longer. She was exiting the room. Already making plans.


Her brother couldn’t marry her off if he couldn’t find her.
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Three mornings later, Thomas Peck’s day was boding extremely well. He had slept deeply, uninterrupted by either late night or early morning summonses from Scotland Yard, and woken to a bright January morning, blue skied and unseasonably warm. He’d fetched water, had a quick soak and a quicker shave, and dressed in a navy coat and trousers, his world in perfect order. Precisely as he liked it.


Yes, all was right with the world. No explosions, which meant no lushly curved ladies smelling of pears and cream in their wreckage, which meant no disorder. Everything as it should be, he thought, stroking one hand over his freshly oiled beard as he pulled his hat and greatcoat from the peg just inside the door and left his rooms, making his way downstairs. An auspicious beginning.


At which point, everything went sideways.


First, his landlady bid him good morning. Authentically—without any hint of her usual surly censure, and without even a whiff of the long list of grievances she kept so close at hand relating to his tenancy, and that of everyone else in the rooming house.


Instead, she’d offered him breakfast. And not day-old toast and the end of the marmalade, neither. No, Mrs. Edwards had cooked. Eggs. Bacon and blood pudding. Bread that was, if his nose was not deceiving him, freshly baked. With butter.


She’d set a salt cellar next to his plate.


A plate that was, when he touched it, warm.


It was the warm plate that summoned the whisper of cold dread, which became even more icy when Mrs. Edwards did not return to the kitchens, muttering about how the terrible tenant in room three (a German barber who seemed a perfectly decent fellow) had woken her in the dead of night when he’d come in from Lord knew where.


No, instead, the very tall, very slim, very taciturn white woman had lingered. And Thomas Peck, known for being one of the most skilled detectives in the Metropolitan Police Force—so skilled he had been made detective inspector in its newly formed Detective Branch two years earlier—had no choice but to notice … Oh no. Was the woman blushing?


The freshly baked bread scent went acrid.


Mrs. Edwards’s brows rose, expectantly, and Thomas had the unsettling sense that he was in a play, the lines to which he had never learned. “Erm,” he said, clearing his throat. “Thank you?”


His landlady smiled a wide, brilliant smile—one he’d never seen before. One that made her seem younger, more handsome, and … Was it possible she seemed friendly? “Oh, Inspector Peck, it was my absolute pleasure,” she gushed, and he froze, recognizing the tone in her voice.


Something had happened.


Before he could decide how to respond, she continued. “I confess, I had no idea I had such a hero in the house.”


Thomas frowned. What on earth?


“I am afraid I do not—”


“Carrying a lady from a collapsing building! To think!”


The memory of Imogen Loveless—Lady Imogen Loveless, he reminded himself—in his arms three mornings earlier, dark eyes on his, dust in her silky curls, came unbidden. There’d been a witness.


Of course there had been. There was nothing involving that woman that wouldn’t summon attention. She was pure chaos. His frown turned to a scowl. “How did you—”


“The News even has a sketch!”


“A what?”


“Shall I fetch it? So you can see?”


Dear God, no. Peck stood, eager to leave this conversation. This room.


Before he could say no to his landlady, whom he found he liked far better when she was consumed with grouchiness, she was off, into the kitchens. Excellent. A perfect opening for escape. Before she returned with the sketch.


Peck left the breakfast room at a clip—he’d never again be tricked by warm food—barreling past the barber from room three, who tipped his hat with a “Good day, Detective Inspector! Off to keep us all safe, I see!”


Little did the man know that in that moment, Thomas Peck was thinking only of escape.


Dammit.


There had been a witness to the collapse … to his carrying Imogen—Lady Imogen, he corrected himself once more—from O’Dwyer and Leafe’s … and they’d gone to the News.


Who? It could have been anyone.


And, more importantly, why? These days, did there need to be a reason?


But, perhaps even more importantly, was there any earthly way he could avoid anyone who had seen it?


That, at least, had an answer: Absolutely not.


But he was one of Scotland Yard’s best regarded men, the head of the Detective Branch, in line for a promotion to superintendent of his own police division, and big as a house. So at least he could bank on some segment of his colleagues being terrified enough to keep their mouths shut.


Head down, he headed to work, slightly surprised when the two sergeants at the front desk of Whitehall—the building that housed the headquarters of the Metropolitan Police—ignored him altogether, deep in discussion about something else. As he climbed the steps to the row of glass-paned offices that housed Whitehall’s senior inspectors, no one seemed to notice his arrival. And by the time he’d made it to the end of the wood-paneled corridor—to his own office in the rear corner of the building, where the Detective Branch was situated, it appeared possible that no one in all of Scotland Yard had seen the News.


Or perhaps Mrs. Edwards had been mistaken. Doubtful, that.


“Ah. You’re here.”


Peck paused in unlocking the door to his office, looking over his shoulder to find John Phillips, a senior Whitehall inspector, coming round the corner, thick file in hand. A tall, dark-skinned Black man with a wardrobe full of perfectly tailored suits, Phillips had been at Scotland Yard a mere two weeks fewer than Thomas had, having joined the Metropolitan Police eleven years earlier after a stint in Her Majesty’s Navy. For his part, Thomas had joined the police fresh-faced and green, nearly as green as the force itself—only three months after Parliament had voted for a new, publicly funded police unit to replace the private Bow Street Runners, which had grown rampant with corruption.


Phillips and Thomas had become fast friends, when they’d discovered their mutual love of boxing and ale. After that, they’d chased each other up the rungs of Whitehall, honing each other’s powers of deduction as they unofficially competed for the most cases solved in a given month—a tradition that only ended when Peck was assigned a post as an inaugural detective inspector of Scotland Yard, two years earlier. Phillips could have easily joined the Detective Branch, but instead elected to continue his rise through the rungs of the formal Metropolitan Police, overseeing the uniformed members of the Whitehall precinct—five dozen sergeants and constables. While their work now differed, the men remained colleagues and friends.


“I am here,” Thomas replied, entering his office and shucking his coat and hat. “And I’ve work to do.”


“No doubt,” Phillips said, following him into the room and dropping into a chair as Thomas rounded the desk. “Your explosions won’t solve themselves, will they?”


“They will not, in fact.” Thomas lifted a stack of files from the desk—seven explosions. Four on one day late last October, no witnesses. No deaths. Just clean explosions taking out some of the cruelest workhouses in the city, on the same morning Imogen Loveless delivered him a file thick as his thumb, indicting their owner in more than one murder.


And now, three more. Different from the October bombings because of their cruelty—November’s killed eight at a bakery in Bethnal Green. December’s razed a print shop in Whitechapel, sending two to their death and another dozen to surgeons across the East End. And now, the most recent, a seamstress in Spitalfields—in the middle of the night, thankfully, luckily, when the building was empty.


No witnesses. Explosions just as tidy, with little, if any, evidence pointing to a culprit. And just as connected to Lady Imogen—but in a different way. Thomas couldn’t prove it, but he was fairly certain she had orchestrated the first round of bombings, ensuring no victims but the wealthy, powerful, titled monster who owned the workhouses. But the recent ones … it was almost as though she knew more than he did.


A vision flashed. Lady Imogen in his arms as he stood outside the building, smiling up at him as though everything had gone just as she’d intended. Lush curves, bright laugh, and somehow, always at the center of the chaos.


He’d be fascinated by her if she wasn’t so infuriating.


Eager to think of anything but Imogen Loveless, he looked to his friend. “Do you not have an office of your own?”


Phillips ignored the dry question. “Adams is asking for you.”


Superintendent Wallace Adams oversaw the Detective Branch along with the rest of the Whitehall police division, but rarely came to this corner of the building, allowing Peck nearly complete control over the Detective Branch, a decision that could not be faulted for Thomas’s legendary unflappable nature and keen investigative skill. Adams had been Thomas’s superior officer for years before the branch had been formed, and he was happy to turn up to praise the team for a crime well solved, or to deliver a few claps on the back, but he rarely, if ever, summoned his detective inspector.


“What’s he want?” Thomas asked.


“Dunno,” Phillips said. “Maybe it has something to do with your newfound celebrity?”


Peck froze at the words, full of dry humor, his gaze immediately meeting his friend’s. “Dammit.”


Phillips grinned. “A proper hero if I do say so myself.”


Thomas cursed under his breath. “I don’t understand how anyone knew I was there. I was alone.”


“Alone, with the lady.”


Alone with the lady.


Thomas did not reply, and Phillips filled the silence. “From what I read, she was lucky you were there. She ought to send you a thank-you note.”


“No, thank you,” Thomas said, making a show of sorting through the files on his desk. “Knowing her, it would arrive delivered by a wild bear, and explode upon reading.”


Phillips’s black brows rose in amusement. “Really? Sounds like a worthy adventure.”


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Praise for Sarah MacLean



		Also by Sarah MacLean



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Epilogue



		Author’s Note













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/title.jpg
L 5 2o
Sarah MacLean

KNOCKOUT

PPPPPPP





OEBPS/images/cmn.jpg
b |

15_





OEBPS/images/9780349429663.jpg
oMU T,

Sarah Macl.ean
KNOCKOUT

@@

‘Sarah MacLean’s books are fierce’

JULIA QUINN





