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Miss Elizabeth Wynchester lay in wait in the shadows of a purported hackney carriage. The handsome Black man at the reins was actually her brother Jacob. The brown-haired woman perched on the bench opposite Elizabeth was their sister Chloe.


A small frown creased Chloe’s brow. “You remember the plan?”


“I always remember the plan.”


“The real plan. Not your bloodthirsty agenda.”


“It ought to be the real plan,” Elizabeth muttered. At her sister’s sharp glance, Elizabeth added, “I know, I know. Resorting to violence is a contingency.”


“A distant one,” Chloe said firmly. “And only if I tell you it’s time for contingencies.”


Today, Chloe was not dressed as the flamboyant Duchess of Faircliffe, but rather as the unassuming, practically invisible pickpocket she’d once been before falling in love and marrying a duke. Now she only used her past skills in the service of bringing justice to one of the Wynchesters’ deserving clients.


Elizabeth preferred to mete out justice with the blade of a sword.


“I just want to poke him a little bit,” she tried again. “When he bleeds, it’ll be simple to snatch the key.”


“It will already be simple to snatch the key. Having him slippery with blood makes things harder. Plus there’s no room to swing a sword inside the carriage.”


“Not a problem,” Elizabeth assured her sister. “Kuni has been teaching me to throw knives.”


Chloe covered her face with her hand. “God help us all.”


“No murdering!” Jacob called through the sliding panel that separated the driver from passengers.


“Except as a last resort,” Elizabeth reminded her pacifist brother. “Or if the perpetrator deserves to die.”


“My carriage, my rules,” Jacob shot back.


“Absolutely no bloodshed allowed,” Chloe put in quickly, “because Tommy and Philippa need to use this carriage for their mission, as soon as we’ve finished with ours.”


Elizabeth let out a long-suffering sigh. “I’m being oppressed.”


“Places!” Jacob hissed through the sliding panel. “He’s coming out of the bank now.”


Elizabeth and Chloe both shot up ramrod straight, then arranged themselves in carefully casual positions.


“If he sits next to you…” Chloe whispered.


“I know, I know.” Elizabeth gripped the handle of her sword stick. “Shove him in your direction.”


“Subtly,” Chloe admonished.


The door cracked open. A male voice gave directions to an address on the opposite side of nearby Hyde Park.


Elizabeth tensed with delicious anticipation. Mr. Bunyan was a liar and a thief… and shortly to receive his comeuppance. The young ward he’d been stealing from would not only have her inheritance returned, but also need no longer fear the volatile temper of a knave who—


“I’ll have you there at once,” came Jacob’s clear voice.


Almost time. Elizabeth was certain there was more than enough room in the carriage to unsheathe her sword. However, she didn’t want to be the one who ruined good carpet before her siblings’ next mission, so she heroically stifled her bloodlust and prepared to give the thief a nice, friendly shove instead.


Mr. Bunyan leapt into the carriage. The horses took off at top speed, causing the loose door to swing shut behind Mr. Bunyan. Off-balance and floundering, he fell heavily into the first available seat—which happened to be the bench next to Elizabeth.


“Who are you?” asked Mr. Bunyan, visibly startled.


Elizabeth opened her mouth to say “Your worst nightmare” before catching her sister’s eye and remembering to stay on plan. Elizabeth was meant to appear even more afraid of this scoundrel than he was about to be of her, thus providing a reasonable cover for panicking and pushing a strange man away from her.


“Aaahh!” she screamed in faux hysteria, then gave him a mighty shove.


At that moment, the carriage jerked to one side, as Jacob presumably was forced to avoid some obstruction on the street. Rather than tumble across Chloe’s lap as planned, Mr. Bunyan stumbled across the carriage to thump against the inside window.


The coach hurtled down the road even faster.


“What is this?” Mr. Bunyan sputtered, eyes wide. “Who are you people?”


Behind him, Chloe’s hand reached up toward his coat.


Elizabeth gave a winning smile to distract him. He recoiled as if a cobra had just flashed its fangs at him. Which, to be fair, was often how people described Elizabeth’s smiles.


Mr. Bunyan gasped in terror. “You’re not… You’re not Wynchesters?”


Elizabeth blinked. “That was quick.”


Usually it wasn’t until well after any given maneuver that their villainous targets realized they’d been hoodwinked. But the Wynchester family had taken on so many new clients as of late, and developed such a following, that Elizabeth supposed it was only reasonable for a felonious blackguard to live in fear that he should one day find himself flat against a carriage window in the middle of—


With a scream, Mr. Bunyan leapt across the carriage, shouldered open the door, and threw himself onto the crowded pavement.


“Shite.” Chloe shook her fist at the swinging door. “A runner.”


Jacob stopped the horses at once. “Go.”


Chloe clutched her chest. “I can’t. Elizabeth?”


“I’ll do my best.”


Chloe was breastfeeding a baby every three hours like clockwork, which did not currently allow for sprints through the park to tackle miscreants.


Justice was up to Elizabeth.


Mindful of her sometimes rebellious joints, she scrambled out of the carriage and raked her gaze over the milling throngs. She stood in front of an entrance to Green Park. Now, where on earth was… There, trying his damnedest to disappear amongst the trees and picnickers, was Mr. Bunyan. She lifted the handle of her sword stick and took off after him.


“Stop, thief!” she called out.


Mr. Bunyan glanced over his shoulder, made an expression of pure fear, then dashed between two trees in an obvious attempt to lose her.


He was taller and narrower and no doubt faster than Elizabeth, with his long legs unencumbered by petticoats. But the park was packed with people. Mr. Bunyan kept getting jostled and tripping over tree roots, which gave Elizabeth an opening to follow and the opportunity to regain lost ground.


As her shadow fell across Mr. Bunyan’s fleeing feet, Elizabeth twisted the handle of her walking stick.


“No swords!” came her brother Jacob’s distant shout.


Curse her brother’s squeamishness! He must have tied the horses and followed in pursuit.


Elizabeth sighed and secured the handle guarding her blade. She leapt over a patch of geraniums. Arm and cane outstretched, she poked the fleeing Mr. Bunyan in the back of the knee with her sword stick.


He crumpled like a puppet with cut strings.


Elizabeth threw herself on top of him, flopping about bonelessly to pin him in place. Help would arrive soon. For her, not him.


Chloe was catching up to them, one arm stretched tight across her bodice.


“What the devil is going on?” asked a confused bystander.


Right on cue, Chloe pretended to trip over a yellow geranium and conveniently fell right on top of Mr. Bunyan. Elizabeth rolled out of the way just in time.


“Oof,” emanated from Mr. Bunyan’s lungs as the wind was knocked out of him. He did not seem to recognize Chloe.


“Can I help you, miss?” Elizabeth said loudly.


She pulled her sister up and off the villain. Chloe winked and melted into the crowd.


Mr. Bunyan scrambled to his feet and raced on, casting a triumphant look over his shoulder at Elizabeth, who trailed farther and farther behind as she pretended to chase him.


She gave up the act as soon as he disappeared from sight.


Overhead, a large brown hawk swooped down from the bright blue sky. The raptor had found them.


Chloe held up her palm as the bird dived toward her. The hawk’s claws raked gently across her skin, scooping up a slender brass key. The trained raptor soared back into the sky, racing over the trees and across the road to a distant rooftop, where their brother Graham crouched, waiting.


He caught the key and bounded across the skyline, vanishing into the distance.


Elizabeth and her sister made their way toward Jacob’s waiting carriage.


Chloe turned her head toward Elizabeth. “I must return to my baby. Come with me? We’ve got lemon ices.”


Reflexively, Elizabeth took a cautionary step back. “Absolutely not. You know I’ll have nothing to do with babies.”


“Then you’re letting the others have a head start at being ‘favorite aunt,’” Chloe warned.


“Pah.” Elizabeth smiled her cobra smile. “I’ll be his favorite aunt once he’s big enough to hold a sword.”
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Elizabeth startled awake in pitch blackness. Without making a sound, she kept perfectly still as she took careful inventory of her body.


First her toes. Her feet were sweltering. It was the beginning of May and she was draped with a blanket, but other than a bit hot, her feet were fine. Calves… would do. Knees… good. Thighs… normal. Hips… 


Ah, there it was. The familiar ache she dreaded every time she was forced to give chase. Flinging herself into a full-blown tackle hadn’t been the gentlest of maneuvers. It would have been easier to launch her sword through the thief’s chest. If it weren’t for a certain sibling’s stuffy rules about not murdering ruffians in front of bystanders.


Elizabeth’s back… Yes, her back definitely still felt that last tackle, but at least the muscles weren’t spasming. Maybe her daily stretches had been helping, or maybe she’d just been lucky this time. There wasn’t always a clear cause-and-effect to these things. Intermittent, debilitating flare-ups had plagued her since birth. Elizabeth’s body would, on its own timetable and sometimes without warning, shut down for days or weeks at a time, and cause extraordinary pain.


She could trust her sword, and she could trust her siblings, but she couldn’t trust her own damn body.


Elizabeth was never one hundred percent perfect, but today, she was all right. Her joints were swollen the way they always were. Her muscles ached the way they always did. This was a sixty-percent day. As usual, background pain was her constant companion, but at a level tolerable enough to allow for the swinging of blades and the vanquishing of enemies.


“Bad” days were terrible, and “good” days were… well, not terrific in terms of the discomfort that never went away, but great in terms of mobility. Eighty percent days were positively marvelous. Especially when there was a mission afoot.


Nonetheless, today she would make do with sixty and no mission. Elizabeth rolled out of bed gingerly and performed her customary hour of morning stretches with great care. She preferred to tempt fate on the battlefield, not by twisting the wrong way when dawn had barely broken.


“Never show weakness,” she reminded her looking glass.


The message had been drummed into her as a child. Or shaken into her. And worse. She was no longer with that family, but she carried the hard lessons they’d taught her deep in her bones. It was one of the reasons she loved swords. A blade-wielding madwoman was visibly strong, capable of defending herself and others. And sometimes, first impressions were the only chance you got.


Flare-ups made her vulnerable. After a spate of heroics, her body required rest to fully recover. Only her immediate family had ever seen her in repose on a sofa. Clients and enemies alike believed her to be an indefatigable sword-wielding machine, which was how she liked it.


The other reason she liked swords was because they could be hidden inside sword sticks. Hers doubled as canes, which made them practical as well as deadly. Being underestimated was often a tactical advantage. And sometimes, her body simply needed support.


Elizabeth hurried down the stairs to breakfast. A swift speed made possible by the excellent craftsmanship of the even marble stairs and smooth wooden banister, and because the gods had blessed her with a greater-than-fifty-percent day.


She burst into the breakfast room with a smile. Not her attacking-cobra smile, but an I’m-ready-for-kippers-and-eggs smile. Which might have been the same smile.


“Good morning,” said Marjorie, who was already at the table. She had a piece of buttered toast in one hand, and a splotch of blue paint on her nose.


Elizabeth cast her gaze toward Marjorie’s husband to see if he, too, was speckled with paint. Answer: not yet. Adrian looked as though he had just woken up, and that his fondest wish was to go right back to bed—with his wife.


How the breakfast table had changed! Twenty-one years ago, an eccentric Balcovian nobleman called Baron Vanderbean had adopted six children between the ages of eight and eleven from various walks of life. They had called him Bean, and he became the father they’d never had.


In addition to Elizabeth and shy artist Marjorie, there was clever pickpocket Chloe, acrobatic spy Graham, sweet animal trainer Jacob, and fearless master of disguise Tommy. After Bean’s death three years ago, the siblings’ bond only grew stronger… and their family grew bigger. Chloe married the Duke of Faircliffe and moved out. Bluestocking Philippa fell in love with their sister Tommy and moved in. Next came Graham’s wife, Balcovian warrioress Kuni—who was Elizabeth’s fencing partner and was also teaching her how to throw knives. And then just last summer, Marjorie had married Lord Adrian, bringing the total number of justice-seeking Wynchesters up to ten. Eleven, if you counted the baby.


Elizabeth did not count the baby.


“We’re all here,” she said in surprise.


It had been weeks since the whole family had filled the dining room at the same time. They’d been busier than ever with clients and cases. More than that, four weddings in a row naturally meant that the newly married pairs would spend a fair portion of their time with their spouses rather than with their siblings. Chloe and Faircliffe only dropped by a few times per week to dine en famille.


Tommy piled a plate with kippers to share with Philippa. The lovebirds were always doing things like that. Little thoughtful, cozy gestures that Elizabeth would likely find deeply romantic if her heart weren’t forged of steel like the blade of her sword.


Oh, very well. She would never admit it aloud, but Elizabeth longed for a partner, too. Not a flirtation, or even a temporary affaire, but the full, true, sonnets-will-be-written-about-this whirlwind of romantic love.


You wouldn’t think a suitable companion would be this difficult to find. She was a woman of simple pleasures: scenic walks through pleasure gardens, wine-drenched candlelit dinners, impaling brigands through the gullet with a sharp blade. The usual.


She wasn’t even finicky! Elizabeth was open to accepting love in any form. Man… Woman… A lethal warrior or two… No, three, each of them larger and deadlier than the last… All right, yes, Elizabeth was finicky. She would settle for nothing less than a fearless soldier in shining armor who wanted her fighting at their side forevermore.


And no babies! Nothing dampened an afternoon of light bloodshed quite like the squalling of a helpless infant. Elizabeth would happily skip up to the altar with anyone who swashbuckled. Proficiency with a blade was her one and only obligatory criterion.


And likely the reason she was still a spinster at the age of one-and-thirty.


“You’ll never believe this,” Graham said from behind a stiff broadsheet. Each morning without fail, he read every newspaper and gossip rag in London from cover to cover.


Elizabeth took her place at the long dining table and glanced over at him with interest. “Is it an advertisement from a dashing knight in search of a bride?”


“You do not want to marry this peacock.” Graham lowered the paper, revealing mischievous light brown eyes the same shade as his skin. A riot of black curls tumbled over his forehead, and he shook them out of his face. “I swear, the more money some of these noblemen acquire, the fewer brains in their heads. You remember Richard Reddington, of course?”


Elizabeth perked up. “Did he assassinate someone again?”


“Those rumors have yet to be proven.” Graham’s disgruntled expression indicated that even his formidable network of spies had thus far been unable to confirm the whispered tales.


“Who is Richard Reddington?” asked Tommy.


“He’s a viscount’s son with dubious associates in and out of polite society,” Graham answered. “He collects artifacts of war and struts around Dorset wearing replica military uniforms—despite the battles being long over and his never having fought in them.”


“He loves to be the center of attention,” Elizabeth explained. “When he’s not waltzing and carousing, Reddington leads a troupe of men who perform military reenactments.”


A troupe that wouldn’t have to be exclusively comprised of male soldiers, if the men in question would accept the possibility of a woman wielding a weapon. Elizabeth would make just as good a leader as Reddington. Or at least a competent foot soldier.


Years ago, she’d applied to become part of his reenactment squadron—only to be laughed at for being a “useless jest.” Reddington and his followers had called her rotund and ridiculous and as frightening as a mouse… despite refusing to take up arms against her in a nice, friendly duel to the death. Or at least until Elizabeth disproved their alleged male superiority.


With half a chance, she could also trounce him quite thoroughly in the enthusiastic debates on war strategies and past battles Reddington presided over in his various gentlemen’s clubs. If women weren’t barred from those, too.


Graham shook out the newspaper. “By day, Reddington parades through England with a flock of cronies flanking him, often in uniform. By night, he parades through ballrooms and humble homes alike, as the toast of the upwardly inclined.”


Philippa cringed in agreement. “My mother would have wedded me to him without blinking. And she’s far from the only society-adjacent hopeful for whom ‘heir to a title’ absolves any other sins.”


“But we mean real sins?” Tommy asked. “Crimes against something other than fashion and good breeding?”


Elizabeth stretched out her arms. “Just murder.”


Tommy swung her gaze toward Graham. “Is that true, or is Elizabeth being bloodthirsty again?”


“Again?” Elizabeth repeated in offense. “I never stop being bloodthirsty.”


“You’re very sweet to Tickletums,” Jacob whispered, pointing to the hedgehog sleeping beneath her chair. “As you are to all my animals. As well as to everyone in this family. And our clients.”


“Never repeat such slander again,” Elizabeth whispered back. “You’ll ruin my reputation.”


Graham ignored them and lowered the paper to answer Tommy. “Possibly true. Reddington is not without enemies, a few of whom have conveniently vanished off the face of the earth after committing some perceived slight against him.”


“And the courts have done nothing?” Tommy exclaimed. “Can an heir apparent claim ‘right of privilege’ to exempt himself from the law even before he’s inherited his title?”


“There’s no murder without a body and no crime without evidence,” Graham explained. “All we have are unsubstantiated rumors. The truth is, he’s lord of a large-enough sector of society that someone hoping to get on his good side might have acted without Reddington explicitly making the request. In any case, that’s all old news.”


“What’s Reddington done now?” Philippa asked.


“He intends to host a mock battle of Waterloo.”


Elizabeth stabbed a fork in her eggs. “Which is a battle he and his soldiers did not fight, in a country they’ve likely not been to. Or will they all be traveling to the Netherlands to put on the performance?”


Graham shook his head. “It’ll be in Dorset, one hundred and forty miles southwest of London. Presumably at his vast country estate. For the first time, however, Reddington announced he’ll be selling tickets.”


Kuni’s eyebrows shot up almost as high as her long black braids. She reached for the paper. “Charging admission, as though to a play?”


“It is a play,” Elizabeth grumbled. “And for those who haven’t noticed, women act in plays all the time. At least, they do when men let them. I hope no one buys a single ticket.”


“I hope he trips and falls on his bayonet,” said Jacob. “Reddington’s family money comes from plantations in the West Indies. He’s never worked a day in his life or earned any of his privilege. Yet he’s treated as a god because he has a title.”


“Never working a day in one’s life is the dream, for mothers like mine who despair of their daughters marrying well,” Philippa said.


“Reddington does put in considerable effort,” Elizabeth admitted. “I may have witnessed him lead his troops through practice drills on a few occasions. Though the training would have gone more smoothly if he’d taken my advice. I swear, that’s the last time I prepare an unsolicited two-hour strategy lecture for a faux war general.”


“You spoke to Reddington?” Graham put down his newspaper. Rarely did any event occur in London without his knowledge. The fact that Elizabeth had successfully kept a secret caused his eyes to boggle. “When did you meet—”


“Pardon the interruption.” Their butler, Mr. Randall, had appeared in the dining room doorway. “You’ve a guest.” He held up a calling card. “Shall I show Miss Oak into the usual parlor?”


“Gracious, that’s the third new client this week.” Chloe looked up from her slobbering devil-child and exchanged exhausted glances with Faircliffe. “We’ve barely a moment to eat or sleep.”


“I’ll attend to the caller.” Elizabeth leapt up. “Perhaps she needs an assassin-for-hire.”


All of her siblings scrambled to their feet.


“Don’t you dare greet the new client alone,” Graham warned her.


“Or offer to murder anyone for money,” Jacob added.


“Maybe she’ll suggest it first,” Elizabeth said eagerly. “I have room in my schedule to poke holes in a villain or two.”


Swiftly, she and the others relocated to the front parlor, where their new caller awaited.


Miss Oak was an older woman with graying locks. She appeared slightly overwhelmed at the sight of ten-and-a-half Wynchesters streaming through the door. But the parlor was large enough to accommodate everyone. In no time, the introductions were completed and the Wynchesters were seated with their prospective client.


Elizabeth took the chair as far as possible from Chloe and her baby.


“I am in desperate need of your help,” said Miss Oak. “There is no legal recourse I can take to right this wrong, and I’ve nowhere else to turn.”


Elizabeth was unsurprised. Virtually all their clients’ stories began with that same lament.


“Please,” said Graham. “How may we assist you?”


Miss Oak gazed at them beseechingly. “Castle Harbrook is family land. My sister and I spent the past ten years planning to turn the property into an orphanage and school for the indigent. That castle is mine by rights, but my nephew, the Earl of Densmore, refuses to vacate the property or hand over the deed!”


Elizabeth bared her teeth in disgust at the heartless nephew.


The entire Wynchester clan held orphanages in the highest regard. Not only were most of the original Wynchester siblings orphans themselves, but also Chloe and Tommy had first met in an orphanage. Providing shelter to innocent children was a far worthier pursuit than whatever the Earl of Densmore intended to do with his appropriated castle.


“Whilst I sympathize greatly,” said Chloe’s husband, the Duke of Faircliffe, “property disputes are generally the domain of the courts and not something the Wynchester family can settle by hand. Have you considered hiring a lawyer?”


“I’ve considered everything. The lawyer is on my side, but can do nothing.” Miss Oak rubbed her wan face. “The situation is not as simple as I’ve made it sound.”


“Then, please,” said Graham gently. “Start at the beginning. Explain in as much detail as you can. If it is possible for us to help you, then by all means, we will do so.”


Miss Oak nodded and took a deep breath. “The property in question is a disused castle that has belonged to my family for centuries. That is, until forty years ago, when my parents decided to include it as part of my elder sister’s dowry in order for her to secure an aristocratic husband.”


Elizabeth whistled under her breath. “A castle would do the trick.”


“You’d think so, but my sister was lucky enough to make a love match. The Earl of Densmore would have married Arminia if her dowry consisted of no more than a bag of dirt. He didn’t want or need Castle Harbrook. But now that he had it, my brother-in-law discovered he liked it. Rather than implement the comprehensive orphanage plans my sister and I had devised, he remodeled the castle into a country home.”


Of course he had. Elizabeth met her siblings’ gazes. Why provide shelter and education for hundreds of homeless children, when you could use the space for port and billiards instead?


“Although the earl was disinclined to turn the castle into an orphanage or a school while he was alive, he had no quarrel with our philanthropic plans becoming the castle’s eventual fate. He bequeathed the property to his wife in his will, and Arminia rewrote hers to ensure the property would come to me. And then they had a son.”


“Figures,” Elizabeth muttered. Babies were unpredictable little beasts.


Two maids entered the parlor with tea service. Chloe handed her devil-spawn to Faircliffe so she could perform duties as hostess.


“After the birth of their heir, your sister and brother-in-law wrote you out of their wills?” Elizabeth asked.


Miss Oak looked up from her tea. “No. The earl rewrote his to bequeath everything but the castle to his son, presuming the child would care for his own mother. Arminia’s only property to speak of would be the castle, which remained bequeathed to me in her testament.”


“Then what’s the problem?” Tommy asked.


“No one has seen Arminia’s will in years,” Miss Oak replied grimly. “And without a document stating otherwise, the new Earl of Densmore is the de facto heir of both of his parents’ holdings. Including Castle Harbrook.”


Jacob frowned. “Didn’t you mention a lawyer?”


Miss Oak nodded. “The same one oversaw the writing of both wills. He kept a copy in his office, and left the originals with my sister and brother-in-law. When the earl died, his testament was found in the top drawer of his desk, as one might imagine. When Arminia passed of the same illness the following morning…”


Philippa gasped. “Someone stole her will to keep the castle from becoming an orphanage?”


“Was it the nephew?” Elizabeth demanded. “I’ll kill him for you.”


“My nephew doesn’t care about much of anything, save the gaming tables,” Miss Oak said with a sigh. “I was his governess until he went to Eton. Densmore was unfocused and impulsive, but a good lad at heart. I trust that is still the case. The real problem, I fear, is my sister.”


Tommy raised her brows. “Your… dearly departed sister?”


Miss Oak nodded. “Arminia has always been too clever for her own good, and an ardent devotee of puzzles. When we were children, she loved to devise elaborate riddles in which one could find a hidden treasure by following a series of cryptic clues. I never made it past the first step and quickly tired of such games, but the earl adored puzzles as much as he worshipped Arminia. Their favorite pastime was leaving each other complex riddles to solve.”


“Oh no.” Philippa winced. “You mean the countess hid her will decades ago, believing her husband could easily follow the clues to find it, only for him to die first and her immediately after, before she had the opportunity to ensure the document made its way to your hands.”


“In fact,” Marjorie said, “as far as Arminia knew, this puzzle for her husband was just a private game. She never expected anyone else to have to decipher it.”


“That is exactly the situation.” Miss Oak’s eyes were bleak. “As you can see, it’s hopeless.”


“Not at all,” said Tommy. “Philippa is brilliant with codes and puzzles of every kind. What are the clues? Perhaps we can solve it right now.”


“That’s just it,” said Miss Oak. “I don’t have any clues. And even if I did, they were meant for the earl to understand, not me.”


“What do you have?” Elizabeth asked.


“Scores of letters from Arminia detailing our future plans,” Miss Oak answered. “Castle Harbrook was to become a place for children to grow and learn and gain secure employment. We planned to employ underprivileged instructors who are just as worthy. And now none of it will come to pass. Worst of all—”


“You haven’t told us the worst part?” Adrian said in disbelief.


“Every part is the worst part.” Miss Oak’s shoulders drooped. “The only will that surfaced was the prior earl’s, which means everything now belongs to my nephew. And other than a brief glimpse of Densmore at the funeral, I’ve not laid eyes on him since.”


“Dastardly,” Elizabeth said with disgust.


Miss Oak’s mouth tightened. “That lad is fully aware that his mother and I wished to turn the castle into a school and orphanage. Even if we haven’t yet found Arminia’s will, Densmore knows what it says. To then prevent me from fulfilling our dream… his mother’s dream…” Her voice cracked.


“I imagine you sent your nephew correspondence?” Philippa asked gently.


“Enough to paper every wall in the castle,” Miss Oak confirmed. “I didn’t intend to open the school until after my year of mourning, but there was no reason to postpone possession of the deed and ensure all the pieces were in place. But without Arminia’s testament, I have nothing. And her will is hidden somewhere in that castle.”


“You mentioned a legal opinion being on your side?” Graham prompted.


Miss Oak set down her cup. “For as much good as it does. An accidental fire at the lawyer’s office destroyed the only other copy. Densmore is my only hope. He responded to my inquiries only once, to say he had not come across his mother’s will or any clues as to its location. Our year of mourning concluded last week. That very night, my nephew took it upon himself to go out drinking… and gambled away the castle in a card game.”


Elizabeth gasped. “But it wasn’t his to wager! He knew better.”


“Perhaps why he wrote an IOU, but never handed over the deed,” Miss Oak said.


Faircliffe inclined his head. “A debt of honor, like the letters from your sister, is not legally valid.”


Chloe patted her baby’s back. “Without a will, it could come down to possession of the title—and the castle.”


Jacob placed the ferret he’d been holding on the floor. “Then we must talk Densmore into handing over that deed.”


“Or steal it, if he refuses to cooperate,” murmured Chloe.


Elizabeth smiled. “And then force him to leave the castle by sword-point.”


“Has your nephew somewhere else to live?” Philippa asked.


Miss Oak nodded. “He owns several properties. Densmore does not need the castle for any practical reason and, indeed, has spent very little time there until after he lost that wager.”


“The earl’s there now?”


“He’s not left the grounds since that night.” Miss Oak’s shoulders tightened in visible frustration. “I’ve a waiting list a mile long of bright young women eager to begin work as caretakers and tutors. I’d hoped to start interviewing instructors next week, but Densmore has barred the door and will let no one in.”


“Wait.” Marjorie turned toward Faircliffe. “Doesn’t the earl attend the House of Lords?”


“I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him there,” the duke replied. “I wouldn’t recognize him if he were in this parlor.”


“That’s because he prefers gaming hells to Parliament,” Miss Oak said. “The real question is how to stop him from giving the deed to Richard Reddington.”


“Reddington?” said all ten Wynchesters at once.


“That’s who won my land in that card game,” Miss Oak explained. “At least, so he thinks. Without Arminia’s will to say otherwise… Should I attempt to keep the castle, Reddington has the resources to make my life difficult.”


“I’ll run him through with my blade,” Elizabeth said quickly.


Jacob kicked Elizabeth in the shins.


“And take off Densmore’s head, too,” she whispered unrepentantly. “Her wretched nephew is the one willfully refusing to hand the castle over to his aunt, as his mother wanted. Only a scoundrel would disregard his parent’s dying wish.”


Elizabeth had no tolerance for heartless, selfish, dishonorable knaves. In fact, she would be proud to wrest Miss Oak’s legally inherited deed from the dastardly Earl of Densmore’s cold, dead hands!
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The Earl of Densmore’s very much alive hands… were nowhere near his mother’s old castle.


Where, precisely, the earl’s hands—and the rest of him—might be was a question Stephen Lenox would love to know the answer to. He’d run his lordship through with a blade himself for putting him in this damnable situation.


Cover for me, his favorite, if feckless, cousin had said. I’ll be gone for a few nights at the most. All you have to do is pretend to be me. It’ll be easy! You’re next in line to the title anyway. Just collect my correspondence, don’t let anyone in the door, and I’ll be back before you know it.


The earl had not come back. Stephen was beginning to suspect he never would.


Castle Harbrook was now his prison.


Therefore, Stephen had taken it upon himself to fill the days with as many distractions as possible. This far from London, he did not have access to his workroom at home, but that did not prevent him from turning his cousin’s castle into a makeshift temporary laboratory.


Stephen stood in the dungeon at the rear of the castle. An old trapdoor, positioned above his head, hadn’t been used in centuries. Over time, the door had been covered with soil and seedlings. Stephen had unearthed the portal out of boredom, his first week here. It was now wide open.


Sunlight streamed into the dungeon below. Footmen clamored around the opening, taking delivery of Stephen’s latest purchases as rapidly as possible.


They had to be quick, because Stephen did not wish to be seen. Not because the ruse might fall apart. He and his cousin favored each other enough to easily be mistaken for brothers. Stephen was not worried about some Grand Unmasking. He worried about passing convincingly enough that someone would shoot an arrow through his heart.


Richard Reddington had threatened to do just that. And since more than one of his known prior enemies had disappeared without a trace… 


“That’s the last of the deliveries,” said the butler, McCarthy.


Once the servants had gone, Stephen closed the trapdoor. After exiting the dungeon, he secured the interior door separating the underground chamber from the rest of the castle. This lock could only be opened from inside the residential part of the castle. Meaning anyone unlucky enough to sneak in through the trapdoor would find themselves trapped inside the dungeon for good. The last thing anyone needed was for one of the employees to be stuck inside.


Out in the passageway, the footmen did not tarry. They had already formed a queue and were passing Stephen’s crates up the stairs to the medieval Great Hall, where Stephen had set up his work area.


He was not used to so many servants. Though in this old pile, he very much appreciated their assistance. Stephen helped carry the heavy objects upstairs, but taking on all that labor by himself would have caused an untenable delay in the current project underway.


On the main floor, Mrs. Hennessy, the housekeeper, arched her gray brows. “Have you considered receiving something normal?”


Like what? Mashed peas? New cravats? Visits from friends or paramours?


Stephen didn’t know enough about fashion to mind that he didn’t have any. The same went for other people. Romantic relationships lasting longer than one night weren’t worth the bother. He was a recluse and liked it that way. In fact, he had spent decades keeping people out. Even at home, the only time he stepped out of doors was to receive a delivery like this one.


If only Stephen weren’t so fond of his disarmingly charming, unabashedly useless cousin, he wouldn’t be in this pickle.


Stephen did not understand other people, and other people tended not to understand him, but the Earl of Densmore… There was an easy fellow to fathom. Densmore liked exactly two things: fine wine and a good wager, not necessarily in that order. The probability that the earl had forgotten about his cousin entirely and was off in his cups in some gaming hell was approximately 0.9854, which was damn near mathematical certainty.


That was the sort of thing Stephen understood. Facts, figures, mathematics, science, machines. Things he could puzzle out with logic. Things he could put his hands on and touch.


The butler slapped the latest stack of correspondence into Stephen’s hands.


“Are you certain you don’t want me at the front door?” McCarthy asked, his eyes pleading.


“It’s impossible to enter that way,” Stephen reminded him.


“It wouldn’t have to be,” McCarthy grumbled, “if it weren’t for your… renovations.”


“And I have not finished my improvements,” Stephen informed him. “I will continue until the rightful Earl of Densmore returns and my life is no longer at risk.”


Stephen strode to the Great Hall. The enormous room could host a party fit for the Queen. Not that Stephen would ever host a party. He didn’t even host tea. At home, he employed exactly one maid and exactly one manservant. Who, like Stephen, had expected him to return in a few days, not months.


“The new crates have been stacked next to the previous ones,” reported a footman. “Will there be anything else, my lord?”


“I’m not your lord,” Stephen reminded him.


“You said to pretend until the earl returns.”


“I said to do so in the presence of witnesses who might otherwise—” Stephen cut himself off. The footman was apparently teasing him. At least the staff still had a sense of humor. “Thank you. That will be all.”


The footmen filed out of the Great Hall. A few of them glanced askance at the mathematical equations scrawled over every inch of the gray stone walls in bright white chalk.


Yes, that was what Stephen needed. More chalk. It ought to be in one of the new crates.


He headed over to rummage through the boxes, tossing the stack of unread correspondence atop one of the piles while he searched.


The walls were covered in chalk equations, and the perimeter was lined with wooden crates. But the interior of the enormous salon—that was where the magic took place.


Not literally, of course. Magic did not exist. Only machines, which could be designed to perform tasks that seemed like magic.


Stephen’s inventions, in various stages of completion, filled the castle. They were his companions, his friends, his family. Most of the time, he didn’t need anything or anyone else. Machines were better than people. They could be counted upon to do exactly the thing you expected them to do, with no surprises or misunderstandings.


If Stephen did occasionally crave connection with others, he achieved it through science and mathematics. The farmers using the all-weather irrigator or the mechanical poultry feeder would never know their modern conveniences were thanks to Stephen Lenox. It didn’t matter. He was useful, and his efforts were important in their lives whether they realized it or not.


“Aha!” Triumphant, Stephen pulled a fresh stick of chalk from a newly opened box. He tucked the white stick carefully into the lined inner pocket he’d had sewn into all his waistcoats for just this purpose.


Now he could attend to his cousin’s latest correspondence.


Stephen carried the letters to the table he’d placed at the center of the four largest machines in the Great Hall. He supposed he could have commissioned a nice, heavy desk, but Stephen liked to keep things light and movable, when possible. He settled himself in the single, padded, high-back chair.


“I suppose some portion of these letters shall require a response of some type,” he said aloud to the cavernous room. “Which means I shall require a plume.”


He pulled the third of four levers attached to the table.


The slight action of having pulled the lever caused a slack rope to tighten. The rope stretched to the tall ceiling, slipped through a metal hoop screwed into the stone, and traveled several feet before terminating in a knot.


The knot was attached to the metal handle of a wooden pail. The sharp motion of the rope upset the balance of the full pail, and a gallon of water poured straight down into a basin perched atop a seesaw mechanism installed high above Stephen’s head. As the basin filled with water, its side of the seesaw sank in a rush.


The opposite side of the seesaw therefore thrust upward—launching a fat red marble into the air, where it landed on the outermost edge of a long pipe cut in half lengthwise. The marble zigzagged along the floating metal track, until it shot out of the final opening and crashed into the back of a ragdoll.


The doll tumbled from its precarious perch and landed on a battledore racket, the netting of which slapped down as the corresponding handle shot up. This handle was attached to a string that knocked a rubber mallet against the first in a long row of dangling glass vials.


Each of the transparent cylinders banged against the next in turn, the varying levels of water inside causing a recognizable melody to the sound. Stephen had chosen a popular reel for the tune. He was not one for dancing—such steps usually required a partner—but he did enjoy music, and thought a few bars of a Scottish reel added a sophisticated touch.


The final glass vial swung into a hook, which engaged a pulley, which pulled a wire, which activated a funnel, which released a sack of pebbles, which traveled down a tube, which led to a book, which fell against the rear of a small wooden horse on wheels, which rolled until its muzzle hit a button, which opened a hatch, from which tumbled a boot, which fell atop a cushion, which nudged a teacup, which spun into a domino… that had been placed in a long, snaking line of its brethren.


Each domino banged into its neighbor in quick succession, a rather melodious rat-a-tat-tat as the ivories clinked against each other faster and faster around a wide wheel suspended horizontally above Stephen’s head. The fall of the final domino caused an infinitesimal gust of air, too small to be detected from where Stephen sat below, but just strong enough to knock a whisper-light feather free from its perch.


Thanks to a small weight attached to its nib, the feather fell slowly, lightly, tipping this way and that in its graceful descent until it landed at last in the center of Stephen’s upturned palm.


“There,” he said with satisfaction. “Much better. Now we can begin.”


He retrieved a knife from his pocket and began shaping the tip of his new plume.


Yes, of course there was a simpler way to retrieve a feather. But who said simpler was better? Stephen abhorred being bored and prevented such an atrocity from ever occurring by applying himself to chalking theorems and resetting machines while he waited on deliveries of the materials needed for his next inventions.


And now, correspondence.


As usual, the majority of today’s batch of correspondence was from Richard Reddington, Reddington’s man of business, Reddington’s lawyer, Reddington’s other lawyer, and Reddington’s other lawyer.


Stephen would not be putting in any Court of Chancery appearances in his cousin’s name—he rarely stepped out of doors at all, except in the pursuit of pistachio ices—so he placed the legal inquiries to one side. Later, he would insert the documents in a machine that would raise them up to Densmore’s study to be filed with the others.


He did, however, read the latest personal threat from Reddington.


The war enthusiast’s vast country estate abutted the eastern border of Castle Harbrook. Only a strip of dense woods separated the two properties, half belonging to each of them. Well, it belonged to Reddington’s father, anyway. But the viscount rarely left London, which put control of the country estate fully in Richard Reddington’s hands.


This proximity to Castle Harbrook was the reason Reddington positively foamed at the mouth to take possession. He could not bear to live in the shadow of a castle that did not belong to him. And it would be the perfect site for Reddington’s upcoming reenactment of the battle of Waterloo. He inundated the “earl” with missives alternatively demanding legal action, or felonious imprisonment, or demanding satisfaction at dawn in a duel to the death.


“I politely decline,” Stephen murmured. “Yet again.”


He had never shot a pistol, and did not intend to take a bullet for his cousin. Stephen could be talked into creating a remotely detonated projectile-firing machine, but it would most likely be too unwieldy to take to a clandestine clearing for a duel of honor.


What Stephen really wanted was to go home. He wished he hadn’t given his word to guard the castle until Densmore returned. In an abundance of caution, Stephen had taken it upon himself to reinforce the security of the entrance to the castle.


“‘Choose your seconds,’” he read aloud from the latest missive. “‘This is not an invitation. It is a command. Hand over the castle as promised, or prepare your dueling pistol.’”


Stephen rolled his eyes. He didn’t have a “second.” He was a recluse. If he were forced to name a cohort, the only person he’d be able to come up with would be his cousin, the Earl of Densmore. And if Stephen knew where to find that roguish scamp, he wouldn’t be in this position to begin with.


He tossed the letter onto the pile without responding. Reddington was Densmore’s problem, not Stephen’s.


For now.
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There was a baby in the Planning Parlor.


Elizabeth went on full defense to stay clear, but the little devil’s sparkling angel-blue gaze tracked her every move like the barrels of a pair of pistols.


“Dorian adores you!” exclaimed Chloe in delight.


“Keep it away from me,” warned Elizabeth.


The rest of their siblings poured into the sound-dampened, second-floor room, their feet moving quickly across the black slate floor with its chalk remnants of maps and their plans for all of the other justice-seeking missions currently underway. Early morning sunshine streamed through narrow openings in the tall curtains.


For now, the Wynchester crew ignored the huge walnut-and-burl table with its myriad secret compartments in the center of the other half of the room. Instead, they settled in a large crescent of sofas and armchairs before an unlit fireplace.


“Let’s get started,” said Tommy, a cosmetics case in her lap, and a single bush of side-whiskers protruding from one of her cheeks. “I have to infiltrate a Cheapside tavern in less than two hours.”


“And I must leave for St. James in forty-five minutes,” said Kuni, a dagger in each hand.


The rest of the siblings chimed in with all the places they had to be and the tasks they had to perform before the day was through.


“Wait,” said Chloe. “Lawrence isn’t here yet.”


“We can’t wait for the duke,” Graham told her, with a glance at his pocket watch. “I hereby call this meeting to order.”


The door to the Planning Parlor swung open.


“Lawrence!” Chloe plopped the baby onto Elizabeth’s lap. “Hold my son for me. I’ll be back in a moment.”


She ran to greet her husband before Elizabeth could object.


“Help,” Elizabeth gulped. The chubby infant sagged forward and drooled on her stomach. “Somebody, help me.”


Her family did not hear her. Their singular focus was intent on Graham.


“I was able to track down the lawyer who drafted the countess’s will,” he began. “Miss Oak was right. Due to the fire, he no longer has a copy of any item.”


“But he corroborated its contents,” added Jacob, with a four-foot snake draped about his shoulders like a winter scarf.


Faircliffe finally stopped nuzzling his wife. “A lawyer’s memory is not the same as a physical document. Agreeing with Miss Oak isn’t something that would hold up in court.”


“Get over here,” said Elizabeth. “Rescue me from your baby.”


“Then we have to go to Dorset,” said Tommy. “And search the castle from top to bottom until we find the original will and testament.”


Marjorie frowned. “If the earl won’t open his door to his aunt, he won’t be an accommodating host to us.”


“There are inns and hostelries,” Adrian pointed out. “We can rent rooms nearby and pay as many calls as it takes to convince Densmore to do the right thing.”


“I can’t go,” Chloe said with regret.


“You can come and collect your hell-spawn.” Elizabeth poked at the baby’s soft belly with her finger.


Dorian burped and chortled toothlessly. A white dribble of glistening milk appeared at the corner of his pink lips.


“Kuni and I can’t go, either,” said Graham. “We’re handling the O’Sullivan affair.”


“Philippa and I barely have time to don and doff disguises between missions,” said Tommy. “If I don’t finish applying my side-whiskers soon—”


“I’ll go,” said Adrian. “I love convincing people of things. It might be my single greatest talent.”


“Second-greatest,” Marjorie said with a rosy blush. “Unfortunately, you and I are promised to finish the restoration project for the Laurent case. And the first public showing for our newest crop of art students is on Saturday.”


Elizabeth glared at the baby in her lap. Chloe had given birth shortly before Christmastide, which had kept her and the Duke of Faircliffe from joining the rest of the family on a holiday to Balcovia. Which meant this round ball of drool was now six months old.


Dorian fell forward, his still-bald head planting facedown in her lap.


“Oof,” she said loudly. “This creature attacked me. Someone pass me a dagger. Self-defense is a perfectly reasonable reaction when under enemy fire.”


No one looked her way.


“I could go,” Jacob offered. “All you’ll need to do in my absence is mind the hawks and raptors, collect rats to feed the snakes, ensure that the Highland tiger—”


“None of us are doing any of that,” said Tommy. “No one but you can enter that barn and exit with their life.”


Slowly, everyone turned to Elizabeth.


She paused in the act of trying to push the floppy, flailing baby back into a seated position. Dorian laughed as if he were having the time of his life. Elizabeth was ready to end her own.


“I’ll feed the tigers,” she said quickly. “I’ll feed this baby to the tigers.”


“Protect my baby with your life!” Chloe called out from across the room.


“It’s a Highland tiger,” Jacob assured her. “Too small to eat a baby.”


“What if it shares the juiciest pieces with the snakes and raptors?” Elizabeth muttered under her breath. “This could be a team effort.”


“You’ll have to go to Dorset,” said Graham.


“Elizabeth?” Marjorie said in disbelief. “She’s better with children than she is at persuasion, and she just offered to feed a baby to a tiger.”


“Rude,” said Elizabeth. “Also true.”


“Aren’t you currently in the middle of a mission?” asked Philippa.


“Besides the one where I subtly divest myself of this baby?”


“She’s not,” said Graham. “Elizabeth finished her open cases yesterday, with the Bunyan recovery.”


“And we’re thinking of sending her… alone?” asked Tommy carefully.


“I’m never alone!” Elizabeth reached for her sword stick and almost dropped the baby. She had to wrap her arm protectively about the hell-beast in order to brandish her sheathed sword. “I always have a blade or two with me.”


Marjorie cleared her throat. “Does anyone else think sending Elizabeth to gently persuade a haughty earl is like sending Attila the Hun to negotiate a peaceful ceasefire?”


“Attila the Hun is a personal hero,” Elizabeth said contentedly. “I will make him proud.”


The baby gummed a wet spot into the flesh of Elizabeth’s upper arm.


“You might be able to do it,” Kuni mused. “For a woman whose bedchamber could double as an armory, wheedling a simple piece of paper ought to be an easy task.”


“I don’t wheedle,” said Elizabeth. “I whack.” She demonstrated with several wild swipes of her sword stick.


The baby giggled and reached his pudgy hands toward the sword handle.


“You must play the diplomat,” Graham warned her. “And if that doesn’t work, you must use charm to manipulate him into handing over his late mother’s will.”


“I can be diplomatic and charming,” she assured him. “I never murder people without justifiable provocation.”


Truth be told, it wasn’t the prospect of employing her as-yet-untried skills of diplomacy that worried her. Although Elizabeth had never attempted a calm, rational negotiation, she had read countless tomes on the art of warfare, all of which explained the ways in which logic and persuasion were as important as maintaining a sharp blade. Though she liked to pretend there was nothing rattling in her head besides swordplay, on the days she couldn’t rise from bed, she often rehearsed the logistics of imaginary confrontations and peace treaties in her mind.


It was the not-always-able-to-rise-from-bed part that made her hesitant to undertake a mission without sufficient reinforcements.


If something went wrong—like, for example, her body, whose signature move was to rebel against her at the worst possible moments—Elizabeth would not have the luxury of nine other Wynchesters at her side to support her and pick up the charge.


She would be totally on her own.


“You can say no,” Philippa said gently. “We’ll find another way.”


Elizabeth scoffed, far too determined to mask any lack of confidence and avoid showing weakness rather than actually voicing her fears. She would never let down her family. They believed in her. So did Miss Oak. Wherever a client needed Elizabeth, she would go. No matter how much panic boiled up inside.


“Maybe the mission will be a two-for-one,” she said with forced cheerfulness. “I can poke holes in the Earl of Densmore and that strutting peacock Richard Reddington.”


“We’ve been over this,” Jacob reminded her. “No murdering. You can’t run a fake general through with a real sword without ironclad justification.”


Graham glanced up from his case notes. “Didn’t you say Reddington’s money comes from the slave trade? Ironclad justification.”


“There we have it.” Jacob plucked the baby from Elizabeth’s lap and gestured toward her sword. “Run Reddington through as many times as you please. I’ll loan you a few raptors to pick the bones clean.”


“Recover the will and testament first,” Tommy said quickly. “And then you can unleash Beth the Berserker.”


“Done.” Elizabeth smiled happily. Perhaps this trip would be fun after all.
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