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            Chapter 1

         

         London, England

December 1820

         King had seen the beginning of the fight.

         He’d been standing too far away to keep it from starting but close enough to know how it would end. The three men who had slunk up the darkened alley had been arrogant mongrels, sure of their position as the superior predator. King knew their type—malice, avarice, or a combination of both snuffing any glimmer of intelligence.

         He wondered if, even for a second, the men had questioned how an ebony-haired angel, dressed in dark breeches and a midnight coat, had appeared in such a filthy place and yet remained untouched and unscathed. Her cold demeanor and her utter lack of alarm should have given them at least a moment’s pause, but it appeared as though uncommon beauty and uncommon opportunity had stirred the men’s blood and rendered them oblivious to their peril.

         By the time King reached the mouth of the alley, the largest of the three men was already staggering against the rough stone wall, doubled over. The two remaining assailants were circling her with small knives, blood blooming into the fabric along the edges of a half dozen cuts and punctures in their clothing. They were outmatched, King knew, even if they didn’t. And the best thing for them to do would be to flee—but this had become a matter of pride. One that they would never settle to their satisfaction, if they even survived.

         The angel’s rapier flashed in the twilight, like a flare of lightning, and King assessed the ease and the balance with which the woman handled the long-needled blade. Someone, at some point, had given this woman the sort of technical instruction reserved for aristocratic sons. Someone with the sort of wealth and security that allowed one to fight for mere sport and amusement. An indulgent father. A conspiring brother, perhaps. Or maybe a smitten lover.

         Yet the black-clad angel also wielded a knife in her other hand, the blade long and curved and stained scarlet along the edge. There was nothing aristocratic about this weapon. It was nothing less than an unadorned instrument of death, and it sat as easily in her hand as the rapier. Someone else had tutored her. Someone who had learned to fight for survival, not entertainment.

         Her booted feet made no sound as she circled, keeping a careful eye on the remaining two attackers.

         “Whore,” the taller of the two snarled, thrusting his knife toward her.

         She danced back, her rapier deflecting a similar offensive by the second thug as he lunged at her from the side. “When the occasion requires,” she murmured.

         King tightened his hand on the smooth silver knob of his walking stick. Her face was expressionless, a mask of concentration, and to intervene now would be dangerous. A distraction could prove her undoing.

         The thickset assailant groaned from where he still sagged against the wall and abruptly dropped to the ground.

         The woman tipped her head. “Your friend is bleeding. He requires your assistance. Take him and go.”

         “And you’ll pay for that, ye poxy bitch, afore we go anywhere.”

         “I have no quarrel with you.” Her voice was devoid of inflection.

         “Ye need to be taught a lesson.”

         A ghost of a smile touched her lips, but it was chilling. “There is nothing you can teach me that I haven’t already learned, I can assure you.”

         It was the shorter man who moved first, another desperate lunge with a rusty blade that should have gutted her from the side. She twisted, her curved blade sweeping down on his wrist in a flash of quicksilver. The man’s knife clattered to the stone as he crumpled, and his pitiful scream was drowned out by the infuriated roar of the man who remained standing. He came at her in a blind charge, his blade raised high above his shoulder.

         Fool.

         From where he stood, King heard the crunch of bone as the pommel of her knife snapped his head back, blood spurting like a geyser from his nose. She spun, her leg striking down on her attacker’s low and hard at his knee. The man collapsed in an ignoble pile next to his consorts, writhing and moaning.

         The woman, who looked like an angel but fought like Lucifer himself, stood silently for a moment before wiping her blades on the coat of the nearest fallen man. She sheathed both weapons and, in the pale gray light, caught in profile alone against the cold stone, looked more weary than triumphant.

         A strange feeling curled deep through King’s chest, peculiar tendrils of…empathy? Longing? He almost took a step forward before he caught himself, swallowing hard against his momentary weakness. A woman such as this did not need empathy.

         And he did not need to tarry at the mouth of this stinking cesspool of an alley. He was already late. He should return across the street and to his carriage, which awaited him. In less than four hours he would have the cream of London society in his ballroom, every greedy, grasping peer vying with every other to attain the unattainable. His auctions were as exclusive as they were legendary, and he needed to ensure preparations at his estate had been completed.

         Yet he remained right where he was.

         The woman started up the alley toward him, her steps unhurried and graceful, with the same efficiency of movement she had demonstrated in combat. She was outwardly beautiful, yes, but that was not what intrigued him. A fair face was never a good measure of motives and convictions, or principles and provocations, and it was these attributes that interested King, man or woman. He did not fool himself into believing he knew all of London’s underbelly, but a woman such as this should have caught his attention or that of others long before now—

         “Enjoy the entertainment?”

         The woman had stopped just shy of him, not looking in his direction nor looking back at the carnage she had left behind. Instead her eyes were scanning the gloomy, sodden street.

         “I didn’t wish to interfere,” he replied. “There was nothing I could do that you hadn’t already done.”

         “Mmm.” She looked at him then, studying his face in the waning light. Up close, she was even more extraordinary than he had thought. Skin the color of dark honey, cool silver eyes, and hair like spun midnight woven in a simple plait down her back. “You have my gratitude for that.”

         “Your gratitude?”

         “For not interfering.” Her voice was husky, and traces of an indiscernible accent floated around each syllable. “I did not require your help.”

         “No,” he agreed as he considered her. “You expected a fight.”

         “Residential hazard.”

         King glanced at the half-rotting sign swinging from its bracket over the door of the building edging the alley. Four crudely carved cockerels strutted across the graying boards, and King knew the gin to be abysmal inside, the lodgings worse yet. “An odd choice of accommodations for someone new to London,” he said.

         “New to London?” she repeated. “A bold assumption.”

         “Not an assumption,” he lied.

         She lifted a shoulder almost imperceptibly. “The Four Cocks is convenient for my purposes.”

         “May I ask the nature of those purposes?” He was aware she hadn’t confirmed anything yet.

         “You may ask. You’re a man used to doing as he likes anyway.” She was scanning the street beyond them again, her gloved hand resting lightly on the hilt of her rapier. “But I am not required to answer.”

         King’s own fingers drummed on the silver handle of his walking stick as he considered her words. He glanced back down the alley to where her attackers still lay in whimpering piles of agony. “You know who I am?” he asked idly.

         The dark angel returned her attention to his face, her gaze impenetrable. “Does it matter?”

         His fingers stopped. “That depends.”

         She smiled at him then, in what looked like genuine amusement. An answering flutter of pleasure stirred within him even as disquiet slid through his veins. He shoved both emotions back down with ruthless efficiency. Emotion had no place anywhere in his world. If one could not detach sentiment and passion from strategy and control, one generally ended up like the three mongrels bleeding in the alley behind them.

         Instead King forced himself to consider the utter insouciance she had displayed since he had first set eyes on her. It wasn’t fearlessness that she wielded with an icy calm, because he’d always equated fearlessness with stupidity, and only a fool would think this woman stupid. Those who professed themselves fearless had nothing to lose and, thus, nothing of value worth preserving. No true ambition or purpose.

         Those individuals had their uses, of course, but they were generally dull-witted and predictable. Nothing like the woman who stood before him. Perhaps it was ambition, then, that this angel wielded with such expertise. Which made her dangerous as well as intriguing.

         “Depends on what?” she asked.

         “On what it is you came to London for. On what you might require.” The need to know who this woman was and why she was here was starting to prick like a sliver that couldn’t easily be removed. Insignificant in the larger picture but quickly becoming all-consuming.

         “What would ever give you the idea that I require something?” She moved her hand from the rapier’s hilt and smoothed her palm over the unadorned lapel of her coat. King had never appreciated men’s garments on women, yet these layers that clung to smooth curves seemed to suit her.

         “Everyone needs something.”

         “They do, don’t they?” she murmured. “Yet need is a weakness that can be exploited. In the wrong hands, need, more often than not, ultimately leads to downfall.” Her smile hadn’t slipped, her face still a mask of amused serenity.

         King inhaled sharply. He might not know who this woman was, but he knew what she was—one who understood what lurked in the dark corners of the soul. Like recognized like, after all.

         “May I have the pleasure of your name?” he asked abruptly.

         “Is this something you need?”

         He almost smiled. Perhaps her name was something he did need. Given that he still lingered in an alley, asking questions that he would never get real answers to, maybe he was betraying a weakness. Not one that would ever lead to his downfall, of course, but a weakness nonetheless. “Possibly,” he replied.

         The dark angel tilted her head, her long, ebony braid sliding over her shoulder. She considered him for so long that King didn’t think she was going to answer.

         “Adrestia,” she said finally.

         An ancient name steeped in legends of goddesses and divine retribution. It suited her here, in this moment, armed and dressed as she was. But it was not her real name. King would have bet everything he owned on that. Because again, like recognized like. “Thank you.”

         “I hope it was worth it.” She smiled at him again, and before he could say anything further, she simply slipped from the shadows of the alley out into the darkening street.

         King did not watch her go but turned on his heel and stalked across the uneven, mucky stones to where his carriage still sat, careful not to look behind him. Litchfield Street was oddly empty at this time, caught between day and night and devoid of the creatures who inhabited both.

         Two of his men, who had been watching from their posts, met him as he approached the carriage. They were quick and clever, two of his best.

         “Do the bodies need disposing of?” The tallest gestured past him in the direction of the alley.

         “No,” King said. “They are not dead. Merely stupid. But the woman—she left just before me. Do you see her now? Men’s trousers and coat, knife and rapier at her waist.”

         His men nodded, two sets of hard eyes tracking over King’s shoulder. “Yes.”

         “Follow her. Tell me where she goes. What she does, whom she speaks to.”

         “Of course.”

         “Do not let her see you. I can’t guarantee she won’t gut you where you stand if she catches you.”

         “Yessir.” His men melted into the deepening shadows of Litchfield, and King pulled open his carriage door.

         “To Helmsdale?” his driver asked from up top.

         King paused, checking his pocket watch. “No,” he said. “To Covent Square first.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Well, isn’t this domestic.”

         The woman looked up from where she sat near the hearth, poring over what appeared to be a heavy ledger. She didn’t betray surprise, nor had King expected her to. Whatever thoughts Elise Ellery might possess were hidden expertly behind a mask of bland neutrality. And a moustache. And a wig and a truly awful pair of spectacles.

         “King.” She closed the ledger and stood, leaning against the edge of the study desk. “I’d say it’s a pleasure but it rarely is.”

         “You look well.” He examined Elise’s flawless disguise. “Of all your personas, I do believe I fancy this one best. Doddering doctors are always underestimated.”

         She ignored his comment. “You might consider knocking next time.”

         “I do believe we’ve had this discussion before,” he said, setting his walking stick by the door and wandering into the study. “You admonish me, I counsel you to improve your security, and in the end nothing changes.” He picked up a small card from the pile that rested in a crystal bowl on the desk. Chegarre & Associates. A firm dedicated to managing and shrouding all manner of sordid scandal and other unsavory business for clients wealthy enough to afford its services. A firm in which the woman before him was a dedicated partner.

         “What do you want?” Elise set the ledger on the chair behind her.

         “Brandy,” King suggested. “French, preferably, but I’d settle for Spanish.”

         She ignored that too. “Ashland is not here.”

         “Mmm.” King set the card back in the bowl and moved to examine the engraved face of the tall clock that ticked away the seconds. As he always did when he spoke with the wife of the man he considered the closest thing he had to a friend, he wondered just how much she really knew about how that friendship had come to be. “I have no business with your husband today, though you might pass along my regards. I came seeking you.”

         “What for?”

         “A job.” He turned.

         “You employ an army of men to do jobs for you.”

         “And they are good, but nowhere near as talented as you. Which is why I have previously employed you in matters of delicacy.”

         “I’m sure I’m flattered.” She didn’t sound impressed.

         “You should be.”

         She gestured at her altered appearance. “I’m sorry, but as you can see, I’m already engaged to deal with a matter of delicacy for a client. Can’t be late.”

         “You owe me.”

         The faintest hint of irritation passed across her features before it vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “Indeed? And how have you come to this conclusion?”

         “Your brother.”

         “My brother?”

         “Yes, your brother. You know, tall, dark, and troublesome. Owner of a delightful little gaming establishment. Married improbably to a brilliant blond—”

         “Stop.” She held up her hand. “What does your presence here have to do with Alex?”

         “Not so long ago, you requested information on his behalf. Information about murder—two murders, to be precise, connected to the Hutton name. Information that I provided.”

         “I remember.”

         “I am here hoping that you might repay the favor in kind.”

         “You want information on a murder?”

         “I’m not entirely sure.”

         Elise’s dark brows rose fractionally over the wire rims of her spectacles. “How very unlike you.”

         King resumed his travels around the room, stopping in front of a set of towering bookcases. “If she hasn’t killed anyone yet, I suspect she might soon.”

         “She?”

         “She’s staying at the Four Cocks. Faint accent—French, I believe—black hair, an alarming aptitude with sharp, pointy weapons. Calls herself Adrestia.” He withdrew a volume from the shelves and read the title. Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, published anonymously. He opened it to a random page.

         “Clearly, you do not need me if you already know where she is. I shouldn’t have to remind you that I specialize in finding those who do not wish to be found. If it’s information you’re after, you’d do better to ask Ivory.”

         “The duchess is still somewhat displeased with me.”

         Elise crossed her arms over her chest. “With good reason. Not so long ago, you kidnapped her sister-in-law and—”

         “Oh, for God’s sake, I didn’t kidnap her, I was trying to keep her safe.” The book snapped shut with a report like a pistol. King frowned at the noise. Emotion achieved nothing, and this was the second time today he’d had to remind himself of that. He slid the volume back into its place and moderated his tone. “The foolish girl had put herself in a situation where she could have done far worse than a few days of my hospitality. You’re not the only ones schooled in the art of deception. I was trying to make a point she wouldn’t soon forget.”

         “And what point was that?” Elise asked dubiously.

         “That one must take great care in whom one trusts. Trust the wrong person and you’ll pay for that mistake forever.” His words came out with more force than he’d intended.

         “I’ve wondered about that for a long time.” A new voice came from the door of the study.

         King pivoted to find Ivory Harcourt, Duchess of Alderidge and the founding member of Chegarre & Associates, standing in the doorway. She was watching him with dark eyes, and her expression, like her partner’s, betrayed nothing.

         “Duchess, you look beautiful as ever.”

         She ignored his compliment. “I need not remind you that your actions put me in a difficult position.”

         King lowered himself into one of the chairs by the hearth and crossed his booted foot over his knee. “Which you handled with the skill and ability I’ve always admired. Managing difficult positions is what you excel at, and as I expected, you did not disappoint.”

         “Hmm.” Ivory advanced into the study, tucking a stray chestnut curl behind her ear. “Why not tell me this before now?”

         King shrugged. “You never asked.”

         Ivory smiled faintly. “I suppose I didn’t.”

         “I assume you overheard our earlier conversation,” King said, returning to the matter at hand and gesturing in Elise’s direction.

         “Yes.” Ivory leaned back against the desk next to her partner.

         “Can you accommodate my request?” he pressed. He was aware of the time slipping by.

         “This will discharge our debt to you on the Hutton affair?”

         “Yes.”

         “Very well.” Ivory pushed herself away from the desk and came to sit in the chair opposite him, rearranging her skirts casually.

         “I despise delay, Duchess.” King frowned. “You already know where the woman is staying—”

         “I too, despise delay,” Ivory replied coolly. “I also despise the idea of bloodshed on this very fine rug should my husband return home to find you still here. He has not yet forgiven you for the incident with his sister and still harbors piratical fancies that generally feature him keelhauling you or simply running you through. So in the interest of expediency and the preservation of my decor, you will listen and listen carefully.”

         King uncrossed his leg, his foot thumping softly on the very fine rug. “You already know who she is.”

         Ivory steepled her fingers and exchanged an indecipherable look with Elise. “I am familiar with her work, though she does not often cross the Channel. I cannot speak to why she is currently in London.”

         “What can you speak to?”

         The duchess once again met his eyes with her own. “To start, her name isn’t Adrestia.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Adeline Archambault had counted twelve.

         Twelve men around Helmsdale House’s perimeter, each armed with pistols and blades, and each making no effort to conceal that fact. They were all silhouetted in torchlight and easily visible from the tiny window of her hired carriage, which bumped and swayed toward the looming manor. There were more men, Adeline knew, men who guarded the house and the secrets within but had not been put on display to intimidate the arriving peers. Those men had been harder to count, but her vigilance and patience over the last three days had left her with an accurate tally of those guards as well.

         Not that the number of guards would matter in the end. Adeline was not a woman hired for her skills at observational arithmetic. She was engaged to make the sort of well-armed math that surrounded Helmsdale House and all its contents irrelevant.

         The owner of Helmsdale, however, was very relevant. Before his unexpected and unwelcome appearance at the mouth of that alley, Adeline had already observed the man called King at a distance a half dozen times in her covert surveillance of the manor. And while his men were never far, King himself was always alone. Outside of brief exchanges and orders to his men, Adeline had not once witnessed him in the company of a kept mistress, a favored acquaintance, or even a regular man of business.

         Which didn’t surprise her, given his supposed propensity for privacy and the rumors that surrounded him. Facts had been enormously difficult to come by, even through her usual tried-and-true methods involving significant coin. In Adeline’s experience, rumor was a poor substitute for fact, but there were always seeds of truth buried in speculation. She’d been told that men who deceived or betrayed him oft disappeared, never to be seen again. That he was ruthlessly capable of finding anything—or anyone—for a price. That he controlled more than half the Kentish coast and the illicit goods that funneled into London from there. That he had as many peers and politicians in his pocket as he did thieves and assassins. Conjecture, all of it, none of it proven.

         Yet Adeline had spent far too much time of late wondering which of the terrifying tales about the lord of London’s underworld contained those seeds of truth.

         Those tales should have unsettled her, especially given King’s appearance in that damn alley hours ago. She had made every effort to cloak her presence since she had set foot on English soil, but it had been impossible to discern from their exchange if King’s presence had merely been a coincidence or if he had beaten her at her own game and the hunter had become the hunted.

         This should have been unsettling, yet their conversation had left her feeling oddly…liberated. As though she had finally met a man who had seen her for exactly what she was and understood it. Though she wasn’t fool enough to underestimate him, or his displeasure should she be caught. For brief moments she had considered changing her plan, but she had discarded that idea almost immediately. It was far too late for that. This was merely the final chapter in a story that had been written long ago.

         “Halt!”

         The shout jarred her from her ruminations. Her hired carriage jolted and jerked to a stop in front of a guardhouse that looked more suited to a fortress than to a manor perched on the edge of London. Two of the hulking guards stepped into the flickering torchlight, snow starting to fall around them. One of them said something inaudible to her driver while the other opened the carriage door. A blast of frosty air and falling snowflakes swirled into the cramped space, sending icy fingers up her legs under the hem of her gown.

         “Invitation,” the guard grunted, his eyes sweeping the interior of the carriage before coming to rest on Adeline.

         She touched the simple half mask that had accompanied the invitation, ensuring it was still firmly in place. As Adeline handed over the expensively engraved missive, she let her cloak fall open to reveal the bodice of her gown, which was a breath away from indecent. This particular gown usually stalled unwanted questions from men like this in situations like this, and tonight was no different.

         The guard leered, glancing only briefly at the card, which looked more like an invitation to a coronation than an invitation to an auction. Adeline had considered a stealthier means of accessing the house but, in the end, had decided that this course of action offered the greatest chance of success. Though that was before King had appeared in that alley. And by then the first domino in her plan had already been tipped.

         And now the rest would fall as they might.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Save for the tall fences and gates, Helmsdale House might look like a bucolic country manor from the outside, but Adeline had been in palaces with less sumptuous interiors. As she entered the hall, a golden-haired boy approached and offered her a courtly bow. He was no more than ten, dressed in fine livery and possessing startlingly beautiful features. He whisked away her cloak with nary a word and vanished as another servant, this one a footman in the same livery, offered her a glass of champagne from a gleaming silver tray.

         A fire roared in the massive marble-encased hearth, chasing away the December chill and sending a red-orange glow dancing across the polished floor. What looked like ancient Greek sculpture flanked the fireplace, imposing as it was arresting. On a wide canvas mounted above the hearth, a beautiful woman clad in a torn tunic and armed with a bow was forever captured in a bloody battle with an enraged dragon. Yet the display of opulence in the hall paled in comparison to the cavernous ballroom that drew people in through tall, arched doors.
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