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St. Stephen’s Chapel


South Lambeth


October 1834


Storm clouds, they said, brought good luck on a wedding day.


The bleakness of the sky over the marriage vows, they said, would mark the bleakest point of a union. Sheets of rain, they said, would wash away any ill fortune fated for the couple, leaving only the future, filled with good luck.


After all, they said, weddings were the happiest of days—times for blushing brides and fresh-faced grooms and new frocks and families full to the brim with joy at the prospect of doubling in size. What was a bit of rain against the promise of such happiness?


Bad weather, they said, would make the worst of the day and the match.


But what if the weather was not the worst of the day? What of the match then?


That late October morning, as the rain came in sheets, thunder shaking the rafters, Miss Adelaide Trumbull stood at the altar of St. Stephen’s Chapel in South Lambeth, the scents of incense and candle wax all around her, in a frock thieved in the dark of night from Mayfair’s finest dressmaker, and considered the possibility that they were wrong.


There was nothing blushing about Adelaide, the twenty-one-year-old daughter of Alfie Trumbull, a brute with a fist the size of another man’s face. Alfie had put that meaty weapon to good work as soon as he’d been big enough to pack a punch, and he’d built himself a small empire, such as it was, on the South Bank, the head of The Bulls, a gang of thugs and thieves named for the man who’d brought them together. Adelaide had learned fast that if she was to survive her father’s violent dominion, she would have to earn her keep, and by six years old, she’d been one of the South Bank’s finest nippers—with long, slim, quick fingers that could lift a pocket watch or cut a purse, her mark none the wiser.


A princess of thieves.


And when it came time to marry, there was no question that her father would choose the groom—that was the role of kings, was it not? To marry off their daughters for land or power or an army made exponentially larger by the match.


It did not matter that Adelaide was too tall and too plain, or that John Scully had absolutely no interest in her. Oh, he smiled when she came into the room, and he’d been more than willing to sample the wares, which her father had all but insisted she allow, and when he talked, he did so with the easy patter of a man who knew how to catch flies with honey. But he didn’t have any interest in catching Adelaide, so she expected that once she was caught, there’d be far less honey than there would be vinegar.


What mattered was that Scully was the leader of The Boys, a smaller, newer gang making waves on the South Bank. More anarchy than organization, The Boys posed a danger to residents, businesses, and the kingdom belonging to Alfie Trumbull—a man who believed strongly in the adage that friends should be kept close and enemies closer.


If that meant sacrificing his daughter to them, so be it.


Adelaide didn’t care for her father. And she highly doubted she would care for her new husband. But this was the life into which she was born, and if she was lucky, she would survive marriage to a monster better than her own mother had. Perhaps John Scully would die young.


A wicked crack of thunder sounded, and it occurred to Adelaide that pondering the death of one’s groom while before the parson would likely offset the good luck of the torrential rain outside.


A tiny, wild laugh bubbled out of her. No one noticed.


She adjusted her spectacles and touched her fingers to her throat, where the high lace collar of the wedding gown made for another was too tight.


The priest prattled away, his words a run of stuttering gibberish, born of fear of what might come if he failed in following his instructions, no doubt.


Adelaide made out something about Cana of Galilee as she cast a look at the man she was to marry—rocking back and forth on his heels, as though he had somewhere else to be. Her gaze slid past him, to his mother, seated in the first pew—the one hiding the entrance to the underground cellar that held half-dozen cases of weapons waiting for whatever war Alfie waged next. The older woman’s gaze was stern, as though they were before the magistrate and not the minister.


Adelaide’s attention shifted to the others in the row. Two young women, Scully’s sisters, looking as though they might be rendered unconscious from the boredom of the day. Behind them, a row of men. Scully’s brothers, one by blood and the rest by fire. Soon to be her brothers, too, she supposed. Hideously brutish, brows low over eyes, heavy enough to shade their noses, broken so many times over that smashed was a better term for their state. They, too, fidgeted.


An ordinary bystander might think the movements the result of a collective fear for souls. That a house of God was not their preferred location for a Saturday morning.


But this was no ordinary house of God, and Adelaide was not an ordinary bystander.


The priest continued, finding enough clarity to say something about hellfire, which Adelaide thought a bit much for a wedding, but perhaps he was attempting to turn the assembly to the light.


Good luck to him.


She shifted, just enough to see her father out of the corner of her eye. Just enough to see that he was not watching the ceremony. Instead, he was staring over her head, past the priest, to the stained glass in the windows beyond.


His meaty fingers tapped against his knee. His jaw worked as he chewed the side of his tongue—a tell that Adelaide had learned early meant she should find a way out of the room, and fast. Squinting through her spectacles, she looked to his boots, still caked with muck from the Rookery beyond. There, touching the heel of one, was the wooden handle of the club that was her father’s preferred weapon.


And that’s when she realized that she wasn’t going to be married that day. It was not to be a merger, but a conquest; her father planned to kill her groom.


She snapped her attention back to the priest, instinct taking over. There was a chalice on the altar behind him. Likely made of pewter, though. Not heavy enough. No, she’d be better with the brass candlestick. The short one on the far side of the altar. She’d have to get there first, up two steps. Were candlesticks holy? Adelaide lowered her hand to her skirts, annoyance flaring. If she’d known she was going to have to fight, she would have protested this frock. She rolled one shoulder in the too-tight dress. There was no way she would be able to swing that candlestick hard enough to do damage. And she needed to be able to do damage.


What kind of animals turned a wedding into a turf war?


And more importantly, what were they waiting for?


“If any here assembled …”


Adelaide rolled her eyes. Of course. No one liked theater like a lifelong criminal, thinking himself a hero.


“… has reason for these two to not be joined in holy matrimony …”


Beside her, Scully shifted, his hand slipping beneath his coat, to where he no doubt had a blade holstered. Her father wasn’t the only one out for blood that day.


“Oh, for God’s sake,” she muttered.


The priest turned censorious eyes on her, as though no bride would ever consider speaking up at this moment. “… speak now, or forever hold your peace.”


For a moment, silence fell, long and heavy, and for a heartbeat, Adelaide wondered if she was wrong.


She held her breath as thunder boomed, filling the church, reverberating off the centuries-old stones.


The war began.


The assembly was on its feet, fists flying, blades unsheathing, a hatpin or two entering the fray, all punctuated by grunts and shrieks.


Adelaide headed for the candlestick, nimble and quick as she’d ever been—as she’d been trained to be since she was four years old. And while she went, aiming for that brass prize, she did the other thing she’d been doing since she was four years old—she picked pockets. She was no fool, and knew that she might well be on her own after this brawl, with nothing but a stolen, too-tight wedding dress and no coin. Years on the street had taught her to plan for the fight and prepare for the flight.


She took three watches—one while ducking an impressive punch—and two purses heavy with coin, and shoved them up the tight sleeves of her gown, on her way toward her goal. Lifting her too-short skirts, she rushed up the steps, past the priest, now tucked behind the altar—the safest place for a man of the cloth to hide while his borrowed chapel became the stage for a bloody battle.


A shout came from behind her, too close—and she looked back to find one of Scully’s men reaching for her, red in the face. “Where are you goin’, gel?” He grabbed for the back of her gown, and the fabric stuck like skin, refusing him purchase.


Adelaide increased her speed and grabbed the candlestick, immediately turning and using all the force she could muster to knock him back. “Nowhere with you!”


He howled and grabbed her weapon, yanking her toward him in the moment before he lost consciousness, but Adelaide was ready, releasing it as he fell like a tree. She paused for a half second—less—to consider her options, her mind racing. Did she want this fight?


Was it hers?


She was saved from having to answer, a hand coming to her shoulder. Before she could turn and fight, she was pulled backward through a door hidden behind the altar.


It closed with a soft snick, the sound of the battle beyond fading away, muffled by wood and stone and distance and the infernal rain, pounding high on the lead-cased windows above.


The soot-covered stained glass barely filtered the dim light from the dark sky beyond. Adelaide grasped for the first weapon she could find. Spinning to face the door, she brandished the book … and immediately lowered it.


The woman just inside the door smiled. “Decided against walloping me?”


“I don’t imagine eternal punishment is easy for those who strike nuns,” Adelaide replied.


“Even worse for those who strike nuns with the Holy Bible.”


Adelaide returned the book to its place.


The nun moved past her, to the far side of the room, where she retrieved a hamper from a low cupboard. She set it on the table between them, next to the Bible, then stepped back from it.


Adelaide eyed the basket and the woman warily. “You ain’t like no nun I’ve ever known.”


“Have you known many nuns?”


She considered the question. She hadn’t, but that wasn’t the point. She pushed her spectacles up her nose. “Who are you for?”


The woman’s brows rose. “Is that not clear?”


“I mean, are you The Bulls or The Boys?”


The nun tilted her head. “I could ask you the same question.”


Neither.


Adelaide kept quiet.


“Imagine this, Adelaide Trumbull,” the nun said, her blue gaze sharp and full of truth. “What if I were for you?”


Adelaide lifted her chin. What if there was a third path? A better one?


Impossible. There were no better paths for girls born in Lambeth. Not even for the princesses born there. Especially not for them.


High above, Adelaide found the face of one of the stained-glass figures and found herself envious of the shrouded woman’s position. Unidentifiable. Unseen by all but a very few. Unimportant. Rain pounded on the window, threatening to shatter the already cracked panes of blue glass that made the figure’s body.


A scream from beyond penetrated the quiet of the room.


“You need somewhere to put your loot, do you not?” The nun who did not seem so nunnish indicated the hamper once more.


Adelaide met the woman’s eyes, the trio of pocket watches heavy and warm against her skin up her sleeve. “What loot?”


The nun lifted a knowing brow.


Adelaide approached the basket, uncertain of what it would reveal, and knowing that whatever it was would change her life. Possibly not for the better.


Though, to be honest, it could not get much worse.


She lifted the lid to reveal a small portrait in a round silver frame. She looked to the woman watching her carefully from across the room. “Me.”


“So you know what is within was for you all along.”


Adelaide considered the door and what was beyond it. “You knew what he planned,” she said. Her father. The battle beyond. The war that would come.


A nod.


“You, and who else?”


A little head tilt. “That comes later.”


“How do I know there is a later?”


“How do you know there is a later out there?”


The nun made a fair point.


Adelaide reached into the hamper and extracted a pile of clothing. Trousers. A peaked cap. A shirt and waistcoat and coat. A black umbrella.


“They’ll be looking for a bride,” the other woman explained, lifting a chin in the direction of the altar, where half of Lambeth’s muscle no doubt turned the church stones red. “One in a stolen frock.”


Adelaide didn’t misunderstand. The clothing was a disguise—one that would never work in the long run, but would absolutely work for the next thirty minutes. For the next thirty yards, once she opened the door and stepped into the rain.


Except …


“There’s nowhere to go,” she said, shaking her head. Princesses didn’t leave their kingdoms. Who were they without them?


The nun nodded to the hamper. “Are you sure?”


Adelaide peeked inside the now-empty basket to find a small blue calling card at the bottom, thick and lush—the finest paper she’d ever seen, inked with a beautiful indigo bell. Though the rectangle was the size of a calling card, there was no name on it. Only that bell, and an address in Mayfair.


The bell, the address, and, when she turned it over, the message.




It is time for you to disappear, Adelaide.


Come and see me.


Duchess





And like that, the third path rolled out before Adelaide, clean and clear. And coveted.


Turned out, they were right.


Rain made luck on a wedding day, after all.









Chapter One
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The South Bank


Five years later


There were any number of words London might use to describe Adelaide Frampton.


North of the river, in Hyde Park and on Bond Street and in Mayfair ballrooms, when people spoke of the bespectacled distant cousin to the Duchess of Trevescan, which was rare, they used words like plain. If pressed, they might add tall. Or perhaps ordinary. Certainly spinster was not out of the realm of possibility for the twenty-six-year-old woman who had absolutely no hope of prospects, what with her flame red hair always tucked tightly beneath a pristine cap and the way she wore her collars high and out of fashion, her frocks drab, and her face common, without rouge or kohl.


Barely seen, rarely heard, neither titled nor rich, never droll, lacking in charm or extraordinary skill. Uninteresting. Unassuming. Unremarkable and therefore unnoticeable, allowed into Mayfair thanks only to a faraway bloodline.


South of the river, however, in warehouses and laundries and workhouses, in the rookeries and streets where Adelaide had been raised not Adelaide Frampton but Adelaide Trumbull, she was legend. Little girls across Lambeth would tuck into their beds at night, hungry for hope and the promise of a future, and their mothers and aunts and older sisters would whisper the stories of Addie Trumbull, the greatest nipper the South Bank had ever seen—fingers so fast she’d never once been caught—and a future so bright that she’d fought in the war that had merged The Bulls and The Boys, ensuring her father was king of both before she’d left for a future beyond the coal clouds and the mud puddles and filth of Lambeth.


Addie Trumbull, the story went, had left a princess and become a queen.


Remarkable how legends grew without proof, even in places where the soil was salted and the fields lay fallow. Especially in those places.


It did not matter that Addie had never returned. Someone’s cousin’s friend’s sister worked as a maid in the new queen’s court, and had seen Addie there. She was married to a good, rich man, and slept on goose down and wore silk frocks and ate off golden plates.


Sleep well, little ones; if you are good and learn early to cut purses and move fast, you, too, might have a future like Addie Trumbull.


Legend. Myth. Luminary.


Unimaginable.


But like all gossip from north of the river, and all stories from south of it, the truth was a little of both and a lot of neither. And because of that, Adelaide remained a mystery in both places, which suited her quite well, as unnoticeable and unimaginable endowed her equally with the only quality she cared to have—invisibility.


And so, here is the truth: Adelaide Frampton was the greatest thief London never saw.


Her invisibility was on full display on that particular October afternoon in 1839 when, as the autumn sun crept low across the sky, she entered the warehouse that acted as the official headquarters of London’s largest gang of muscle for hire, Alfred Trumbull’s Bully Boys. The crew had been renamed in the wake of their violent merger on her failed wedding day with a portmanteau devised by her father—a man who knew well how an inexpensive gift could bring bad men to a cause.


It had been five years since Adelaide had seen the inside of the warehouse—five years since she’d left Lambeth and begun a new life across the river—but she remembered the place as though no time had passed at all. It remained full to the brim with the gang’s stolen goods—booze and jewels, silks and sterling, and a collection of firearms that should have blown them all up by now, considering the group’s notorious lack of sense.


Wearing a high-collared, trim fitting navy coat over a dark shirt and drab skirts, Adelaide made her way through the building. The clothes, along with the unadorned grey cap that hid her hair, were designed for ease of movement during just this kind of activity, ensuring that when she tucked into shadows or ducked behind crates of contraband, she disappeared.


Three separate patrols stayed her passage to the top floor, where her father’s office sat empty. Alfie Trumbull took “tea” every afternoon at four o’clock at the Wild Pheasant—a bordello he owned in the shadow of Lambeth Palace. The location of the place, mere yards from where the Archbishop of Canterbury laid his head, was no doubt part of its charm for Alfie, who had always thought himself the highest of beings.


The first patrol had required her to make a quick stop behind the stairs on the ground floor, the second sent her into hiding at the back corner of the warehouse, and the third had nearly caught her as she slipped inside her father’s office, sliding between several large barrels of whiskey to wait them out.


Five years, and while the world was changing with wild speed beyond those walls, absolutely nothing was different inside Alfie’s dominion. Same patrol schedule. Same hiding places. Same conversations—a bout that had sent a boy to the surgeon the night before but won them a decent amount of blunt.


Adelaide waited for them to lumber off, grateful that her father continued to value brawn over brains when it came to his watchmen. Once they were gone, Adelaide moved to Alfie’s workspace and sat, stilling in surprise.


Not everything was the same. Her father had bought himself a desk. One with drawers and locks and a bright shine that Adelaide imagined gave him pride every time he sat behind it.


He wouldn’t be happy when he realized his locks were no match for a thief.


Quickly, Adelaide extracted a snuffbox from the deep inside pocket of her coat and pulled a long gold chain from beneath the collar of her shirt. At the end of the chain hung a narrow brass tube, the tip of which she removed before opening the box to reveal the heads of a dozen brass keys. In seconds, she selected the proper one and attached it to the pendant.


Turning her newly created key in the desk lock, she reveled in the clean thunk of the steel tumblers within and began her search. She did not find what she was looking for in the first two drawers, nor was it in the deep, locked drawer at the bottom of the heavy desk. Except …


She extracted three heavy ledgers from the drawer, deep and well balanced on casters—her father had spared no expense—and set them on the desk, calculating their height before pushing back in the chair and considering the exterior of the drawer itself. A little smile played across her lips. Alfie Trumbull didn’t trust his boys after all.


Sliding her fingers over the wood inside, Adelaide found the hidden catch in seconds and threw it to reveal a secret compartment beneath the drawer’s false bottom.


“There you are,” she whispered, triumph flaring as she lifted a tiny black book, small enough to fit in a gentleman’s pocket. She opened it, confirming that it was what she sought: the locations of the eleven caches of munitions The Bully Boys had hidden throughout the city, along with the names of the Boys assigned to each, the schedules of the changings of the guard, and the provenance of each of the weapons within, each meticulously accounted by Alfie Trumbull himself.


Slipping the book into her own pocket, Adelaide moved to restore the drawer to rights before pausing, her gaze falling to the other item in the hidden compartment.


A block of ordinary wood.


With a little frown, she reached for it, lifting the six-inch cube. A lifetime of thieving had taught Adelaide that ordinary things were rarely that—especially when her father kept them in false-bottomed drawers—and so, she did what she often did when something piqued her curiosity.


She took it.


The light was fading fast inside the building, so she worked quickly. Replacing the bottom of the drawer, she returned the ledger books, dismantled her skeleton key, and stood, tucking her snuffbox away and settling the wooden cube into the crook of her arm.


“That doesn’t belong to you.”


Her heart leapt into her throat as she looked to the doorway, her free hand already sliding inside her skirts to the false pocket at her thigh, headed for the blade she kept there. She preferred to remain invisible and not leave a mess on missions, but she wasn’t above taking out this bruiser if she had to.


He was the opposite of invisible, tall and lean, standing in the shadows just inside the office door, peaked cap pulled low over his brow, doing absolutely nothing to hide the sharp lines of his handsome face—a long, straight nose and an angled jaw that appeared to have been honed by the best of bladesmiths.


This was not one of her father’s bruisers.


Even if she hadn’t been able to hear it in his proper voice, or see it in the way he held himself, as though it had never occurred to him that he did not belong in a place—even a dark warehouse owned by a hardened criminal … even if he didn’t look as though he’d spent his youth learning to fence instead of fight … it was the nose that gave it away.


He’d never once spent a night hungry. Never once had to brawl for his safety or his supper. Never once had to steal, because he had obviously been born into all he had.


The man was money.


And he was going to get them both caught.


She stood and headed around the side of the desk for the door, refusing to look at him or speak to him, considering her options. She couldn’t knife money. But she could certainly serve him a facer if he didn’t let her leave the room.


Except, when she got to the door, he stopped her. He didn’t touch her—he simply set one hand to the door-jamb and said, “Once again, that does not belong to you.”


“And what,” she retorted. “It belongs to you?”


He stiffened at the words, as though he was offended that she would deign to reply to him.


Definitely money. With absolutely no claim on this place. And he thought to tell her—Adelaide Frampton, the best thief Lambeth had ever seen—what she could and could not steal? The man should know his betters.


“It does, as a matter of fact.”


Surprised, she lifted her gaze to his face, past the rough scruff on his jaw and the low brim of his cap—a meager attempt at a disguise, as Adelaide recognized him instantly. And bit back a groan.


He wasn’t just money. He wasn’t just some toff.


And he most definitely wasn’t handsome.


The man in front of her was the Duke of Clayborn. The absolute worst of the aristocracy, with a stiff upper lip and a stick up his—


“Oy!”


The shout came from outside the door, where she could see a decent-sized watchman headed their way, beady eyes trained on her.


So much for invisible.


“Dammit, Clayborn,” she whispered, her grip tightening on the box. “Of course you would turn up here and see us both killed.”


He couldn’t conceal the surprise on his face. “You recognize me?”


Of course she did. She’d know this particular duke anywhere. He was impossible not to know. The last time he’d been this close to her, they’d been north of the river in the heart of Mayfair, and he’d given Adelaide a scathing setdown—the kind arrogant, rich, titled men adored delivering with cool disdain to women far below their station. He was lucky she wasn’t in the habit of brandishing her blade at dinner.


Though, if anyone could drive her to it, it was this man.


Stern and cold … and absolutely rubbish at remaining unnoticed.


“You there! Wot you doin’ in Alfie’s office!”


Adelaide didn’t wait. Instead, she took off, ducking under his arm and flying down the hallway away from the guard.


“Shit, boys! ’Ere’s intruders up here!”


“My cue,” she said before flying down the stairs to the first floor of the warehouse, calculating that she had less than a minute to get herself lost in the shadows. If she could get herself to the far end of the building, where the large door stood open to the fast-darkening street, she might be able to disappear.


Except she wasn’t alone.


The Duke of Clayborn was matching her move for move, light on his feet and faster than she would have thought a man of his size would be, but no less difficult to hide. Which was not her problem.


She tossed him a look. “Get gone, Duke.”


“Not a chance.”


With an irritated sigh, Adelaide checked behind her as they exited the stairwell, their original pursuer halfway down the stairs from above, and three others coming up from below. Biting back a curse, she headed down a long row of stacked crates, as far as she dared before tucking herself behind one.


He slid in beside her, barely there a moment before he inhaled, clearly planning to speak.


Adelaide covered his mouth with her hand, the scruff of his day-old beard rough-soft against her fingers. Not that she was interested in how he felt against her fingers. If the fire in his blue gaze was any indication, he wasn’t interested in that, either. He was annoyed, no doubt, that she was taking charge. Well, he’d have to get used to it if he wanted out of here unscathed.


She shook her head and pointed to beyond the stack of crates, where two of Alfie Trumbull’s guards thoroughly searched the passageway. Leaning in, she whispered close to his ear, barely a sound, “Can you fight?”


As she hadn’t removed her hand from his lips, he raised a superior brow in reply, his offended answer clear as a bell. Of course I can fight.


He likely couldn’t fight worth a damn—aristocrats were generally useless—but there wasn’t a choice. Adelaide hadn’t been caught in sixteen years, and she wasn’t about to start now. The men approached.


Releasing him, she shifted silently on the balls of her feet and reached beneath her skirts, slipping her blade from the sheath inside her boot with one hand, clutching the wooden cube in the other. She put a shoulder to the stack of crates that shielded them.


Five yards.


He shifted with her, matching her stance, facing her, his shoulder to the rough-hewn wood.


Two.


The leather of his gloves creaked as his fingers curved into fists. He’d need them. What they were about to do would bring every guard in the place.


One.


With a prayer that he could, indeed, fight, she nodded once. Twice.


“Now,” he mouthed. As one, they pushed, knocking the tower of boxes toward the pair of bruisers that were nearly on top of them.


Twin shouts were punctuated with an ear-splitting crash, but Adelaide didn’t stay to look at their handiwork. Instead, she ran, getting nearly as far as the skeleton stairs at the front of the warehouse—the ones that led to the streets outside and freedom.


Clayborn was on her heels, and though she did not look back—no time—she did call back to him, “This is no place for a duke.”


“Ideal place for a lady, is it?” he retorted.


She wasn’t a lady, but she didn’t correct him, telling herself that it was because she was too busy tearing down the stairs. She headed for the door, where two guards were waiting. Without hesitating, she clocked one in the head with the wood block. “I was doing just fine before you turned up.” She ducked as the other man swung a ham-sized fist at her head.


She heard it connect with a heavy thwack, and something she didn’t care for had her turning back to see what had happened.


Clayborn had caught the blow in one large hand. “That wasn’t very gentlemanly,” he said, all calm, the thug’s eyes going wide at the words. “And you’re lucky you didn’t strike her.” He punctuated the words with an excellent facer, dropping the villain to his knees.


Her eyes went wide in surprise as she stared at the unconscious man. “What if he had struck me?” When the duke did not reply, she added, “So you can fight.”


He tossed her another irritated look. “I don’t lie.”


Of course he took offense to that. Honestly, it was surprising the whole of the South Bank hadn’t gone up in flames when the Duke of Clayborn arrived like the angel of judgment.


She’d barely had time to roll her eyes at him before they were off again, out of the warehouse and into the street beyond, Adelaide quickly ducking behind a pile of rubbish and slipping her knife back into the pocket of her skirts, where a scabbard was fastened tight at her thigh.


Clayborn watched her and she ignored the heat that somehow came from his cool gaze. “The Duchess of Trevescan’s cousin, are you?”


She hid the surprise that flared when he identified her. For a woman who was practiced at remaining unnoticed and invisible, the Duke of Clayborn’s undivided focus proved unnerving, especially since it was clear her secret was out, and he was fully capable of returning to Mayfair and telling the whole of London that she was nothing close to an aristocrat’s cousin. Still, Adelaide brazened it through. “What, you don’t have remarkable fruit on the family tree?”


He watched her for a moment, and then said, “None so remarkable as you.”


Oh. She’d return to those five words at a later time.


But now, Adelaide had somewhere to be. “This is as far as I take you, Duke. They won’t come for an aristocrat in daylight, but you’d best hurry if you want to avoid meeting Lambeth’s finest.”


Before he could reply, she was off, disappeared into the afternoon throngs knowing that if she were caught, there would be no quarter.


For Adelaide Frampton, née Trumbull, daylight in Lambeth was cold comfort, as her father and The Bully Boys ran all of the South Bank, and she would find no help anywhere here—not because she didn’t have supporters, but because they lacked the strength to go up against London’s largest gang of street thugs.


She understood that truth intimately; she’d only gained the strength to fight The Bully Boys once she’d left the muck of Lambeth, so she didn’t blame those who had no means to do the same.


Within minutes, the felled brutes in the warehouse would turn into half a dozen outside, so Adelaide turned north, aiming to disappear into the narrow labyrinthine streets of the South Bank—the maze she’d learned before she’d learned her own name.


Unfortunately, her pursuers had received the same lessons.


She’d made a half-dozen turns before she was trapped, somewhere between St. George’s Circus and New Cut. One of Alfie’s men stood like a silent, massive sentry on one end, and two more approached, blades out, from behind.


The big one tilted his chin at the cube beneath Adelaide’s arm. “You’ve taken something that don’t belong to you, gel.”


She touched a hand to her cap, hoping it would keep her from being recognized. Five years away didn’t make a new face, and didn’t change the color of one’s hair. “More than one thing, but who’s counting?”


His companion growled.


Adelaide would wager all she had that these two had no idea what she carried. She had no idea herself, and she was surely the cleverest of the assembly.


Before she could say as much, however, the brute behind her spoke. “Set it down, girl, and no one gets hurt.”


She definitely wasn’t giving it back now. Adelaide extracted her watch, checking the time. Damn. She was going to be late. “I think that if I set this down, someone will absolutely get hurt.”


He grinned, showing several missing teeth, no doubt knocked out. “Why not try it and see?”


The trio closed in on her, their lack of hesitation leaving little time for a body to calculate its next move—but Adelaide was no ordinary foe. Within seconds, she knew how hard she would have to swing to knock out Teeth, how long it would take for the others to reach her, and what she’d have to do to bring them down. Angles were measured, force calculated, timing predicted.


She lowered herself to one knee. Set the oak cube to the ground.


“That’s it, love,” Teeth said, closer now. Her hand moved, searching for the false pocket in her skirts, aiming for the blade strapped to her thigh. And then … “Hang on …” he said, softly, the tone shifting. No longer full of disdain and loathing.


Now full of something else. Something far more dangerous.


Recognition.


“You’re—” he began, but before he could finish the thought, all hell broke loose.


Teeth’s attention shot over her head even as Adelaide turned to look at the commotion behind her, the two brutes who’d been heading for her suddenly locked in a battle with the Duke of Clayborn.


Dammit. This was a man who had a home in Mayfair and a seat in Parliament. Did he have nothing better to do than follow her through Lambeth?


Returning to the situation at hand, she reached down for the block of wood at her feet, clasped it in two hands, and brought it up sharply to knock Teeth back. Adelaide was running before he cracked his head against the cobblestones.


A shout sounded behind her.


She shouldn’t look. She hadn’t asked Clayborn to get involved. She certainly didn’t require a protector. This would serve him right.


That, and she had to get out of there before someone else recognized her.


She looked anyway, just in time to see one of The Bully Boys land a heavy blow to the Duke of Clayborn’s face.


He came back swinging like his life depended on it. And it did, she supposed; her father’s men were not known for mercy. The duke held his own, however, landing a tight jab and another, sending one of his opponents to his knees before turning to the other, throwing a wicked uppercut, knocking the man off balance and straight back into the closest wall, to sink slowly toward the ground.


Adelaide watched until the body slumped over, then turned her attention to Clayborn. “Impressive.”


She could not see his eyes in the afternoon shadows, but she could feel his gaze on her as he studied her before speaking … the words so even and deep one would never know he’d been in an alleyway brawl moments earlier. “You’re welcome.”


Ever the arrogant bastard. Her gaze narrowed on him. “Was I to have thanked you?”


“Yes.” A muscle flickered in his jaw as he stepped over one of his foes, his movements long and graceful. Not that Adelaide noticed. At all.


“For what?”


He waved at the ground. “Is it unclear?”


She considered the men writhing at his feet. “Ah, I am to thank you for your tribute? As though you are a cat and you’ve delivered a fat rat to my kitchen door?”


“I thought you might thank me for saving your pretty—”


Her eyes went wide as he cut himself off. “Why, Your Grace, were you about to use foul language?”


He scowled at her. “I confess, you tempt me.”


She’d like to tempt him.


Now where had that come from?


He extended a hand toward her. “My box, please.”


So it was a box. Of course it was. She looked down at it, turning it over in her hands as she backed toward the exit to the alleyway, stepping gingerly over the prone body of her own opponent, putting distance between them. “What’s in it?”


His lips flattened into a thin line and she ignored the way she noticed. “Nothing of import.”


“Alfie Trumbull thought it was important enough to steal it.”


“Alfie Trumbull thought it was worth enough money to steal it.”


Except Alfie didn’t like robbery; he didn’t think it was worth the risk compared to broader, more lucrative crimes. So whatever was in this box, it was worth money. And a great deal of money if her father had risked stealing it from a duke.


Even if it wasn’t worth money, it had brought a duke to Lambeth, so whatever was inside was a secret worth having.


As Adelaide had made a life of trading in powerful men’s secrets, and was currently very interested in secrets adjacent to this particular powerful man, she wasn’t about to give this one up easily. She tossed Clayborn a crooked smile. “Those are the same thing on the South Bank, Duke. But here we play by simple rules. She who finds, keeps.”


With that, she ran again, heading from the alleyway at a clip—aiming for the docks.


Of course, he followed. “It’s private,” he ground out as he kept pace with her, the words tortured from him, as though he resented having to speak them. Which of course he would—this was not a man who would deign to share with someone as common as Adelaide.


“That much is clear, or you wouldn’t be skulking about a well-guarded warehouse playing fancy dress.” She slid him a look. “You can’t possibly have thought you wouldn’t be noticed.”


He ran a hand over his beard. “Forgive me if I am not as deft at disguise as you.” He sent a cool look over her from head to toe, though Adelaide did not feel so cool under his scrutiny. “You thought you could simply walk in there, thieve from the head of one of London’s most powerful gangs, and walk out?”


“In fact, I was doing just that until you sent the entire afternoon sideways.”


“I was protecting you!” he growled, matching her annoyance with his own.


Something thrummed through her at the words, stern and direct, and she found herself wondering when she’d last encountered a man’s protective instincts. In her experience, men left her to her own devices. She wasn’t sure how the alternative felt, honestly. Strange. Warm.


Not that she would ever admit it. “Really? And how’s that gone? Protecting me?”


“Did you fail to notice that I brought down several men big as houses? Or do you require new spectacles?”


Adelaide adjusted the eyewear in question higher upon her nose and made a right turn, then a quick left, sliding into another alleyway. “My eyesight is impeccable.” She was tiring. Skirts were heavy and unwieldy—yet another way the world kept women back. One hand fell to her waist, where wide silk ribbons tucked in at her waist.


He followed, keeping pace with ease. “And what—you were going to take on a warehouse full of bruisers after stealing from them?” He nodded to the cube in the crook of her elbow. “Poor choice of weapon.”


She had to get away from him. He saw too much. Asked too much. She should give him the box and cut him loose—it was what he wanted, and it wasn’t as though she needed it. She’d only taken it because it intrigued her.


The problem was, now that she knew it belonged to him, it intrigued her even more.


Which was as irritating as he was, frankly. She tucked the box under her arm and increased her speed. “A girl must make do in this modern age. So sorry, Duke, but I have somewhere to be, and I do not have time for … you.”


With a tug, she pulled the final fastening at the waist of her drab, grey skirts, the fabric flying out behind her, revealing a pair of slim navy trousers adorned with a thigh holster for her blade and tall leather boots, releasing her to unencumbered speed.


He made a sound of utter surprise behind her, and she dearly wished she could turn to see the shock on his stern face. Resisting the urge, Adelaide slipped into the narrow gap ahead, grateful for the element of surprise and the additional speed the loss of her skirts had provided … she had gained enough ground to topple a pile of barrels and leave her gentleman scoundrel behind.


Not her gentleman scoundrel. She wanted nothing to do with him.


His curse followed her—but he did not.


Triumphant, Adelaide burst from the dim light into the late afternoon sun of the Thames hard at work, tide high and packed with boats and people hurrying to and fro to complete their work before dark. She looked upriver, relieved. She’d make her appointment after all.


She slowed her pace, removing her coat and cap and tossing them behind a pile of wood crates, sliding her snuffbox and Alfie’s book into her trouser pockets before detaching a peaked cap from where it had been pinned at her waist. Pulling the brim low over her eyes, she lowered her hips and broadened her stride. The woman in the drab dress was gone, replaced by an ordinary dock-worker, tall and slim and headed straight for the riverbank, invisible again.


She leapt down from the riverbank onto the nearest barge—heavy and piled high with coal. A shout sounded—surprise from one of the men on the far end of the boat, but Adelaide was already gone, leaping down to the next barge, piled high with sacks of mortar.


There wasn’t time for any of this. No time for being chased by Bully Boys. Certainly no time for thinking about sharp, angled jaws and dukes who leapt into the fray.


No time for distracting men who caused the fray.


Another leap. Another boat, this one already half empty of its cargo. There was no traffic like the traffic on the Thames at high tide. No better place to disappear, either. Adelaide had learned that young.


She tucked herself behind a high tower of crates and consulted her watch before looking upriver.


The flat-bottomed barge bobbed and swayed as someone landed on the deck.


Adelaide stilled, slipping her blade from the strap at her thigh and setting her cargo to the ground. Dammit. For a lifetime, she’d been able to disappear in a crowd, and suddenly, the skill was gone.


The Duke of Clayborn had somehow ruined it—as though, in seeing her, he’d made it so the rest of the world could, too.


She adjusted her grip on her knife and listened, trying to hear her pursuer’s heavy steps over the sounds of the working river.


Peeked around the edge of the crates.


“Dammit,” she muttered to herself before narrowing her gaze on him, tall and strong and not remotely worse for wear considering he’d been dockside brawling for the last three quarters of an hour. “You’ve missed the turn for Westminster, Duke.”


“Mmm,” he said, the noise low in his throat and rather delicious, if Adelaide were telling the truth. She shouldn’t like it. He was the Duke of Clayborn. She’d spent a year not liking him.


He stepped into her hiding place and collected the cube at her feet. “Stealing is a crime.”


“Are you going to call the magistrate?”


“No,” he said, softly. “But what did you intend to steal?”


He was close enough to touch, and Adelaide knew she should step away from him. Even if he wasn’t a duke, it was still daylight and half the Thames could see.


No one on the Thames was watching.


“Who says I was stealing anything?”


There was something about him. About this. Something wild and unfettered and exciting … and dangerous. He stepped closer, his words low and dark as he continued, “You don’t have to admit it. I know a thief when I see one.” He reached for her, and she held her breath, wondering where he’d touch her. What the leather of his glove would feel like on her skin.


Except he didn’t touch her skin. Instead, he said, softly, “Red.”


For a moment she didn’t understand, and then she felt a tug at her temple, where a lock of her hair had escaped. She reached up, knocking his hand away and pushing it behind her ear.


He watched the movements, his gaze unreadable, and Adelaide went hot with his discovery and the sudden realization that he was close and warm and he smelled fresh, like citrus—a scent that did not come with the South Bank.


It was not a scent for Adelaide.


Adelaide Frampton was a woman for working days, and she had a keen understanding of what that meant. Of what she might hope to claim. This man was not for her, which made him a wicked temptation, like sweets and silks and purses and pocket watches. Like all of them put together. Too much for a thief to resist.


So she tilted her face up to his and stole him. For a moment. A heartbeat.


Intending to give him back.


Except it wasn’t a heartbeat. Oh, it might have been when he froze, stiffening the moment her lips touched his. He sucked in a breath—her breath—and she wondered if she’d made a mistake. Wondered if he might clasp her by the arms and push her away.


She wouldn’t have been surprised. Kissing in full view of London was not for Adelaide Frampton, unnoticeable plain Jane. Nor was it for Addie Trumbull, unimaginable legend.


Except …


When he set one hand to her—holding tight to the wooden cube with the other—he didn’t push her away. Oh, for a moment she felt the hesitation in his grasp, as though he considered it. But then … he took over.


His strong arm came around her back, securing her against him as he lifted a hand to her face, gloved thumb brushing along the line of her jaw, then stroking up over her cheek as he took her in hand, tilting her to gain better access to her mouth.


Suddenly, it seemed very much that he was the thief and she the prize.


And there, on the banks of the River Thames, for all of working London to see, Adelaide let him thieve, giving herself up to this kiss she had started and he had joined—like none she’d ever experienced.


This stern, unyielding man kissed like a practiced and superior scoundrel.


Not that Adelaide complained.


Instead, she pressed closer, one hand coming to his chest, warm and broader than it seemed in the waistcoat and shirtsleeves he wore. She sighed at the feel of his breath. At the heavy scruff of beard that roughened his sharp jawline. At his lips, delivering on the temptation they’d promised.


He took advantage of that sigh, thankfully, stroking his tongue over her open lips, sucking her bottom lip between his own, worrying it with his teeth before soothing it with his tongue and licking into her—just once, like he knew he shouldn’t. Like he couldn’t resist.


Just as Adelaide knew she shouldn’t.


Just as Adelaide couldn’t resist.


Daylight be damned; docks be damned; duke be damned.


A bell rang in the distance.


Damn.


She pulled away at the sound, and a growl of displeasure sounded deep in his chest as he chased her lips for a heartbeat, as though her retreat had been a mistake.


It certainly felt like one.


Because suddenly he did not seem so much a duke.


Perhaps it was the sunset—the way the light had gilded the entire river, stealing away reality and leaving nothing but this man, who was somehow far beyond the starched, unpleasant duke. Tall and impossibly handsome and kissed like he never intended to stop.


Which would have been more than fine with her.


Adelaide adjusted her spectacles, knocked askew by their embrace, and wondered if she was going mad, because it was on the tip of her tongue to suggest he not stop, when he said, “I shouldn’t have done that.”


The light shifted, and reality returned along with the unpleasant confirmation of what Adelaide had always known. That she was Adelaide Frampton, and he was the Duke of Clayborn, and whatever this was … it was an enormous mistake. For both of them. One that, if discovered by Mayfair, would ruin more than Adelaide’s prospects for dinner invitations.


Luckily, she had a clear path to keeping the man quiet.


She ran her fingertips over his lips, liking the way his eyes closed at the touch, his dark lashes impossibly long. “No,” she said softly, almost sad. “You shouldn’t have.” And then she stepped from his embrace, her hand running along the corded muscles of his forearm to the wooden curiosity in his hands—the one she’d already stolen and was therefore by rights hers.


Taking advantage of his surprise, she reclaimed it and turned for the edge of the barge, the dark, churning waters of the Thames threatening several yards below—even without skirts, the river would take her away.


“What—” His question faded into a harsh shout as she leapt. “No! Adelaide!”


She landed on the deck of the small riverboat as he shouted the last. The broad-shouldered man at the helm of her new conveyance pushed off from the barge with a long pole, putting too much river between the two vessels for anyone to follow her.


Even a man with legs as long as Clayborn’s.


She nodded her thanks to the captain of the boat and he tipped his hat in her direction. Neither spoke the other’s name. Too many watchful gazes on the river.


And one, in particular, above.


He’d called her Adelaide.


Adelaide dipped under the canopy that shielded the rest of the boat from the world at large. It took all she had to resist looking back. To keep from confirming that he watched.


To feel his keen focus once more.


It was nice to be noticed.









Chapter Two
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Adelaide ducked into the dimly lit cabin of the small riverboat that appeared to all the world as though it were going about small riverboat business that afternoon: delivering coal, or grain, or some other bit of ordinary cargo. From the outside, there was no possibility that the tiny vessel would house a single interesting thing, let alone four of them.


As the day had already revealed, however, appearances were deceiving.


Inside, there was no pile of cargo on its way to Richmond. No coal to be delivered to the palatial manor houses east of the city. No packages to be offloaded on the London docks.


Instead, the boat boasted a lavishly appointed room lined with privacy screens to ensure that no one would see the silks and satins that hung on the walls, or impressive furniture and lush pillows that filled the space, making it an ideal conveyance to move silently and unnoticed through the city, without anyone realizing that four of London’s most powerful women were within.


Of course, most of London wouldn’t acknowledge that the four women in question were powerful to begin with, and the women in question had no intention of correcting them.


Low expectations were far better cover for secrecy.


“Impeccable timing, as always,” Adelaide said, extracting the notebook she’d swiped from The Bully Boys from her pockets. She set it on the low table before dropping onto a settee just inside the door to the cabin before accepting a cup of tea from Lady Sesily Calhoun, her friend and confidante—and wife to the captain of the vessel.


“Are you sure about the timing?” Sesily asked with a casual air.


Adelaide drank. “That it was impeccable? I am.”


“If one wishes to escape, I suppose it might be,” Sesily offered. “But I shall tell you—”


“It did not appear as though you wished to escape, Adelaide.” This from Lady Imogen Loveless, her wild black curls fairly trembling with excitement as she leaned forward from her own seat on the other side of the cabin.


They’d seen the kiss. Adelaide drank more tea, considering her reply and finally settling on a tepid, “I don’t know what you mean.” She returned cup to saucer and leaned forward, making a show of looking at the blue folder on the table, inked with an ornate indigo bell. Opening it, she considered the document within—a full dossier on one Lord John Carrington, coincidentally, the younger brother of one Henry Carrington, Duke of Clayborn, whom Adelaide had just kissed on the dock.


Coincidentally, being the important bit. There was no reason to discuss that kiss with her friends. Ever. It was unrelated to the dossier in her hands.


That, and they would never let her hear the end of her moment of weakness. Which was what it had been. Clearly. Indeed, she was only scanning the dossier to reacquaint herself with Clayborn’s brother. She was certainly not looking for information on the Duke.


Why would she want that?


Her heart began to pound, and she willed her tone calm. “What time is it?”


“Time enough to get there,” Sesily said, waving away whatever hiding Adelaide had intended to do. “Who was he?”


It didn’t seem possible that they didn’t recognize him. His day-old scruff did nothing to hide his true identity, and she’d recognized him instantly. Just as he’d recognized her. Still, she brazened it through. “Who was whom?”


Her friends did not even pretend to hear the question. Of course they didn’t. They saw too much. Understood too much. Such was the work they did, was it not?


“Not a Bully Boy,” Imogen said.


Adelaide shuddered. “Definitely not.” He’d said he was protecting her.


“Old friend?” Sesily offered.


“Absolutely not,” Adelaide said, and that much was true. She and the Duke of Clayborn had shared no more than twenty words on the north side of the river, and during those short, awful moments, she’d vowed never to make a friend of the horrible man. Indeed, she’d spent more than a normal amount of time attempting to uncover the man’s secrets so as to hold them against him.


She’d been under the impression that his only secrets weren’t his at all, but his brother’s, enumerated in the folder in her hand. Adelaide made a show of flipping through the dossier, as though she had not already committed the entire thing to memory. “He was … nobody.”


The pair blinked at her, blank-faced, before Sesily burst out laughing. “We are to believe that you—Adelaide Frampton—kissed some … nobody?”


“For … no reason?” Imogen added.


“In broad daylight?” Sesily again.


“It was dusk, actually,” Adelaide interjected.


“While waiting for us to collect you?” Imogen replied.


“After you’d committed a bit of light crime?”


Adelaide set her teacup down and stood, removing her cap and working at the buttons of the form-fitting waistcoat the group’s seamstress had created for her.


Sesily watched her for a moment before adding, “… in trousers.”


Adelaide adjusted her spectacles. “I’m perfectly well covered.”


“Oh, yes, no one would blink at a lady racing around the riverbank in trousers,” Sesily teased with a salacious grin. “Especially not when she’s kissing handsome men at dusk.”


“Why would they?” Adelaide quipped. “You’ve surely done all of that before.”


Sesily’s smile broadened, revealing a row of shining white teeth. “Indeed I have. But they expect it from me.”


That much was true. Sesily was a renowned scandal—daughter to a recently minted earl and his brash countess and, until several months earlier, unmarried, thirty, rich, beautiful, and with the absolute fearlessness that every woman on her own deserved to claim. Of course, society didn’t care for fearless women, so they’d spent years trying to beat Sesily down, calling her Sexily behind her back … never realizing that the name simply gave her more freedom. More power.


The other woman did not kiss handsome men at dusk any longer, however. She kissed handsome man. Caleb Calhoun, who captained the boat from the deck beyond.


Adelaide leveled her friend with a look. “Would you believe I stood upon that dock, waiting for you to arrive, and wondered, Now, Adelaide, what would Sesily do?”


Sesily laughed and retorted, “In that case, you did the absolute right thing.”


“If you both are through,” came a new voice from the far corner of the cabin, the Duchess of Trevescan, known simply as The Duchess in many of Mayfair’s finer circles, as though she was the singular representation of the title—beauty, grace, money, power … and a long-absent duke who cared not a bit what his wife did with her days or with his funds, as indicated by the vessel upon which they all traveled at that very moment.


Adelaide turned toward The Duchess, her gaze falling to the newspaper in the other woman’s hands, emblazoned with a bold headline that read:


PETTICOAT JUSTICE? OR PRETTY VIGILANTES?


“They still attribute crimes across London to us, I see,” Adelaide said. “So all is right with the world.” After several years of working beneath the notice of Scotland Yard, the foursome had caused a minor scene at Whitehall one year earlier, drawing the notice of the new Metropolitan Police and, by extension, the papers. Surely there was no one who loved a rumor about ladies causing trouble like a newspaperman.


“Not crimes today,” Duchess said. “A particular crime.”


“Which one?”


“Lord Draven’s tumble at the Beaufetheringstone ball.” It was a gentle way of referring to the man falling three stories to his death. “Apparently there was a woman seen fleeing the scene,” Duchess continued. “As we all know.”


Lady Helene, daughter of the Marquess of Havistock, who had also been at the scene of the crime that had left one Lord Draven—odious, unpleasant man—dead as a doornail in Lady Beaufetheringstone’s prized rosebushes two weeks earlier.


The lady’s father hadn’t simply been at the scene of the crime, however. He’d been the one doing the killing. The rotten man came from an aristocratic family that had built a fortune through the mistreatment of people across the globe. In London alone, he was invested in several private prisons that boasted abominable conditions and a half-dozen factories that “borrowed” their workers from South Bank workhouses, forcing them to labor in unbearable situations. Workers. They weren’t workers. They were children—vulnerable and forgotten … considered disposable by men like Havistock.


Like many others, the Marquess of Havistock had been on Adelaide’s list for years. She’d been waiting for the man to do something that would see him sent away forever, and here it was. While most of the aristocracy happily ignored the truth about how Havistock had built a fortune, they would not be able to stomach the murder of one of their own, by one of their own.


All the group needed was proof—which Lady Helene, Havistock’s own daughter, would be able to provide, just as soon as she was liberated from the gilded cage of her father’s London home.


Which was where Adelaide and the others came in. “So they think it was us who gave Draven the push.” When Duchess nodded, Adelaide added, “And it was you who made sure of it.”


“I called upon Mr. and Mrs. West last Tuesday.” Duncan West, owner of the News of London, and his wife, who knew everyone and everything one might wish knowing in Britain. “It may have slipped that I heard that it was not one woman seen fleeing the scene, but a pack of them.”


Sesily raised a brow at that. “Surely we can come up with a better collective than pack?” She paused. “Pride? Bevy?”


“A group of ravens is called an unkindness,” Imogen offered.


Sesily’s brows rose. “Now that I can support.”


Adelaide laughed, but kept her attention on Duchess. “I picked Havistock’s pocket that evening. That’s when we got the accounting of his factories.” A little book, not unlike the one she’d just lifted in Lambeth, that the marquess rarely let out of his sight, with information on each of his five factories, including worker counts, schedules, funds paid to workhouses for the workers’ day labor, and more.


“And there hasn’t been a peep of that at Whitehall,” Sesily spoke up. “Havistock no doubt decided not to report our minor crime in order to stay clear of the attention of his major one. Honestly, I’m a bit offended. If we mean to be rid of someone, we do it publicly. Not by tossing someone from a balcony.”


Adelaide agreed. The group might take joy in punishing men who took joy in punishing those who held less power, but they did what they could to avoid trial for murder.


“Nonetheless,” The Duchess continued, “the papers like the story of mysterious women scorned.”


Adelaide scoffed. “As though the only way to see the truth of the world is to be scorned by a man.”


“As though being scorned makes one mysterious,” Sesily added.


“Are we mysterious?” Imogen asked.


“Not if you have anything to say about it, Imogen,” Adelaide replied.


Imogen, wild about explosives, smiled broadly. “I like to make an entrance.”


“You like to make a scene,” Duchess said. “Lucky for you, no one ever expects you can actually pull one off.” Adelaide couldn’t help the little smile that came at the words. No one ever expected women when real damage was done.


No one ever expected women, period.


“The point is,” Duchess added, “Havistock is both mad and cunning, and I don’t expect him to rest until he discovers who witnessed his murder of Lord Draven. That person—Lady Helene—is in danger. It won’t matter she’s his daughter; he will absolutely end her if he discovers what she saw. And if he discovers that she’s run off … he’ll stop at nothing to fetch her back.”


Adelaide winced at the words, shuddering at what came next. “Or silence her.”


The quartet went quiet. They’d spent years fighting the worst of London—those who misused money and power to keep those who were weak under their thumb, and during that time, they’d come up against more men than they could count who would happily disappear their child to keep their power.


Lady Helene knew what her father was capable of and had come to them, following the network of whispers about the mysterious quartet of women who meted out justice to men who were too powerful for the regular channels.


Like dozens of other young women before her who’d witnessed horrific events, Helene had sent word through one trusted servant to another and another and another down the line to the Duchess of Trevescan, who had immediately sprung into action and ensured that the young lady would never have to sleep under her father’s roof again.


The Duchess had returned the missive instantly, instructing the lady to be prepared at precisely seven o’clock that evening. Lady Helene was to wait, bag in hand, to be removed from Havistock House.


As a diversionary tactic, Adelaide would meet with the young woman’s mother at the same time, ensuring that Lady Helene would have a touch of a lead before the whole of Havistock House came looking for her. Including her terrible father.


Of course, by the time London realized she was missing, the girl would be happily ensconced just under its nose in The Duchess’s Mayfair town house, no one in the aristocracy the wiser as she delivered a witness statement to Scotland Yard and had several lovely long luncheons with the man she was to marry, while Duchess, Sesily, Adelaide, and Imogen completed months’ worth of work to bring her father to justice.


The whole thing would be sorted in ten days if it all went to plan, which it would. No plan would ever defy Duchess.


“Now. Where are we? Adelaide, I assume your visit to The Bully Boys was a success?”


Adelaide reached for the little book on the table and tossed it to Duchess, who caught it with ease. “Well done,” Duchess said, thumbing through the scribbled notes as Imogen leaned forward to lift the cube from the table while Sesily helped Adelaide with her clothes. “I imagine Alfie Trumbull won’t enjoy having lost the location of every weapons cache in twenty miles.” She looked up. “No trouble?”


“A few surprises, but nothing I couldn’t handle.”


Duchess’s blue eyes narrowed. “What kind of surprises?”


The Duke of Clayborn was there.


She should say it. It was important. He was not a fool. She had taken his mysterious wooden cube and it would not be long before he was asking questions about her, trying to understand the full scope of her affairs on the South Bank—questions that would put them all, and their work, in danger.


The box would only buy his silence for so long.


But somehow, when Adelaide opened her mouth, all she said was, “Alfie has a new desk—locks and false-bottomed drawers.”


“Does he?” Duchess quipped. “If he’s not careful, someone might think he’s a businessman. Anything else?”


“The Bully Boys gave chase.”


The whole room stilled, the only sound Adelaide’s waistcoat sliding off, each woman staring at her as though no one inside had ever considered the possibility that Adelaide might be seen. Chased. Caught.


Noticed.


Even Imogen halted her inspection of the wooden box. “What do you mean, gave chase?”


Adelaide pretended not to notice her friends’ surprise, instead shrugging one lean shoulder. “They saw me. They chased me. I escaped.”


More silence. Then Sesily said, “They saw you?”


Adelaide yanked her shirt over her head, exchanging it quickly for the chemise in Sesily’s hands. “Yes. It was, as you pointed out, the broad light of day.”


“I thought it was dusk?” The Duchess asked, dry as sand.


“But you’re … you,” Sesily said, moving to quickly lace a corset over the undergarment. “No one sees you, Adelaide.”


“Well, today they did,” Adelaide replied, disliking the heat that flooded her cheeks at the words. “Today I was …” She paused, considering the earlier events. She’d been distracted. By a man. Spoken to him. Accepted his assistance. Enjoyed it, if she was honest. And then she’d done the most un-Adelaide-like thing she could imagine; she’d kissed him. Not thinking of the repercussions. Not thinking at all. She pushed her spectacles high on her nose. “I was … not myself.”


“I should say not,” Imogen said, returning her attention to the wooden cube.


“I told you the appointments were too close together,” Duchess said, turning, a mass of silk in her arms. “We could have sent Imogen.”


Approaching, The Duchess shook out the black silk, revealing a lush gown. Adelaide removed her spectacles and tossed them to a nearby chair before raising her arms and allowing Sesily and Duchess to pull the frothy garment over her head, speaking through the crinoline and petticoats within. “Imogen would have been noticed.”


“Oh, unlike you, moving like the fog?” Imogen retorted.


She had been moving like the fog. It wasn’t her fault Clayborn had just appeared there. Uninvited. She poked her head out of the neck of the dress. “You would have been noticed when you exploded the place, Imogen.”


Imogen Loveless was the kind of woman people noticed because it was impossible not to notice her. She was a whirling dervish—a book that could absolutely be judged by its cover. Short and plump, with a head of riotous black curls and a taste for chemistry experiments that were as likely to save the day as they were to destroy it, Imogen was a friend who was, by turns, exciting and absolutely terrifying.
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