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Chapter 1: The Wrong Side of the Lock
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The Earl of Thorne was many things—a hedonist, a heartbreaker, and a masterpiece of tailored arrogance—but he was notoriously difficult to rob.

Lady Rosalind Vance crouched behind the heavy mahogany desk in Lord Pendergast’s library, her breath shallow enough to make her stays ache. The muffled music of the ball drifted through the thick oak doors, a symphony of people far too busy gossiping to notice a wallflower had finally decided to bloom into a thief. The air in the room tasted of old parchment and expensive beeswax, a sharp contrast to the suffocating cloud of lavender water and sweat currently occupying the ballroom three doors down.

"Stay still, you stubborn little devil," she whispered, her voice barely a thread of silk in the dark.

She adjusted the silver tension wrench, her fingers working with a precision that would have horrified her finishing school headmistress. Rosalind had spent four seasons perfecting the art of being invisible. She was the girl in the beige gown who stood near the potted palms, the one whose name was forgotten before the first set of the quadrille was even finished. It was a useful mask. No one suspected the girl who barely spoke of possessing a mind that could dismantle a Bramah lock in under four minutes.

Click.

The sound was minute, yet in the tomb-like silence of the library, it felt like the crack of a pistol. Rosalind’s pulse thrummed a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She eased the drawer open, her eyes searching for the velvet-bound ledger that held the proof of her uncle’s embezzlement. If she could find the record of the Vane estate’s losses, she could stop the auction. She could save what was left of her mother’s dignity.

"The fourth tumbler is sticking. I’ve told Pendergast for years that he neglects his security as much as his cravats."

Rosalind froze. The metal pick was still clutched in her hand, suspended over the open drawer like a skeletal finger. The voice was a low, melodic baritone, rich with the scent of sandalwood and the kind of boredom that only a five-thousand-pound-a-year income could buy.

She didn't look up. She couldn't. If she didn't look, she could still pretend she was a shadow, a trick of the candlelight. "I am merely... searching for a book, My Lord."

"In a locked drawer? How novel. I usually find them on the shelves, though I suppose the prose in there is significantly more profitable."

Julian Ashford, the Earl of Thorne, leaned against a bookshelf five feet away. Even in the dim light, he looked as though he had been meticulously designed to ruin a woman’s composure. His cravat was a triumph of silk geometry, and his eyes—the color of a storm-tossed sea—were fixed on her with an expression that was far too perceptive for comfort. He wasn't holding a glass of brandy or a weapon; he simply stood there, an embodiment of the very social world she was currently trying to dismantle.

"Lord Thorne," she managed, finally rising to her feet. She tucked the picklock into the hidden pocket of her skirts with a movement so fluid it would have made a highwayman weep with envy. Her chin tilted upward by sheer force of will. "I wasn't aware you were an enthusiast of private libraries."

"I’m an enthusiast of anything that isn't a conversation about the Corn Laws or the state of the Prince Regent’s waistline," Julian replied. He pushed off from the bookshelf, his movements possessing the liquid, dangerous grace of a hunting cat. He didn't call for the guards. He didn't even raise his voice. He simply walked toward her, the polished floorboards silent beneath his boots. "And yet, I find myself in a room with a lady who seems to be treating a Peer’s desk like a puzzle box. Imagine my delight."

Rosalind stepped back until the edge of the desk bit into her lower back. "I’m sure I don't know what you mean. The drawer was... ajar."

Julian stopped three paces away. The heat of him seemed to break through the chilly isolation she had cultivated all evening. "Ajar? Only if it was opened by a ghost with a very specific set of silver tools. You’re Lady Rosalind, aren't you? The girl who stammers at the punch bowl."

"I don't stammer," she snapped, her irritation momentarily overriding her terror. "I simply choose not to waste my breath on people who aren't listening."

Julian’s mouth quirked with an irreverence that bordered on the criminal. "A wallflower with a bite. I should have known. Beige silk is the traditional camouflage of the dangerous." He reached into his waistcoat and produced a gold pocket watch.

Rosalind watched, mesmerized, as he spun the watch by its chain. The gold flashed in the moonlight, a bright, taunting orb. "Tell me, Lady Rosalind, does your expertise extend to Swiss engineering, or are you strictly a domestic burglar?"

"I am not a burglar," she said, though the open drawer behind her made the lie feel particularly thin. "I am a woman with a grievance."

"Grievances are tedious. They lead to duels and very long poems," Julian said. He tossed the watch.

Rosalind caught it by reflex. The metal was warm from his body, the weight of it substantial in her palm. It was a masterpiece—the casing was engraved with a crest she didn't recognize, and the lock on the side was a minute, intricate thing that looked like it belonged on a jewelry box for a queen.

"That watch was a gift from an Archduke," Julian said, stepping into the circle of candlelight that spilled across the desk. "The locking mechanism is a nightmare of interlocking gears. It’s supposed to be impenetrable. If you can open it in under sixty seconds, I might be persuaded to forget that I found you committing a felony."

Rosalind stared at the watch, then back at the man. The "Bored Rake" mask he wore was still there—the half-lidded eyes, the lazy tilt of his head—but behind it, she saw a flicker of something she recognized: a hunger for a distraction that was as sharp as her own desperation.

"And if I cannot?" she asked.

"Then, Lady Rosalind, I shall have to find a much more... creative use for your particular talents. My grandfather’s will has placed me in a rather precarious position regarding my reputation. I find myself in need of a woman who understands the value of a well-placed lie."

Rosalind looked down at the watch. She could hear the faint, rhythmic ticking of the internal gears. It was a challenge, a test, and perhaps the only exit she had from a room that was rapidly becoming a cage. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the small silver pick.

"Sixty seconds, Lord Thorne?" she asked, her voice dropping the feigned timidity of the ballroom. "I’ll have it open in forty. But if I do, you don't just stay silent. You help me get into the Vane house party next week."

Julian’s eyebrows shot up. "A house party? You’re bartering your freedom for an invitation to a social desert?"

"It’s not just a party. It’s where the deed is," she whispered, more to herself than to him.

Julian leaned in, his face inches from hers. The scent of sandalwood intensified, swirling around her like a physical weight. "A heist, then. Truly, Lady Rosalind, you are the most interesting thing to happen to this season since the Duke of Sussex accidentally set fire to his own wig."

He pulled a second watch from his pocket—a simpler one—to keep time. "Your minute starts... now."

Rosalind didn't waste a second. She sat on the edge of the desk, the watch held firmly in her left hand. She didn't think about the ballroom, her uncle’s debts, or the fact that London’s most notorious libertine was currently staring at her fingers as if they held the secrets of the universe. She thought only of the pins.

The first tumbler was easy, a simple spring-loaded catch. The second was more stubborn, a rotating disc that required a light touch and an immense amount of patience. She felt the vibration through the pick, a tiny snick that only she could hear.

Julian was silent. He wasn't even breathing loudly. He stood perfectly still, his eyes tracked her every movement. For the first time in her life, Rosalind didn't mind being watched. It wasn't the appraising gaze of a man looking at a woman; it was the look of a strategist watching a master at work.

"Thirty seconds," he murmured.

The third tumbler was the nightmare. It was a false gate, designed to trap a pick and jam the mechanism. Rosalind felt the resistance and smirked. "Clever," she whispered. She tilted the pick at a forty-five-degree angle, applying a counter-pressure that shouldn't have worked according to the laws of physics.

Click.

The watch face popped open, revealing the delicate, dancing heart of the clockwork inside.

Rosalind looked up, her face flushed with a triumph she couldn't hide. She handed the watch back to him, the lid still swinging on its hinge. "Thirty-eight seconds. I believe I have two seconds to spare for my dignity."

Julian took the watch, his thumb brushing against her knuckles as he did so. The contact sent a jolt through her that had nothing to do with locks or levers. He looked down at the open timepiece, then back at her. The boredom was gone. In its place was a sharp, dangerous intelligence that made her feel more "seen" than she had ever been in her life.

"Impressive," he said, his voice dropping to a low, gravelly rasp. "Most women of my acquaintance use their fingers for embroidery or pianoforte. I find your application of the arts much more compelling."

"My mother taught me that a woman should always be able to open her own doors," Rosalind said, smoothing her skirts. "Even if they happen to be locked."

"And your mother is...?"

"Dead," Rosalind said shortly. "Which is why I am currently picking locks in Lord Pendergast’s library instead of dancing the gallop."

Julian’s expression softened, but only for a heartbeat. "A woman of mystery and larceny. You realize, Lady Rosalind, that our interests have suddenly and rather violently aligned."

"I don't see how. You need a fiancée to save your inheritance. I need a deed to save my life."

"Exactly," Julian said. He snapped the watch shut. "You need to get into Vane Manor. My uncle is the host, and he is a man who values two things above all else: social status and a good cravat. If I arrive with a 'reformed' fiancée on my arm—a woman of impeccable virtue and ancient lineage—he will open every door in the house to us."

Rosalind shook her head. "I am a wallflower, My Lord. I don't know how to be a 'reformed' anything. I don't even know how to be a fiancée."

"I’ll teach you," Julian said. He stepped closer, closing the final gap between them. He was so close she could see the fine lines around his eyes, the evidence of a man who had laughed at things he shouldn't have. "I’ll teach you how to flirt, how to dance as if you mean it, and how to look at me with such adoration that the Ton will weep with joy. In return, you will use those clever fingers of yours to find the deed and help me navigate the political minefield my grandfather left in his wake."

"You want me to lie to the entire world," she whispered.

"I want us to give them the show they deserve," Julian corrected. "They want a scandal. They want a redemption. We shall give them both, and while they are busy watching the spectacle, we shall take exactly what we need."

Rosalind looked at him—really looked at him. Julian Ashford was a disaster in silk. He was everything her mother had warned her about: a man who treated life like a game of faro. But he was also the only person who had ever looked at her and seen a predator instead of a ghost.

"The house party begins on Tuesday," she said.

"Then we have five days to convince London that I am a man transformed by love, and you are a woman who has finally found her voice." Julian reached out and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. His touch was light, but it felt like a brand. "Do we have a deal, my little thief?"

Rosalind took a breath, the air finally feeling as though it belonged to her. "We have a deal, my lord rake."

"Excellent." Julian turned toward the door, his hand already on the latch. "I’ll call on you tomorrow at two. Wear something that isn't beige. It’s hard to be a scandalous fiancée when you’re pretending to be a curtain."

"Lord Thorne?" she called out as he opened the door.

He paused, glancing back over his shoulder. "Yes?"

"Don't expect me to be good at the adoration part. I find it difficult to admire men who spend more on their hair than I do on my entire wardrobe."

Julian laughed—a genuine, rich sound that echoed in the quiet library. "Oh, Lady Rosalind, I think we are going to be a catastrophe. I can’t wait."

He vanished into the hallway, leaving the door slightly ajar.

Rosalind stood alone in the dark, the ticking of the clock on the mantel suddenly feeling like a countdown. She looked at her hands—the fingers that had just opened a masterpiece of Swiss engineering. They were steady.

She wasn't a wallflower anymore. She was an accomplice.

And for the first time in four seasons, she didn't want to hide.

The carriage ride home was a blur of cobblestones and racing thoughts. Rosalind sat opposite her aunt, Mrs. Higgins, a woman whose primary concern in life was the thickness of her toast and the status of her social invitations. Fortunately, the older woman was snoring lightly, her head lolling against the velvet squabs, oblivious to the fact that her niece had just bargained away her reputation in exchange for a chance at revenge.

Rosalind leaned her head against the window, watching the streetlamps of London flicker past.

Julian Ashford.

The name felt heavy on her tongue. He was dangerous—not because he was a rake, but because he was observant. Most men in her world saw women as decorative additions to a room, like a particularly fine vase or a well-behaved spaniel. Julian had seen the picklock. He had seen the calculation in her eyes. And instead of being repulsed, he had been intrigued.

That was the danger. Intrigued men were men who asked questions. And if Julian asked too many questions, he might find the real reason she was so desperate to get into Vane Manor. It wasn't just the deed. It was the letter. The one her father had written before the end, the one that proved Silas Vane hadn't just won the estate—he had cheated for it.

The carriage jolted as it turned onto their street, and Mrs. Higgins snorted, blinking her eyes open.

"Are we home, dear?" she asked, patting her silver curls.

"Almost, Auntie," Rosalind said, her voice smooth and practiced. "It was a lovely ball, wasn't it?"

"Was it? I thought the punch was a bit thin. And that Earl of Thorne—did you see him? Disgraceful man. He spent the entire night lurking in corners. I don't know why he’s even invited."

Rosalind smiled into the shadows. "Perhaps he was just looking for a bit of quiet, Auntie."

"Quiet? A man like that? Nonsense. He’s looking for trouble, mark my words. You stay away from him, Rosalind. A girl with your... modest prospects cannot afford to be seen within ten feet of a man with that kind of shadow."

"I’ll be careful," Rosalind promised. It was the truth. She would be very careful. But she wouldn't be staying ten feet away.

By the time she reached her small bedchamber, the moon had begun its slow descent. She stripped off the beige silk gown—which she now realized she truly did hate—and sat at her vanity. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the silver tools.

She laid them out on the wood, one by one. They were her only inheritance. Her mother had given them to her on her deathbed, her voice a rattling whisper. “Never let them lock you in, Rose. And never let them lock you out.”

Rosalind picked up the tension wrench. She had used it to survive. She had used it to provide. And now, she was going to use it to take back what was hers.

But as she closed her eyes, it wasn't the image of the Vane estate that filled her mind. It was the way Julian Ashford had looked when he tossed that watch. It was the way he had said my little thief.

He thought he was using her. He thought she was the tool and he was the master.

Rosalind smiled at her reflection in the glass. He had no idea.

The next morning, the Vance household was in a state of mild upheaval. At precisely eleven o’clock, a delivery arrived: a box of such immense proportions that it required two footmen to carry it up the stairs.

Mrs. Higgins hovered over it, her eyes wide. "Rosalind! There must be some mistake. This is addressed to you."

Rosalind walked into the parlor, her heart hammering. She knew exactly who it was from. She opened the lid, and even Mrs. Higgins gasped.

Inside was a gown of deep, midnight-blue silk. It was draped in silver lace that looked like hoarfrost, the bodice cut with a daring precision that spoke of the most expensive dressmakers in London. It was not beige. It was not modest. It was a declaration of war.

Tucked into the folds of the silk was a small card.

Two o’clock, Lady Rosalind. Do try to look scandalous. It’s much more fun than being virtuous.

—T.

"Who is T?" Mrs. Higgins demanded, her hand fluttering to her throat. "And why is he sending you clothes that look like they belong on a French countess?"

Rosalind picked up the gown, the fabric cool and heavy in her hands. She could almost feel the weight of Julian’s gaze through the silk.

"It’s a long story, Auntie," Rosalind said, a slow, predatory smile spreading across her face—not the "slow smile" of a romantic heroine, but the grin of a gambler who had just been dealt an ace. "But I think we should start getting ready. I have a feeling the neighbors are going to have a lot to talk about by sunset."

She spent the next three hours in a whirlwind of activity. Her hair, usually scraped back into a severe bun, was loosened and pinned into a cascade of soft curls that framed her face. Her skin, pale from years of avoiding the sun, seemed to glow against the dark blue of the dress.

When she finally stood before the full-length mirror, Rosalind didn't recognize herself. The girl in the glass was sharp. She was elegant. She looked like the kind of woman who could break a heart as easily as she could break a lock.

"You look... different," Mrs. Higgins whispered, standing in the doorway. "Rosalind, what have you done?"

"I’ve stopped hiding, Auntie," Rosalind said.

At exactly two o’clock, the sound of carriage wheels echoed on the cobblestones outside. Rosalind walked to the window and pulled back the curtain.

A sleek black curricle sat before their modest house. The horses were magnificent creatures, dark and powerful, and the man holding the reins looked as though he owned the street, the city, and the very air they breathed.

Julian looked up, his gaze finding her immediately. He didn't wave. He didn't smile. He simply nodded, a silent acknowledgment of the transformation.

Rosalind took a deep breath, grabbed her gloves, and walked down the stairs.

As she stepped out of the front door, the afternoon sun hit the silver lace of her gown, making her shimmer. Julian jumped down from the curricle, handing the reins to a groom. He walked toward her, his eyes raking over her with a deliberate, appreciative slowness.

"Lady Rosalind," he said, bowing low. When he straightened, the humor in his eyes had been replaced by something much more intense. "You’ve followed instructions. Midnight blue becomes you. It matches the color of a secret."

"I don't take instructions well, Lord Thorne," she reminded him. "I merely decided that if I was going to be a catastrophe, I might as well be a well-dressed one."

"A sentiment I can fully support." He offered his arm. "Shall we go? We have a park to scandalize and a world to deceive."

Rosalind hesitated for a fraction of a second, her hand hovering over his sleeve. This was the moment. Once she took his arm, there was no going back. The wallflower would be gone forever.

She reached out and settled her hand on his forearm. His muscle was solid beneath the fine wool of his coat.

"Ready?" he whispered, his voice for her ears only.

"I’ve been ready for four years, My Lord," she said.

"Then let’s give them something to talk about."

As Julian helped her into the curricle, Rosalind felt the weight of her silver picks in her hidden pocket. She was going to get that deed. She was going to save her home.

And if she had to ruin herself in the process, she was going to make sure it was the most spectacular ruin London had ever seen.

The horses leaped forward, and the carriage sped away, leaving the quiet street—and her quiet life—behind.

The game had begun. And Rosalind Vance had no intention of losing.
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Chapter 2: The Terms of Surrender
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Julian Ashford’s study was exactly what Rosalind had feared it would be: a sanctuary of expensive leather, lingering mahogany smoke, and the kind of careless masculine clutter that suggested its owner had never once in his life had to worry about where he placed his drink. It was a room designed for power, yet it felt surprisingly lived-in, with stacks of journals crowding the corners and a globe that appeared to have been spun so often the gilding was wearing thin.

"Sit," Julian said, gesturing toward a velvet armchair that looked soft enough to swallow her whole. "Unless you’re worried that the luxury will dull your criminal instincts."

"My instincts are quite sharp, regardless of the upholstery," Rosalind replied, though she remained standing. She crossed her arms, the midnight-blue silk of her new gown rustling with a sound like a quiet threat. "And I would prefer to keep my feet. It’s harder to negotiate when one is sinking into a cushion."

Julian smiled—not the practiced, devastating smirk he’d used in the library, but something narrower and more curious. He leaned against the edge of his massive desk, crossing his ankles. "A strategic choice. Very well. Let’s talk about the price of your soul, Lady Rosalind. Or at least, the price of your silence."

"It’s not my silence you’re buying, Lord Thorne. It’s my presence. You need a fiancée who can convince your grandfather’s executors that you’ve finally discovered the existence of a conscience."

"A conscience? Is that what we’re calling it?" Julian reached for a crystal decanter, pouring a measure of amber liquid into a glass. He didn't offer her any. "I prefer to think of it as a tactical rebranding. My grandfather was a man of excessive piety and very little imagination. His will demands a 'lady of unimpeachable character.' Apparently, my usual company—while delightful—does not qualify."

"And you think a wallflower in stolen silk will do the trick?"

"I think a woman who can pick a Swiss watch in thirty-eight seconds while wearing a corset is capable of anything," he countered. He took a sip of the brandy, his eyes tracking the way she tightened her grip on her gloves. "Besides, you have the one quality I cannot buy: the Vance name. Your family has been respectable for so long that you’re practically architectural."

Rosalind felt the familiar sting of that word—respectable. It was the polite way of saying they were penniless but still knew which fork to use. "My family is a collection of ghosts and gambling debts, My Lord. If my 'respectability' is your only shield, you’re standing behind a very thin curtain."

"Which is why we need the heist," Julian said, his tone shifting. The playfulness didn't vanish, but it acquired a harder edge. "You want the deed to Vance Manor. My uncle, Silas Vane, is currently sitting on it like a dragon on a hoard. He’s hosting a house party in three days. Access to his private wing is restricted to family and... distinguished guests. As my fiancée, you would be both."

"And as your fiancée, I would be expected to do more than just stand near you and look 'unimpeachable,'" Rosalind said. She finally stepped closer, the candlelight catching the silver lace on her bodice. "What are the rules of this engagement? I assume there’s a contract. Men like you always want things in writing."

"Men like me?" Julian chuckled. "You speak as if you’ve spent your life studying rakes in their natural habitat."

"I’ve spent four seasons being ignored by them," she reminded him. "It’s a very educational perspective. One sees the seams in the tailoring."

Julian set his glass down. "The terms are simple. One: We are to be inseparable in public. This is not a quiet engagement. It is a thunderclap. We want the gossip to be so loud that my grandfather’s lawyers can’t hear their own doubts. Two: You will reside at Thorne Abbey for the duration of the party—under my sister’s chaperonage, of course. We aren't trying to cause a new scandal, just bury the old ones."

"And three?"

"Three," Julian said, walking toward her. He was a head taller, his presence expanding to fill the space between them. "You will teach me how to look as if I’ve been struck by lightning. Adoration is a difficult emotion to fake when one is used to being the one adored."

Rosalind felt a sharp prickle of irony. "You want the thief to teach you how to look sincere?"

"I want the woman who sees the 'seams in the tailoring' to tell me how to wear a heart on my sleeve without it looking like a patch. You have an eye for truth, Rosalind. Even if you only use it to find the weakness in a lock."

She looked at him, searching for the mockery she expected. It wasn't there. There was only a restless energy, a man who was clearly unused to needing anyone’s help.

"Very well," she said. "But my terms are equally non-negotiable. One: You will provide the distraction. Every time I am in that house, you will ensure the eyes of the Ton—and especially Silas Vane—are on you, not the hallway leading to his study. Two: You will provide the technical intelligence. I need the layout of the manor, the guard rotations, and the exact location of the safe."

"Consider it done," Julian murmured.

"And three," Rosalind said, her voice dropping an octave. "You will teach me how to flirt."

The silence that followed was so heavy it felt as if the clocks in the room had stopped. Julian blinked, his sea-grey eyes widening. "I beg your pardon?"

"You heard me," she said, her face heating but her gaze remaining steady. "I am a wallflower, Lord Thorne. If I suddenly appear as your fiancée and I can’t manage a single witty retort or a meaningful glance, the ruse will fall apart before we’ve even reached the first course. I need to know how women like Lady Jersey or the Countess of Sefton do it. How they hold a man’s attention without saying a word."

Julian let out a breath that was half-laugh, half-disbelief. "You want me to give you lessons in allure?"

"Who better? You’ve spent a decade being the target of it. You must know the mechanics. Is it the tilt of the head? The way the fan is held? The specific timing of a sigh?"

Julian began to circle her, his expression shifting into something predatory and amused. "It’s not a list of chores, Rosalind. It’s an atmosphere. It’s the art of letting a man believe he’s the one doing the hunting, even while you’re holding the leash."

"Then show me the leash," she said.

Julian stopped directly in front of her. He didn't touch her, but he was close enough that she could feel the radiating warmth of his body. "Lesson one: Stop squaring your shoulders as if you’re about to go into battle. Men don't want a soldier; they want a secret. Soften. Lower your chin. Let your eyes do the work your tongue is too sharp for."

Rosalind tried to comply, but her body felt like a wooden doll. She lowered her chin, but it felt like a surrender.

"No," Julian whispered. He reached out, his gloved fingers catching the underside of her jaw. The contact was brief, but it sent a spark of alarm through her system. "Don't hide. Invite. Look at me not as if I’m a safe to be cracked, but as if I’m the only thing in the room worth seeing."

Rosalind looked up. She saw the fine silk of his cravat, the slight shadow of stubble on his jaw, and the way his pupils were blown wide in the dim light. For a moment, the room vanished. The heist, the deed, the fake engagement—it all dissolved into the sheer, terrifying reality of him.

"Better," he murmured, his voice like velvet over gravel. "A little more of that, and we’ll have the lawyers weeping in their tea."

He stepped back, breaking the spell. Rosalind felt a sudden, cold rush of air where he had been. She cleared her throat, smoothed her skirts, and regained her composure.

"I assume we have a bargain, then," she said, her voice only slightly breathless.

"A bargain," Julian agreed. He walked to his desk and picked up a heavy, wax-sealed envelope. "This is the invitation to the Vane house party. It’s already been addressed to 'The Earl of Thorne and Guest.' Tomorrow, I shall announce our engagement at the Opera. By the time we reach the manor, the world will be convinced I am a man reformed by the love of a good woman."

"And I shall be a woman who has finally found her way out of the shadows," Rosalind added.

"One more thing," Julian said, his hand on the handle of the door as he prepared to escort her out. "Why the garter?"

Rosalind paused, her hand on the doorframe. "I beg your pardon?"

"The lockpicks," he said, a devilish glint in his eye. "You mentioned hiding them in your garter. It seems an impractical place for cold steel. Isn't it uncomfortable?"

Rosalind smiled—a genuine, sharp-edged grin. "It’s surprisingly convenient, My Lord. And besides, in my experience, men are far too distracted by the leg to notice what’s attached to it."

Julian let out a short, surprised bark of laughter. "I stand corrected. You don't need lessons in allure, Rosalind. You just need a larger stage."

As they walked down the hallway of Thorne House, the silence between them was no longer awkward. It was the silence of two predators who had realized they were hunting the same prey.

Rosalind felt the weight of the silver tools against her thigh. She was a thief. He was a rake. Together, they were a catastrophe waiting to happen.

And as the front door opened to the cool London night, she realized she wouldn't have it any other way.

The carriage ride back to her aunt’s house was a study in internal warfare. Rosalind sat perfectly still, her hands folded in her lap, while her mind replayed
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