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A Scandalous Lady

She forced herself to look up into his face, and oh, crikey, wished she hadn’t. The bloke was even more handsome than she’d first judged and did not do her fantasy justice. Raindrops slid off the brim of his hat to soak his shoulders, turning the gray to black. A shadow of whiskers darkened his sharply angled jaw and chin and surrounded a nicely bowed mouth too unsettling to dwell on. The bridge of his nose was straight as a dagger blade, unmarred by the telling bump she so often saw on those prone to brawling, the tip rounded, the nostrils nicely flared. Unfashionably short sideburns looked freshly trimmed, as did the coal black hair pulled back behind his ears and secured at his nape. And his eyes . . . God’s teeth, the man had glorious eyes. Spiky lashes swept out above irises the color of mist on stone, and long hooded lids drew down at the corners in a sensual curve that made her think of how a man might look at a woman waiting in his bed. . . .





Prologue

San Francisco, California
1887

It had been a deception of such magnitude that even the queen of cons couldn’t comprehend the feat. One brother’s betrayal against another, four lives torn asunder, two little girls stolen from their family—

And Faith Jervais had been one of them.

A salty Pacific breeze blew in from the ocean, where forgotten memories of waves crashing against jagged rocks became reality. Aniste Jervais-Justiss stood upon the terrace, leaning against the wrought-iron railing overlooking the water. Even her name didn’t fit. She’d been Honesty McGuire, daughter of the greatest con man in the West for so long that she still had trouble comprehending that she was, in truth, Aniste Jervais, joint heiress to the greatest shipping fortune in the country. How did one adjust to the fact that her entire life as she’d known it had been a lie?

She closed her eyes and tried to absorb all that she’d missed while she’d been away. Sixteen years, she thought. Sixteen years since she’d stood in this spot, felt the cool, balmy air caress her face, breathed in the redolence of marine life, coastal mint and eucalyptus, and her favorite fragrance, lilac, growing profusively in the gardens beneath her. Sixteen years since she’d been taken from it all by a man with greed in his heart and vengeance in his soul. How often had she dreamed of this place, without understanding why? Without knowing its significance?

Then again, she and her sister had only been children when it all began, a plan hatched by a devious uncle to load his pockets, no matter how innocent the victims or how grave the sin. While she’d grown up traveling the West with Deuce McGuire, rooking the gullible, conning the cons, she’d never once suspected that the man who’d raised her, loved her, and taught her everything she knew, the man she’d always believed to be her father, hadn’t been her father at all. And she never would have known differently if not for his death and one man’s dogged determination to uncover the truth.

As if the thought of him could make him appear, her bedroom door opened, and he stepped inside. Honesty would have known it was him even if she hadn’t turned around. It had been that way since she’d first met Jesse Justiss back in Last Hope, Colorado, the ability to sense his presence before she saw him. Her entire existence seemed to narrow down to pure feminine sensation: tingling nerves, quickening pulses, giddy delight. And even after all these months, the sight of his rugged frame and windswept blond hair, so incongruous among the dainty white lace and porcelain bric-a-brac, still took her breath away.

The door shut softly behind him. He leaned against it, crossed his arms over his broad chest, and gave her one of those hooded examinations that always turned her bones to mush. “What are you still doing awake, wife?” he asked.

Wife. Another thing she still found hard to believe. Honesty glanced back to the ocean lest he see the longing in her eyes. “Just thinking.”

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” he said, joining her on the terrace. “Every time you think, I wind up in trouble.”

She gave him a playful swat to his shoulder. Grinning, he caught her against him with one arm around her waist and drew her against his chest. Honesty leaned against him, welcoming the solid strength at her back as together, they gazed upon the ocean where moonlight danced upon the curling waves. How could she ever have gotten through the last few days—the last few months—without him?

“So what were you thinking about?”

“I never in my wildest dreams would have thought my life would turn out like this.” Discovering herself the long-lost heiress to a shipping fortune, meeting her true father, a man she’d never known existed, and learning that she had a sister out there somewhere. How did someone forget her own twin? “And I can’t help but wonder about Faith.”

Her gaze turned to the picture on the nightstand beside the king-size canopy bed. It was a miniature-size replica of a portrait that hung in the library downstairs—her father, asleep down the hall; her mother, buried long ago, and a pair of identical blond little girls, one returned, the other . . . “What if it’s been too long? What if we can’t find her?”

“We’ll find her—wherever she is. I give you my word.”

She well knew that Jesse never broke his word. Still, she wished she had his confidence. She couldn’t forget that someone’s clothes had washed up on the bay after the abduction of herself and her twin sister, and obviously they hadn’t been hers. “But what if it’s been too long? What if we’re far too late?”

“She’s a survivor, darlin’. The same blood runs through her veins as yours.” He pressed a kiss to her brow. “If you ask me, you’re worrying for nothing. She’s probably married to some upstate bluestocking, has a passel of kids tugging at her skirts, and is living high on the hog.”

“I hope you’re right, Jesse.” Honesty sighed as she stared at Faith’s young likeness. “I hope you’re right.”





Chapter 1

London, England
1887

The blow came swiftly and suddenly, a sharp crack of flesh against flesh that snapped Fanny Jarvis’s head back and knocked her off her feet, onto the solid rock floor.

“This is all you brought me, you worthless piece of rubbish?”

She barely heard him. Her ears rang, her head spun. Blimey if he didn’t split her lip again, too. Only half a lifetime of mastering her own actions kept her from pressing her hand to the broken flesh or to her stinging cheek, or give any other sign that he’d caused her discomfort. Weakness of any kind was not tolerated by Jack Swift.

Fanny braced her palms against a smear of mud on the floor and pushed herself slowly up to her knees. She hoped she wouldn’t throw up. The way her stomach was colly-wobbling, it was a distinct possibility.

Aware that the rest of the band watched her from various corners of the antechamber, Fanny swallowed the sharp taste of disgrace rising in her throat. She dragged one foot under her for support, then the other. Every last one of the lot darted glances in her direction—a couple played dice, one whittled, the others drew or sewed or sharpened their knives—but not a one came to her defense or her aid. Not that she would have accepted it anyway. Being the only female in a league of boys had not earned her special treatment for the last ten years; she’d not expect that to change now. As usual, she was on her own, and she would die before letting them see her brought to her knees.

Once again on her feet, she brushed back a screen of wet, tangled hair that had fallen across her eyes and faced the keeper of the band. Most times, Jack was a decent fellow, and any woman would tell you he was a handsome one. Wavy, whiskey brown hair touched his collar, thick eyebrows of the same shade winged above his eyes, and trimmed sideburns reached the hinge of his jaw. His skin was clear and his teeth straight, and fancying himself a gentleman of means, he liked to dress the part. This eve he sported his favorite—if not faded—gold vest over the only white shirt he owned, the one with ruffles at the collar and cuffs. A black serge coat lined in fur fit snugly about his shoulders. His breeches matched his coat and his shoes—the fancy black ones with the faux-silver buckles—had been polished to a high shine.

But under the dandyish layers of a man known commonly on the outside as Gentleman Jack waited the quicksilver temper of Jack Swift, the most cunning thief on two continents.

“There’s hardly anyone about this eve, Jack,” she softly explained, bowing her head in a subservience that grated against every nerve in her body. “With the season nearly over, most all the gents worth bilkin’ have left.” Jack must know that. He prided himself in knowing every peculiarity of the noble classes. He could cite the moment the first lords and ladies arrived in London each spring to attend their fancy parties and balls, and the last to leave the city each July.

Crikey, even if they were in the midst of the season, no one with their wits about them would venture out in such miserable weather. It had been raining since dawn, a steady pouring that overflowed sewage ditches and turned potholes into cesspools. Fanny spoke none of her thoughts aloud, of course. Excuses would only enrage him more.

He turned away from her to examine the evening’s pickings piled at the corner of the supper table: a drawstring purse, suspiciously light, two leather wallets, three gold pocket watches.

The moments dragged on like lead pipes across concrete as he counted the swag in each billfold. Her heart pounded so hard that she feared he could hear it. Sweat dampened her palms. Her hands clenched and unclenched. She hid them in her pockets before he took note of her nervousness, and prayed he’d be quicker about counting the spoils so she could escape.

Finally, he tossed the last billfold upon the table and turned to her. “I think you are holding out on me, Fanny.”

His eyes, deep-set chips of jade known to as easily entice a trollop as freeze a pugilist in his tracks, narrowed to slits. She’d seen more than one man look into them, then tuck his tail between his legs and run. At this moment, Fanny knew exactly how they felt. “I’d never do that.” Only a fool would think he could cheat Jack Swift and get away with it.

“Empty your pockets.”

Fanny’s fingers tightened around a precious chunk of sweet cake that she’d swiped an hour earlier, nearly severing it in two. If he learned that she’d slacked in her duty for even a second, there would be the devil to pay. At the time, with her stomach pinched tighter than Queen Victoria’s corset, Fanny couldn’t bring herself to care a whit whether or not Jack Swift lost his temper. She’d lain in wait in the alley, her eyes trained on the coffeehouse across the street instead of the pub on the corner. It was crucial to get there the instant the light was snuffed, else you wound up clawing your way amongst dozens of anxious scavengers eager to claim the eve’s bounty.

Now, beneath his brittle glower, the victory she’d felt in reaching the rubbish barrel ahead of the pack turned to throat-closing dread.

“Have you gone cloth-eared, Fanny? Empty your pockets!”

She flinched at his tone and forced herself forward. Her legs felt like wood, and a despised sob rose in her throat as she reached into the outer pocket of her coat and laid the evidence of her detour onto the table. Every muscle in her body tightened in preparation for another blow as he stared at the misshapen crust.

“You disappoint me, Fanny. Do I not feed you, clothe you, provide shelter over your pitiful head?”

“Aye, Jack.”

“Then why, when I ask only one small task in return, do you defy me?”

“I did not defy ye—”

“Did you not?” He swept his arm across the table. Coins spun through the air and pinged to the floor; a watch chain caught on the back of a chair while another skittered toward the blackened stove at the far end of the room. But it was the sight of her precious chunk of sweet cake dropping into a bucket of stagnant water that made her heart pitch.

“Had you gone to the wharf as you were told, you would have brought back more than this paltry amount. Instead, you deemed it more important to stake out the bloody pastry shop. Need I remind you what happens to those who do not earn their keep?”

Anger bubbled up inside Fanny. “I did not defy ye, Jack,” she insisted with strained calmness. “I waited outside Jorge’s for hours, but nary a soul came out of the tavern.”

“Then get back and wait some more. And don’t let me see you back here until you’ve got something worth bringing me.”

He turned away from her. Fanny hesitated a moment before taking a cautious step backward. Then another. And another. Only when she was safely out of his reach did she turn on her worn heel and flee.

The tunnels wound beneath the city, home to rats and vermin, thieves and beggars, and she raced through them with an ease born of nearly a decade of practice. Dripping water echoed through a darkened area to her right, the sharp odor of kerosene mixed with mildew clung to the crumbling walls, and the stench of sewage permeated through every crack and crevice. At the southernmost passage, Fanny swung right, then pushed open a steel door and slipped into an antechamber she’d claimed as her own years earlier. A moth-eaten scrap of wool was folded in half on the floor next to a crate missing three of its slats. The precious stub of a candle sat atop the crate, and a tiny window embracing the silhouette of a low-hanging moon crumbled high up on the stone wall.

Fanny dropped to her knees beside her pallet. Her muscles started to tremble. Tears of pain and humiliation at being set down in front of the band slipped from the control she’d fought to maintain. She swiped at her cheeks impatiently, hating the weakness of tears as much as the cause, and winced when her fingers brushed across a bruise Jack’s fist had left behind. If she were a man, she’d not have stood there and taken the hit; she’d have popped him back a good one. Let him see how it felt to get knocked on his arse.

Well, she’d not bear it forever. Jack didn’t know it yet, but one day she’d leave this place. If it took her last breath, she would. She’d find herself a snug little cottage in the country where the spring chill didn’t settle in the stones and refuse didn’t layer the floors. Food would be bought fresh at the market and served on platters, not dug up from the bottom of a slop barrel. And she’d wear fancy clothes that fit her instead of rags swiped off an untended clothesline, unfit to dust with. And people would call her by her given name. She closed her eyes and let the sound of it fill her mind. Faith. She hadn’t heard it spoken in so long that it surprised her that she still remembered it. Mark it up to another thing Jack Swift had denied her. Said it sounded too uppity, and he’d not give a worthless urchin any cause for putting on airs. Aye, one day—

Oh, who was she foolin’? Fanny’s shoulders slumped. She’d never get away from Bethnal Green, never live in a nice place or eat decent food or wear fancy clothes, never be called anything but “Fanny,” as if she were the hind end of someone’s mistake. If she tried leaving, Jack would track her down and turn her in. He’d threatened to more than once. And when the coppers learned what she’d done—

“It’s about time ye showed up!”

Her heart stopped at the unexpected voice coming from a figure that popped into the room. It took her only a second to recognize the shaggy-headed, baggy-clothed teenager, but that one second seemed to last two lifetimes. “God’s teeth, Scatter, ye gave me fright!” She wiped her eyes quickly lest he see her weeping like a babe.

“Where ye been? A feller could starve t’ death waitin’ on the likes of you.” He leaped up and caught an overhead pipe, then hung from it by his knees. “Did ye bring me anything?”

“Don’t I always, ye li’l beggar?”

Fanny withdrew a half loaf of bread she’d hidden in a low, inside pocket, broke off a chunk, and handed it to Scatter. He stole it faster than spit on a stick and shoved it into his mouth. Like most of her fellow knucks, he had the look of a street rat stamped all over him—gaunt features born of too few meals, too much trouble, and far more misery than a boy his age should ever know. He claimed not to know his parents, but he had the look of gypsy stock. Black, stringy hair, thick brows, dark eyes, and a sharp nose. Hell, he could be the long-lost heir to a foreign throne for all either of them knew. What Fanny did know was that he’d attached himself to her almost from the minute he’d landed his skinny arse in Jack Swift’s band. Though six years her junior, he was the closest she could claim to family. She often thought of him as a younger brother, and had made it her duty to watch out for him. Why, she had yet to figure. He was as useful as a sore tooth.

“Zounds, Fan—what ’appened to you?”

She ducked her head, though too late to hide Jack’s handprint on her face. “None of your bloody business.”

“Jack popped you again, didn’t ’e?”

She saw no point in denying it and gave a short nod.

“Does it hurt?”

“He’s done worse.” Fanny reached under her pallet for a tattered black rucksack that she’d swiped fair and square from a sotted seaman who’d been generous enough to leave it unattended. In the distance, she heard Jack’s voice rise in displeasure. She felt sorry for his latest victim. “What’s got him in such a temper?” she asked Scatter as he all but inhaled what constituted the day’s meal.

Scatter licked crumbs from his fingers. “Charlie got tumbled t’day down at Hanover Square.”

Fanny snapped around in surprise. “Charlie what?”

“ ’E tried to rook a copper and got pinched.”

“A copper! Did he lose his mind?”

Scatter only shrugged.

“He didn’t squeal, did he?”

“Wouldn’t surprise me none if ’e did,” the boy said. “ ’E always was a gutless bloke.”

Fanny shoved her leather case into the rucksack. “He can’t be too gutless else he wouldn’t have fanned a fox.”

“That weren’t gutless, that was stupid.”

She couldn’t argue that. She turned away, reeling from the news. Good God, how had Charlie made such a stupid call? Knucks were trained from the moment they joined Gentleman Jack Swift’s band on how to sniff out a patrolman, since not all wore the trade brass-buttoned uniforms and round-topped hats. No, some dressed the part of a dandy to catch the unsuspecting in the hopes that they’ll spill the whereabouts of their cohorts. Others blended in so well with their surroundings that you couldn’t tell one from a market-monger.

But Charlie Topp was no green dipper—he’d been with the band near as many years as her and Scatter and knew the tricks of the police. So what had he been thinking to bilk a bobbie?

She turned back to stuffing her pack with a change of clothes, a brush with most of the bristles broken off, and as an afterthought, a ragged old Phillip Goldsmith doll she’d carried around with her for as long as she could remember. If she didn’t bag a decent purse this night, there would be no coming back.

Well, at least she knew what had Jack in such a vile mood. Best just do as he said—at least he’d given her a good reason to keep clear of him. She looped the strap of her bag over her head so it crossed her front and hung high against her ribs.

“Where ye goin’?”

“Out.”

“Now? It’s rainin’ cats and dogs.”

“Do you really think that matters to Jack?” Scatter knew as well as she that if she didn’t find a decent mark this night, there would be no supper for the week. Or worse, she shuddered, he’d decide that she’d outlived her usefulness and put her out on the streets where, as he’d often told her, she’d really learn the meaning of earning her keep. Aye, a bit of rain was a small price to pay.

He flipped off the pipe and onto his feet with the enviable nimbleness of youth. “Then I’ll go with ye.”

“You’ll do no such thing.” The last thing she needed was a snot-nosed fourteen-year-old tugging at her coattails. Besides, Lord only knew how long she’d be out tonight—or if she’d even be coming back. There was no sense in both of them catching their deaths. She reached for a dry, moth-eaten seaman’s cap and pulled it over her head. “Just stay here—I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

 

“You the baron?”

Seated at a back table in a Thames-side tavern, Troyce de Meir glanced up lazily at the man who’d come to stand before him. George Feagin fit the description he’d been given down to the letter. Barely five and half feet tall, pudgy from his fingertips to his forehead, with thick sideburns down his jowls and a blackened wig that sat slightly askew on his reputedly balding pate.

He snapped the lid shut on the timepiece cradled in his hand and slipped it into the pocket of his waistcoat. “You’re late.”

“That I am,” the tradesman boasted with a flamboyant grin. “A pretty little moll down at The Headless Woman just wouldn’t let me out of her arms.” He flipped his coattails out behind him and settled his ponderous weight into the opposite chair.

Troyce dismissed the boast with a minimal smile that concealed his irritation. Obviously Feagin didn’t regard their meeting worthy of punctuality—or apology. Not a good sign. Then again, what had he expected? Two weeks he’d spent in London, making the acquaintance of a variety of prospects, and his situation was beginning to appear as grim as it had the day he’d returned to England a few months earlier.

“Have you brought the goods?” Feagin inquired in a conspiratorial whisper.

Grimacing, Troyce slid a rolled parchment across the surface of a table scarred by a century of sweaty iron tankards, spilled ale, and cigar burns. Feagin tore the scroll from its sleeve, carelessly unrolled it, and slapped a recently abandoned tankard from the next table upon its curling edges to weigh it down. Beads of brew slid down the metal stein and soaked the aged paper.

Bloody hell.

While Feagin studied the documents, Troyce leaned back in his chair, his gaze sweeping Jorge’s Tavern. The atmosphere reminded him faintly of his time on the shores of Maine, where he’d spent the last eight years. Odors of fish, sweat, beer, cigars, must, and mildew had ingrained themselves over the years into the pocked-wood walls. Dockworkers, seamen, and characters of undistinguishable yet shady pursuit filtered in and out of the riverside tavern. Not exactly the establishment Troyce preferred to conduct business, but neither would it benefit him to have every nob in London learning that the third Baron of Westborough was desperate.

The minutes ticked on with no reaction from his companion. Word about town had it that George Feagin had made a substantial fortune in risky ventures. That fortune was the only reason Troyce had deigned to meet with the tradesman. That, and the dismal fact that he’d been the only one to exhibit even the slightest interest in Troyce’s enterprise.

He signaled for a second brandy from a blowsy barmaid with unnaturally red hair and a come-hither smile born of years of practice. Her ample hips swung to and fro in blatant invitation as she brought a bottle to his table, and a generous slice of cleavage commanded his full notice when she leaned over to fill his cup. There was nothing like a lush and willing woman to distract a man from his troubles, he thought, tempted to take advantage of her unmistakable offer and lose himself in her abundant charms. Unfortunately, regretfully, the last thing he needed at this moment was a distraction.

“She looks genuine.”

Troyce dragged his attention back to Feagin, bent over the sketchings. “She’s genuine, all right,” he said, promptly forgetting the maid. “One of Queen Isabella’s Armada de la Guardia and a war galleon of the Treasure Fleet of 1622. She was fished out of the Mediterranean over fifteen years ago.”

“What kind of repairs are you looking at?”

He tossed back a swallow of the bitter swill that passed for brandy. “Complete renovation of the deck, replacement mainmast and topmasts, and canvases.”

“She suffered heavy damages then.”

Troyce shrugged as if the work was no more substantial than replacing the thatches on a cottage roof. Only the blisters on his hands and the lint in his pockets conveyed the truth. “A sufficient amount as a result of the storms and cannon fire, but not irreparable.”

“How long before you can have her seaworthy?”

“With a dependable crew of laborers, three or four months.”

“That’ll give me time to secure a buyer.”

“Buyers I have in abundance. What I need is capital to make the repairs.”

“Yes, five hundred pounds’ worth, I’m told.” Feagin frowned.

“It’ll draw ten times that much at auction,” Troyce said. Of that, he was certain. The galleon had already garnered the interest of King Alfonso XIII of Spain. Troyce saw no reason to inform Feagin that massive repairs had already been made to the hull, or that those renovations had sorely depleted the de Meir coffers. Once the ship was restored, it would go to the highest bidder, and his present problems would be solved.

“We’ll split the profits seventy–thirty,” Feagin finally said by way of agreement.

“Forty–sixty,” Troyce corrected, wincing as Feagin crumpled his father’s sketchings into a roll.

“I’m financing the work.”

“I’m doing the work, and it’s my ship.”

Feagin sat back and pondered the bid. “Fifty-fifty or no deal.”

Troyce inwardly bucked at the terms, but much to his dismay, he didn’t see that he had much choice. Yes, buyers he could recruit for the finished product; no one seemed inclined, however, to purchase damaged goods. And thanks to the horrid state of affairs left to him by his father, there was no longer any money available to invest in this venture, which reduced him to two options: marry a wealthy woman or raise the money himself. He’d be damned if he’d put his title on the auction block. Not that he carried any particular fondness for it, but it and his pride were all he had left to call his own.

With a single, decisive nod, Troyce agreed to Feagin’s terms. A pouch of coins marking the initial investment, arrangements for the distribution of additional funds and a later view of the progress concluded their business. Then Troyce left the tavern while his new partner stayed to celebrate with the barmaid.

Outside, he lifted his face to the rain, sucked in a draft of clean moist air, and smiled. Even the gloomy weather couldn’t dampen his suddenly chipper spirits. Feagin might not have been a top-of-the-line choice, but all in all, the meeting had proved more profitable than Troyce had anticipated. For the first time since his father’s death, the burden he’d been carrying lifted. He gave the purse a light toss and his grin broadened at the familiar jangle. Despite the unconventional pact, the ship his father had loved with his last breath would be restored, the future of the barony would be secured, and he . . . well, he’d escaped a fate equal—nay worse—than death.

 

“Any luck yet?”

Heart leaping into her windpipe, Fanny whipped around and nearly fell back on her heels. “Damn yer eyes, Scatter, I told you to wait in the tunnels. What are ye doing out here?”

“Someone gots t’ watch out for ye.”

As if the fourteen-year-old offered much protection, she silently scoffed.

Still—and she’d pluck herself bald before admitting it—she welcomed his presence. She’d been crouched in the alley for hours with no company save for the aches in her joints. It got bloody lonely sometimes.

While Scatter hunched down against the wall, Fanny’s attention slid back to the tavern she’d been watching across the street. A pair of prostitutes loitered on the corner, calling out bawdy suggestions to a gent hanging out the window of a passing hack. Chimney smoke, sewage fumes, and damp mist collided into a myriad of vaporous odors that were both repugnant and embracing, and as much a part of her existence as the damp wool-spun coat, sackcloth shirt, and patchwork trousers plastered to her skin.

She swiped the moisture gathering on her freezing cheek, drew her soggy coat more tightly about her shoulders, and suppressed a shiver. Crikey, it was colder than a ditch digger’s bum out here. The weather didn’t help any. What irony that, to keep a roof over her head, she was stuck crouching in the rain.

Silence settled around them as thick and eerie as the London fog rolling in from the Thames, save for the clop of hooves on the slick cobblestoned street as the hack rolled passed the mouth of the alley. Habit had Fanny shrinking back into the shadows. Not that she had any reason to worry about being seen—no one with all their druthers about them would venture out on such a dismal night. No, it was being caught by the bobbies—or worse, the Bow Street Runners—that had her heart slamming against her ribs. They patrolled the streets religiously, their sole mission in life to harass those simply trying to make a living.

The news of Charlie’s fate made the risks of her own situation all too real. Only swift feet, clever thinking, and a survivor’s instinct had kept her from the clutches of the law for over a decade, but if it could happen to Charlie Topp, what’s to say it wouldn’t happen to her?

Beside her, Scatter blew on fingers visible above the gloves he wore, the digits cut out at the knuckles for freer movement. “Zounds, Fanny, where is everybody?”

She wondered the same thing. Even on the slowest of nights, pickings had never been this slim. And there was no returning to the tunnels without full pockets. Jack had made that perfectly clear.

All she needed was one loaded bloke.

As if in answer to a prayer, the door to the tavern blew open. Both Scatter and Fanny went instantly alert when a large, looming shadow moved out onto the walk and paused beneath the awning. Crikey, he’s a tall one, Fanny thought. The top of his hat nearly brushed the wooden frame, the span of his shoulders blocked the doorsill. He lifted the cape of his dark greatcoat around his jaw, glanced down the street, then up.

A gasp tore from Fanny’s throat, and she reared back as lamplight hit on a face nearly as familiar to her as her own.

“Do ye know ’im?”

She wagged her head. “Never seen ’im before.” Not in the flesh, anyway. But in her dreams . . . oh aye, she knew him. She knew the length of every layer of his coal black hair and the regal arc of his brows. She knew the sunburst design of his silvery eyes, the exact angle of his nose, the precise cut of his cheekbones. And she knew that his mouth, though severe in appearance, was soft and infinitely gentle upon her own.

“ ’E looks like trouble,” Scatter remarked. “A pence says ’e’s a Robin.”

“He’s no runner.” She could smell an investigator a mile off.

No, this man was . . . well, as goosey as it sounded, he was her prince of dreams.

Fanny gave herself a mental shake and flicked the silly notion away. Fantasies did not come to life, figments of the imagination did not take on substance, and princes did not appear out of the darkness of night, no matter how many times she might have wished for it to happen. The gent simply bore an uncanny and extraordinarily eerie resemblance to her dream prince, nothing more.

The explanation steadied her shaken composure somewhat and allowed her to settle down to the business of observation. The tailored nip and tuck of his knee-length coat, quality footwear, and the proud posture marked him as a man of means. When he dropped a familiar bulky object into his front pocket, she knew she’d struck pay dirt.

“ ’E’s a left kick,” she told Scatter, noting the purse’s destination. She twisted her hair into a roll and piled it atop her head, covering the mass with a weather-beaten knit cap. “Hook and snatch,” she said, choosing one of their most effective team methods. “Catch him at the corner before he picks up a lift.”

A hand pressed on her arm when she pushed herself to her feet. “Get off the crook, Fanny. He’s alone. We don’t work alone.”

Fanny narrowed her brows and jerked from Scatter’s hold. “Clear off, ye little moll-buzzer. I’ve been fanning blokes like him most of me life.”

“Maybe, but I gots me a bad feeling about this one.”

She hated it when he started blathering his hocus-pocus rot. It always made chills pop up on the back of her neck. “That moldy bread’s what’s givin’ ye a bad feeling. Now let’s go ’fore he gets away.”

“Why him?” Scatter persisted. “Just wait’ll someone else comes out. That mark’s dangerous.”

Fanny couldn’t agree more. But she was cold, she was soaked, and she was weary down to the marrow. It was him—or no one. “Are ye with me or not?”

A worried frown creased Scat’s forehead, but he nodded anyway, then sprinted along the length of the alley toward a hedgerow to the right of the tavern. Fanny ducked low and watched his progress with one eye, while keeping the other on their mark, who remained beneath the awning in wait. Since there were no horses about, Fanny decided that he’d either sent a stableboy around for his carriage or he was waiting for a hired cab. Either way, they were running out of time.

Noting Scatter’s apprehension, Fanny felt a moment’s guilt for pushing the lad into a trick. Then she consoled herself with the fact that she’d given him a choice. Truth tell, she didn’t need a partner to notch a job. She never had. But pairing up often made it faster and easier, not to mention cleaner.

After Scatter rounded the back of the tavern, he popped his head above a rock wall, giving Fanny her cue to begin closing in. Scatter, as the “snatch,” would snag the mark’s attention while Fanny acted as the “hook” and relieved him of the thick purse she’d seen him stuff into his left pocket.

No sooner did Fanny cross the street and maneuver herself into position than a second man emerged from the tavern, calling, “Westborough, you forgot your sketchings.”

And Fanny froze in alarm. Bloody hell—Feagin? What was he doing here? Dread crept through her veins like a deadly spider. Wasn’t this just her rotten luck! Just last week, Scatter had made the mistake of breaking into one of Feagin’s warehouses and got caught picking the locks on his safe-room door. Scatter managed to escape, but there was no doubt in Fanny’s mind that Feagin would recognize him.

No wonder he’d had a bad feeling.

She tried to catch Scatter’s attention, tell him to call off the operation, but with his head bowed as he crept along the stone wall, he failed to take notice of her.

And then, it was too late.





Chapter 2

In the manner of a thousand heists before, Scatter jumped over the stone wall in front of his mark. If he was surprised to find two of them instead of one, he gave no sign. He shrank into himself and offered his hat in the age-old pose of the downtrodden. “A pence for the poor, suh?”

The stranger peered down at his bent head, and Fanny couldn’t be sure of it from the distance, but she thought she saw him frown. It was not him who concerned her, though.

It was Feagin.

She quickened her pace, hoping to reach Scatter before he revealed himself. While the gent reached for his pocket, as if to grant Scatter’s request, Feagin was not inclined toward such generosity. He shoved Scatter against the chest so hard that it threw him backward.

“Get back, you sniveling leech.”

The stranger’s head snapped around. “Feagin, what the hell are you doing?”

“Damned beggars. ’Tis the third time this week that they’ve come a panhandling. ’Tis getting so decent citizens can’t even walk the streets without being molested.”

To Fanny’s astonishment, the stranger wedged himself between Scatter and Feagin. “He’s but a child.”

“He’s a bloody nuisance. Not a one of them are worth the skin it took to cover their bones.”

Cold-hearted bastard, Fanny thought. Not that she was surprised. She’d had dealings enough with Feagin and his ilk to know charity and kindness were as plummy to them as burrs in their bums.

She moved faster, urgency driving her the last twenty feet despite the stitch developing in her calf and the lack of air in her lungs. She finally reached the men, bumping into one, then the other. Years of ingrained reflexes took over as she brushed through them, and fleet hands slipped into their coats for the night’s pickings.

“John, what mischief are ye about this night?” she dramatized. “Mum’s worried sick!” She grabbed Scatter by the arm and shoved the bounty into his coat.

Then she pulled him behind her and turned to face the men. “Thank ye for finding me brother, kind sirs. I’ll just see that ’e gets home.” She twisted around and prodded the boy away from the men.

“Not so fast.”

One broad hand landed on her shoulder, another on Scatter’s. Fanny froze. Her throat constricted, sparks shot through her veins.

She glanced warily behind her and found her view blocked by a solid wall of chest. Grosgrain fabric the color of charcoal stretched across its breadth. A spicy, masculine scent curled through dampness, smothering the stench of the West End, teasing her senses. Her gaze worked its way up the row of togged buttons on his gaping greatcoat, past a silvery vest worth a week of meals, over a plain ivory shirt, to the base of his throat. Nothing but smooth, bare skin lay beneath the starched linen collar. Glimpsing that tiny wedge of nudity seemed more intimate than if she’d caught the gent stripped down to nothing.

Fanny swallowed over the sudden tightness in her throat. Up close he was more powerful than he’d appeared from afar. He stood at least six feet in height, a mere four inches taller than she, but the span of his body far exceeded hers, making her feel small and fragile and oddly vulnerable.

She forced herself to look up into his face, and oh, crikey, wished she hadn’t. The bloke was even more handsome than she’d first judged and did not do her fantasy justice. Raindrops slid off the brim of his hat to soak his shoulders, turning the gray to black. A shadow of whiskers darkened his sharply angled jaw and chin and surrounded a nicely bowed mouth too unsettling to dwell on. The bridge of his nose was straight as a dagger blade, unmarred by the telling bump she so often saw on those prone to brawling, the tip rounded, the nostrils nicely flared. Unfashionably short sideburns looked freshly trimmed, as did the coal black hair pulled back behind his ears and secured at his nape. And his eyes. . . . God’s teeth, the man had glorious eyes. Spiky lashes swept out above irises the color of mist on stone, and long hooded lids drew down at the corners in a sensual curve that made her think of how a man might look at a woman waiting in his bed. . . .

“My purse, s’il vous plaît.”

Dumbly, she glanced down at the hand he held toward her, the palm unexpectedly callused. Palpable tension emanated from the scrawny body behind her. “What purse?” The words came out surprisingly strong considering that it felt as if she were shoving them through a pinhole.

His lip quirked as if he found her false ignorance amusing. “The one you lifted from my pocket.”

His voice held the hint of an accent that didn’t match his aristocratic appearance. Not French, though he obviously spoke the language, but something more exotic—and hauntingly familiar.

Before she could place its cant, Feagin cried, “Why, the little thief got my watch, too!”

Fanny squealed as her collar was seized and she was hauled up against Feagin’s rotund chest.

“You think you can steal from George Feagin?”

Spots swam before her eyes as the odors of fish, cheap cologne, and the merciless grip on her collar threatened to choke the life right out of her.

Scatter charged out from behind her, eyes afire, hands outstretched. “Let ’er go!”

“Why you little—hey, I know you! You’re the weasel I caught breaking into my warehouse!” With a tight hold still on Fanny, Feagin made a grab for Scatter with his free hand.

“No!” Fanny angled herself between the two and shoved Scatter with all her might. “Run, Scat!”

“Damn your eyes!” With an enraged growl, Feagin swung his arm upward, and Fanny flinched, bracing herself for the backhanded blow.

It never came.

Shocked, she glanced up and saw that the dark stranger had seized Feagin’s wrist in midswing.

“Strike again, and I’ll break your hand,” he said, his tone so deadly that chills broke out along her spine.

Fanny had not a single doubt that he meant what he said.

Neither, apparently, did Feagin. His face suddenly paled, and he laughed, more a sound of rattled nerves than humor. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“I’d more than dare.” The stranger smiled. “I’d take great pleasure in it.”

“You’re making a grave mistake, Westborough. I’m not certain I wish to deal with a man whose loyalties lie with riffraff.”

“Then I shall relieve you of the uncertainty. We no longer have a deal.”

If Feagin thought he’d had the upper hand with his implied threat, the man he called Westborough quickly burst the illusion. Eyes bulging, complexion ruddy, he sputtered in disbelief, “You’d call off a profitable venture over a pair of thievin’ guttersnipes?”

“I never conduct business with men who can’t control their tempers.” He released his grip on Feagin’s arm and stepped back. “Now, I suggest you unhand the youngster and take your leave. I’ll see your coin returned to you on the morrow.”

The tradesman’s jaw dropped. “You need me, Westborough.”

His expression never wavered. “Not that badly.”

The two men stared at one another for several seconds, one coldly calm, the other blazing mad.

“You will regret this,” Feagin finally spat. “Both of you.” After dropping his grip on Fanny’s collar, he spun on his heel and headed for one of two hacks that, at some point during the altercation, had drawn up at the curb.

And Fanny knew that if ever there was a time to save herself, it was now. She hadn’t survived the last ten years in London’s underworld by dawdling about. And yet, as much as she willed it, she couldn’t seem to tear herself away from the sight of her dark prince, standing in a halo of lamplight, watching Feagin’s hack pull away, his shoulders tense, his hands fisted. And there was something in his eyes . . . a bitter disappointment that reminded her of the times she’d held opportunity in her hands only to watch it combust before her very eyes.

Why? Why would he have come to her defense?

She shook her head, thoroughly befuddled. Hard as she tried, she just couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that a complete stranger—one of such obvious high-knobbed breeding—would not only protect her from the likes of George Feagin, but that he was willing to break some sort of arrangement because Feagin tried to hit her. She’d never heard of such a thing!

Only when the first hack disappeared around the corner did he finally turn to her. “Well, my young bandit, it seems that you and I have some unfinished business.”

Though cordial in manner, his tone carried a parlous undertone and eyes that only moments ago reminded her of midnight sins now held all the warmth of a cemetery slab. Even a half-wit would understand that he held her to blame for his loss.

Well, to hell with him. She never asked him to take up for her. “Some other time, guv. I gots me more important things to do.” Wrapping her pride around her, she spun on her heel.

He caught her by the sleeve. “Not quite yet, my sticky-fingered friend. Now, I have asked you once, I shall ask you only once again. My purse, if you please?”

Fanny couldn’t say if it was that oddly familiar cadence of his speech, or the steely warning hovering just below the surface of civility, but she was beginning to feel terribly uneasy. She swallowed over the knot of dread creeping up her windpipe. “I don’t have it.”

His lips curved in a lopsided grin that she might have found charming under different circumstances.

“You’ll understand if I don’t believe you.”

That brought her up to her full height. “Are ye calling me a liar?”

“I have called you nothing. However, this night has been quite trying thus far, and my patience is wearing thin, so perhaps you should reconsider your answer.”

“I told ye, I don’t have yer bleedin’ purse.”

He studied her a moment—actually, challenged seemed a more apt description. His eyes, gray as polished pewter, bored into hers, as if trying to decide if she spoke the truth. She couldn’t deny that she filched the pockets of those who had more money than they could count. She would even admit to an occasional evasion of the truth.

But she never lied.

“All right, if this is the way you want to play . . .”

Fanny gasped as his hands shot out and began vigorously patted her hips, her waist, her rib cage. “Get your filthy hands off me, ye rotten bugger!”

“Not until I—” Whatever he’d been about to say came to an abrupt halt when his hands landed just below a part of her anatomy that she often wished had never developed. His dark brows shot up, then narrowed into a V. “Well, what do we have here?”

She almost blurted, “Breasts, you idiot!” but he spun her around before the words formed and whipped her cap off her head. She grabbed for it and missed. Her hair tumbled around her shoulders in riot of tangled curls. Fanny went rigid, mentally preparing herself for the worst.

But he didn’t tear at her clothes, didn’t grope her body.

Instead, with a gentleness she’d never imagined existed, he tipped her chin into the dim light of the streetlamp and searched her features.

A queer, swampy feeling spread through Fanny’s middle, as if she were sinking into a pit of warm molasses. She knew she should fight it. Struggle to pull away. She couldn’t. His eyes, shot with the same silvery tint of his vest, pulled at her, drew her in, held her motionless.

Never in twenty years had she given any thought to her own appearance, but that was before she saw her own reflection in the mirror of his eyes—the dirt-streaked cheekbones, matted hair, ratty clothes. A deep flush scorched her face, and the longer he studied her, the more cheap and worthless she felt.

“Well I’ll be. . . .” he said in awe. “You’re naught but a girl!”

Fanny blinked. He’d only just now figured that out?

“What’s your name?” he demanded.

She jerked her chin from his grasp. “Queen Victoria, ye loggerhead, now bugger off.”

“Tut, tut. Such language, Your Royal Majesty.” Laughter resonated in his deeply lyrical voice. “I wonder what your subjects would think were they aware their sovereign speaks with such savoir-faire?”

She pressed her lips tightly together. She’d been manhandled enough for one night and by crikey, she’d not take it from this gaumless muck-a-muck. “If you’re through pawing at me,” she ground out, “I’ll thank ye to let me go.”

“Indeed? And I’ll thank you to return my property.”

The grin he gave her was so boyishly disarming that she wasn’t even aware that he’d grabbed the strap of something much more personal and private than body parts. “Give me that!” She grabbed for the rucksack holding her
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