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Nathan ran for his life, only seconds ahead of the attack dog snapping at his heels.

Trees and bushes whipped by him in a blur as he raced away from the Hall of Science. Dense black smoke rose from the grand building, and fire licked at several of the windows. Shouts indicated the guards chasing him were closing in fast. He glanced over his shoulder. Five, though it seemed more like a hundred.

His satchel bounced wildly at his side. Time was of the essence lest his latest invention fall into the wrong hands. If luck delivered him to the front gate in a timely manner, he could lose his pursuers among the city streets.

The dog’s jaw clamped onto his left ankle. Searing pain exploded in his foot as he slammed onto the ground.

Dust billowed everywhere while he attempted to wrench free of his growling nemesis. He kicked out with his other foot. Landed a solid blow on the dog’s snout, to no avail. Panic tightened his chest and clouded his vision. Those fangs would sink into his throat next if he failed to escape. He lashed out again, this time hitting its eye. With a yelp, the dog released him. Nathan scrambled to his feet and took flight before it could recover.

Hot, white agony flared from his wound, but it was nothing compared to what the guards would do if they caught him. He shot forward, grunting through the pain while furiously pumping his arms.

Ahead of him loomed the wrought iron gates of the main entrance. The high fence surrounding the grounds had been seeded with spring-loaded spikes and other deadly security measures, so scaling it would be impossible. Not that he was any good at climbing. The gates currently lay open but would not remain so for long.

With a gulp of breath, he increased his speed.

A crowd of affluently-dressed white people milled about the entrance, gaping at the smoke. Behind him, a cacophony of barks and guards shouting warnings. His choice of path was clear.

“Make room!” he bellowed, plunging straight into the crowd. A few people moved aside, but he clipped the shoulders of several others.

“Oy!” One of the male onlookers grabbed his arm. “I say, where are you off to in such a hurry?”

Nathan yanked his arm free. “None of your damn business!”

He cut left and sprinted down the street, hoping to put as many miles as possible between himself and his pursuers.

The afternoon sun baked his hatless head as he dodged pedestrians and carriages. There hadn’t been time to don suitable attire. Laboratory explosions, especially ones preceded by threat of death, tended to dictate one’s priorities—namely, survival. However, so long as he had his precious invention, nothing else mattered.

He barreled forward, grateful for even the smallest advantage his long legs gave him. He cut across private lawns and leaped over low bushes in a residential area of stucco mansions populated by aristocrats and industrialists. Gardeners pulling weeds and cutting grass glanced up in surprise as he sailed past them.

A painful stitch grew in his side. Nathan had never run like this before. In fact, he could not remember the last time he’d run at all.

The attack dogs barked up a storm, sounding perilously close. Ignoring the stares of curious passersby, he streaked across Fitzroy Square as though the Devil himself was in pursuit.

Pound, pound, pound.

He headed east, intending to leave Fitzrovia and escape to literally anywhere else in London. The more he ran, the more the landscape around him changed. Homes gave way to businesses, shops, and clubs. Huffing steamcoaches spewed exhaust from their vents as they rumbled through the streets. Everyone around him went about their usual business, blissfully unaware of the life and death situation in their midst.

His foot ached as if someone had injected it with nails. In the shadow of an alley, he paused to lean against a building for respite. Fought to control his noisy exhalations lest those blasted dogs hear him. If they could scent the blood dripping from his shoe, he was doomed.

He ran his grimy hand over his sweaty face. How had his life arrived at this tragic moment? His uncle’s recent betrayal had been shocking in its ferocity. If his parents had known about Christopher Harlow’s ultimate intention, they would never have allowed Nathan to be his apprentice in the first place. Then again, as the founder of the National Council of Science and Automation, his uncle headed England’s premier group of scientists. Who would have thought Christopher possessed such a nefarious motive?

Bitterness filled Nathan’s heart. In the space of an hour, he had gone from a lifetime of research, experiments, and inventing to being the target of attempted murder.

Now he was a fugitive as well. Of paramount importance was finding a safe place to hide. Hailing a cab would leave a trail of potential witnesses, so no luck there. His parents’ home was also out of the question since it would be one of the first places his uncle’s guards would search. As one of the most powerful men in Britain, Christopher wielded enormous influence. Nathan couldn’t count on anyone he knew for protection—and certainly not the police.

He strained his ears. No sound of dogs. He may have lost his pursuers, but best to keep moving.

He pushed off from the wall. Hobbling quickly, he blended into the street crowd, or tried to. Because of his uncommon tallness, he rose a head or more above everyone else. He hunched down, not caring if he looked absurd.

A mechanical horse, a technological wonder only affordable to the wealthy, puffed steam from its nostrils as it pulled an ornate gold and white carriage. The closed curtains concealed its passengers. In other parts of the thoroughfare, flesh and blood equines dragged wagons filled to the brim with crates, sacks, and trunks.

Citizens bustled here, there, and everywhere. He didn’t recognize the area, but it had the markings of a business district. A storefront bearing the name “James Harbud - Clockmaker” displayed an intriguing array of clocks. Several doors down, he passed a toolmaker’s shop. Then an egg merchant’s domain. In fact, he encountered a cornucopia of trades, from cabinetmakers to corn chandlers to bricklayers. All well and good for a day of running errands, but this was no ordinary day.

He wouldn’t know ordinary again until he was safe from his murderous uncle.

As he crossed the street, a vast shadow covered the area, accompanied by a whug-whug-whug sound. A steam-powered airship appeared, a Giffard model whose bright blue envelope topped a silver-colored gondola. The freight ship was emblazoned with the name Silver Wing. It puttered through the air at the speed of molasses.

With his latest invention, he could build an airship more powerful than anything in existence. His device could also tip the balance of power on a global scale, which was doubtless why Christopher had been so determined to steal it.

Nathan banged hard into something solid. The next thing he knew, half a dozen boxes littered the ground near his feet. He snapped his attention back to his surroundings.

The owner of the boxes glared. “Watch where you’re going!”

“Begging your pardon.” He extended a helping hand, but the brown-skinned man shoved him away.

“Don’t need any more help from you, bean pole, so bugger off!”

Though the insult smarted, he was glad of the chance to resume his escape. After giving the satchel strap a quick tug, he continued down the street. His weakened foot forced him to proceed with a limp. How much blood loss could he sustain before succumbing to his injury?

Furtive glances from passers-by swept over his disheveled state. Dusty and sweat-soaked, he was the very definition of slovenly. Grass and dirt stains covered his trousers, which were now torn in several places. His shoe was a bloody mess. He probably stank as much as the dung covered streets.

No matter. He would rather be alive and dirty than dead and clean.

Weariness sapped at his every limb. He had to locate shelter before he collapsed from exhaustion in the middle of a busy road. Unfortunately, nothing looked familiar. Though London was a mecca of culture and science full of diverse peoples, businesses, and architectural achievements, it was also sprawling, loud, and filthy. Given the demands of his work, he rarely traveled through the city. Even then, he had done so in the cocoon of his uncle’s steamcoach. He would often bring something to read or tinker with instead of engaging in practical habits such as memorizing the city’s layout.

He consulted his pocket watch. Blast! Sunset was mere hours away. In addition to a sanctuary, he needed a change of clothes, a thorough wash, medical attention, and food. So much to do and so little time.

A chill ran through him. Wandering the streets all night was a terrifying prospect, and that wasn’t even counting footpads and the other dangers that lurked among the city’s endless maze of buildings and dark alleys. Even if he had a weapon with which to defend himself, he lacked the skill to use it. He quickened his pace.

Travelling by foot was a pure slog. The billowing dust had reduced his mouth to a patch of scorched earth. At the Hall of Science, staff made drinks to order any hour of the night or day. He’d give anything for a chilled glass of extra-sweet lemonade. Alas, now he was utterly dependent on the kindness of strangers, and most likely none of them had cold drinks to spare.

At the next corner, he propped his hand against a wooden wall. Beads of perspiration dripped down his face. His damp shirt stuck uncomfortably against his skin. This was an unpleasant sweating, far beyond a productive day in the laboratory. He grimaced, not convinced he had the endurance for much more of this chase. He pressed his other hand against his heaving chest. Or the lung capacity.

And where in blazes could he hide? He didn’t even have enough coin for a tavern room. How exactly did one go about soliciting asylum in a city full of strangers? He envisioned a series of doors slamming in his face to the tune of a death knell.

A fresh round of barks filled the air. He turned. The guards and their dogs were barreling straight toward him. Confound them!

He sprinted away, only to trip on a jagged cobblestone. His injured foot gave out and he fell. Pain ricocheted through his knees. For a moment, all he could do was groan in protest.

Yet being torn apart by vicious dogs would hurt a thousand times more. Gritting his teeth, he surged to his feet and kept running. He wove through the pedestrians, ignoring their protests as he elbowed them aside one after another.

“Nathaniel Harlow!” a woman’s voice rang out. “Stop where you are!”

Not bloody likely.

He had to lose his pursuers once and for all—or die a violent death.

The next quarter mile whipped by in a blur as he ran. He took a convoluted route to thwart the guards and their dogs. The stitch in his side pierced him with scalpel-like precision, but he gained a decent lead. He careened around the next corner and then plunged into a dank alley. 

Beggars reached out to him with grubby hands. “Please, sir? Please?” 

He pressed his satchel closer against his body and hurried onward. Further along, a gaunt-faced Black woman in a tattered shawl held a bundled blanket in her arms. A scrawny cat with unnaturally large eyes lay swaddled within it.

He kept running. Was freedom finally within reach?

The alley’s end appeared. The light grew brighter, indicating another street. Thank Copernicus.

Pushing through his pain, he burst from the alley and turned sharply right, only to slam into a figure heading in the opposite direction. The person arrowed into his chest, knocking the air from his lungs.

“Bloody hell!” she exclaimed.

They crashed to the ground. His head smacked against a cobblestone. Agony blazed through his skull with the fiery wrath of a thousand suns.

As the worst of it receded, he became aware of the young woman sprawled atop him. Thank goodness he’d broken her fall. Save for their heavy panting, neither of them moved for a few moments. Quite unintentionally, his face was pressed against her neck. Her warm, soft neck.

With a grunt, she anchored her hands against his chest and raised herself up.

Dazed though he was, his breath stuck in his throat upon catching sight of her stunning emerald eyes. Her flushed cheeks added a lively spark to her pale face—and lit his curiosity on fire.

Then his heart sank. What rotten luck. He was a fugitive with an imperative need to escape, which meant this would be the last time he’d ever see her.
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For the third time in as many minutes, Ruby peered around the corner from her lookout spot on Cow Cross in Clerkenwell. Shopkeepers lined the bustling street end-to-end, including a glass bender, a bellows maker, and a jeweler. Craftspeople streamed in and out of Chiappa Ltd., loading parts of an organ onto a delivery wagon. An automaton ballerina performed a stilted pirouette in the display window at Pollock’s.

Steamcoaches huffed and horse-drawn hackneys clattered as they traveled up and down the street. Pompous men in somber suits stood in small groups, leaning on canes and puffing away on pipes. In the sky above, a Silver Wing airship buzzed like an overstuffed bumblebee.

The mouth-watering scents of cooked garlic, onions, and peppers drifted her way on a breeze from Gazzano’s. Her empty stomach growled, but after today, she’d have enough coin for a huge plate of their fresh-cooked pasta.

Sensing dampness beneath her bodice, she raised her arms a bit. Either anxiety or the May weather had transformed her mauve silk day dress into a boiler. Probably both. Such was the price of being fashionable, she supposed.

On the plus side, both her dress and lavishly trimmed bonnet had been turning heads, including that of the comely young Italian woman who was currently sashaying past. Feeling bold in her new attire, Ruby gave her a flirty wink as their gazes connected. The blushing maiden promptly hid her face behind a decorative fan.

Ruby smirked. Her ensemble was doing wonders before the job had even begun. Honestly, premier dressmakers such as Madame Elise ought to have better security at night than a Thunderbolt. The second a supposedly unbreachable lock came on the market, underworld tinkerers rushed to design lock picks that could bypass it. They did it mostly for the challenge in an ever-evolving game of rivalry with lock manufacturers, but they also sold their gadgets for a tidy profit.

The investment in the Thunderbolt picker had been well worth it. But the lock hadn’t been the only obstacle. After slipping inside, she’d had to use the utmost stealth to avoid waking any of the seamstresses in the crowded sleeping quarters. The poor air flow had made matters worse, stifling her breath when she needed the most energy. Odd how a west end location didn’t guarantee safe working conditions or better protection from theft. Then again, London was full of devious thieves.

And one of them was about to go into action.

At precisely half-past five every Tuesday afternoon, a jeweler by the name of Mr. Henry Driscoll passed through this section of Cow Cross on his way to the bank to deposit valuables, cash, and gems. Since the bank was within walking distance, he preferred to travel by foot when the weather permitted. A bodyguard accompanied him every time. Ruby had positioned herself three buildings down from his shop.

There was no sign of Mr. Driscoll yet, but she expected him soon.

Behind her, in a shadowy alley, two hulking figures hid behind a stack of crates. Barry and Barney, collectively known as the Bullard Brothers, had enlisted her help to pinch Driscoll’s valuables in exchange for a cut of the loot.

A fortnight earlier, she’d been eating a hot penny pie at one of the costermonger carts in the Grotto when the Bullard Brothers appeared before her. Both had wiry builds and pasty skin. Barney hid his bald head beneath a cap while Barry kept his long, greasy hair tied back from his face. Typical goons of the London underworld. She knew them only by reputation. Not enough to trust them, but enough to know their proposal was worth a listen.

Having already tried, and failed, to burglarize Driscoll’s heavily fortified shop, they decided to knock him off another way. Jumping the plant in broad daylight with a bodyguard present posed too big of a risk for ruffians like them. Therefore, they needed someone young, female, and sneaky who could act the part of a society lady to distract the mark and lure him out of sight so the Bullards could seize his treasure in peace.

A lifetime of hardship had made her desperate enough to agree. She may have been a skilled thief, but talent meant shit when opportunity never came knocking. Money was impossible to save when everything she made or stole had to be spent on living costs like rent and drinking water. This heist would be the big break she sorely needed after having been poor for all her twenty-one years—give or take, since she lacked a record of her birth date.

It would also be a chance to make a name for herself in the underworld. In an age when the rich and powerful posed more danger to the country than ever before, honor among thieves had taken on a stronger meaning. Criminals had been forging all kinds of subversive alliances as a form of resistance against the overlords determined to exploit the commoners at every turn. If she played her cards right, one day she could be a blackguard with enough power to help end the corrupt regime that had a stranglehold on England.

Should she have considered a more virtuous path to success? No doubt some would insist upon it if she cared anything about the fate of her soul. The problem, however, was that men—specifically white, racialist men who had a shockingly narrow definition of gender and sexual attraction—would feel threatened by any attempts she made to improve her lot in life. In fact, she could be an angel from heaven trying to gain the same opportunities most men received by sheer virtue of their births, yet they would still vilify her on gender alone.

Virtuous, criminal, moral, immoral—as a woman in a male-dominated world, such qualities were all relative. She would be forever defined by her gender, not her personhood. Given such a stark reality, she had chosen the path of least resistance—helping herself to whatever she wanted as often as she could. Virtue alone could never buy one’s way out of poverty.

Why bother with a regular job when it offered nothing more than rock-bottom pay and being overworked until one’s fingers fell off? She didn’t understand why so many working class people bought into the hogwash idea that having one’s nose to the grind every day was a virtuous quality. She deeply appreciated their contributions to society, but there was nothing noble about working oneself to death. If that was the case, why didn’t the actual nobility do it themselves?

Theft, on the other hand, had a much higher success rate. After the Bullards had explained their idea, she advised them on how best to use her feminine wiles to pull it off. Handshakes and a round of hot rice milk—that she insisted they pay for—sealed the deal.

They’d then spent hours plotting the heist from every possible angle. Everything had to be timed perfectly to avoid being nabbed by the police. Speaking of which, one of them was heading in her direction. His leather-covered top hat and blue, eight button swallow-tail coat made him easy to spot. A black, neatly-trimmed beard contrasted sharply against his pale face.

Bloody hell. She couldn’t afford for the Metropolitan Police Service to muck things up. She sculpted her expression into one of maidenly innocence. The peeler looked her up and down. Whether he did it to check her for a threat or because her figure pleased him was impossible to tell. She suspected the latter. Rozzer.

He opened his mouth to address her. An unchaperoned lady standing by herself on a street corner might invite unwanted questions, so she readied some flimflam excuse, smiling in the most cultivated way she knew how. The trick was to act as though she belonged there.

“Good day, miss,” he said in a clipped tone, doffing his hat.

“Good day, sir.” Had she sounded convincing? She’d spent the past several years practicing a posh accent, figuring it might come in handy.

Apparently so, for he continued his patrol. She breathed a sigh of relief after he passed.

That close shave proved the stakes of this heist were a matter of life and death. She often spent the whole day scavenging to fill her belly. One couldn’t filch from the same markets too many times or the proprietors would become suspicious, so she had to cast her net wide. Clothes? Had to steal those, too, though she hadn’t expected her dress to weigh as much as it did. The bodice sagged, but only because she’d foregone a corset. In her line of work, she always had to be ready for fight or flight. For a woman prowling the bowels of London, masquerading as a man had proven safer overall.

But wearing mannish clothing only proved safer for some women. If discovered as female, she might be propositioned, insulted, or raped. For others, the consequences of discovery were much worse. Their tragic tales could fill a whole series of books.

If given the chance, she would gladly change the laws to protect everyone’s right to be their true selves and present to the world however they pleased. She squashed the outlandish idea as soon as it had come. Being sympathetic to the plights of disadvantaged folks meant nothing without action and the resources to back it up. She owned little more than the clothes on her back, so the odds were impossible that she’d ever have the power to make those kinds of sweeping political changes.

Best to focus on her own survival, which included strategies such as hacking off most of her hair. Keeping it short not only helped obscure her gender and fend off lice, but it also kept her safer during brawls. For her current caper, she had enough wayward wisps framing her face to give the appearance of feminine hair. Her bonnet left the rest up to the beholder’s imagination.

Though riskier than anything she’d ever tried, the Bullards’ plan could yield great rewards. She had to start somewhere or she’d be stuck in darkest London for the rest of her life.

Fleecing Driscoll would be an excellent start. And speak of the rich devil, here he came.

First his top hat bobbed into view, then the rest of him as the curtain of pedestrians parted. The slender, smartly dressed jeweler carried a case in his gloved hand. He periodically doffed his hat to acquaintances. He looked quite chipper, in fact. Must have been a profitable day.

Did rich white men like him give any thought to those less fortunate? Had he ever donated money to an orphanage? Or even a single shilling to the local church to aid in their charity work? Did he understand how far such money would stretch when it came to providing food for homeless citizens? Probably not.

She smiled with wolfish glee. Now it was time for Mr. Driscoll’s Lesson of the Day. She would teach him how to share his wealth with those in need. Namely, the woman who was about to pick him clean.
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After a final adjustment to her gloves, she headed toward Driscoll, holding her closed parasol primly before her. Caught his eye and tossed a fetching smile his way.

Doffing his hat, he smiled politely in return. Despite her sunny presence, the hulking bodyguard remained stone-faced. Hmm, a true professional.

As Ruby and the jeweler passed each other, she lurched forward with a cry of pain. “Oh, dear!”

Driscoll caught her before she could fall. She clutched at him, gasping.

His brows furrowed with concern. “What’s wrong, miss?”

She moaned with dramatic flair and then responded in her best genteel accent. “My foot. It hurts terribly. I believe I twisted it.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears as she gazed at him imploringly. “I am not certain I can walk. Please help me, kind sir.”

“Yes, of course.” He glanced around. “Where is your chaperone?”

Why are you so bloody nosy? “She is”—Ruby gestured vaguely at the nearby buildings—“in that shop.”

He accepted her answer at face value. “Shall I wait with you until she returns?”

“No! I mean to say, that will be quite unnecessary.” She pointed left. “My carriage is around that corner. Would you be so kind as to escort me there?”

“I shall do so at once.” He turned to his bodyguard. “Mr. Simpson, take her other elbow.”

As the bodyguard supported her arm, she moaned. “It hurts so much.”

“Take your time, Miss...?”

“Lacy Wade. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Likewise. I am Henry Driscoll.”

Heh. I know that, you turd.

Maintaining a pained expression, she limped alongside her ever-so-helpful escorts toward the side street, where of course there was no carriage of any kind. The dim passageway was more of a foot path. Nearby businesses used it as a makeshift storage area for empty crates, broken barrels, old scraps of packaging materials, and other items they no longer needed but were too lazy to put anywhere else.

Perplexed, Driscoll glanced around. “Eh, where exactly did you say your carriage was, Miss Wade?”

She slumped against him. Dropped her voice to an anguished whisper. “Begging your pardon, but I misremembered. It’s on the street at the end of this lane.”

They continued down the path. As they passed the first alley, Barry and Barney streaked out of their hiding spot, faces gnarled and arms swinging.

Driscoll gaped. “What is the meaning of this...ahh...oof!”

Ruby sidestepped as the Bullards jumped Driscoll and Simpson. Barry dragged the jeweler into the alley and wrestled him to the ground faster than a bird could flap its wing. The case flew into the air.

The bodyguard lurched forward, but Barney jabbed his heel into the back of his knee, unbalancing him. With a roar of anger, he threw a punch at him. Barney neatly dodged it.

The big man didn’t miss the second time, and the two clashed in a knock-down, drag out fight. Ruby pursed her lips. This heist was taking too long. Men.

“C’mere and hold him down!” Barry ordered. The jeweler was lying face down in the dirt, struggling to escape.

She tossed her parasol aside and straddled Driscoll’s torso. He grunted at the force of her landing. Whipping out a length of thin rope from her dress pocket, she secured his hands behind his back.

Barry joined his brother. As they jointly tackled the bodyguard, grunts, curses, and the sound of fists hitting flesh filled the air.

Driscoll twisted and bucked upward to dislodge her, but failed. “Let me go, you cockish wench!”

She tsked. “Now, now, that is no way to speak to a lady.” She tilted her head. “I know. Let us play a game instead of using such hurtful words.” 

“What the hell are you on about?”

Ruby grabbed the thumb of his right hand. “This little pig went to market,” she said in a sing-song voice. Gave his thumb a wiggle. Then she gripped his forefinger. “This little pig stayed home.” Wiggle, wiggle. She took hold of his middle finger. “This little pig had roast beef.” Wiggle, wiggle.

As her comrades continued swinging their fists at the bodyguard, she leaned down to Driscoll’s ear. “I hope you are having as much fun as I am.”

“This isn’t fun. It’s preposterous!”

“Shush. Hmm, where were we?”

He bucked again while doing his level best to glare at her over his shoulder. “Get off me this instant!”

She slammed his head onto the ground and then grabbed his ring finger. “This little pig had none,” she continued, her voice full of phony anguish. Wiggle, wiggle. Finally, she grabbed his pinky. “And this little pig cried wee, wee, wee, all the way home.”

She pulled back so hard his bone snapped out of the socket. That’s what you get for being such a greedy pig.

As Driscoll screamed his agony into the dirt, she glanced at her brawling colleagues. They were causing an alarming row. It wouldn’t do to draw the attention of the police, or worse, the League of Vigilance. Bunch of arrogant pricks, the lot of them, what with their so-called “citizen’s mission” to rid the city of criminal elements. “Finish it up, boys.”

The Bullards had wrestled the bodyguard to the ground and were delivering a final round of punches. Soon, Simpson lay still, his face streaked with blood. His unconscious state would buy them enough time to make their getaway.

She scrambled off Driscoll. While she beat the dust from her dress, Barry delivered a punch to the jeweler, silencing him as well. Then they concealed the bodies with assorted objects.

While wiping the sweat from her brow, she spied the jeweler’s case. Her heart leaped with joy. This haul would make her rich. Well, relatively speaking. She smiled at the thought of eating like a queen tonight.

She stepped toward the case, but Barry grabbed it before she could. Oh. Well, that was fair since the heist had been their idea.

He opened it. After peering inside, a huge grin spread across his sweaty face. “That’s the largest collection of uncut gems I’ve ever seen.”

Barney took a gander and whistled in appreciation.

“Nice job we did here, if I do say so myself,” Ruby said. Excitement tore through her at the thought of so much money and what she could do with it. She opened her reticule and held it forth. “Kindly toss my portion in here and I’ll be on my merry way.”

The brothers exchanged glances.

She gave her reticule a shake. When neither man moved, she reached toward the case. “Or I can get it myself.”

Barry snapped the case shut. “You’ve been most helpful, Ruby, and I must inform you there’s been a change of plan.”

Her brows clashed. “What?”

“What he means to say is,” added Barney, “you oughtn’t to trust anyone, least of all two men you barely know.”

The two chuckled.

“We’re keeping the loot,” Barry announced. “All of it.”

Icy dread coursed through her. She shook her head. “No. I didn’t just hear you spout such rot.”

“Yes. Yes, you did.”

“That was not the deal.” Had they no honor? She shoved her reticule toward him. “Give me my share.”

Barry held the case aloft—and out of her reach. “I don’t think so.”

“Times are hard,” said Barney. “We’re all struggling. Best you learn the ways of the world now before something worse happens.”

“You could get killed throwing your lot in with the wrong folks,” Barry added.

Barney sniggered. “Wise words, brother.”

Damn it. She’d fallen victim to the rare type of thieves who didn’t give a shit about respecting their agreements. Maybe her gender had something to do with it, or maybe she’d been unlucky. Probably both.

Anger rose inside her, masking the hurt churning in her stomach. Unlike the Bullards, she’d followed the rules. She’d been the perfect partner in crime. As far as payment, she hadn’t asked for much. At this rate, she would settle for one lousy gem.

Their betrayal stung even more considering she’d worked for days on the dress theft alone. Finding the best shop and the perfect dress and the right petticoats and the prettiest bonnet and gloves had taken hours upon hours of time and effort, not to mention the coin she’d spent on her new lock pick set and a decent bath that morning so her stench wouldn’t distract Driscoll. And now, after all that drudgery and the work of the heist itself, she would have nothing to show for it?

Unacceptable! She had no money. In fact, she hadn’t eaten since dawn. She’d been counting on this heist merely to stay alive.

The Bullards had just issued her death sentence.

She shoved her empty reticule back into her dress pocket. “Backstabbing arseholes!”

Barry shrugged. “We’ve been called worse.” He motioned toward the alley opening with a flourish. “After you, m’lady.”

She bristled. They weren’t being polite by allowing her to precede them. They didn’t trust her to walk behind them as they parted ways.

And they would be correct in that assessment.

With a growl, she snatched up her parasol. Stared back at the two traitors with a murderous glare. Made to leave and then pivoted back around on a heel. With a sharp jab, she shoved the tip of her parasol dead center into Barney’s throat. Gave the parasol a twist until it drew blood.

As his strangled cry left his mouth, she whirled around and stabbed the parasol into Barry’s groin, grinding the tip until his contorted face turned a deep shade of crimson. As he doubled over in pain, she yanked the case from his hand. That would teach them to underestimate a lady and her parasol.

“You bitch!” Barney yelled.

He leaped toward her with outstretched arms. She dodged and then whacked him about the head with the parasol until it broke. Well, with her new treasure, she could purchase a hundred new parasols if she so desired.

But now it was time to escape. Best to take flight with the gems than risk losing them while trying to knock the Bullards out. Two against one were terrible odds even with the dagger strapped to her leg. Clutching the case to her chest, she ran like the Devil was at her heels.

“Oy!” Barry shouted. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Right. As if she was going to waltz straight back into the lion’s den when the lion had issued the order. Gripping her skirts in her free hand, she kept running, her boots pounding against the street.

With a case full of stolen gems, she needed to hide, and fast. Two streets over, she slowed down to catch her breath. Glanced behind her. Across the square, the Bullard Brothers stared straight at her. Bollocks!

Perhaps she could use her dress to her advantage. It would be risky, but the Bullards capturing her would be riskier. By now, they were probably willing to kill her.

She waited them out, heart pounding. As they drew closer, she revealed her panic in all its glory. “Help!” she cried, pointing at the Bullards. “Footpads are attacking me! Help!” She added a bloodcurdling scream for good measure.

Several men in the vicinity swarmed them. Perfect.

She raced off in the other direction. To further shake her pursuers, she slipped into a haberdashery. A tinkling bell announced her arrival. To avoid the staff, she bent her head and fast-walked through the shop. The sooner she back slanged it, the better.

The bell tinkled again. Was it the Bullards? In her haste to move faster, her case hooked onto a display of fabrics, knocking it over with a loud crash.

As if on cue, every single customer craned their necks to view the commotion. Cheeks flaming, she rushed forward as if nothing had happened. At least there were no Bullards in sight.

A clerk blocked her path. His thin mustache outlined his frown. “I say, what is all that racket? May I help you, miss?”

She smiled and edged past him without missing a beat. “Just browsing!”

Ignoring his indignant harrumph, she increased her pace, counting on the element of surprise to deliver her from the sticky situation. She’d had plenty of practice evading authorities, so she wormed her way through the building in no time. The rear door opened onto a back alley. She welcomed the cooler air, if not the vile stench. She followed the alley all the way to the end and then turned left at the next street.

As she headed east, she gripped the case tighter, anxious that someone would steal it from her. The irony didn’t escape her, but then again, she’d never had so much wealth in her entire life. She blended in with the other pedestrians, walking as if she had nothing to hide. 

Around her, city life continued as usual. Snatches of conversation. The huff of steamcoaches. Homeless children begging. Men smoking. Cross sweepers clearing paths through the layer of horse dung. Ahead of her, a fashionably dressed white couple strolled behind their automaton cat, its jointed tail swaying back and forth.

Along the edge of the street, costermongers were setting up carts, filling the air with the aromas of bitter coffee, meat pies, and other delectable foods. Her stomach growled, but supper would have to wait until she was in the clear.

She seemed to have lost the Bullards, but their absence in the immediate area didn’t mean lack of danger. Someone could have found Driscoll and his bodyguard by now. No doubt the jeweler would report the missing gems to the police straightaway. Her home—well, hovel was more like it—would give her plenty of cover, but she had to ensure no one followed her there. That meant taking a long, meandering route instead of a direct one.

Out of habit, she scanned the area continuously. At the next square, she spotted a peeler heading down the opposite side of the street. Was he hunting for her or merely on his usual patrol? Impossible to tell. She kept him in her peripheral vision as she walked. He abruptly turned and began crossing the street—straight toward her!

Coincidence or not, she dared not risk an encounter with him. She reversed direction to shake him as quickly as possible. At any moment, his hand could close around her arm. Her mouth went dry.

Two buildings over, a familiar sight came into view. One of her favorite escape alleys. The stink alone ought to throw any potential pursuers off her scent and she knew its shadowy twists and turns the way a rabbit knew its warren.

As she neared the opening, a shout arose somewhere behind her. If the Bullards had caught up with her, she wasn’t going to wait and find out. Throwing caution to the wind, she raced toward the alley, only to barrel head first into a man running in the opposite direction.

They collided with the force of a cannonball hitting a ship broadside. She lost her footing and then her grip on the case as she and the man tumbled to the ground.

“Bloody hell!” she cried.

He grunted in surprise—and probably pain—as she landed right on top of him.
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Chapter Four
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Shock froze Ruby in place for several moments. She and the stranger were chest to chest, panting loudly. She couldn’t tell where her thundering heart ended and his began. Even worse, his hot breath fanned her neck.

“Disgraceful,” said a female passerby.

Hell, if that snob thought this scene was disgraceful, wait until she heard the rest of Ruby’s life story. Frankly, she was more worried about escaping than keeping up appearances.

She propped herself up, hands splayed against the stranger’s heaving chest. Time slowed to a crawl as their gazes locked. His honey brown eyes regarded her with confusion—or was that curiosity? He looked young, possibly around her age. Brown hair framed his pale, narrow face, one clean-shaven and dirt-streaked. Large ears stuck out from behind neatly-trimmed side whiskers. His prominent nose was impossible to miss. Rather an odd-looking duck, yet something about him compelled her to keep staring.

The urge troubled her. She only looked at men to determine if they had something worth stealing, to anticipate their next move in a fight, or to keep a careful watch in case they attempted anything rude.

Never because she found them...interesting. And she certainly wasn’t about to start now.

The stranger’s expression turned to one of concern. He laid his hands gently against her upper arms and then hastily retracted them. “Begging your pardon. Are you hurt?”

At the sound of his rumbly voice, she came to her senses. Snapped her face away from his searching gaze. “I’m fine.”

She crawled off him, silently cursing the miles of dress fabric. With a groan, he hauled his lanky body into a sitting position. His gangly arms and legs seemed to go on forever. Then his clothes came into focus. Though well-tailored, they were disheveled and soiled, as though he’d been roughhousing with dogs in a field all day. Neither was he wearing a frock coat, hat, or gloves. 

For a gentleperson, he was awfully underdressed. But looks could be deceiving. She alone was proof enough of that. And it would explain why he’d been running out of that seedy alley. 

The stranger stood soon after she did, wobbling as though on stilts. He favored his left foot, which, like the rest of him, was in poor shape. Well, not her problem. Nevertheless, she couldn’t resist one last glance at his...neck and forest-green cravat.

She looked up and up some more. He was the tallest man she’d ever seen. She was above average height, and yet the top of her head barely reached his shoulders.

Then her gaze landed on his leather satchel. She considered dipping inside to search the contents, but now was scarcely the time for more thievery.

He rubbed the back of his head and then winced as if he’d hit a tender spot. “Please accept my apology. I was in a hurry and not being mindful.”

Speaking of being in a hurry, where was...? Bollocks! Her case lay open near her feet, gems of all colors spilling onto the ground. She dove and began shoving the gems back into the case, along with a fair amount of dirt. No matter, gems could be cleaned. And she could always steal a new pair of gloves. Or buy some for once.

Tall Man squatted beside her and reached out toward the sparkling pile. “Here, allow me—”

She slapped his hand away. “Mine!” she growled, baring her teeth.

Startled, he teetered back, landing on his arse. “Oh...I-I know. Was only trying to help.”

“You may help by leaving me alone.”

He rubbed his hand. “You’re understandably upset. That was a nasty fall. Are you certain you’re well?”

Her breath hitched at the genuine concern in his tone. They were complete strangers and yet he seemed to care about her wellbeing. She didn’t sense an ulterior motive, either, and she had plenty of experience sniffing out those.

“Couldn’t be better.” She even flashed him a reassuring smile. Oddly, it turned out less fake than she’d intended.

“I am relieved to hear that.” He touched the back of his head again and grimaced. “If you don’t mind, I believe I’ll catch my breath a moment here.”

So long as he didn’t bother her again, she didn’t care what he did. On second thought, his nearness would prevent other people from butting into her business. She focused on collecting her gems.

If she managed her newfound wealth with care, she could afford her own home. One in the country. She could sleep in a real bed with new, clean sheets. Eat fresh, sweet fruit all day long. And anything else rich people did with their hours of spare time, since they never had to fret about a roof over their heads or where their next meal was coming from. Overnight, she would transform from pauper to princess. This was the luckiest day of her life.

The sound of thundering footsteps met her ears. “There she is!”

Her heart sank at the familiar voice. No, no, no! Not now. This delay was going to cost her dearly. Biting back a curse, she shoved the last few gems into the case and clamped it shut. Rose to her feet and spun to face the Bullard Brothers. They strode calmly forward, careful to avoid unwanted attention from other pedestrians even as they curled their hands into fists.

“Oy, Miss Ruby,” Barry said. “We need a word.”

If she attempted to run, they would give chase, or worse, restrain her and shout for the police. It would be the word of two men against a female thief, one whom they would no doubt enjoy exposing to the law. Lousy odds. She would have to talk her way out of this scrape, or at least bide her time until she figured out a way to distract them.

Barry had fresh welts on his face where she’d hit him with the parasol, and rightly so. He had deserved every one of them for his shameful behavior. Barney’s gaze flicked to Tall Man, who, inexplicably, lingered nearby.

Tall Man leaned down to speak to her privately. “Is anything wrong? Who are these men?”

She pitched her voice low, never taking her eyes off her adversaries. “They tried to steal my gems. That’s why I was running.”

He drew in a sharp breath. “Thieves, then.” His eyes narrowed. “They must be stopped. I will resolve this matter. Somehow.”

When he stepped forward, she yanked him back by the arm. By the look of him, he’d probably never thrown a punch in his life. She could certainly do a better job of defending herself than he could. “I appreciate the thought, kind sir, but you need not concern yourself with my affairs.” She gripped the case tightly. “Good day to you.”

He shook his head. “Miss Ruby, no matter my mortal peril, I refuse to stand idly by while two cowardly dogs attack a lone, defenseless woman.”

She suppressed a snort. Much as she appreciated his thoughtfulness, she was tempted to point out the wrongness of his assumption. After years of fending for herself on the city streets, she was far from defenseless. But he had a point about her being outnumbered.

“Seriously? You believe you can stop them?”

His confident expression faltered. “Uh...I shall most certainly try.” Squaring his shoulders, he limped determinedly forward.

“You’re making a big mistake.”

He waved her off.

She grimaced. This could not possibly end well for him. Or was he exactly the distraction she needed? A guardian angel of sorts. She inched back, waiting for the perfect moment to run.

Her would-be savior crossed his arms and halted in the brothers’ path. “How dare you threaten this lady. Leave her alone at once.”

She blinked. Had he just referred to her as a lady? No one in her entire life had ever, ever, ever referred to her as a lady. Of course, she’d never had the opportunity to be mistaken for one. Despite her instinct for self-preservation, she stayed put, curious about how this encounter would play out.

The brothers exchanged bemused looks.

Barney thumbed his chest. “If Ruby’s a lady, I’m the Queen of England.”

“Right you are,” Barry said. They broke into laughter.

Tall Man shook his head. “I will not stand for such disparaging talk. Begone, vile reprobates, and take your loathsome behavior with you.”

She stared at Tall Man in wonder. He certainly had a way with words. Not that she had understood them all, but they sounded impressive. Even more impressive was his willingness to take a beating on behalf of a stranger.

Barney frowned. “What did he call us?”

Barry spread out his hands. “Look, mister, I dunno what your game is, but that so-called lady stole our case and we want it back. If she hands it over, there’ll be no trouble and we’ll be on our merry way.”

“Promise,” Barney added, pressing his hands together as if in prayer.

Tall Man glanced back, assessing her. She schooled her face into a plea of “please believe me.” Though she had omitted some of the truth, it wasn’t as though she had outright fibbed to him. The Bullards had tried to cut her out of the deal. It was yet another case of the powerful stealing from the weak, whether it was their money, their labor, or their bodies. That was the real theft.

However, unlike most people who crossed her path, Tall Man’s expression was not one of judgment. He seemed more curious than anything else. Apparently satisfied with whatever conclusion he’d reached, he turned back to the Bullards.

Could he talk them out of this mess? He certainly sounded educated. Ruby didn’t mind using whatever advantage she had, whether it be a lock pick, a dagger, or a kindly stranger. 

In fact, he’d practically begged to be her knight in shining armor. Far be it from her to deny him.

“So you say,” Tall Man continued, his voice ringing out with confidence. “I am going to take the lady’s word over that of two repulsive delinquents.”

A shiver ran through her, since folks had been known to call her a delinquent. And she was one, but it was far from what she aspired to be.

Barry snarled. “Take this, ye fucking prig!”

His fist lashed out. In the next instant, Tall Man doubled over, clutching his stomach. His face reddened as he wheezed. Scowling, Barney grabbed the back of his neck and forced him to his knees. A few onlookers gasped, but none were bold enough to intervene.

The stranger was in bad trouble. She reached out toward him...and pulled back. Getting involved was his own fault. She had warned him against it. She should take advantage of the distraction he had willingly provided and hotfoot it out of here. Wasn’t that what his grand gesture had implied?

She backed away slowly, hoping the Bullards would focus on avenging their wounded egos rather than the loot. Quick as lightning, Barry cut off her retreat.

Bloody hell. Her curiosity about Tall Man had gotten the better of her. To escape with the gems, she’d have to fight the Bullards one-handed. If anyone wanted the case, they’d have to pry it from her cold, dead hands.

An uproar of barking dogs and shouting people interrupted the tense face-off.

“Damn it,” Tall Man said.

The abject fear in his voice gave her pause. “What’s wrong?”

He pointed a long finger, where a band of rough-looking people and fierce black dogs was barreling down the street toward them. Pedestrians scurried out of their way.

“What the hell’s going on?” Barry demanded.

Was it the police? No, no uniforms.

Tall Man swayed to his feet, gripping his abdomen. “I have to get out of here.” 

Barney stuck out a foot and tripped him. He crashed to the ground with a snarl of frustration.

“Stay right there,” Barney said. “I’m gonna beat your arse good and bloody right after I deal with Ruby.” He turned to her, hand extended. “Give me the case.”

“Over my dead body.”

“That can be arranged,” he shot back, raising his fists.

Tall Man reared up, inserting himself between Ruby and Barney. He jabbed his finger toward him. “You leave her alone.”

She stared at him with equal parts shock and gratitude. She hadn’t done him any favors, so why was he determined to help her? His chivalry was going to be the death of him.

The group with the dogs arrived, flooding the street. Dressed in a mix of dark clothing, leather, and armor, each wore a telltale insignia on their shoulders—a red, all-seeing eye. Recognition hit her, followed by cold dread.

Tall Man spun around to leave and then bumped into her again.

She glared up at him. “Once is quite enough, don’t you think?”

He took a step back. “Begging your pardon.”

“Nathaniel Harlow!” a woman’s voice shouted. “Remain where you are.”

Ruby caught his gaze. “God blind me. Are you in trouble with the League?”

A panicked look seized his face. “Uh...perhaps.”

Her gut clenched. This man was in worse danger than the Bullard Brothers ever dreamed of causing. The League of Vigilance answered to the aristocrats and industrialists who funded their violent raids. They claimed their purpose was to defend the city against crime and corruption, but instead spent most of their time protecting the interests of the wealthy.

What had Harlow done to land in their crosshairs?

If she tried to make a run for it now, they might think she was Harlow’s accomplice and give chase. “What did you do?” she asked.

“I scarcely think this is the time to explain.”

His hand strayed to his satchel, tugging it closer. He was as possessive of it as she was of her case. Interesting. Could she use that?

The Leaguers brandished their clockwork crossbows, brass dart guns, and steam-powered rifles. No doubt they wouldn’t hesitate to open fire.

“Pardon me,” said Harlow, “but I must be going.”

He darted past her. The Bullard Brothers formed a blockade with their bodies, hissing and puffing out their chests.

“You ain’t goin’ anywhere,” Barry announced.

“If he’s a wanted man, maybe they’re offering a reward,” Barney said.

“I agree. Let’s see if we can be of service,” his brother responded.

Rotters. If there was one thing a person could count on in this world, it was the time-honored tradition of greed. She turned back around, ready to talk her way out of this mess before the Bullards could stir up any more of their shit.

As she faced the Leaguers, the dogs reared up mere feet
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