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​Chapter 1 – The Actress Returns
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London stank of defeat.

Not the clean, honest rot of battlefields mud and blood and burnt powder but the sour reek of betrayal stewed in fog. It clung to the Thames like a shroud, thick with coal smoke, sewage, and the damp wool of a thousand men who’d sold their souls for a pardon, a penny, or a warm bed.

Kit Valentine stepped off the Dover packet into that stench on a Tuesday in November 1747, and didn’t flinch.

She wore grey. Not mourning not yet but the colour of ash, of stone, of things that survive fire. Her cloak was coarse wool, lined with rabbit fur gone patchy at the seams. Her boots, scuffed leather that had walked from Culloden to Carlisle to Calais and back, were caked in Kentish mud. And around her throat, as always, the black silk ribbon tight enough to hide the scar, loose enough to breathe.

No one looked twice at her. That was the first victory.

She’d been gone eighteen months. Long enough for the Crown to hang the last Jacobite lords, long enough for Scotland to bleed into silence, long enough for London to forget the actress who’d vanished the night Bonnie Prince Charlie fled. Or so they thought.

Kit hadn’t forgotten.

She’d watched men she’d kissed, fed, fought beside swing from Tyburn ropes with Jacobite pikes nailed to their chests. She’d buried Finn Pike’s father in a nameless grave outside Inverness, wrapped in a Stuart cockade and a promise: *“I’ll keep him safe.”

And she’d done it. Finn was alive. Scarred, hardened, waiting but alive.

Now it was time to come home.

Not to grieve. Not to hide.

To steal.

The East India Company had grown fat while Britain purged its rebels. Its ships brought back tea, spices, silks and gold. Mountains of it. Stored not in vaults on Leadenhall Street, but beneath the Bank of England itself, in chambers dug so deep the Thames seeped through the walls like the city’s own guilty sweat.

And Kit meant to take it.

But first she needed a drink. And Moll Cutter.

She walked.

Through Billingsgate, where fishwives screamed prices over the slap of eels on wet cobbles. Past the Monument, its stone finger pointing accusingly at the sky as if blaming God for the Great Fire. Into the warren of alleys behind Cornhill, where the air turned sharp with the smell of ink, wax, and desperation the scent of money being made and lost in equal measure.

Seven Dials hadn’t changed.

Seven crooked streets still bled into one another like wounds, each darker than the last. Ragged children darted between cart wheels. A one-legged pensioner hawked broadsheets trumpeting the Company’s latest dividend. And above the doorway of The Rusty Nail , the sign swung on a rusted hinge: a blacksmith’s hammer crossed with a dagger.

Kit paused. Adjusted her glove left hand only. The right she kept free, loose at her side, near the knife sewn into her sleeve.

She pushed the door open.

The tavern was dim, thick with pipe smoke and the low thrum of secrets. No music tonight. No laughter. Just the clink of pewter and the wet smack of ale on tired tongues. A dozen faces turned thieves, fences, forgers, whores then turned away just as fast. She wasn’t one of them. Not yet.

But then a voice cut through the haze like a cleaver through gristle.

“Well, I’ll be damned. The ghost walks in daylight.”

Moll Cutter stood behind the bar, polishing a tankard with a rag that had seen better decades. She’d aged like oak harder, darker, more deeply grained. Her hair, once a riot of red curls, was now streaked with grey and pinned severe at her nape. But her eyes sharp as flint were the same.

“You look like hell warmed over, Kit,” Moll said, not unkindly. “Sit. Before you fall.”

Kit didn’t sit. She walked to the bar, pulled back her hood.

Moll’s gaze dropped to the ribbon. Didn’t ask. Never did.

“Whiskey,” Kit said. “The kind that bites.”

Moll slid a chipped glass across the wood. No charge. Never was.

Kit downed it in one long swallow. Felt the burn all the way to her toes. Then she set the glass down and said, “I need the vault plans.”

Moll didn’t blink. “Whose vault?”

“The Company’s. Beneath the Bank.”

A beat of silence. The fire popped. Somewhere, a rat scratched in the wall.

“You’re mad,” Moll said finally. “That place is guarded like the Crown Jewels. Harrow’s got men there Company men, not soldiers. They don’t ask questions. They shoot first and bill the widow.”

“Harrow,” Kit repeated, tasting the name like poison. Captain Elias Harrow. Former Hanoverian officer. Current East India Company security director. Obsessed with her since Tyburn. The one man who kept surviving her knives, her lies, her lovers’ daggers in the dark.

“He’s looking for you,” Moll said quietly. “Put out word you’re worth fifty pounds alive. Says you’re a Jacobite spy with secrets worth more than gold.”

Kit smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes. “Let him look.”

“He’s got drawings of you,” Moll pressed. “Circulated to every watchman, every constable, every Company clerk who can hold a pistol. Says you’ve got a scar”

“I know what he says,” Kit cut in.

She reached up, very slowly, and touched the ribbon. Not to remove it never that but to adjust it, just so. A silent reminder: *I know what’s hidden. Do you?

Moll leaned in, voice low. “Why now, Kit? You could vanish. Take Finn, go to the Americas, live quiet.”

“Quiet is death,” Kit said. “And I’m not done killing.”

She wasn’t just after gold. She was after leverage. The Company funded half the MPs in Parliament. It bankrolled the very regiments that had butchered the Highlands. If she could bleed it dry if she could scatter its wealth into the hands of rebels, runaways, and ruined commoners she’d do more damage than any army.

“I need three things,” Kit said. “Plans to the vault. A way in. And someone who can forge Company stock certificates so flawless, even the Governor of the Bank couldn’t tell the difference.”

Moll studied her. “You’ve got a plan.”

“I’ve got a beginning.”

“And Finn?”

“He’s safe.” Kit’s voice softened, just a fraction. “For now. But he’ll come when I call. And he’ll follow.”

“Even after Edinburgh?”

“Especially after Edinburgh.”

Moll nodded slowly. Then she turned, reached under the bar, and pulled out a small wooden box. She slid it across the bar.

Inside lay a single sheet of vellum, covered in precise ink lines walls, corridors, guard posts, drainage channels. At the bottom, a seal: *Architectus Regis, 1734.*

“The vault,” Moll said. “Drawn by the man who designed it. He’s dead now. But his apprentice? Still drawing. For me.”

Kit’s breath caught. Not hope calculation. But close.

“How much?” she asked.

“Not coin,” Moll said. “Favor. When this is done when you’ve bled the Company you leave a chest of that gold here. For the network. For the ones who can’t run.”

“Done.”

Kit rolled the vellum, tucked it into her bodice next to her skin. Then she pulled a small object from her pocket the silver unicorn, rampant, no bigger than a shilling. She placed it on the bar.

“Keep this safe,” she said. “Until I return.”

Moll picked it up, weighed it in her palm. “You think Harrow knows about it?”

“He knows I take things. He doesn’t know why.”

Moll slipped the unicorn into her apron pocket. “Go upstairs. Room three. There’s clean clothes. A bath. And a pistol under the mattress if you need it.”

Kit hesitated. “They’ll be watching the docks. The coaching inns.”

“They won’t look here,” Moll said. “No one comes back to Seven Dials unless they’ve got nowhere left to run.”

“I’m not running,” Kit said.

“No,” Moll agreed. “You’re hunting.”

Kit turned to leave, then stopped. “One more thing.”

“Always.”

“Find Bess Ticking. Tell her I need her ears.”

Moll’s eyebrows lifted. “The blind girl? She’s in Wapping. Runs a locksmith shop now ‘Ticking & Sons,’ though she’s got no sons. Just clever fingers and sharper ears.”

“Good,” Kit said. “Because if anyone can hear the click of a Bank vault lock from the street above... it’s her.”

She started for the stairs.

“Kit,” Moll called after her.

Kit paused on the third step.

“Welcome home,” Moll said.

Kit didn’t answer. But as she climbed into the gloom, one hand brushed the ribbon at her throat a habit, a shield, a secret.

London thought it had buried her.

It hadn’t even seen her shadow.

—-
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She bathed in silence.

The water was hot, blessedly so, drawn from a copper boiler Moll must’ve kept simmering just in case. Kit scrubbed the road grime from her skin, the dried blood from a scrape on her ribs, the lingering salt of the Channel from her hair. But she didn’t touch the scar.

Never in front of a mirror. Never alone.

She dressed in the clothes Moll left: dark stays, linen shift, a gown of deep green wool unassuming, respectable. A merchant’s widow, perhaps. A clerk’s spinster sister. Someone invisible.

Then she sat by the window, looking out over the Dials.

Night had fallen. The fog had thickened, curling around the eaves like smoke from a dying fire. Somewhere, a church bell tolled nine. Somewhere else, a man screamed briefly then silence.

London was awake.

And so was she.

She thought of Finn. Last she’d seen him, he was seventeen, covered in mud and someone else’s blood, holding his father’s body in the rain outside Culloden. He’d looked at her with eyes too old for his face and said, “What now?”

She’d told him to run. To hide. To live.

He’d done it. But he hadn’t forgotten.

She’d send for him soon. Not yet. First, she needed to know the vault inside out. Needed to walk its corridors in her mind until she could navigate them blindfolded.

She unrolled the vellum on the floor.

There it was: the
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