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      The robbed that smiles steals something from
the thief.

      
      —Shakespeare
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      Chapter One

      
      London, 1816

      
      The hackney coach rumbled under the arched stone passage and rolled to a halt in the torchlit innyard, but even before the
         driver could throw the brake, let alone descend to assist his solitary passenger, the door swung open and she jumped out –
         a tempestuous, tousle-headed eighteen-year-old with the fire of rebellion in her dark eyes.
      

      
      Sans maid, sans chaperon, Lady Jacinda Knight thrust the carriage door shut behind her with a satis-fying slam. She turned,
         shrugged her leather satchel higher onto her shoulder, and passed a simmering glance over the galleried coaching inn with
         its double tier of white-painted balustrades as a pair of postboys dashed out to assist her.
      

      
      ‘My luggage, please,’ she ordered, heedless of them gawking at her slender figure wrapped in a ruby velvet redingote with
         rich sable fur at collar and cuffs. She paid the coachman, then marched across the cobbled yard, her guinea-gold corkscrew
         curls bouncing with her every determined stride.
      

      
      At the threshold of the busy inn, she paused, warily scanning the motley assortment of bickering, rumpled travelers. A child
         squalled on his mother’s hip; plain, rustic-looking folk dozed on chairs and benches waiting for their stagecoaches to depart.
         A drunkard was making a nuisance of himself in one corner, while a beggar boy had crept in to escape the damp chill and huddled near the crackling hearth.
      

      
      Lifting her chin a trifle self-consciously, she proceeded into the long room among what her countless wellborn beaux would
         have called ‘the Great Unwashed.’ She felt their stares following her, some rude, some merely curious. She noticed a man squinting
         at her feet as she passed and realized that beneath the long hem of her coat, her gold satin dancing slippers were visible.
      

      
      She gave him a scowl that suggested he mind his own business and yanked the fur-trimmed hem over her toes. Doing her best
         to keep her feet tucked out of sight, she strode to the high wooden counter, where the booking agent sat ignoring the lobby’s
         chaos, safely hidden behind a crinkled copy of the London Times. Above him hung a chalkboard scrawled with a timetable of arrivals and departures, fares and destinations.
      

      
      Jacinda tugged briskly at her gloves and hoped she looked like she knew what she was doing. ‘Yes, excuse me, I require passage
         to Dover.’
      

      
      ‘Stage leaves at two,’ he grunted without lowering his paper.

      
      Her eyes widened at such rude, poor service. ‘You misapprehend me, sir. I wish to hire a post chaise.’

      
      This got his attention, for only the wealthy could afford to hire the yellow-painted private carriages. He peered over his
         paper, then heaved up out of his chair and slouched over to attend her just as the two post-boys came laboring in under her
         hastily packed traveling trunks. The booking agent plucked his quill pen out of the inkpot and wiped his nose with ink-stained
         fingers. ‘Destination?’
      

      
      ‘Dover,’ she repeated crisply. ‘How soon can the chaise be made ready?’

      
      He glanced over his shoulder at the dusty wall-clock, then shrugged. ‘Twenty minutes.’

      
      ‘I shall want four horses and two postilions.’

      
      ‘It’ll cost ye extra.’

      
      
      ‘It does not signify.’ Absently pulling her small leather money purse out of her satchel, she hurried to tip the post-boys.

      
      The booking agent’s eyes glazed over as he stared at her purse, plump with gold guineas and bright silver crowns and shillings.
         His quill pen hovered over the blank waybill, his whole demeanor improving at once. ‘Ahem, my lady’s name?’
      

      
      ‘Smith,’ she lied evenly. ‘Miss. Jane. Smith.’

      
      He glanced around for her chaperon, footman, or maid, of which, for once in her life, praise heaven, she had none. He raised
         his scraggly eyebrows. ‘Will Miss Smith be traveling alone, then?’
      

      
      She lifted her chin a notch. ‘Quite so.’

      
      His dubious look alarmed her. Holding his gaze like a seasoned gamester, Jacinda slid a few coins across his desk. Pursing
         his mouth, he pocketed them with no further questions, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Then the booking agent entered her
         alias in his logbook and copied it onto the waybill. This done, he pointed with his quill pen to her two traveling trunks
         piled behind her. ‘That all your baggage, Miss, er, Smith?’
      

      
      She nodded, laying her gloved hand oh-so-casually over the gilt-tooled coat of arms emblazoned near the clasp. Hiding her
         family crest from his view, she waited until he bent his head again to continue filling out the waybill, for if he saw it,
         she knew that no bribe would be sufficient to dissuade him from sending back to Almack’s for her tribe of formidable elder
         brothers, who would come rushing to drag her home in a trice. Aiding and abetting her escape, after all, was akin to crossing
         all five of the Knight brothers, a blunder no man in the realm dared make; but Jacinda refused to be thwarted. She was going
         to Dover and thence to Calais, and no one was going to stop her.
      

      
      Soon the booking agent had collected her payment and had sent the lads out to ready the chaise. While they bore her trunks
         away to be loaded into the boot, she paced restlessly in the lobby, nearly jumping out of her skin each time the tinny horn blew, announcing another stagecoach’s arrival or departure.
      

      
      Since she had a bit of a wait, she sat down on the bench by the wall beneath the candle-branch. Loosening the ribbons of her
         bonnet, she reached into her satchel and pulled out her beloved, well-worn copy of Lord Byron’s The Corsair to read a bit while she waited. She tried to lose herself in the romance of the dashing outlaw, but she could not concentrate
         with the excitement of her adventure racing through her veins.
      

      
      Nervously, she checked her travel documents one more time, securely tucked between the pages of the book, while memories of
         her Continental tour danced through her head. Two years ago, her straitlaced eldest brother and main guardian, Robert, the
         duke of Hawkscliffe, had been assigned to the British delegation at the Congress of Vienna. He had taken his wife, Bel; Jacinda;
         and her companion, Lizzie, with him on the trip to enjoy the lavish festivities celebrating the end of the war. With Napoleon
         locked away at last, it had been safe again to tour the Continent. Robert had led them on a roundabout course to the Austrian
         capital, visiting some of the most important and beautiful cities of Europe along the way – and at each one, a whole new crop
         of charming young gentlemen to flirt with, she thought in wicked pleasure. What fun it had been – though blind Cupid, devil
         take him, had continually missed her heart with his golden arrows. Of all the places she had seen, Paris, the city her mother
         had loved, had been holy ground to Jacinda.
      

      
      Soon, she thought dreamily, she would be in Paris again, among her mother’s glamorous friends of the decimated French aristocracy.
         At last, she would be free. By heaven, she would not stay here and be forced to marry Lord Griffith, no matter how perfect
         he was or how advantageous the match, for their families’ lands adjoined each other in the northern wilds of Cumberland; no
         matter, even, that he was the only man her brothers unanimously trusted to become her husband, their friend from boyhood days and on through Eton and Oxford.
      

      
      A handsome, sophisticated man of nearly forty, Ian Prescott, the marquess of Griffith, was possessed of a cool, steady temperament
         that was just the thing, her brothers had decided, to balance her ‘youthful passions’ and ‘head-strong ways.’ For his part,
         Ian was tranquilly prepared to marry her whenever she was deemed ready and willing, but Jacinda refused to be given in holy
         matrimony to one who was not her love, not her soul mate, but a man she thought of as an extra brother – yet another skilled,
         patient guardian who would gently tell her what to do, make all her decisions for her, try to buy her obedience with expensive
         baubles, and treat her like a pretty little fool.
      

      
      Tonight at Almack’s, in the hopes that it was the one place she would not dare make a scene, Robert had told her that after
         her recent bit of mischief at Ascot, the much-anticipated match between their two powerful families must no longer be delayed.
         The negotiations for her marriage settlement were almost finished, he had said, and tomorrow they would set the wedding date.
         She had been nothing less than shocked.
      

      
      The problem with her brothers was that they were a hundred times too protective and could not take a joke where she was concerned.
         It had been nothing but harmless fun, that day at the horse races, she thought innocently.
      

      
      Informed of her fate, however, she had instantly realized drastic action was in order. There was no reasoning with Robert
         when he got that holier-than-thou look in his eyes. His wrathful gaze and rumbling tone had reminded her afresh that he was
         not merely the starchy, lovable eldest brother whom she had cheerfully tormented throughout her childhood; he was also one
         of the most powerful men in England, an imperious, august personage whom even the prince regent found intimidating. So, she
         had slipped out of Almack’s; run all the way home; hastily packed her things; and whistled for the first hackney that came rolling down St. James’s Street around the corner
         from her home, the imposing Knight House on Green Park.
      

      
      ‘Spare a penny, m’um?’

      
      Startled out of her thoughts by a small, timid voice, she looked up from her traveling documents and instantly suffered a
         pang of compassion.
      

      
      Before her stood the bedraggled street urchin who, earlier, had been crouching by the hearth fire. The child stared at her
         imploringly, his small, grimy hand held out in hopeful expectation. He looked about nine years old. His puppy-dog eyes were
         huge and brown, his little face smudged with dirt. His filthy clothes, little more than rags, hung off of his bony frame like
         a scarecrow’s. His grimy feet were bare. Her heart clenched.
      

      
      Poor, miserable pup.
      

      
      ‘Please, m’um?’ The pitiful thing shivered and sent a furtive glance over his shoulder at the booking agent, as though afraid
         of being noticed and thrown off the premises.
      

      
      ‘Of course, my dear,’ she murmured tenderly, opening her satchel at once. She pulled out her embarrassingly fat change purse
         and picked out three shiny gold guineas – then a fourth. It was as much as she could spare with the long and costly journey
         to France ahead of her.
      

      
      The boy stared, wide-eyed, at the small fortune of gleaming coins, but made no move to take it, as though he didn’t dare.

      
      Her gaze softened at his mistrust. Clearly, the child had known little of kindness. Loosely holding her money purse in her
         left hand, she held out her right, offering him the coins. ‘Go on, take it,’ she coaxed gently, ‘it’s all right—’
      

      
      Suddenly his grubby hand shot out and snatched her money purse. He bolted off across the lobby in an instant, her coin purse
         clutched tightly to his chest. Her jaw dropped. For a second, she could only stand there in shock, left holding nothing but
         the four gold coins she had meant to give to him. Sheer outrage exploded through her veins.
      

      
      ‘Stop, thief!’
      

      
      Nobody paid her the slightest attention, and it was altogether possible that this shocked her even more than the theft.

      
      Her eyes narrowed to blazing slashes. ‘Right!’ she muttered under her breath. Slinging her satchel over her shoulder lest
         it be stolen, too, she dashed out after the little pilferer herself. A moment later, she burst out into the clammy April night
         and saw the boy pounding across the sprawling innyard.
      

      
      ‘You, sirrah! Stop this instant!’

      
      She heard a trail of triumphant laughter as the scamp flashed out of sight around the corner of the inn-yard’s enclosing wall.
         He was as quick as a cat, apparently accustomed to fleeing for his life. She picked up her skirts and raced after him over
         the dewy cobbles, but she might as well have been barefoot, for her dancing slippers were instantly soaked and torn.
      

      
      Her untied bonnet fell off and went tumbling down her back. She left it where it lay and flung around the high brick wall.
         There was a fortune in that purse. Without it, her plans were a shambles.
      

      
      She saw him racing up Drury Lane. ‘Come back here, you little savage!’ Dodging an arriving stagecoach, she kept her gaze fixed
         on the child, pouring on all the speed she could rally, her satchel bumping against her side.
      

      
      Insolent as brass, the pickpocket glanced over his shoulder and saw her gaining on him. Taking evasive action, he ducked into
         a dingy side street, but Jacinda would not be shaken, heedlessly following him deeper and deeper into a maze of dark lanes
         and cramped, twisting alleyways, for it was a matter of pride now. She would not be gulled and robbed blind by a mere street
         arab. Not after the night she was having.
      

      
      Giving chase with the same stubborn determination that had earned her a reputation as a sportswoman of superior skill at riding to the hounds, she ignored each pounding jolt to
         her knees and hollered after him again like a fishmonger’s wife, her breath beginning to strain against her light stays. ‘Don’t
         you know you could be hanged for this, you little heathen?’
      

      
      He ignored her, weaving nimbly through a series of narrow, twisting passageways into the seedy back alleys toward Covent Garden
         Market. Here piles of litter crawling with rats lined the cramped brick walls, but Jacinda barely noticed them, all her focus
         trained on her wily quarry.
      

      
      Malnourished as he was, the boy soon began to tire. Urged on by imminent victory, Jacinda poured on a fresh burst of speed,
         her fingertips grazing him. He glanced wildly over his shoulder. Surging forward, she caught him suddenly, seizing the back
         of his filthy coat collar.
      

      
      He let out a cry of protest as she flung him around to face her. He fought like a fish on a line, but she held his coat tightly
         in her grasp.
      

      
      ‘Hand it over!’ she ordered, panting heavily. Dangling from his coat collar, the little boy spun around and kicked her in
         the shin.
      

      
      She seized his ear, her brow knitted in fury.

      
      ‘Ow!’

      
      ‘You are a very bad little boy. Didn’t I already give you more money than you could earn in months?’

      
      ‘I don’t care! Let go!’ He held onto the purse with both grubby hands while she tried with her free hand to pry it loose.

      
      As they struggled, more of her hair worked free of the artful arrangement her maid had taken such pains to create before the
         ball. ‘Give it back, you little savage! I am going to France, and I need my blunt—’
      

      
      ‘Aargh!’ He let out a cry of kittenish fury as the change purse tore open, exploding in a rain of bright coins.

      
      They flew up into the air like gold and silver fireworks by the glint of the full moon, then clattered down in a hail around them, plunking unceremoniously into the thin, greasy layer
         of grime that coated the brick-laid alley. The child threw himself to the ground and began hastily collecting what he could.
      

      
      ‘Leave it alone! That is my property!’

      
      ‘Finders keep –’ the boy started, but abruptly froze and looked up.

      
      Jacinda stopped, too, puzzled by his sudden stillness. ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘Shh!’ He cocked his head, as though listening for some far-off noise. She could see the whites of his eyes, wide and staring
         in the darkness. His gaze scanned the impenetrable blackness behind her, his fist clutching the coins he had managed to collect.
         He reminded her for all the world of some little prey animal, his preternatural senses alerted to the imperceptible sound
         of some fierce predator’s approach.
      

      
      Though the full moon still gleamed brightly overhead and cast a strip of moonlight down the alley’s middle, deep in the shadows
         along the walls, the blackness was almost palpable.
      

      
      ‘I say—’

      
      ‘Someone’s coming!’

      
      Suspecting another trick, she listened a second longer, then lost patience. ‘I don’t hear anything –’ But even as the words
         left her lips, a wild, barbaric howl like a war cry floated to them from over the maze of dark alleys. She drew in her breath.
         ‘Good God! What was that?’
      

      
      ‘Jackals,’ he breathed, then leaped to his feet and fled into the night.
      

      
      She stared after him in astonishment. ‘Sirrah! Come back here this instant!’

      
      He did not, of course. As silent as an alley cat, the boy had disappeared.

      
      ‘Well!’ Indignantly resting her hands on her waist, Jacinda glared for a second in the direction he had gone, then quickly set to work, eager to escape the lightless passage. She crouched down and began gathering up her scattered funds.
         Passing an uneasy glance over her surroundings, she plucked gold and silver pieces from the sooty slime, tossing both into
         her leather satchel. She grimaced at the repugnant job and was cursing herself for naively letting all those people in the
         lobby see her money, when suddenly, she heard swift, heavy footfalls pounding down the alley toward her.
      

      
      She jerked her head up and stared into the darkness, the blood draining from her face. She heard hard boot heels striking
         the cobblestones, rough male shouts. Barbaric curses echoed off the maze of brick all around her.
      

      
      ‘Blazes,’ she whispered, shooting to her feet. The realization flooded her mind a bit belatedly that larger, more dangerous
         creatures prowled these back alleys than wily little pickpockets.
      

      
      The voices were coming closer, bounding everywhere off the cramped walls, confusing her. She whirled around, not knowing which
         way to flee.
      

      
      Clutching her satchel tightly, she backed toward the brick wall behind her, trying to melt into the gloom, but when she saw
         several man-shaped shadows charging toward her, she abandoned dignity and dove into the junk pile by the wall. Scrambling
         into the heap of rubble, she wedged herself into a small foxhole beneath a faded wooden placard for Trotter’s Oriental Tooth
         Powder, propped at a steep angle against an old broken barrel. On all fours, she turned around to face the alley, her heart
         in her throat. Nearby, atop a moldering half boot and a coil of rusty chain, lay an abandoned spool of thick paperboard that
         had once inhabited the center of a bolt of fabric. Gingerly, she pulled the spool upright and leaned it against the placard’s
         edge, the better to conceal herself. The sound of her frightened panting filled the cramped, close space, but she could still
         see into the alley through the crack between the placard and the spool.
      

      
      
      How her arch rival, Daphne Taylor, would have laughed to see her in such a state! she thought, then held her breath as half
         a dozen men tore past, moonlight flashing on the knife each carried in his hand. A gunshot ripped down the alley and whizzed
         overhead. Ducking, she bit back a cry of alarm. More shots followed, then more footsteps sweeping down the alley toward her
         at a full run.
      

      
      Through the small crack between the placard and the spool, she saw four big male silhouettes materializing from out of the
         fog, spanning the alleyway. Her eyes widened in the darkness as they came closer and she glimpsed the brutal weapons they
         carried – more knives, lengths of lead pipe as well, and horrible wooden clubs with nails sticking out of the ends. She dared
         not breathe for fear of being noticed, heard.
      

      
      No wonder the boy had fled. A gang, she realized as gooseflesh shivered down her arms. Remembered tales and dark legends of what the London criminal gangs sometimes
         did to their victims filled her with terror. God help her if they found her, she thought. Desperately, she wished she were
         holding her favorite fowling musket in her hands, primed and loaded.
      

      
      ‘Get into position, ye bastards; they’re right behind us!’ ordered a tall, wiry man with lank brown hair. She could hear the
         intense agitation in his voice.
      

      
      ‘Did you kill ’im, O’Dell? I saw ye cut him!’

      
      ‘Don’t know. Got him good, though, I can tell you. Shite!’ he muttered as their pursuers flung into the alley and charged
         at the first group.
      

      
      Before her eyes, the chase turned into a brawl. The two gangs attacked each other with a furor, screaming incoherently at
         each other as they fought.
      

      
      They might as well have been speaking another language, for she could not comprehend a word of their coarse Cockney jargon
         and the criminal tongue known as the ‘flash language.’ The shadows veiled the worst of the battle from her sight – all she
         could make out was fast, ferocious movement, a great swinging and slashing – but the sounds alone were awful enough.
      

      
      To her dismay, rather than moving on, three more thugs rushed into the alley from the opposite direction, coming to the aid
         of their six embattled comrades. Now the four pursuers found themselves, in turn, sorely outnumbered. She could hear their
         cursing and ragged breathing as the others surrounded them on all sides.
      

      
      Then, without warning, a hideous roar burst directly overhead like a thunderclap.

      
      She looked upward with a gasp just as a tall, sinewy shadow leaped up with tigerlike agility onto the pile of moldy bricks
         adjacent to her hiding place. She caught a flash of wild green eyes in the darkness.
      

      
      ‘O’Dell!’
      

      
      Jacinda stared at the newly arrived man. The fight in the alleyway paused, the others exhaling ragged oaths. Moonlight haloed
         his tawny mane, limned his broad shoulders in silver, and glinted off the dagger he clutched in his hand like a shard from
         a lightning bolt.
      

      
      The wiry brown-haired man who apparently answered to that name cursed and wiped the sweat off his brow. ‘Still not dead, you
         son of a bitch?’
      

      
      The man in the shadows took a menacing step forward, edging into view with a cynical smirk. Jacinda’s eyes slowly widened.

      
      Why, it was Byron’s corsair come to violent, throbbing life. The band of moonlight down the middle of the alley striped his
         black-clad body and slanted across his hard, chiseled face like war paint. He wore a short black coat over a loose shirt of
         natural linen that hung open halfway down his chest. Black trousers hugged his compact hips and long legs. As his hand curled
         into a fist at his side, she saw the gaudy gleam of thick gold rings on his fingers.
      

      
      Jacinda stared at him, holding her breath. In a glance, she knew instinctually that, in this brick-and-mortar jungle, he was
         king.
      

      
      
      Then the gang leader charged. The sharp blow of his boot heel resounded overhead as he sprang off the tooth powder placard,
         cracking it under his muscled weight, and leaped off the junk pile, landing in the midst of the fight. With a fist reinforced
         by his chunky metal rings, he dealt O’Dell a punch in the jaw that sent the man flying across the alley as though he’d been
         struck by a cannonball.
      

      
      And then all hell broke loose.

      
      Eagerly pressing her eye to the crack between the placard and the spool, Jacinda watched the gang leader wreak havoc on his
         opponents with dark thrill pounding in her veins. Once he had thrown the first punch, his men reengaged their enemies with
         renewed gusto. They were still outnumbered, but their leader’s arrival had decidedly evened the odds. Back and forth across
         the alley the battle raged.
      

      
      ‘How many times have I told you,’ the gang leader growled as he threw one of his enemies to the ground, ‘you stay off my turf
         or you die.’ He kicked the prone man in the stomach, then swooped down and, she feared, made good on the threat.
      

      
      She blanched.

      
      Crashing blows, curses, and guttural male grunts of exertion filled the alley, then the gang leader appeared again in the
         strip of moonlight, nimbly twisting out of the way as O’Dell swung at his lean middle with a spiked club. She drew in her
         breath silently. It was a terrible weapon, though crude. The makeshift mace, with its bristle of long nails, was designed
         to tear flesh off bone, but its intended victim danced out of range by a hair’s breadth as the club whistled through the air
         again and again. Wielding it menacingly, O’Dell advanced.
      

      
      Jacinda cringed against the barrel as the fight moved closer. With another two steps, they were so near that she could practically
         feel the heat of their bodies. She hunkered down in her hiding place, but when O’Dell struck again with a bellow, the gang
         leader dove aside. The great club plummeted through the air, crashing into the top of the barrel mere inches over her head, showering her in a rain of dust and splinters.
      

      
      How she kept from screaming or coughing in the sudden cloud of debris, she did not know. The placard, thank God, remained
         in place, keeping her hidden, but a meaty thud sounded from somewhere nearby, and the next thing she knew, the gang leader
         came crashing down on his back amid the garbage pile. She stifled a gasp, still clutching the snapped placard desperately
         over her head as she saw that his dagger had flown out of his hand amid the trash. It lay within her reach, gleaming in the
         moonlight.
      

      
      O’Dell wrestled the spiked mace free from the barrel’s wood; the gang leader, still on his back, scrabbled for his knife.
         With the alley ringing with shouts and the gang leader totally absorbed in his reckless fight, he did not notice her, though
         a mere two feet separated them. Jacinda’s heart pounded. Everything in her shouted for her to nudge his knife toward his hand
         so he could defend himself, but what if they saw her?
      

      
      O’Dell’s eyes gleamed evilly in the darkness. He raised the club over his head to deal the death blow. Jacinda could not help
         herself. She stuck out her gold-slippered toe and furtively nudged the dagger toward him, but his searching hand found the
         coil of rusty chain instead. His fingers wrapped around it. With a growl, he yanked the chain upward like a whip, clomping
         O’Dell in the face. The man let out a scream and dropped the club, clapping his hand to his injured eye. Temporarily blinded,
         unable to fight, he chose to retreat.
      

      
      The gang leader grabbed his dagger and leaped to his feet. His fury quickly broke the others’ resistance. They turned and
         ran.
      

      
      ‘After them!’ he bellowed at his men.

      
      Peering out the crack, Jacinda saw O’Dell’s thugs fleeing. The rest gave chase, leaving the alley all but deserted. The gang
         leader started to run after them, too, as though he had not slaked his bloodlust yet.
      

      
      
      ‘Blade, wait! Riley’s hurt!’

      
      The news slowed but did not stop him. He cast a torn, angry glance over his shoulder at the man who had called to him. ‘Take
         care of him! Get him back to Bainbridge Street! I’ve got to finish O’Dell.’
      

      
      In the shadows, Jacinda could make out the shape of one man lying on the ground. Two others crouched on either side of him.

      
      ‘He’s hurt bad, man.’

      
      ‘Billy,’ a weak voice pleaded.

      
      Still in shock after all she had seen, his name did not register in her mind. Looking exasperated and thoroughly torn, the
         gang leader stalked back to his friends, glaring over his shoulder and muttering curses at his fleeing enemies. ‘Bloody goddamn
         cowards …’
      

      
      Jacinda blinked at his language.

      
      ‘Billy,’ the wounded man gasped again.

      
      ‘Ah, Riley, you stupid mick, what have you gone and done now?’ he asked gruffly, lowering himself to one knee beside the man.

      
      ‘I’m done for, Billy!’

      
      ‘I’ll not hear such dramatics. Shut up and take a drink, for God’s sake.’ He raised a flask to the man’s lips. ‘Takes more
         than a bloody Jackal to kill an Irishman, isn’t that what you always say?’
      

      
      ‘Jaysus!’ the man gasped out.

      
      ‘Easy, lad.’ He gripped the Irishman’s bloodied hand. ‘Come on, Riley. Come on.’ Taut desperation edged his voice.

      
      Ensconced in her hiding place, Jacinda stared helplessly from the shadows. Surely this poor wretch was not going to die right
         in front of her.
      

      
      ‘You get O’Dell, man. Swear ta me,’ the wounded man said, hoarse and trembling.

      
      ‘By God, Riley, I’ll get him if it’s the last thing I do. You have my word.’

      
      The other two seconded his vow, but none of them could prevent the inevitable. A moment later, their friend was dead.
      

      
      The three survivors were perfectly silent.

      
      Jacinda gazed at their young leader’s hawklike profile, silvered by moonlight as he bowed his head.

      
      In all the alley, there was not a sound. Even the breeze had stopped.

      
      ‘Short, nasty … and brutish,’ the gang leader said with a bitterness in his low voice sharp enough to cut the very darkness.
         Rising to his feet, he shook his head with a weary shrug. ‘Bury him,’ he ordered, and walked away, passing dangerously close
         to her hiding place, but Jacinda stared after him in bewilderment. Had her ears deceived her, or had that ruffian just quoted
         the philosopher Hobbes?
      

      
      Impossible, she thought. There was no way this crude, violent, Cockney prince could read. He must have heard the famous quotation somewhere
         and was merely parroting it.
      

      
      ‘Pick him up. Let’s go,’ he ordered his men, all fight and muscle and hot impatience like a stallion.

      
      Yes, do, please, she mentally agreed, unsettled to the core. She could barely wait for the gang to leave the alley so she could come out
         of this wretched garbage heap and find her way back to the coaching inn, but for now, she studied the marauding heathen in
         reluctant fascination. Who is he?
      

      
      There was something so familiar about him, something that snagged at her memory. She felt as though she ought to know him,
         but how could she possibly? They were from different worlds. Perhaps she had merely read his story a hundred times, she mused
         wistfully, for surely he had stepped out of the pages of The Corsair. God knew he was a dangerous beast – bad, wild, cocky, and mean. He was tall and lean and whipcord tough, with a giant chip
         against the world sitting almost visibly on his shoulder, but something in his weary air plucked at her compassion.
      

      
      His borrowed words haunted her. Better for him if he were too ignorant to comprehend the wretchedness of his state, she mused, for surely the only thing worse than having to live
         like this would be possessing sufficient sensitivity to feel the full despair of such an existence. As though sensing her scrutiny, he half turned away, his narrow, hungry face closed
         and brooding. His wide shoulders slumped a little as he waited for his men, his hands loosely planted on his lean waist.
      

      
      When he paused to examine his left side beneath his coat for a moment, she realized that he had been injured – rather seriously,
         if the dark stain on his white shirt was any indication. He let his black leather coat fall over the wound again, hiding it,
         merely wiped the sweat off his brow and turned away as the other two joined him, carrying their fallen friend.
      

      
      He nodded to them to go first. ‘I’ll watch your back.’

      
      They went ahead as instructed. He pulled out his knife again with a soft, deadly hiss of metal and glanced over his shoulder,
         making sure that none of the Jackals were lurking nearby – a dreadful thought, in light of her predicament. She realized uneasily
         that she would have to move quickly to escape the alley before O’Dell’s gang came back to retrieve their dead.
      

      
      Good-bye, you heathen, she thought, rather mystified as she watched the gang leader head back down the alley, moving at more of a swagger than
         an ordinary walk. She thought again of the little pickpocket who had led her into this dark maze, and wondered if that was
         how the gang leader had started out. It was difficult to believe there were people living this way right under the very noses
         of the opulent ton, overlapping worlds virtually oblivious to each other’s existence. Still, she was not sorry to see them
         go.
      

      
      Somberly watching them carrying Riley’s limp body away, she exhaled slowly, relieved to be almost in the clear. Her post chaise
         was no doubt ready by now and waiting to bear her away to the Channel.
      

      
      In that moment – without warning – disaster struck.

      
      
      Something small and sleek with claws and a naked tail went scampering over her foot. Her reflexive kick and small girlish
         shriek of revulsion were as swift and emphatic as they were involuntary. Her awkward movement jarred the placard, which sagged
         down over her shoulder and knocked over the fabric spool, sending it rolling before she could grab it. The rat vanished, but
         she was too late to call back her muffled cry.
      

      
      She sat frozen, too late, watching, aghast, as the paste-board cylinder went rolling right up to the toes of the gang leader’s
         scuffed black boots.
      

      
      Instantaneous yells of rage filled the alley. In a second, his men had abandoned the corpse and surrounded the garbage pile.
         Jacinda looked around wildly in terror, pushing back farther into her covert as her heart beat frantically.
      

      
      ‘Come out! Come out of there, you Jackal son of a bitch!’

      
      ‘We got one hidin’ in here, Blade! Probably wounded.’

      
      ‘Well, let’s finish him, then.’ She knew his voice at once, cool and low and deadly. ‘Leave him to me.’

      
      ‘Be careful, man …’

      
      Oh, no, she thought in perfect horror, paralyzed with fright as a hard, callused hand adorned with thick gold rings grasped the
         edge of the half-broken placard and ripped it away. He threw it aside with a pirate roar, gripping his dagger in his other
         hand. As he swooped toward her, bent on bloody murder, Jacinda jolted backward.
      

      
      ‘No!’

      
      He stopped midmotion with a startled grunt. ‘Huh?’
      

      
      She swallowed hard, then sat stock-still, not daring even to breathe as his big knife hovered inches before her face. Slowly,
         defiantly, she lifted her stricken gaze from the weapon’s deadly blade and looked into the gang leader’s fierce green eyes.
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