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    Can three women stop the destruction of the Tower Bridge?

    Eliza, Miriam, and Jillian are friends by fate, employment, and society. In the London of 1894, they receive a directive from their mysterious boss to investigate, and stop, the Countess Wilmont’s plot to destroy the newly erected Tower Bridge.

    Delving into a secret world of masterful training in martial arts, curious new technologies and weaponry, the women are armed and very dangerous.

    Their investigation reveals a terrible truth about two of their husbands, and along the way they meet three men who will change their world…and show them that gentlemen aren’t always what they seem.

    Content warning: Sex and violence.

  
    Highlight

    Silas picked up the large parchment with the red seal and broke it. Unfolding the paper, he began to read in a very familiar script:

    Dear Mr. Willoughby,

    I believe your female counterparts could use some assistance. Please be ready for any further correspondence. In order to keep closer tabs on the situation, I shall be using different methods of contact. Please stay close.

    Sincerely,

    Colonel Cuthbert

    He folded the paper in half and tapped it on the desk absently. He mused for a moment over how Devin thought of Jillian, and recalled his stolen night with Eliza. She’d gotten under his skin. He wasn’t able to shake her from his mind. Silas found himself preoccupied with the woman. Something about her calmed him. The entire time he’d spent with her in the townhouse, he’d felt more at home than in either of the estates he’d owned in the city. Though his houses were always full of people, he felt alone--until he met Eliza.

    There was the answer he was looking for, right on his desk the whole time. Chuckling under his breath, he put the message in a drawer, grabbed his top hat, and headed for the door.
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    To Chris, my hero.
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    Chapter 1

    Eliza turned the tiny knob slowly. The tick tick tick of its internal mechanism was just loud enough for her heart to keep time. Three to the left. Seven right. Tick tick tick. Fourteen left. Eliza twisted the smooth brass handle and with a resounding thunk, the black-painted steel case opened. Inside laid her test of the day--quite possibly the test of her life. She retrieved the missive with a gloved hand. The colonel’s red wax seal meant big business. Why he decided to put it in someone else’s safe was beyond her understanding, but the man had a mean sense of humor.

    She had attended the musicale at Baron Willoughby’s residence only because she had earlier received word there would be directions here somewhere.

    Eliza’s only clue, three numbers, left her confused.

    After hours of fruitless exploration through the baron’s more public rooms, she had excused herself from the festivities for a brief moment. As she’d passed by his study, she’d seen the shiny black safe peeking from behind his desk. Without thinking, she had dove head-first behind the furniture to try the numbers. She didn’t care how she appeared, with her skirts almost up over her head, straining to see.

    She plopped down in front of the safe, broke the seal, withdrew a yellowed parchment, and unfolded it.

    Mrs. von Wilstrom,

    I do hope this note finds you well. It has been a difficult time in India, and I have not been able to respond to your inquiries punctually. Please accept my most humble apologies.

    The point of my letter is thus: It has come to my attention that a Countess Millicent Wilmont has been a bit peculiar recently. She has apparently not been sound of mind, and in her not so delicate condition has let us believe she plans to destroy the newly erected Tower Bridge.

    Her motives are still unknown. Therefore we must investigate the matter discreetly and swiftly.

    If you are up to the task, please send the usual response post-haste.

    Yours,

    Lt. Col. Griffin Cuthbert

    British Royal Army, India Division

    Standing, Eliza folded and tucked the missive into her cleavage, adjusted her upturned skirts and pulled her shawl over her shoulders. She secured the safe just as she heard the door close behind her.

    “Mrs. von Wilstrom, did you get lost? We’d grown concerned about you in the parlor.” Baron Silas Willoughby’s eyes narrowed on her. She righted herself and tried to smile as sweetly as possible. She hoped she was convincing.

    “No, on the contrary. The parlor was stifling, and I thought to remove myself before I fell over.” Eliza flashed a winning smile at the baron and bustled past him on her way back to the parlor.

    Silas closed the door behind her and followed closely. “Did you find anything of interest?”

    “I don’t know what you mean, Baron.” He was close enough now to step on her dress.

    “Why else would you choose to gather air in my personal study rather than walking outside to the garden?”

    “Because the air in London is putrid. I would have fainted dead away. Your study door was open, and I noticed a book title that interested me. Please accept my apologies if I’ve inconvenienced or offended you.”

    “No, of course not.”

    She stopped in the hallway and turned to him. “You don’t believe me?”

    “Oh, but I do. I wouldn’t ever think of you causing trouble in another man’s home.” He smiled crookedly.

    Eliza feigned shock, touching her throat with her hand. “Silas Willoughby, I should be insulted.”

    His laugh was too loud. She looked around to make sure no one was coming and put her hand on her hip.

    “How do you manage to infuriate me with a simple laugh?”

    “It is a gift, my lady.”

    “A gift worth returning,” she said under her breath.

    “You are a cheeky tart.”

    “You are wise to believe it, Baron.” Eliza lowered her lashes and grinned.

    “Would it be impudent to inquire where you are going this evening?”

    “Why, yes, it would.”

    “Are you going to tell me anyway?” he asked, clasping his hands behind his back. Eliza couldn’t help but notice his broad shoulders as they drew taut. He towered over her slight frame in what she thought to be an attempt at peacocking. Perhaps it was enough to intimidate most, but not her. Her jaw relaxed, and a sigh escaped her lips before she realized it. He cocked an eyebrow in question. She coughed, trying to hide it, and scowled.

    “I should think not, considering the circumstances.” She turned back toward the door. “However, if you must...” She leaned in closer to him and whispered, “You may find me at my residence.”

    “Your residence?” He feigned surprised. “How bold.”

    She dismissed him with the flick of her hand and smiled from beneath her lashes. “Cheeky tart, right?”

    “Precisely.” He nodded, grinning. His smile faded slightly and he cocked his head to the side to ask, “What, pray tell, are you doing here anyway?”

    “How very curious you are, sir.” She tsk’d. “What a lady, much less a married lady, does in her idle time should not concern you, should it? Truth told, I was invited by my friend Jillian Johnsworth, who was invited by...you.”

    “Ah. Makes perfect sense,” he conceded. “Yet I cannot help but question you after finding you in my study--on your knees, even--rather than in the parlor,” Silas said, shaking his head. The smile had returned, yet he feigned disdain.

    Eliza laughed despite herself. Too bad she cared more about her work than her social status. People would be falling over themselves if they knew she would spend time alone with Silas Willoughby. Yet she didn’t care. She held on to hope that her husband, Patrick von Wilstrom, would eventually leave her alone for good.

    In her current situation, she couldn’t answer the baron’s question. She could never explain the colonel’s letter. Secrecy was of the utmost importance. Though she wondered how long Silas had been standing there watching her. It was troubling and quite possibly incriminating.

    “Unfortunately this is where we must part ways, Baron.” She put her hand on the doorknob to the parlor.

    “More’s the pity, dear Mrs. von Wilstrom.” Pausing, he placed his hand on hers, wrapping around the doorknob as well. He stepped closer to her, their bodies almost touching.

    This close, he smelled of patchouli and spices, obvious remnants of his Curzon cologne. She took a deep, slow breath of it as a souvenir.

    “Does your other offer still stand?”

    She smiled wryly. Business-minded she was, but ultimately Eliza was not one to turn down an opportunity. “I would have not offered had I not meant it, good sir.”

    He backed away--putting distance between them--bowed at the waist and opened the door for her. They entered to find the rest of the dinner party surrounding the upright piano. Eliza’s friend Jillian sat behind it, playing. Jillian turned to face the newcomers and stopped.

    “I have found our Mrs. von Wilstrom,” Silas said to the onlookers.

    Jillian touched her earlobe and raised her eyebrows. Eliza winked and wrapped her shawl around her shoulders tightly.

    “I was unaware she had gone missing.” Mr. Dashing yawned, turning a bored look on his paper.

    Eliza smiled at the handsome man and sat beside him on the settee. “I, for one, am so glad someone was concerned about my whereabouts, Mr. Dashing.”

    He looked up and winked, then returned once again to his paper. Eliza turned to Silas. “If you could be so kind as to ask for my hansom to be brought around, I should probably retire. It has been a very long evening already, and I fear I shall fall over if I stay for too much longer.” Silas bowed and called for a servant.

    Jillian’s song ended, and she turned to face her friend. “Oh, Eliza, please don’t leave just yet. It’s still quite early.”

    “I have pressing business to attend to.”

    “Pressing?”

    “Yes. Very.” Eliza touched her ear. Jillian nodded discreetly.

    The servant returned and told Eliza her carriage was ready.

    “I shall walk you out, Mrs. von Wilstrom.” Silas again opened the parlor door for her. She said her goodbyes and left. Silently, they wound through the hallways to the front entrance.

    Without turning around, she spoke over her shoulder as she opened the front door. “I shall see you later this evening, then?”

    “Yes, if the offer still stands.”

    “I wouldn’t have asked if it didn’t.”

    Eliza shook her head in annoyance. Silas grinned. Eliza walked out onto the dark curb and stepped into the waiting carriage. She found herself looking forward to her late night visitor. The smell of him still tickled her nose. Smiling, she settled in her seat and motioned for the driver to begin their ride back to her townhouse.

    Once out of the constant glow of the gas street lamps, she searched through her black beaded lace reticule. She removed a circular, palm-sized leather device and hooked it onto the back of her ear. She flipped the front piece to mold over the curve of her ear, showing intricate workings resembling a watch’s interior: a puzzle of brass and silver cogs and wheels. From the bottom, a small copper screw jutted out a quarter inch. With a twist, it and the watch piece cogs began to spin, whirring to life with a hum. A golden stem stretched from her ear to her mouth. She twisted the screw again, and a small speaker began to emit a long, low tone into her ear.

    * * * *

    In Silas Willoughby’s parlor, a chime came from the general vicinity of Jillian’s reticule, which rested on the piano. Jillian watched as Devin Dashing looked up from his newspaper toward the clock. Frowning, he looked back to his paper. Jillian shot a glance at him, then her purse, and--hearing the noise again--began to cough over the sound. Devin looked at her curiously. Jillian excused herself from behind the piano and took the reticule to the bathroom. A tiny tinkling chime emitted from it again. She pulled the strings open to reveal an earpiece identical to Eliza’s. She clipped it to her ear and twisted the screw, waiting for the cogs to spin.

    “Hello, Eliza?” She spoke quietly into the golden stem.

    “Yes, Jillian. I cannot talk long. I received the missive from Colonel Cuthbert.” Her voice crackled and popped through the device, but Jillian did her best to make out what she was saying.

    “Cuthbert? What does he want this time?”

    “He hasn’t given me many details, but there’s a Countess Millicent Wilmont who needs attending. I couldn’t wait to get out of Silas’s house to call.”

    “Millicent Wilmont? Wasn’t she the crazed old bat who tried to burn down Parliament because it smelled like day-old fish?”

    “Yes, one and the same.” Eliza laughed. “She’s taken it upon herself to rid us of the new Tower Bridge.”

    “What? Why ever for?”

    “I’m afraid I don’t know, dear friend. I’ll have to find out from the colonel.”

    “This should be a fun task.”

    “Indeed. How is the rest of the dinner party?”

    “Dreadful. Devin Dashing finally finished reading his newspaper, but he refuses to put it down. Instead, he’s taken to staring at me over the top of the pages for the past fifteen minutes, as if I am but a scone to eat. Silas keeps going back into this office and returning, most annoyed. Where did you find the missive this time?”

    “In his study.”

    “Naturally! That’s why he’s annoyed. He probably thinks you stole something.”

    “Oh, posh. He has nothing to steal.”

    “Only his virtue,” Jillian snickered. She listened as Eliza laughed again.

    “I should turn this thing off before my driver thinks I’ve gone mad.”

    “Shall I come tomorrow morning to discuss the details?”

    “Yes, do. Also, be sure to send word to Miriam. We shall meet around noon.”

    “Noon? Why so late?”

    Eliza cleared her throat. “I have a prior engagement.”

    “Oh, do tell. Has Mr. von Wilstrom returned, then?”

    “Jillian, please. He shan’t grace my doorstep again. I’m merely waiting for him to divorce me so I can be done.”

    “Eliza, honestly. You think he would divorce you? Whatever would people say?”

    “I don’t care what they say. After our next assignment, I figure I’ll have enough income to support myself. Perhaps I’ll go overseas.”

    “You cannot leave me!”

    Someone knocked on the door to the restroom, and Jillian dropped her voice. “I must go. I’ll see you at noon.” She took out the earpiece and tucked it back into her handbag, the little device’s cogs spinning to a halt.

    “Ms. Johnsworth, are you all right?” She heard Mr. Dashing on the other side of the door.

    “Quite. The parlor was too warm. I needed to refresh myself.” She stepped out to find herself face to chest to the man. He took a step backward, allowing her to exit.

    “My apologies. I didn’t mean to intrude on your privacy.”

    “No bother. I was just about to call for my carriage.”

    “Do you have an escort this evening?”

    “Why of course. I always do,” she scoffed.

    Devin Dashing bowed again and allowed her to pass.

    * * * *

    “Those two women are up to something,” Devin Dashing said, folding his newspaper and putting it down. All the visitors had left and only he and Silas remained. They moved into a smaller room in the front of the house, where the bar was located.

    “Of course they are. They’re rarely up to nothing.” Silas chuckled, preparing himself a much stronger drink than tea. “Was Jillian all right after her coughing fit?” he asked, still smiling.

    It was Devin’s turn to smile. “Why yes. She was oddly fine. Perhaps she was a bit chatty in the loo, but otherwise fine.”

    Silas raised an eyebrow and took a seat. “I found Mrs. von Wilstrom in my study earlier, either searching for something or thieving. I haven’t decided which yet.”

    “Did you find anything out of the ordinary?”

    “No. Nothing was out of place. I did happen to walk in on her while she was skirts-up behind my desk. I’m not certain of her reasons for being there.”

    “Must have been a beautiful sight.”

    Silas nodded. “Yes, yes it was.” He paused to take a drink, and then snapped his fingers. Pulling a watch from his coat pocket, Silas looked at the time. “Mr. Dashing, I hate to be rude, but I have a late engagement to keep.”

    Devin raised an eyebrow and stood. “Oh? Does it include upturned skirts?”

    “I am ever hopeful,” Silas responded with a wicked smile.

  
    Chapter 2

    Eliza sat in her drawing room half-dozing, wondering if she would be able to stay awake before her evening caller arrived. The house had been quiet and devoid of hired help for the last few days, since Mr. von Wilstrom had decided he needed their assistance in the country. Eliza knew he’d taken them just to make her angry, and with the specific intent of forcing her to return to him. She knew better, and refused to fall for his trap. She refused to bow to any man, including her husband.

    Patrick von Wilstrom was much older than she, a match made by her parents, who feared her becoming an old maid after years of searching for a perfect mate. The gossip around the city was rampant when she didn’t leave to live with him in the country, but she didn’t care. She’d borne no children and refused to, given her distaste for her husband and his debauchery. His constant gambling and whoring left little to be desired. Besides, he was overbearing and generally rude. Had she not wanted to remain in good graces with her parents, she would have denied him too. However, her father--a duke--had said he would allow them a country and city home if she would just agree--so she did.

    Patrick hated the city now, since he’d been cast out of all known gentlemen’s parlors for defaulting on gambling debts. He escaped to the country not only to force her hand, he also had enemies far and wide throughout the city. At one point, he’d demanded she return to the country residence. Eliza refused. They’d argued about his habits, which ended in Eliza throwing his clothing into the street. Thus, their marriage was reduced to a battle of wills. Patrick would send messages. She would ignore them, or worse. She snickered at the memory of when she’d sent a letter’s ashes tucked into the return envelope. Little did Patrick realize: she was much happier without him than with him. She stayed for her title and London townhouse, and kept him at arm’s length.

    She’d boldly requested a divorce. Her love life remained in limbo even though she tended to attract the general attentions of others...others such as Baron Silas Willoughby.

    She smiled under half-lidded eyes as his name rolled through her mind. Silas was a well-known rake and she felt like testing his boundaries. She didn’t normally seek out company, but found herself drawn to Silas. He managed to keep his reputation spotless in the foreground--while those in the know more than understood his seductive allure. Unmarried by choice, he was the only remaining Willoughby in his family. His title was uncontested and his land was secure. His parents had both lived well and within their means, so when Silas inherited the estate, it secured his finances for life and left him with no reason to marry.

    The baron was the pinnacle of entertainment. Over the seasons he’d built a reputation for holding the most lavish, borderline decadent parties. His home was the place for go to for musicales, formal balls, and gigantic games of whist. Everyone begged for an invitation just to be in his presence. Even now preparations were underway for his annual season’s end ball, which hundreds would attend. He was always in good spirits and charming. To Eliza, it seemed he existed merely to enjoy others’ company.

    Eliza closed her eyes for the briefest of moments and sighed deeply, remembering his cologne and warmth in the hall. She felt something oddly like home while in his presence. Almost on cue, a soft knock sounded on her front door. She rose and opened it, coming eye to eye with her daydream. He tipped his hat and bowed as she motioned him inside.

    “Good of you to come, Baron.”

    “Yes, coming is always good.” He doffed his hat and she took it from him, smirking. He removed his coat and placed it on the rack as he entered the foyer. “Where are your servants, Mrs. von Wilstrom?” Silas looked down the hallway toward the darkened kitchen.

    “The country. Mr. von Wilstrom decided he needed the extra help.”

    “Surely you jest.”

    “That’s one thing I don’t jest about. The man thinks he’s making me miserable. But damn his luck. I can hang a hat and coat, cook, and clean. I obviously don’t need a maid, and prefer to travel alone. It also creates less of a hassle when I do decide to have people over at odd times of the evening.”

    “How terrible,” he mocked, shaking his head.

    “It’s so terrible that you won’t have to worry about being caught in my home after midnight?”

    “No, it’s actually quite preferable. I just find it terrible a husband would leave you to your own devices.”

    Eliza clasped her hands in front of her and shrugged. “I’ll manage. Don’t worry about me, Silas. I always make my way.” Baron Willoughby would never know how true those words were. In her younger days, she’d spent months of rigorous training in India. She was prepared mentally and physically for any situation thrown her way.

    After Eliza had married and settled in the city, Colonel Cuthbert had sought her out at an end of season ball and offered Eliza and her friends an opportunity. He’d tasked Eliza, Miriam and Jillian with spying on a visiting duke, who was quite possibly stealing various art pieces from the home where the ball was hosted. The women apprehended the duke with stolen goods in hand. Scotland Yard was able to put the man in prison for quite a while. Since then, the colonel had called upon the English Three--as he so liked to call them--to perform more complex missions. Eliza was always prepared for adventure and excitement, as long as she was home for tea and whist. However sworn to secrecy, she doubted she’d ever need to tell anyone. Not even the man who stood before her.

    “Would you care for tea, Baron?”

    “Please don’t go through the trouble for me, Eliza.”

    “It would be no trouble, honestly.”

    “Do not make tea.” He took her by the hand and led her to the parlor down the hall. He pulled her into the room. With a quick twist, he tugged the bejeweled clip pinning her hair atop her head. Loosed, her black curls flowed down her back. She sighed and smiled. He ran his fingers through the mass and pulled her face toward him, his hovering lips barely touching hers.

    “You have the most peculiar effect on me, Eliza.”

    “I do not aspire to be peculiar, Baron.”

    “Please call me Silas.”

    “I will call you whatever you wish, good sir.”

    “Don’t taunt me. It could be quite embarrassing.” He chuckled. “What you do to me, though...it’s quite remarkable.”

    “I doubt it’s anything different from what the working ladies down on Old Compton Street could do to you.”

    Silas laughed, caressing her face with his thumb. “I am serious, regardless of your sarcasm.”

    “Oh, I do believe you.”

    “Still the cheeky tart.” He smiled and fell silent, his eyes smoldering.

    “It’s not been so long since you last called me a cheeky tart, if I remember correctly.” She slipped her arms around his waist and to his back, pressing herself against his chest.

    “And if I remember correctly, I called you that after finding you in my study with your rump in the air. Which reminds me, why exactly were you in there?”

    Eliza swallowed hard and thought fast, taking a step backward and lowering her arms. “My shoe came unbuttoned and I had to attend to it.”

    Silas narrowed his eyes at her and sat in a chair, pulling her onto his lap. “Why would you need to attend your own shoe, lady?”

    She swept her hands dramatically. “Hello, Silas Willoughby, welcome to my home. I do everything myself. Positively everything. I know such a thing is completely unheard of in your position--but in my home I am the lady, the man, the maid, the cook and butler. Though annoying at times, it does have its high points.”

    “What high points are those, Miss?” He pressed his hips upward, making his point known. She grinned and lowered her lashes.

    “There are fewer ears in the home to repeat my business needlessly.”

    “Ah, I see. Well, my most humble apologies. I hope the ‘man’ part of the list of duties is at least satisfying.”

    Eliza’s smile spread wide over her face. “I know I do leave something to be desired, but I try my hardest to accommodate.”

    “Perhaps you need someone to...fill in the gaps, as it were.” Silas brushed a stray lock of hair from her shoulder and kissed her neck. Eliza smiled and closed her eyes.

    * * * *

    His hangover dawned just as the sun broke through the horizon. Silas rubbed his temples and quietly shut the door behind him. Starting down the sidewalk, he pulled an envelope from his vest pocket. The note had been found in his study yesterday. Eliza must have been digging for it while she was there, but he couldn’t place his finger on exactly why. Well, he’d placed a few fingers directly on Eliza, but that was beside the point.

    He opened the envelope and tried to read the elaborately scrawled words. Muttering an oath, he returned it to his pocket, unable to focus. Silas cursed himself for drinking entirely too much the previous night. Usually he was able to stave off the morning’s pains with a proper breakfast--but today, he refused to ask Eliza to help him with something as trivial as a meal. Instead he’d left the slumbering beauty alone while he ducked out into the rising sun. She’d been a sight to behold, sprawled on the sheets with her hair spread out on the pillows behind her. Her lips were red and plump from a full night of kissing, her cheeks flushed from passion and from his late night stubble.

    Even though he’d spent the night in her bed, mostly in a state of undress, they’d never moved passed the initial “touch and feel.” Silas, generally described as a rake by his peers, still had some sense of propriety, and found he was perfectly satisfied to just be with her, surveying and enjoying every inch of her body. Not to say he didn’t hope to approach her later, but for now he had the reminder of their evening still fresh on his lips.

    Unfortunately for him, the neighbors were already out on their doorsteps, retrieving newspapers. As he walked away from Eliza’s abode instead of acting guilty or trying to hide his identity, he merely tipped his hat and grinned. The prudish passers-by scoffed, and he had to chuckle at their surprised expressions. This wouldn’t be the last of it.

    Once the glaring neighbors faded into the distance behind him and he reached the end of the street, he pulled the envelope from his pocket again, hoping for better luck. He unfolded it and immediately recognized the familiar scrawling script on the yellowed parchment. The message was short.

    
      Watch Eliza.
    

    Silas stopped walking and frowned. There was no salutation like his other letters. It meant more than the simplicity suggested, and for certain, Silas took it very seriously. He was downright concerned. He never received less than a page of instruction from the colonel. Over the last few years he’d come to expect over-verbose descriptions, bloated with information.

    Silas, still holding the paper in both hands, turned around to stare toward Eliza’s home.

    “What does the old man want me to do?” he whispered.

    Cuthbert never sent him with the sole intent to spy on women. The lavishly intricate notes previously held secrets and plots. Silas never spent his off-season days in the country, lazing about like most of the gentlemen of his stature. Instead he gallivanted the world over, searching for missing women to bring home safely.

    This stumped him. His head pounded harder than ever. He tucked the note back into his vest and turned toward home. Before he thought of anything else, he needed some food.

  
    Chapter 3

    Noon arrived, and Eliza rolled over in bed. She ran her hand over the sheets, still wrinkled from the visitor who’d shared it with her. Stretching her body, she relished its soreness. She smiled at the fond memories of the one involved. She could get used to the baron being around, even if it was to “fill in the gaps,” as he’d said.

    She snickered to herself. It had been quite some time since she’d enjoyed a man’s attentions. There was something to say about a grand seduction with sharp wit and genuine feeling, as opposed to just being the dutiful wife. She longed for what had transpired the evening before with Silas, yet knew it was quite out of her reach--which saddened her. Companionship was paramount in her life--not only with males, but with friends in general. She kept up with them as much as possible.

    She sat up, mentally cataloging the extent of her exhaustion and began to dress. Someone banged furiously at the door. She rushed to pin her hair and bounded down the staircase. As Eliza flung the door open, Miriam practically ran into her.

    “Rumors have already surfaced about how Baron Willoughby was in your presence last night.”

    “Which warrants my interest...how?” Eliza propped her hand on her hip. “Tell me, what exactly are they saying about town?”

    Miriam pushed past her and shut the door. “They saw him leave his house last evening, quite late, yet still not late enough for all the other musicale attendees to have made it home. The same people saw him leave your home--oh, just a few hours past.”

    “They sure are nosy gits.” Eliza crossed her arms.

    “Yes, they are, but too much attention could hamper our extracurricular activities. I wish you would take it into consideration next time. Start later, and pitch him out before sun-up at the very least.”

    “I know. I shall pay more attention from now on. I was asleep when he left.”

    “I don’t even want to know, my friend. I hope it was worth it.”

    The corner of Eliza’s mouth turned up in a grin. “Very well.”

    “Oh, that reminds me--what did the good colonel say in his last missive?”

    “I thought I’d wait and explain once Jillian arrived.”

    “Fine idea,” Miriam agreed.

    “Would you care for tea?” Eliza asked, walking toward the kitchen.

    “Do you have anything stronger?” Miriam rubbed her temples. “I cannot ease this headache.”

    “Yes, of course.”

    Eliza opened a cabinet, removed a glass and copper contraption, and placed it on the counter. She returned to the cabinet and retrieved a cloth bag of beans and another cast-iron coffee grinder. She ground the beans, placed a handful in the top of the copper half, and poured a pitcher of water over the grounds Placing a teacup under a small silver spout to one side, she turned a crank on the opposite side, bringing the machine to life. Steam spat out the top for a few moments as the women waited. Soon, fresh coffee filled the glass container and poured out the side into the fine china.

    “Splendid,” Miriam said while adding two sugar cubes. “Where did you procure this thing? I must have one.”

    “It’s but another extremely useful gift from our colonel. He’s sending an automatic grinder soon. It should shorten the process even more.”

    “Outstanding.”

    The front bell chimed. Eliza excused herself to admit a harried Jillian. She offered her cape to Eliza, muttering incoherently under her breath about the neighbors.

    “What is it, Jillian?”

    “Your neighbors are the nosiest people in the city.”

    “I could have told you that.” She chuckled, hanging the cape on the coat rack and walking back into the kitchen with Miriam. “What have they said or done now?”

    “I assume Miriam has already advised you of their recent rumor-mongering.”

    “Indeed she has. I hope it doesn’t sully the baron’s good name.”

    “I’m ever so surprised his name isn’t already sullied, Eliza. Let’s not forget this man is a rake,” Jillian replied, helping herself to the freshly brewed coffee.

    “I cannot forget much of anything about him.” She sighed, retiring to the parlor. The two women followed her and sat.

    “Does he have an interesting past?” Miriam asked, looking between both of them.

    “As far as I know, when he first came to London, he tended to carouse the same haunts as my father. Then for some reason, he disappeared from the scene for a time. When he came back, he seemed to change.” Jillian shrugged. “But who knows what that means when it comes to men.”

    “Was it everything we all hoped it would be?” Miriam smirked at Eliza, sipping her coffee.

    “It was everything and then some.” Eliza sighed and closed her eyes.

    “Spare us details, please,” Jillian begged. “Let’s discuss Colonel Cuthbert’s letter. What did it say?”

    Eliza reached over to the side table, picked up the paper, handed it to Jillian to inspect, and looked toward Miriam. “I already explained a few details to Jillian last night, but it appears Countess Wilmont has again lost her mind. She wants to eradicate the Tower Bridge. We are to stop her.”

    “The Tower Bridge? It just opened. The paint is barely dry. Why would she want to destroy it?” Miriam asked as Jillian handed her the note.

    “She’s insane.” Jillian waved her hand.

    “Wait, wasn’t she the one who tried to burn down Parliament because it smelled like day-old fish?” Miriam asked.

    “One and the same.” Eliza laughed, shaking her head. “There were no details as to her motive this time, but I plan to find out--and expect it to be complete insane drivel. Are you ladies up to the challenge? If so, I shall send a response to the colonel this afternoon.”

    “Do we know when the countess is planning to carry out this nonsense?” Jillian asked.

    “No. I say we send word to the colonel. We can keep an eye out on her to start, and await details as we monitor,” Miriam suggested.

    “Sounds like a good plan to me,” Eliza agreed. Jillian nodded as well.

    “So, beyond stopping the mad countess from decimating a perfectly good bridge, what else is on the agenda?”

    “Silas Willoughby is holding the end of season ball at his London residence soon,” Eliza said blandly.

    “Is it ball time again already? Unrelated, have you not seen enough of him?” Jillian slapped her friend on the knee.

    “Never.” Eliza smirked. Jillian laughed. Eliza looked at her from the corner of her eye and changed the subject. “Let’s discuss a Mr. Devin Dashing, shall we?”

    “Ugh, let’s not. The man stares. It’s rude.” Jillian looked sour.

    “It’s endearing,” Miriam scoffed.

    “It’s stalking prey,” Jillian retorted, rolling her eyes.

    “Precisely!” Eliza laughed.

    “Did he speak at all after your performance last night?”

    “Briefly,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t understand the man. He’s as verbose as the pope at Christmas Mass.”

    It was Miriam’s turn to roll her eyes. “Tell him to shut his mouth and kiss you.”

    “I suppose shutting one’s mouth and then kissing them would be a trifle difficult--but it could be managed,” Eliza pondered.

    “Oh, do behave, Eliza. I don’t see Mr. Dashing in that manner.”

    “Perhaps you should see him in that manner--and in a few different manners as well. He obviously cares enough about your attentions to jaw away incessantly,” Eliza said, smiling to herself.

    “Psh.” Jillian looked at Miriam. “Save me from her taunts.”

    “Jump him. Save yourself,” she replied, dryly.

    “I never!” Jillian scoffed.

    “We know!” The other two sputtered as they fell into peals of laughter.

    After the trio settled down, the questions arose again.

    “Do you think the countess will travel to the city to attend the ball?” Miriam asked.

    Eliza shrugged. “I’m not sure. I haven’t seen her out since the beginning of the season.”

    “Then it’s high time for her to be seen. Perhaps we can at least inquire on her schedule discreetly,” Jillian offered.

    “Sounds like a good plan to me,” Eliza concurred.

    After exhausting both the coffee and other topics, Miriam stood to leave. “Ladies, as always it has been a pleasure. I’ll see you later in the week, if not sooner.” She gathered her cape and donned it, waving as she left.

    “I suppose I should leave too.” Jillian sighed, looking at the large grandfather clock in the hallway. She rose to gather her things and walked to the door.

    “All right. Keep me informed of any happenings, if there are any, between now and the ball. I want to keep Colonel Cuthbert abreast of all the details.”

    “Of course,” Jillian said. She patted her reticule, which contained the small communications device. “I shall ring you with anything pressing.” She left the townhouse and waved behind her as she headed for her waiting carriage.

    “Very well, I shall do the same,” Eliza said, waving and closing the door.

    She turned to the empty and now hollow-sounding house. This was the worst part: being alone after her friends left. Although she usually enjoyed the solitude compared to the hatred or generally abysmal attitude of her husband’s presence, it still hurt to find herself without the uproarious echoes of laughter or--as last night, the decadent moans of passion.

    Eliza sighed and returned to the parlor. She grabbed a book from a shelf, flopped unceremoniously on the chaise lounge, and delved into someone else’s life--anything to avoid hers for just a brief moment longer. She knew to prepare for the next formal ball, she would need all the boring downtime she could manage.
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