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            Chapter One

         
         
            Paris, 1820

         

         Hawkes held a smoldering cheroot in one hand and the miniature of the Earl of Brundage’s missing fiancée in the other.

         
         He saw a pale oval face nimbused in dark curls. Light eyes. Head coyly tipped. She could be any pretty girl anywhere. He’d
            never once seen a miniature of a homely girl, or, say, of one scowling and shaking her fist, which would have at least made
            for a change. It could probably be ascribed to the tyranny of commerce—no artist wanted to risk offending a paying customer
            with accuracy. No one knew better than Hawkes that the biggest lie people tell themselves is that they prefer to know the
            truth.
         

         
         “I would like you to do that . . . thing you do so well,” Brundage had said when he’d handed it to him.

         
         Hawkes knew the unspoken word was “filthy.”

         
         “It was painted when Aurelie was sixteen, I’m told,” Brundage said. “She is now twenty-one. She of course looks considerably
            more mature now. But I fear it’s the only one in existence.”
         

         
         “I imagine commissioning larger portraits was not among her remaining family’s priorities,” Hawkes said absently. The orgy of aristocrat killing known as the French Revolution had divested the girl’s parents—members of the Condé family of the French House of Bourbon—of their fortunes and their heads when she was three years old. She’d been in the care of a guardian since. Somehow she’d wound up engaged to Brundage. 

         
         Lucky, lucky girl.

         
         The wedding was meant to be a month from now here in Paris, or so Brundage had just told him. And yet Lady Aurelie, who he’d
            learned lived a stone’s throw away in rented lodgings with her guardian, failed to turn up for Tuesday tea as had been her
            custom with Brundage and hadn’t been seen since. That was four days ago.
         

         
         Hawkes didn’t lift his head from her miniature just yet. The glints in the anteroom in which they sat—glaze on porcelain,
            gilt on chair legs, the silvered surface of an outlandishly large mirror—were like the stars one sees after a blow to the
            head. He’d been released from prison less than a week ago. He somehow hadn’t fully anticipated the sensory assault of freedom.
         

         
         He’d received Brundage’s message two days ago: “I need your help, and will pay handsomely for it.”

         
         Brundage must have weighed all of his options and concluded only Hawkes could do what he needed done. And Hawkes knew that
            meant Brundage must be desperate, indeed.
         

         
         The opportunity to witness this desperation was what finally made Hawkes agree to meet him.

         
         The heat thrown off by the huge fire eased the ache in his shoulder. This perversely filled him with a quiet, subterranean fury. That ache was a souvenir of the only time he’d been unable to fight back. Which was the only way anyone had ever gotten the better of him. 

         
         He would rather endure another three years in prison than reveal any weakness to the man in front of him. Brundage, he was
            certain, would love to see evidence of a broken man.
         

         
         “I was, of course, going to have her sit for a portrait once we were married,” Brundage said.

         
         Brundage had always been fond of the words “I” and “my.” He liked to own; he liked to lord.

         
         Hawkes looked up, finally. “The mirror is new, isn’t it?” he said idly. “I don’t remember seeing it in your office or home.”

         
         Brundage smiled sympathetically. “I imagine it would seem new to you. I acquired it last year.”

         
         “Handsome piece,” Hawkes said admiringly. “Must have cost the earth.”

         
         Brundage hesitated, as he’d been compelled to do after nearly everything Hawkes had said so far this evening.

         
         “Playing deep again?” Hawkes suggested into the silence with a sympathetic smile, on a bit of a hush, to imply he was jesting.

         
         He wasn’t. It had been a secret—from everyone except Hawkes, from whom almost nothing was a secret—that the upright Brundage
            recklessly wagered staggering amounts, amassing staggering unpaid debts.
         

         
         Debt which had magically disappeared before the war was over. Another secret Hawkes had learned.

         
         Brundage’s smile was small and did not reach his eyes. “I’ve been fortunate in my investments, thanks to good advice from
            my accounting firm.”
         

         
         “Well. You always did know how to increase your fortunes,” Hawkes agreed warmly.

         
         Which caused another almost infinitesimal silence.

         
         Hawkes had so far spent the evening making casual statements that could be interpreted any number of ways, all of them calculated
            to unsettle Brundage.
         

         
         Hawkes was nearly destitute. He’d been obliged to surrender the entirety of his own hard-won fortune to French authorities
            before he went to prison—it was either that, or face execution by firing squad. After all, “justice” was really another word
            for commerce, something every man at the mercy of it eventually learns. Brundage himself had skillfully negotiated these terms.
         

         
         It was, in fact, the generally held view that Hawkes owed Brundage his life.

         
         Alas, Hawkes was unable to buy his way out of prison altogether, and the French rebuffed formal attempts to ransom him. It
            seemed it wasn’t every day they caught a near legendary English spymaster. They wanted to keep him for a few years. Perhaps
            beat him now and again for his temerity.
         

         
         Verdun, the prison depot where he was at first taken, had been just barely tolerable, verging on civilized.

         
         Bitche, where he’d been taken after an escape attempt, was a violent, soul-annihilating fortress.

         
         Brundage had proposed to pay him three-quarters of the fortune he’d lost if he found his fiancée.

         
         So he also suspected the immense sum Brundage was offering to pay him to find his fiancée was intended to forever put paid
            to certain things.
         

         
         Such as suspicion. Curiosity. Initiative. Memory.

         
         Reflected in that ridiculous mirror in flattering firelight, the two of them looked much the way they had before Hawkes’s
            arrest: the Fifth Earl of Brundage and Mr. Christian Hawkes—such a dashing pair. Both so handsome, so brilliant, so competent.
         

         
         But Hawkes, the son of a merchant, had begun his career in the army blacking the boots of men much like Brundage. He’d swiftly soared to the rank of lieutenant, whereupon he was recruited by the Alien Office in England and charged with tracking down and arresting poisonous little cadres of would-be revolutionaries and recruiting agents and informers, in the process honing some of the filthier tools of his trade—deceit and subterfuge and pantomime, bribery and brutality and blackmail—as well as the more prosaic ones, like managing vast budgets and unpredictable humans. Such were his gifts and triumphs that during the war the home secretary sent him to Switzerland and to Spain, under the guise of serving as chargé d’affaires for the Earl of Brundage, who’d been appointed ambassador to Spain. In actuality, to do what he’d already done in England: establish and oversee a vast mesh of intelligence sources—agents, informers, provocateurs—in support of efforts to quash Bonaparte. 

         
         And if initially Brundage occasionally failed to disguise that he viewed Hawkes’s work as distasteful, if necessary, and considered
            him little more than a peasant shellacked in exquisite manners, it was of no consequence to Hawkes. And if Hawkes’s patience
            once or twice frayed to such transparency that Brundage glimpsed how Hawkes saw him—pompous, scarcely adequate at his job,
            someone to be tolerated, rather than revered—they were both, by nature, diplomats. Their interactions were garnished with
            civility and humor. Brundage was secure in his supremacy afforded by his ancient title, position, and fine looks.
         

         
         Until the evening the earl first entered a ballroom alongside Hawkes, and feminine eyes lit on both.

         
         But it was to Hawkes they returned.

         
         And it was on Hawkes they remained.

         
         Things were different between them from then on.

         
         Brundage was nearly invisible when Hawkes was in the room. There was nothing the earl could do about the way Hawkes infiltrated
            imaginations. His charm was like contraband whiskey: potent, addictive, sometimes scathing, a subversive pleasure. When he
            laughed, his crystalline blue eyes lit like the sun breaking through clouds. When he was furious, he could freeze a man’s
            gizzards with a single glance. His successes were lauded in newspapers in London. The word “hero” was bandied about. His failures
            were few, and confidential.
         

         
         And while Hawkes’s morals could fairly be said to be flexible and situational, they were wrapped around an unshakably honorable
            core. Everything he did was in the name of service to his country.
         

         
         If he’d been less of a gentleman, or possessed of less hubris, he might have realized before it was too late that Brundage’s
            handsome, noble skin was, in fact, stretched over a core of pure rot.
         

         
         Brundage was heavier and ruddier now. Hawkes was thinner. His prison pallor emphasized the hard, elegant facets of his face
            and shadows haunted hollows beneath his cheekbones. His coat fit him just a little too loosely. This, absurdly, maddened him.
            He’d always been so meticulous about his tailoring.
         

         
         “Has Lady Aurelie any family still alive? Friends she might be inclined to visit?” he asked.

         
         “Her oldest brother, Louis, died over a decade ago. One brother—Edouard—emigrated to Boston some years back. The Bourbons might be on the throne once again, but she was raised quite apart from any French relatives and as of now they are still strangers to her—she has only lately lived in Paris. Her guardian is currently on his wedding journey in Spain and planned to return to Paris for our nuptials, as it was assumed we would live here for a time. He was overjoyed at our engagement.” 

         
         Pleased that he would finally be shed of his duty to his ward, Hawkes thought. From the sound of things. Though he could be
            commended, of a certainty, for taking in three children.
         

         
         “And I believe you are already acquainted with her guardian, Hawkes. Jacques Le Clerc. He was the chargé d’affaires for the
            Spanish ambassador.”
         

         
         “Yes. Of course. I remember Le Clerc. I in fact attended a few assemblies at his residence in Spain when I worked for the
            Home Office.”
         

         
         Odd to think of the missing girl being somewhere present while he was there, charming guests, mining for secrets. A pity he
            couldn’t go back in time to warn her about Brundage.
         

         
         “Does Lady Aurelie have any distinctive mannerisms or distinguishing physical characteristics not evident in this miniature?”
            Her likeness was still cupped in the palm of his hand. “Freckles, a limp, a hump, dimples, crooked or missing teeth? Is she
            a great strapping lass, a wee thing?”
         

         
         Brundage eyed him sardonically. “She has all of her teeth, and they are the proverbial pearls. She has, er, lovely brown hair
            and blue eyes. Not like . . . yours.” He made the word “yours” sound vaguely disturbing. “A darker blue. Lots of . . .” he
            cleared his throat “. . . fetching black lashes.”
         

         
         Hawkes had produced a little pencil and a scrap of paper from inside his coat. “. . . not . . . like . . . mine . . .” he
            murmured, as he wrote.
         

         
         “And she’s not a slip of a girl—her head reaches to about here.” Brundage laid the blade of his hand against his throat, just beneath his handsome square chin, which gleamed like that vast mirror from a fresh shave. 

         
         Hawkes bent his head over his foolscap. “So that means she’ll reach to about . . . here,” Hawkes said, absently, applying
            the blade of his own hand against his collarbone, and pretended to take a note, “. . . on me.”
         

         
         He was savoring being a bastard the way he was savoring the cheroot. More than all of the other things that Brundage resented
            about Hawkes—which was everything—his two inches of superior height probably chafed the most.
         

         
         Suddenly Brundage leaned so abruptly forward Hawkes held his breath. “Do you remember Therese d’Artois?”

         
         Every muscle in Hawkes’s body tensed with the effort not to rear backward.

         
         “How can one forget Therese d’Artois?” Hawkes mimicked Brundage’s confiding hush.

         
         “Aurelie’s mouth. Reminds me of hers. It . . . rather inflames a man’s imagination.”

         
         “Ah.” Hawkes’s smile was small and taut.

         
         He did not want to imagine any part of Brundage inflamed.

         
         Therese d’Artois had been a courtesan living in Spain. Brundage had tried and failed to maneuver her into his bed. She’d invited
            Hawkes into hers a few times, and only a dead man would decline that invitation.
         

         
         He supposed Therese might still be a courtesan. Only three years had passed.

         
         Prison played hell with time, if one let it: telescoped it, froze it, dissolved the boundaries between moments until they pooled like hot candle wax. He’d used the long days and nights in his cell to reconstruct the average day of his life, from the moment he woke, in terms of colors and senses, recalling moments as though they were jewels he’d hoarded. The minute changes of color and light in the sky as the sun rose and then fell, from nacre to that black purple of midnight. The scrape of a perfectly sharp straight razor against his soapy jaw. The trickle of coffee into a fine china cup, the chime of a spoon against its side stirring in the sugar. 

         
         The satiny heft of a woman’s breasts in his palms, her hot breath gusting in the crook of his neck when he moved in her.

         
         Sounds and sensations and sequences.

         
         He’d tried pain, too, as a means to distract: he remembered every stab of the needle that had driven the ink of his tattoo—a
            dagger beneath his arm—into his skin.
         

         
         These things were the counterpoint to another indelible sequence of events that had occurred prior to his arrest. If he’d
            dwelt upon them in prison, he would have gone mad. But they beat inside him like a second heart. Like ceaseless drums of war.
         

         
         Ironically, it had begun with glinting objects in Brundage’s residence.

         
         The subtle proliferation of things like vases and silver waistcoat buttons. A rumor that Brundage’s gambling debts had been repaid. A mysterious charity listed in Brundage’s budget books called the Society for the Relief of English Prisoners of War, which swelled and shrank about the same time. General Blackmore’s—now the Duke of Valkirk’s—stunning, rare defeat at Dos Montañas in Spain. Hawkes had surreptitiously pursued a burgeoning dark suspicion linking all of these things to a conclusion that took even his jaded breath away. 

         
         Treason.

         
         Even an earl could be hanged for treason.

         
         Hawkes had been steps away from proving it when he’d been captured.

         
         Brundage was the only other English person who’d known where and with whom Hawkes would be the day he was arrested in Cherbourg.

         
         Which could, of course, be a coincidence.

         
         It wasn’t.

         
         But it could be.

         
         Hawkes didn’t know what he could prove now, if anything. He wasn’t certain he ought to try. Likely Brundage was confident
            he couldn’t prove anything, either. A different man would find it wisest to put it behind him, retire to the seashore, put
            on some weight, cast about for a boring government job he could sleepwalk through until he died.
         

         
         And yet.

         
         Like a wolf freed from a trap who knows only to run right back into the forest, here he was again with Brundage.

         
         “Aurelie in fact makes Therese d’Artois seem almost plain,” Brundage expounded. He shook his head slowly in wondering reminiscence.
            “The competition for a mere glance from her, Hawkes, when she walked into a ballroom . . . sometimes nearly came to blows.
            But . . .” He hiked and let drop one shoulder in feigned humility. Astonishingly, she saw me and the feeling was mutual. I
            wanted her in my bed the moment I saw her.”
         

         
         He paused.

         
         Hawkes said nothing.

         
         “You know how it is with some women,” Brundage continued, relentlessly. He paused. “I expect after years in prison you’d be in a hurry to get one.” 

         
         He studied Hawkes, his eyes glinting.

         
         Hawkes regarded him coolly. Get one. He made it sound like women were cheroots. Or perhaps that shiny porcelain vase currently winking at him.
         

         
         Brundage, that rank amateur, was trying to elicit a show of tortured envy from him. He wanted some evidence of the suffering
            that years of confinement and enforced celibacy had taken.
         

         
         Hawkes could not oblige him.

         
         He was conscious of no emotion apart from that cold, subterranean fury. He supposed it was possible that survival for the
            last three years had required such contortions of spirit, such superhuman suppression, that the circulation of spontaneous
            feeling had been stopped, like a limb that had gone to sleep. He didn’t know how or in which order they would return to him.
         

         
         Or perhaps prison had done to his soul what an invading army does to an enemy village: The crops burnt. The ground salted.

         
         Perhaps that was a mercy.

         
         “Your ash, Brundage,” Hawkes said politely. “It’s about to fall.”

         
         Brundage was typically obsessively tidy.

         
         Brundage roughly tapped his ash into a bowl on the little game table between them. Chinese, from the looks of it. Quite fancy
            for an ash bowl.
         

         
         Hawkes’s cynicism told him Brundage’s distraction wasn’t merely due to racking concern for Aurelie. He would not risk involving
            Hawkes for that reason alone. He was biding his time for the moment of discovery.
         

         
         “Is there anything else notable about her character that might help someone distinguish Lady Aurelie from any other young, beautiful, sheltered, runaway French noblewoman?” Hawkes asked. 

         
         “About her character?” Brundage’s brow furrowed, as if the word confused him. He pressed his lips together. “Well, she has
            considerable charm, if that’s what you mean. She has an . . . ah . . . pretty laugh”—he gave his hand an irritable flick,
            as though the need to describe her thusly embarrassed him—“and graceful manners, because she was exquisitely well-bred, of
            course. And she has opinions about things, and what woman of twenty-one years has an opinion worth a damn? Or knows her own
            mind? Nevertheless, I’ve indulged this perhaps too much, as one does when one is smitten. She’s perhaps a bit too clever for
            her own good, but she seems to revel in male attention, as any pretty girl would, and can be a bit of a . . . a bit of a flirt.”
         

         
         Brundage said this last word tonelessly and turned his gaze toward the fire.

         
         There ensued a peculiarly long silence.

         
         Hawkes noted that a muscle in Brundage’s jaw was ticking.

         
         “But I never viewed these as the sorts of flaws marriage and babies wouldn’t cure her of,” Brundage added tersely.

         
         Hawkes wondered if Lady Aurelie thought she needed “curing.”

         
         “I’ve never heard marriage prescribed as a cure for character flaws,” Hawkes said conversationally. “I’ve always thought it
            was the best way to discover them.”
         

         
         This surprised a faint smile from Brundage.

         
         Hawkes had, in fact, observed enough marriages over the years to conclude that what people liked to call “love” was in truth just like justice: It was for sale. It was the name given to a transaction between a man and a woman, each of whom had something to gain. He wasn’t certain he believed in it. 

         
         “In short,” Brundage said, “marriage would be the best thing for Aurelie. I’ve long suspected an impulse to flightiness in
            her curbed only by the presence of her guardian. Unfortunately, it looks as though my suspicions have been borne out. You
            know how dramatic young women can be.”
         

         
         “Of course,” Hawkes said.

         
         He didn’t. But Hawkes knew how most people could be. Which meant he knew the words Brundage used to describe his fiancée revealed
            more about his own character than Aurelie’s.
         

         
         And Hawkes thought he knew Brundage’s character very well indeed.

         
         Hawkes had always addressed young women like Lady Aurelie with the careful solicitousness with which he might restore a fallen
            baby bird to its nest. He wielded his charisma with a certain tender mercy when he danced with them, and he was flattered
            and amused by their blushes. But as the war bore on and his career engulfed him, the more they seemed like a different species
            from a different land, one which spoke a language he could no longer speak, or perhaps was no longer entitled to speak. He
            supposed he might call that language Innocence.
         

         
         When opportunity and lust aligned, he found himself in the beds of women whose morals were as labyrinthine as his own had
            become in the name of duty. Like Therese d’Artois.
         

         
         Hawkes realized he’d been holding the miniature of Aurelie so long it had pressed a little ridge into his palm.

         
         He gently placed it down on the table between them.

         
         Brundage flicked a dispassionate glance at it. But he didn’t take it up. It was as if he were punishing her for being gone.
            “I suppose you may take that with you.” He gestured to the miniature vaguely with his chin. “If you agree to help me find
            her.”
         

         
         Hawkes felt himself go rigid.

         
         Lady Aurelie Capet might well be flighty and willful and shallow. But she was still bloody young and nearly entirely alone
            in the world.
         

         
         Hawkes thought of his sister, married, only a little older than Aurelie, living in Scotland, and to whom he’d just written
            to tell her he was, at last, free. And his mother, who had died while he was in prison. He would never see her again.
         

         
         It seemed to him that someone ought to give a damn about the only miniature ever made of Lady Aurelie Capet.

         
         He took a moment to contemplate the sheer sport of refusing to help, just for the pleasure of watching Brundage’s expression
            change. Of the mad, delicious righteousness of refusing the man’s money.
         

         
         But his hand was already reaching out. He closed it around the miniature and dragged it slowly back across the table.

         
         He hesitated.

         
         Then he decisively slipped it into his pocket.

         
         “I will find her,” Hawkes said evenly. “For fifteen percent more than the fee we earlier discussed.”

         
         Brundage became alertly rigid. “Ten percent more. Half payable now, half upon completion of your assignment.”

         
         “Done. In addition, I will require a sufficient budget in support of all aspects of the investigation, to be negotiated and agreed upon before I leave this evening, as well as at least fifty pounds in ready cash.” Bribery and blackmail and coercion and the like, if the search came to that, did not come cheap. “I will also need a general letter of introduction signed by you stipulating that I should be assisted with any inquiries on your behalf. Should I need to speak to someone who can’t be persuaded with a bottle of gin.” 

         
         Brundage winced. “Very well.”

         
         There was no one Hawkes couldn’t persuade to speak to him. He had something else in mind for the letter of introduction.

         
         Hawkes flashed a smile. “And perhaps you would be gracious enough to recommend a competent firm I can employ to assist me
            with my financial affairs, now that I will once again actually have financial affairs. One that will assist me in making investment
            decisions as clever as yours.”
         

         
         Brundage returned his smile indulgently. “Harrigan & Sons in London manages mine.”

         
         Three years ago, Brundage’s man of affairs had been a Mr. Markley. Hawkes had utterly disarmed him into letting him have a
            look at Brundage’s personal and embassy account books “as he greatly admired the earl, and wished to make sure he was doing
            his own correctly.”
         

         
         It was a rare instance of overplaying his hand. He sensed his compliment had been conveyed to Brundage, because the earl liked
            compliments as much as he liked shiny things.
         

         
         And he had a feeling Mr. Markley had been sacked right about the time Hawkes was being arrested.
         

         
         They studied each other.

         
         “Well, that’s settled then,” Brundage said with a little smile. “If anyone can find her it’s you, Hawkes. After all, she’s not Cafard.” 

         
         Hawkes offered him a smile and a slow nod, acknowledging the dig. Cafard—French for cockroach—was the name the Alien Office
            had assigned to a destructive scourge of a French spy because he excelled at disappearing into cracks, and he remained one
            of Hawkes’s few rankling failures. The only thing Hawkes thought he knew about the man was that his real name was Florian
            Vasseur. But he was uncertain even of this.
         

         
         “I am probably the only man who can find her,” he said calmly.

         
         Brundage went rigid.

         
         But they both knew this was the only reason he’d ever send for Hawkes.

         
         The silence elongated and so did Brundage’s ash. He finally, awkwardly, stabbed out his cheroot completely, as if it, like
            Lady Aurelie, had displeased him, too.
         

         
         Hawkes leaned back to savor his. He liked a veil of smoke, on the whole. Especially during conversations like this one. But
            his mind was moving swiftly now.
         

         
         “Who was the last person to see or speak to Lady Aurelie?”

         
         “Her lady’s maid, Madame Aubert. She claims to know nothing about Aurelie’s whereabouts and refused to speak. She’s lying,
            of course. The woman was of course summarily dealt with.”
         

         
         Hawkes said nothing. Brundage’s title and wealth meant he was accustomed to demanding things and getting them at once, a bit
            like a tyrannical infant. He’d never needed to learn strategy. It was the only way to get something you wanted if you had no money or power. And formulating strategy meant understanding that every person, from thieves to earls, was a delicate puzzle. 

         
         “I will of course speak to her,” he said.

         
         Brundage nodded curtly.

         
         “I’m afraid I also need to ask what you might construe as a somewhat delicate question regarding Lady Aurelie’s other relationships.”

         
         Brundage’s eyes flared, and then he gave a nod of comprehension. “Ah, yes. I believe I know what you’re about to ask. No.
            I’m unaware of any other men in Aurelie’s life. She’s been so sheltered, you see, I don’t understand how she could have possibly
            met anyone her guardian didn’t intend for her to meet.”
         

         
         “Sounds a bit like prison,” Hawkes said brightly.

         
         Brundage opened his mouth. Then closed it again.

         
         Hawkes continued briskly, “Assuming she has not been kidnapped, do you have any notions about why she might have wanted to
            leave? It may be material in discovering where she might have gone.”
         

         
         Brundage went abruptly quiet.

         
         Hawkes felt that prickle of portent at the back of his neck that meant he was closing in on a truth.

         
         Brundage looked toward the mirror, then abruptly turned away, as if the sight of his own face disconcerted him.

         
         “We did have a . . . disagreement . . . about a month ago, as we prepared to take dinner together. I would characterize it
            as a lovers’ quarrel. She is willful, as I said. I regretted what transpired. Later I gave her a fine piece of jewelry and
            she graciously accepted it along with my apologies. We exchanged tender words. Three weeks later she, and the jewelry, were
            gone.”
         

         
         Hawkes noted with interest the recurrence of the tiny tic of the muscle in Brundage’s jaw.

         
         He might indeed be worried about Aurelie. He was, at the very least, worried, in general.

         
         But Brundage was also definitely more enraged that his fiancée had disappeared than worried.
         

         
         “What sort of jewelry did you give her? It might help determine where she would be likely to go. Would it finance passage
            to China, to England, to America, to—”
         

         
         “It’s an emerald. Set between two diamonds, on a gold chain. And yes, to any and all of those, if sold to someone scrupulous.
            I should very much like to retrieve it. They were family jewels.”
         

         
         He regarded Brundage for a moment through smoke. Now he had it.

         
         “Whose family jewels?” he asked almost lazily.

         
         Brundage stared at him.

         
         And then he made a stunned sound. A sort of shorter, bitterer cousin to a laugh. “Ah, Hawkes. Well done. Not mine. Or, not
            yet mine. I borrowed the necklace from a French family with an eye toward possibly purchasing it for Aurelie. I had not yet decided
            whether I should, so I have not yet paid for it. They lost nearly everything in the first revolution and have desperate need
            of the money. I suppose they thought if they left it with me, I would find myself unable to part with it. I thought to do
            them a favor, you see.”
         

         
         “Of course,” Hawkes said gently. “Like the favor you did for me when you saved my life.”

         
         Brundage nodded once, humbly. He paused. “You see, there is talk of my being appointed the ambassador to France.”

         
         “Ah,” Hawkes said. “But the powers that be are disinclined to appoint a man whose fiancée has gone missing, and an accusation of a stolen necklace would be a scandal of both domestic and international proportions should the news become widely known?” 

         
         “It seems unlike you to state the obvious, Hawkes.” Brundage had clearly made an effort to sound amused. He succeeded in sounding
            mostly testy.
         

         
         Hawkes offered him a placating smile. Because of course that’s why he’d said it aloud: for the pleasure of making Brundage
            testy.
         

         
         This was why Brundage was so thoroughly distracted. And why he’d decided to risk contacting Hawkes. He was in quite a bind.
         

         
         “And does Lady Aurelie have any money of her own with which to flee? To your knowledge, did she still possess the necklace
            the last time you saw her?”
         

         
         “She has been given an allowance by her guardian, and it is my understanding—from him—that all of her spending is accounted
            for. He has also set aside settlement money for when we marry, but she of course does not currently have access to it. I do
            not know how or where she could possibly get more money. And yes, the last time I saw her, she was wearing the necklace. And
            all seemed well between us.”
         

         
         Well, it clearly wasn’t.

         
         Hawkes perversely admired Lady Aurelie for convincing Brundage otherwise. For nearly four weeks since that argument, from
            the sound of things.
         

         
         He wondered why she’d waited precisely that long.

         
         “Hawkes . . .” Brundage paused at length. “I know these details I have to offer do not quite add up to a person. Perhaps I
            do not seem sufficiently distressed. But I am indeed desperate to find her. My heart is, in fact . . . breaking.” He grimaced
            self-deprecatingly.
         

         
         Hawkes had once seen Brundage slap a footman to the floor for apparently pouring the wrong type of brandy. He’d done it with the same casual, swift grace with which he’d lit Hawkes’s cheroot tonight. 

         
         “That’s terrible news, indeed,” Hawkes said gravely. “About your heart.”

         
         Brundage regarded him intently.

         
         Then decided to slowly incline his head.

         
         Hawkes exhaled a cloud of smoke. “Ah, I missed these cheroots, Brundage,” he said lazily. “You always did have the best tobacco,
            for which I was always grateful. You always did have the best taste in everything, in fact, and I can imagine the loss of
            such a lovely girl must prey upon you greatly. I look forward to once again taking up all of my favorite vices presently.
            After I find your exceptional fiancée.”
         

         
         He could see the words work their magic on Brundage, who was reluctant to be charmed, but willing to be flattered. It was
            the sort of thing Hawkes had said when he ingratiated himself into the inner circle of French diplomats in Cherbourg, winning
            their trust and friendship, gathering intelligence which he’d deftly delivered to the English military.
         

         
         He’d eventually fled in the night, coldly triumphant. Leaving behind humiliated and ruined men. A hero to his country. A traitor
            in another.
         

         
         But if Lady Aurelie could be found, Hawkes would find her.

         
         He would start by, oh, saying a word to a certain man he knew who frequented a certain pub where the hack drivers liked to gather, and like a flame touched to a fuse, this would travel swiftly throughout the hack drivers, the drunks and dock workers, the clerks and lady’s maids and servants and costermongers, the patriots and ne’er-do-wells and opportunists who noticed everything and said nothing except to each other. 

         
         And to him.

         
          

         Forty minutes later, Hawkes took himself back down the stairs of Brundage’s rented townhouse, his pockets freshly stuffed
            with loose English currency and Brundage’s letter of introduction.
         

         
         Exhaustion tugged at his limbs. He was probably about a dozen excellent meals and good night’s sleep away from feeling anything
            like his old self again. But he paused a moment in the marble-floored foyer, his jaw slowly set. This was precisely the sort
            of home he’d saved a lifetime to buy. A dream that had been wrenched from him when he was arrested.
         

         
         “If you’ll forgive the presumption, Mr. Hawkes, I was sorry to hear about what happened to you, and it’s good to see you looking
            well.”
         

         
         Hawkes spun toward the voice.

         
         In the sitting room adjacent, a strapping young footman was wielding a feather duster and watching him.

         
         Hawkes hesitated. And then he took two slow, cautious steps toward the man and lowered his voice. “I’m afraid I’m at a disadvantage,
            Mr. . . .”
         

         
         “Pike, sir. Benjamin Pike. I haven’t forgotten the kind thing you did for me, Mr. Hawkes.”

         
         Hawkes stared at him, and then he recalled: he’d last seen the man’s gray eyes burning with anger and mortification. Because
            what Hawkes had done was help Pike to his feet after Brundage had casually slapped him to the floor several years go.
         

         
         “Think nothing of it,” Hawkes said shortly. “No man should do that to another man.”

         
         Hawkes pivoted to leave.

         
         “Thank you for saying so, sir,” Pike said politely. “But I did make a mistake that night. I made a mistake about what I put into the decanter.” 

         
         Pike’s inflection hadn’t changed. But his gaze was fixed rather intently on Hawkes, and he’d enunciated each word slowly and
            meaningfully. “I was new to my position, sir, and did not yet know an important difference.”
         

         
         Hawkes went still, frowning faintly.

         
         And then epiphany was on him like a falcon on a hare.

         
         He lowered his voice and said swiftly, “It wasn’t brandy, was it? It was cognac.”

         
         He recalled now that Brundage had first taken a sip of that brandy before batting it out of Pike’s hands.

         
         Before Hawkes could taste it.

         
         Holy Mother of God.

         
         During the war, cognac amounted to something like liquid treason. The only way a man could get it was by smuggling.

         
         Or by accepting it as a nice . . . French . . . bribe.

         
         Pike turned and resumed dusting. The feathers flicked over the frame surrounding a painting of one of Brundage’s ancestors.
            Across the noble head, and black eyes. Across his nostrils.
         

         
         “My brother died at Dos Montañas, sir.” Pike measured these words out through clamped teeth. It was almost a hiss.

         
         There had been a rumor circulating in British government circles about General Blackmore’s loss at Dos Montañas from the very
            beginning—someone with foreknowledge of British troop movements had sold them out to the French. And those with foreknowledge
            were very few in number, and included Hawkes and Brundage.
         

         
         Mr. Pike had clearly been seething for the last three years while in the employ of Brundage, because he had very specific suspicions of his own. 

         
         Hawkes admired a man who could hold a grudge so efficiently, then adroitly seize the opportunity for revenge when it came
            upon him.
         

         
         He was taking an enormous risk by confiding in Hawkes. But he knew Hawkes by reputation.

         
         Hawkes slipped his hand in his coat pocket and by rubbing two fingers against them freed a pound note from the roll there,
            palmed it and slipped it into the urn below the portrait, rotating his hand just a little so Pike could see it.
         

         
         “I’m terribly sorry about your brother, Mr. Pike,” he said sincerely and swiftly. “If you do not respond to the following
            question, I will assume the answer is affirmative. Did you inadvertently put contraband French cognac in the decanter to serve
            to Brundage’s guest? If so, do you know how he obtained it?”
         

         
         Pike finished freeing the ancestor of dust and applied himself to the porcelain urn below it. Shiny things. How Brundage loved
            them.
         

         
         Pike’s features were tense now. He swallowed.

         
         At last he said politely, “Sir, if you’d like to purchase a beautiful urn like this one you ought to pay a visit to Mr. Roland
            Guthrie’s Antiquities just off Bond Street in London. I was sent there three times to retrieve objects like this”—he flicked
            the duster over the urn—“and then sent to return them. I saw no money change hands. The last time was about four years ago.
            During one of my visits, he gifted me with a libation.”
         

         
         Hawkes took this in, and felt a theory coalescing. And if he was right . . . it was the piece of the treason puzzle he’d been
            missing.
         

         
         Ah, Lady Aurelie. Hawkes said a silent thank-you to the wayward girl for inadvertently leading him here tonight.

         
         Hawkes shot a glance over his shoulder at the stairs. But there was no sign of Brundage.

         
         “Pike, did you happen to overhear or witness any sort of altercation between the earl and his fiancée about a month ago? Would
            have been on a Tuesday.”
         

         
         Pike gave his head a subtle shake. “But the first Tuesday of the month is the staff day off, sir.”

         
         Mr. Pike dipped the duster into the urn, slid his hand down it and retrieved the pound note with admirable dexterity.

         
         It was always so much easier to deal with clever, bribable men.

         
         “My thanks, Pike,” Hawkes said. “Until we meet again.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         “I’m beginning to think I ought to call Mr. Barnabus Tweedy out, given how thoroughly he’s replaced me in my wife’s affections.”

         
         Lucien Durand, Viscount Bolt, murmured this with mock severity to his wife from one pillow over. His lips were inches from
            hers. It was just past dawn, and The Grand Palace on the Thames was rustling into life for the day.
         

         
         “Only temporarily,” Angelique reassured him on a purr, dragging her bare toes down his furry calf. “But don’t worry. You’re
            a close second.”
         

         
         Two rooms over, a still-shirtless Captain Tristan Hardy kissed his yawning wife on the top of her head as she sat down at
            her little dressing table to pin up her hair. “You were awake thinking about Mr. Tweedy all night, weren’t you? I don’t think
            you were this excited before our wedding.”
         

         
         “Well, I was married once before I met you,” Delilah told him with mock gravity. “But this is the first time I’ve hired the footman of
            my dreams.”
         

         
         For Angelique and Delilah, the proprietresses of The Grand Palace on the Thames, were going to propose to Mr. Barnabus Tweedy
            and were almost certain he would accept.
         

         
         The competition for good servants was fierce and bloody in London, and the enticements The Grand Palace on the Thames had to offer—an adequate salary, lots of work (much of it hard), an environment of unsurpassed congeniality, excellent food and plenty of it, an epithet jar in the sitting room, and comfortable accommodation in a building situated in a neighborhood in which one was only moderately more likely to be stabbed than in other neighborhoods—meant they struggled to compete. Delilah and Angelique liked to think The Grand Palace on the Thames was elevating the tone of the docks in general, especially since they had at last managed to bribe the local drunk men into urinating on other buildings instead. Helga’s scones had done the trick. 

         
         The hope they clung to was that the perfect footman would fall in love with the whole notion of The Grand Palace on the Thames
            once he had a chance to meet them, and would be willing to forego a little more salary or cache for the pure delight of working
            there.
         

         
         So far one candidate had stolen a spoon, and Captain Hardy had been compelled to chase him down the street, seize it from
            him, and whack him with it. Another promising candidate had casually and deliberately dragged his hand right across Angelique’s
            bottom as he departed his interview, as though he’d weighed the job and the bottom and had decided the second was the opportunity
            he simply could not pass up. Helga, the cook, had driven him out of the house with a rolling pin. There was one who showed
            up reeking of gin, another who was clearly lying about ever having been a footman because he just wanted a cup of tea and
            a chat, and others who were merely thick or uncouth.
         

         
         And while Captain Hardy and Lord Bolt were willing to help with the sort of work a footman would normally do, they had their own work with their ship, and Triton Group, their import and export endeavor. And besides, they were not at all the sort of men who were meant to be at the beck and call of their wives. Or at the beck and call of anyone, really. 

         
         Angelique and Delilah had faced challenge after challenge, but so far nothing had been insurmountable when it came to The
            Grand Palace on the Thames. But the longer the footman search continued, the more likely it seemed that their unbroken streak
            of indomitability was coming to an end.
         

         
         And then . . .

         
         Mr. Tweedy had come to call.

         
         His head was a strong, plain box shape, his eyes were brown and twinkly, his smile revealed complete rows of teeth, and his
            hands were the size of spades. An oxen would envy his shoulders, which were joined to his head by a massive neck. Delilah
            and Angelique had begun to reflexively assess every man they saw by whether he could reach high places in order to dust them,
            or polish the windows, or insert candles into sconces, and the top of Mr. Tweedy’s head (brown hair cropped to bristle length)
            nearly brushed the door frame. He’d be able to run errands and return carrying heavy things, and perhaps thump an intruder
            in the jaw with a fist should the need arise. Perhaps he’d even take up a hammer and nails on occasion, all work that had
            so far fallen to their beleaguered husbands, or to their previous American guest Mr. Hugh Cassidy, who’d craved hard, physical
            work the way a big healthy dog needs a good gambol in a park.
         

         
         On the whole, Mr. Tweedy seemed unlikely to haunt the dreams of the housemaids. Then again, the housemaids, Dot included, all possessed fecund imaginations, fertilized by the gossip columns Dot read aloud in the kitchen and the horrid novels they sometimes read aloud in the sitting room at night. Angelique had come upon them taking turns practicing swooning onto the pink settee in the reception room when they were supposed to be dusting. 

         
         And while Angelique and Delilah had fallen in love with Mr. Tweedy straightaway, they were no fools. They asked the pertinent
            questions.
         

         
         “Why do you find the need to leave your current position, Mr. Tweedy?”

         
         For a moment, he’d sat in dignified silence. His eyebrows seemed to suggest he was wrestling with a great inner torment.

         
         They began to worry.

         
         He began haltingly. “You see, I do not like to gossip and I would never dream of gossiping about you or your place of business . . . so very gauche, don’t you think? I am usually the soul of discretion.
            So I share this with great reluctance and I beg your discretion . . .”
         

         
         “We understand. Of course.” They were on tenterhooks.

         
         He sighed. “I confess I am in search of a more peaceful and . . . well, civilized place in which to work. You may be surprised
            to learn that the homes of earls and viscounts are not necessarily . . .” He closed his eyes, then opened them. He lowered
            his voice and leaned forward to confide in a whisper, “Dear lord, the debauchery . . .”
         

         
         They’d tried not to look too interested.

         
         “I am not averse to merriment, of course. But my employer’s gatherings feature a good deal of . . .” He cleared his throat.
            “. . . shrieking and . . . well, hooting . . . and laughing . . . females. This sound carries to the top of the house, such that the servants struggle to get a good night’s sleep, which makes it more difficult to do a fine job, which is all I ever want to do in the world.” 

         
         They aimed limpidly supportive gazes at him.

         
         “It is difficult to know what my employer requires of us when he is frequently indisposed due to . . . ah, the importunate
            imbibing of . . . spirits.”
         

         
         The word “importunate” sent delicious tingles down their spines. Mr. Tweedy not only knew four-syllable words, he had earlier
            demonstrated that he could write and spell them.
         

         
         “But I think I decided to seek a new position in earnest when I found a . . . if you’ll pardon my frankness . . .” He cleared
            his throat, then sighed. “. . . silk stocking . . . dangling from the chandelier.”
         

         
         He blushed pink.

         
         Bless his heart.

         
         Delilah and Angelique acknowledged this confession with the moment of scandalized silence he clearly felt it deserved.

         
         “We are not averse to merriment, either, Mr. Tweedy, but only crystals hang from our chandeliers,” Delilah assured him.

         
         “Mainly because our aim isn’t very good,” Angelique added.

         
         They all laughed merrily. Mr. Tweedy included, thankfully.

         
         “I am in search of a mature and sensible employer who has his hand firmly on the tiller. And I do like the notion of a variety
            of guests! And musical evenings—my goodness, what a thrilling idea. And the sea air is so bracing here,” he said wistfully.
         

         
         Mr. Tweedy was clearly prepared to fall in love with The Grand Palace on the Thames, too, given just a little encouragement.

         
         “If it’s civility you crave, we’ve an epithet jar in the sitting room. Good manners are gently enforced and we find that our guests and staff appreciate knowing we will always do our utmost to maintain a safe and peaceful home. We love laughter, but we loathe chaos,” Delilah told him. 

         
         They purposely did not mention their tenant Mr. Delacorte, who had nearly worn a path between his favorite chess table in
            the sitting room and the epithet jar. Mr. Delacorte was best experienced personally to appreciate, and was, diplomatically
            speaking, a bit of an acquired taste.
         

         
         “And your list of rules!” Mr. Tweedy sighed happily. “So clever. So very right. Why, they ought to be framed.”
         

         
         The frame-worthy rules of which Mr. Tweedy approved, printed on little cards and handed to every guest and left on the desks
            in all the rooms, were:
         

         
         
            
               
                  	All guests will eat dinner together at least four times per week.

                  	All guests must gather in the drawing room after dinner for at least an hour at least four times per week. We feel it fosters
                     a sense of friendship and the warm, familial, congenial atmosphere we strive to create here at The Grand Palace on the Thames.
                  

                  	All guests should be quietly respectful and courteous of other guests at all times, though spirited discourse is welcome.

                  	Guests may entertain other guests in the drawing room.

                  	Curfew is at 11:00 p.m. The front door will be securely locked then. You will need to wait until morning to be admitted if
                     you miss curfew.
                  

                  	If the proprietresses collectively decide that a transgression or series of transgressions warrants your eviction from The
                     Grand Palace on the Thames, you will find your belongings neatly packed and placed near the front door. You will not be refunded
                     the balance of your rent.
                  

               

            

         
         A new one had been recently added:

         
         
            
               
                  	Gentlemen may smoke in the Smoking Room only.

               

            

         
         Mr. Delacorte had made this mistake only once, but they could imagine it being made again, and thought it wisest to get ahead
            of the problem.
         

         
         “They really are so exquisitely well considered, your rules,” he said.

         
         “We’re pleased that you think so. And oh, what a marvelous idea, Mr. Tweedy. We can hang them in each room, perhaps, stitched
            on a sampler,” Angelique added dreamily. “We do, in fact, always welcome suggestions from our staff.”
         

         
         “I so long to be listened to,” he said wistfully.

         
         “It’s all anybody ever wants, truly,” Delilah said warmly. She did not go so far as to place a companionable hand on his arm,
            but the moment seemed to call for it.
         

         
         Mr. Tweedy had informed them that he was obliged to meet with two other potential employers—and one was a marquess, he added, with becoming modesty—but he had agreed to return a week hence for a tour of the premises and to meet the entire staff. They lied and told him they needed to speak to their other candidates, too, because they might be in love, but they were also women of business. 

         
         Today was the day he’d be returning for the second interview. And unless he arrived drunk or pinched a bottom or a spoon,
            they were going to offer him the job.
         

         
         Not only that, but in a week’s time they were expecting Mr. Bellingham, a vicar who had learned of The Grand Palace on the
            Thames from his parishioners, Mr. and Mrs. Farraday, who were among the boardinghouse’s very first guests. They’d extolled
            the charms of the place to him. Mr. Bellingham’s two letters of inquiry to them brimmed with such wit and charming little
            bits of vicarish philosophy and anecdotes about an intelligent chicken named Eleanor that Delilah and Angelique had actually
            read them aloud to the other guests in the sitting room at night. Everyone who lived at the boardinghouse felt they were already
            fond of Mr. Bellingham. They quite looked forward to his arrival.
         

         
         Mr. Delacorte was prepared to stoically tolerate a vicar. After all, he’d tolerated a duke and an earl, and this had been
            no mean feat. He liked to think that these sorts of guests were opportunities to further refine his character, a task roughly
            akin to tumbling a lump of coal into a diamond, and the sort of task which under different circumstances would take epochs
            to complete. He maintained the ladies at The Grand Palace on the Thames were knocking the rough edges from him.
         

         
         “The Duke of Valkirk turned out to be a good sort, after all,” Mr. Delacorte allowed. “And his wedding was great fun! I still sing the song Miss Wylde wrote about the chap with the stick up ’is bum when I shave. I miss them.” 

         
         Mr. Delacorte was a sentimental soul. He missed everyone after they left. He was not only fond of Captain Hardy and Lord Bolt—he
            was now their business partner. He was soon to be godfather to Mr. Hugh Cassidy’s child. But no one yet had been able to replace
            American Mr. Cassidy in his affections. Like Mr. Delacorte, Mr. Cassidy was thrifty and not a debaucher, and was game for
            an evening of singing bawdy songs in a pub, donkey races, or cheering on men who gleefully pursued greased pigs.
         

         
         On the whole, as a result, the present atmosphere at The Grand Palace on the Thames was as ebullient and hopeful as the first
            day of spring.
         

         
          

         “Good morning,” Delilah whispered to Angelique, when they had met in the little sitting room at the top of the stairs. Here
            was where they began and ended each day—with a little conversation and a review of the day’s business. “Happy New Footman
            Day, hopefully. You look smashing.”
         

         
         Delilah and Angelique had felt so flush with success that they’d ordered a new day dress each, their first new dresses in
            a very long time. Delilah in silk the color of bronze, Angelique in deep goldish green.
         

         
         “Thank you. As do you,” Angelique said. “Surely puffed sleeves are the thing that will convince Mr. Tweedy that there’s no
            place he’d rather work in London.”
         

         
         Delilah stifled a laugh. She reached for her apron to cover the fine new dress.

         
         “Mrs. Hardy! Mrs. Durand!”

         
         They both gave a start and whirled to find Dot thundering up the stairs, her face alight with portent. “We’ve a lady in the reception room. And by lady I do mean a lady. As in I’ll eat my cap if she hasn’t a title. But . . . she says she’s a missus. A Mrs. Gallagher.”
         

         
         “I imagine Helga could do something to make your cap palatable, if it comes to that, Dot.” Angelique reached out and with
            one finger righted Dot’s, which was listing. “Palatable means edible,” she clarified for Dot.
         

         
         “Pal-a-ta-bull,” Dot repeated. She was many things: a collector of words, the former worst lady’s maid in the world, a dweller
            in the clouds, a lover of horrid novels, a dropper of tea trays, unswervingly good and loyal, and a continual source of bemusement,
            amusement, and exasperation. They could not do without her.
         

         
         And she most definitely knew the distinction between ladies and . . . not ladies.

         
         “Hmm. As you know, I was once married to an earl, Dot,” Delilah said. “Perhaps it’s like that?”

         
         “Do you suppose she married someone like Captain Hardy, too?” Dot wondered.

         
         “Well, given that there’s only one Captain Hardy . . .” Delilah said. And he’s all mine, were her happy unspoken words. Although she was kind enough to wish that kind of love for everyone.
         

         
         “It’s just a way of standing, like, and speaking, like,” Dot explained. “She looks very young and pretty and her clothes—half-mourning,
            from the looks of things—are quite good and her complexion is ever so fine.” Dot rubbed the back of her hand against her own
            cheek. “But she’s . . .” She paused dramatically and put her hand up to her mouth and whispered, “. . . alone.”
         

         
         “Ah, intriguing. No companion or lady’s maid?” Angelique asked.
         

         
         “She brought a trunk with her, but no maid.”

         
         “Hmm,” Delilah mused, dubiously. “Well, widows may now and again travel alone. Look at Mrs. Pariseau.”

         
         Mrs. Pariseau was one of the first permanent guests of The Grand Palace on the Thames, a dashing widow of middle years blessed
            with a wicked sense of humor and a (sometimes disconcertingly) open-minded intelligence, and striking white stripes in her
            dark hair. When she wasn’t enjoying the company at The Grand Palace on the Thames, she gallivanted about London with her many
            friends, enjoying her late husband’s money.
         

         
         “Mrs. Gallagher downstairs looks a bit like . . . well, I always imagine dice get very dizzy when they’re rolled, and she
            looks a bit like that.”
         

         
         Delilah and Angelique exchanged a swift glance.

         
         “You always imagine this, Dot?” Delilah ventured. Glimpses into the deep inner workings of Dot’s mind could be disorienting.
         

         
         Dot hesitated.

         
         “When I think about dice,” she clarified, finally, somewhat cagily.

         
         Delilah and Angelique regarded her in bemused silence.

         
         “It’s just she looks as though she’s had a few jostles, you know, the way dice are jostled when they’re rolled,” Dot insisted.
            “And now she’s come to a stop and is trying to get her breath and she looks relieved but perhaps a bit dizzy.”
         

         
         In all fairness, put this way, Delilah and Angelique could at once picture this, and this made it a good description, indeed.
            If anyone knew about jostling, it was Dot. The list of things she’d inadvertently dropped or jostled was long and varied,
            and the tea tray was at the top of it.
         

         
         “Will you go and speak to her, please?” She clasped her hands in entreaty. “She seems so nice. I told her we are very exclusive and that you would need to chat with her first.” 

         
         “Exclusive” was one of Dot’s favorite words. She loved to see the expressions on the guests change accordingly.

         
         “Of course. We’ll go down and see her. Will you bring in tea, please? And perhaps see if Helga can spare a few scones. Tea
            is the ultimate restorative.”
         

         
         Dot gave a delighted little hop and went to do just that. Bringing in tea and answering the door to the surprise of new guests
            were her favorite things.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         While Angelique and Delilah discussed her, their potential new guest paced before the hearth in the reception room, whispering,
            “How do you do? My name is Mrs. Mary Gallagher. How do you do? I’m Mrs. Mary Gallagher. How do you do? My name is Mrs. Mary Gallagher.”
         

         
         During the passage from Calais to Dover, a woman named Mary Gallagher had told Aurelie a witty story about haggling over the
            price of beef with a butcher. Despite everything, she’d been fascinated. She’d never before had such a conversation. Her life
            was not meant to intersect with the lives of women like Mary Gallagher, who knew how to do things like haggle. Aurelie had
            instead learned to conjugate sentences in five languages, embroider, paint, and play pianoforte, and had never questioned
            that these were the precise accomplishments needed to prepare a gently bred girl for marriage.
         

         
         Now they almost seemed a ruse perpetuated to prevent gently bred women from learning how to shoot to kill.

         
         It had been one month and three days since her confidence in such assumptions had been blasted to smithereens. And assumptions were like roads cut through a thicket—how did one travel through life if one could not assume from certain observations that a man was a gentleman, or a woman was a lady, or that a person was good or bad? How would one know what to say or do or be? How ironic that she’d been obliged to plunge blindly into
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