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            Dedication


         
         
            To my dear readers—

            To those of you who wrote to me years ago

            when my Falcon Club series first began,

            already begging for Peregrine and Lady Justice’s love story,

             

            and to my readers who recently discovered

            the Falcon Club and have asked me

            if I would ever write this romance,

            this book is especially for you.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraphs

         
         
            “The exercise of the natural rights of woman has no other limits than those that the perpetual tyranny of man opposes to them;
               these limits must be reformed according to the laws of nature and reason.”
            

            —Olympe de Gouges, The Declaration of the Rights of Woman (1791)
            

            “The marriage relation as constituted by [English] law . . . confers upon one of the parties to the contract, legal power
               & control over the person, property, and freedom of action of the other party, independent of her own wishes and will.”
            

            —John Stuart Mill, in protest against the laws governing marriage (19th century)
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            THE FALCON CLUB


         
         
            The Mission

            To find missing persons and bring them home

            
         
         
            The Director

            Anonymous

            
         
         
            The Agents

            Colin Gray, Earl of Egremoor—Peregrine, Secretary of the Club (recently retired)

            
            Lady Constance Read—Sparrow (retired)

            
            Leam, Earl of Blackwood, heir to the Duke of Read—Eagle (retired)

            
            Captain Jinan Seton—Sea Hawk (retired)

            
            Wyn Yale—Raven (retired)

            
         
         
            Their Nemesis

            Lady Justice, pamphleteer (as active as ever)

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            A Note from the Author


         
         Two hundred years ago upon the heels of the European Enlightenment, Edinburgh, Scotland, glittered with style, wealth, and
            sophistication to rival the glamour of London and Paris. But as the city gloried in rebirth, the Scottish countryside remained
            spectacularly unchanged. Dark woodlands climbed the mountainsides, gleaming lochs reflected skies that knew no coal smog,
            and endless emerald hills and valleys boasted plentiful sheep and the occasional turret of mighty fortresses built in earlier,
            belligerent eras. It was a landscape of sublime contrasts, of delicate wildflowers and towering crags, silent mists and violent
            storms, cozy cottages tucked into safe crevices and miles upon miles of untamed wilderness. To step off the main road in this
            land was to enter another world, a world in which anything could happen, even the transformation of enemies into lovers and
            the breaking open of two locked hearts . . .
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue
The Silent Boy


         
         
            October 1801

            Maryport Court

            Cumbria, England

         

         Spine stiff and shoulders squared, the boy sat in the chair by the window with his palms on his knees and the soles of his
            feet pressed to the floor. He did not move. Not even his shallow breaths stirred his frame that was bony like an ascetic’s,
            nor his face that was without expression, as though an artist had drawn the features at rest but forgot to invest humanity
            into them.
         

         
         “You must allow me to see him,” his mother said on the other side of the door with a voice that made the boy’s insides sick.

         
         The door handle rattled. But the panel was solid, fashioned centuries ago from some ancient tree that had grown in Gray Forest.
            In the past, with his inadequate fists the boy had pounded at that door. It still bore the pockmarks of a toy soldier he had
            once enlisted to carve a breach in that fortress, unsuccessfully. He had been too weak then.
         

         
         Now he must be strong. Her sobs twisted in his belly, but he remained immobile, staring out the window into the park. Beyond
            the bare branches of the oak that scratched at the windowpanes like fingernails on slate, along the path to the sea two saplings
            battled the chill wind, tucked closely together in a nook of the hill. The gardener had said they were planted unwisely, that
            when they grew they would crowd each other out, and one or both would die. But his mother had insisted.
         

         
         He barely remembered; he’d been only five at the time. She liked to tell the story, though, and he liked to listen to her
            tell it.
         

         
         Now, leaves of vibrant red clung to the spindly branches of one of the saplings, the golden fronds of the other cavorting
            close by. In the blistered world of early winter, his eyes fixed on them hungrily.
         

         
         “Come away now, Amelia,” the earl said on the other side of the door, not ungently, but the Irish curl of his tongue was especially
            pronounced.
         

         
         “I will not.” The handle rattled again. “You must allow it, Eirnin. For a moment only. I beg of you.”
         

         
         “It will be to neither of your benefits.”

         
         “It will! I know what he wishes to say. I understand him. You do not. I—”
         

         
         That a firm hand across a soft cheek could clack so cleanly, so neatly, was strange and painful and made the boy feel that he might disgrace himself now.
         

         
         His mother’s gasp gurgled into thicker sobs.

         
         “Do not contravene me,” the earl said firmly. “And do not beg. It is beneath my wife.”

         
         “Eirnin,” she whispered. Now her words were muffled. “I pray you.”

         
         “The boy will speak for himself, or not at all.”

         
         “You must give him time. For pity’s sake, he is only a boy.”
         

         
         “He is my heir. He will be a man sooner than either of us anticipate.”

         
         “He will be a good man,” she insisted. “And he will be a great lord, whether he ever speaks a word or not.”

         
         The boy’s pulse throbbed in his throat. He opened his mouth wide. He moistened his lips with a thick tongue. But nothing came
            forth. Nothing ever came forth.
         

         
         “I have had enough.” The earl was graver now. “You have made him dependent upon you, Amelia. I did not wish it to come to
            this again, but—”
         

         
         “No, Eirnin. You cannot.” Dread and disbelief threaded through her whisper. “You must not.”
         

         
         “Colin.” The earl spoke through the closed door. “Your mother is going away. If you wish to speak, do so now and I will allow
            her to remain.”
         

         
         His body cramped. A fuzzy haze invaded his head, hot and dark and suffocating. He could feel his nostrils flare, his eyes
            prickle, his chest break from its frozen hold and jerk as the air swept into and out of his lungs.
         

         
         No sound came from his mouth.

         
         “So be it,” the earl said.

         
         “Colin!” his mother cried, muted, as though her lips were pressed against the panel. “I will return. Do not be anxious. We
            will see each other again soon, I promise.” There were tears in her voice. “Be a good boy. Do what your father asks of you,
            and listen to Mr. Gunter. No, Eirnin! No, please.” She was farther away suddenly. “Colin,” she called, “remember what I told you. You are perfect as you are. Perfect, my
            darling son.”
         

         
         And then they were gone, their footsteps receding down the staircase, her sobs fading.

         
         He sat for a long time in the room with only the single chair, so long that the light of day faded and he could not see the
            saplings on the hill. With no candle, he eventually came to be in darkness and the cold crept around him. But he remained
            immobile, despite the creaking somewhere that made him shiver and the sea wind that battered the windowpanes and sounded like
            ghosts. The earl admired courage and strength.
         

         
         In the morning when the housekeeper came and unlocked the door, he would do his lessons with Mr. Gunter, who would tell the
            earl how disciplined he was, and how intelligent, despite his inability to recite. Then, pleased, the earl would allow her
            to come home, as he had those times before.
         

         
         And perhaps this time when she returned, perhaps if he tried very hard, he would speak to her.

         
         He could do it. He would. This time he would say, “Welcome home, Mama.”
         

         
         Then she would enfold him in her arms and together they would laugh with joy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
The Lady


         
         
            London, 1822

         

         
            FROM the London Weekly:
            

            London’s beloved pamphleteer, Lady Justice, has struck again!

            To date Lady Justice has successfully influenced members of Parliament to put their energies toward Reforms intended to aid
               the urban poor, coal miners, cloth factory laborers, wounded veterans of war, aliens, deserving vagrants, chimney sweeps,
               dock workers, and boys impressed into the Royal Navy. Now, to the delight of women throughout Britain, she has turned her
               attention to the rights of wives. This week, Domestic Felicity was on the table—quite literally. At an event dubbed “The Wives’
               Tea,” no fewer than thirty-six spouses of prominent politicians erected tea tables before the Palace of Westminster, each
               laid with linens embroidered with the statement from Lady Justice’s proposed bill: Women should enjoy equal rights in marriage to men.
            

            Whether any MP will respond by introducing her bill and engaging in Sensible Debate is doubtful; some claim that allowing
               wives autonomy within marriage would undermine the Masculine Gravitas that makes this kingdom great. The Viscount Gray, heir
               to the Earl of Egremoor, the bill’s most ardent detractor, spoke for many lords when he stated, “The proposal is utter rubbish.”
               Lord Gray is unmarried as yet. Lucky he! For this columnist has no doubt whatsoever that there were at least three dozen frosty
               breakfast tables in London this morning.
            

            (Lady Fitzwarren, widow of Lord Fitzwarren, whose heroic service to the Admiralty is well known, dropped by The Wives’ Tea
               to lend her support and was overheard to remark, “If a man cannot manage to raise his mast for a wife who demands that he
               recognize her as his equal, he may as well chop the damn thing off.”)
            

         

          

         
            Lady Justice

            Brittle & Sons, Printers

            London

            Dear Madam,

            For five years you have publicly lambasted me and the other members of my club. You have published my letters to you, which
               asked you to cease plaguing us, alongside your responses to these letters. You have cast false accusations and willfully misunderstood
               our purpose. Among the cries of revolution you shout to any fool with a penny to trade for a broadsheet, you have insulted
               me, my friends, and the men who govern us all. You have been a thorn in my paw.
            

            Now, when the Falcon Club is finally disbanded, you write to me—privately—begging my help.

            How am I to respond? The brazen Lady Justice on her knees begging a bored, profligate member of the pampered class for aid?
               I can hardly countenance it. Shall I publish your desperate plea for the world to read and judge, just as you have published
               my every letter to you?
            

            I will not. Instead, I will now make demands of my own. Tell me how you discovered the true mission of the club and the reason
               that you did not disclose it to the public. Then show me that your courage is at least as great as your bravado: meet me face-to-face.
               Only then will I consider your request for aid.
            

            In anticipation of your acquiescence,

            Peregrine, formerly Secretary of the Falcon Club

         

          

         
            Peregrine

            14½ Dover Street

            London

            Dear Sir,

            For years you have taunted and teased and flirted with me through your correspondence when all I seek—all I have ever sought—is
               the betterment of this realm for the benefit of the majority of its people, those people you call “fools,” so that everybody
               might enjoy its riches and prosperity, not only the privileged, wealthy few that hoard power. That you continue to claim you
               are the wronged party astonishes me. You say I am a thorn? I am happy to have caused you discomfort! For it is when a man
               feels the greatest pain that his true character is revealed—coward or hero.
            

            I cannot tell you how I discovered the purpose of the Falcon Club. I began to suspect it in the months following my discovery
               of the true identity of the member of your cabal called Raven. If you possessed any intelligence, you would have noted the
               change in my correspondence at that time: I ceased making accusations against your club. My comments thereafter were directed
               solely at you, and at the injustices and inequalities suffered by countless subjects of the crown, of which men like you are
               entirely ignorant at best, or shrug away at worst.
            

            As to your second demand, I will never meet you in person. To do so would be to endanger those with whom I work. I will not
               jeopardize the safety of the people I love in order to satisfy your vanity. Desperation, however, compels me to renew the
               plea from my previous letter. Allow me to put my case before you in writing, and help me.
            

            Sincerely,

            Lady Justice

            P.S. Take care whom you call fools. The wrongful tax that Government exacts on pamphlets of the sort that I publish prohibits
               all but persons of some means from purchasing them. That is you and your friends, Mr. Peregrine.
            

         

          

         
            Dear Lady,

            I am awed by your tenacity. In truth, I am moved. Your loyalty to your friends and your determination to maintain their safety
               despite your need is commendable. It alters my opinion of you dramatically. Not only that; it makes me hopeful as never before.
            

            Can the tender feminine heart that beats so sincerely for those friends and the people of England spare a space for one more
               soul?
            

            We have been intimates in public ink for sufficient years now that I feel I know you. I want you to know me too, but honestly.
               Allow me to claim your friendship in person so that you can see with your eyes the admiration in mine, and, in hearing the
               esteem in my voice, know me—finally—a changed man because of you.
            

            Meet me, and I vow to respect your request for aid.

            With hope,

            Peregrine, formerly Secretary of the Falcon Club

         

          

         
            Dear Sir,

            From condemnation to seduction in so few lines! You have given me whiplash. Your flatteries do not, however, entice me. I
               will not be made love to via post and fall breathlessly into idiocy. That you imagine my submission so easily won through
               such transparent duplicity makes me wonder whether you have read a word of what I have written these past five years.
            

            I repeat: I will not meet you.

            But in one matter you have forced my hand. I will now divulge the substance of my request to you in the hope that your humanity
               will overcome your obstinacy and you will come to the aid of one who is in danger.
            

            A young woman of my acquaintance is missing. For several years she wrote to me from the West Indies with perfect regularity,
               yet I have not received a letter from her in months. I have reason to believe she was pursuing a mystery, and that she traveled
               to Scotland seeking answers.
            

            I haven’t the resources to investigate her disappearance as I wish I could. Will you prove my original opinion: that you are
               an idle aristocrat with nothing but petty amusements to inspire you? Or, Mr. Peregrine—who until recently were the leader
               of a secret agency devoted to finding lost people—will you help me?
            

            Impatiently,

            Lady Justice

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
The Lord


         
         
            September 1822

            Maryport Court

            Cumbria, England

         

         Wind cut across the hillside, layering salt upon lips and cheeks and ruffling the tails of the Friesians pulling the bier
            upon which the ninth Earl of Egremoor lay enshrouded in cloth. The mourners drew their coats and cloaks tighter about them,
            pressing toward the mausoleum against the gale that rushed off the ocean like a lustful god intent upon ravishing the land.
         

         
         Rather, all but one mourner struggled as they climbed. Colin Gray, for a sennight now the tenth Earl of Egremoor and lord
            of this vast stretch of wind-raped northern coast, walked steadily as though it were the mildest spring day. Severity marked
            his features, which were regular, strong, and handsome, with hard, fine lines about the sides of his mouth that suggested
            he rarely found occasion for laughter, and eyes that were both an unlikely shade of dark, dark blue and bereft of emotion.
         

         
         The new earl was neither pensive over the loss of his only remaining parent nor rejoicing in the old earl’s passing. His grief
            was new, acute, and dark. He would not soon recover from this. But it was beneath him to reveal it.
         

         
         That, and at present he was, in fact, thinking about smoking. Specifically, his mind had been occupied for many minutes now
            in conjuring the memory of the flavor of a particular tobacco he had not had occasion to enjoy in some time, not since returning
            to his ancestral estate months earlier.
         

         
         And he was thinking about the flavor of woman.

         
         Years ago the earl had taught him that the two went in tandem: a good smoke and a good woman were best enjoyed in succession,
            the smoke always after the woman, to cleanse the senses of inordinate carnal appetite.
         

         
         Concerning the latter, Colin could not agree. He rather enjoyed the flavor of woman.

         
         He had never mentioned that to the earl, of course. The ninth Earl of Egremoor had not approved of the weakness some men showed
            toward women. He had never approved of weakness in any form.
         

         
         At the mausoleum, Colin followed the priest and youths garbed in vestments of lacy exuberance down the steps. One swung a
            censor, clinking the metal globe against the long chain in chink-chink rhythm, and smoke the color of rain rose to fill the crypt with sacred scent. It was a papish ritual, but the earl had been
            Irish, and a great man. His only son would not forsake him these last elaborate rites.
         

         
         As the bearers rested the bier upon its pedestal, Colin gave no outward sign that his heartbeats had grown shallow. He had
            not entered this mausoleum in two decades. Five feet away lay his mother’s bones.
         

         
         When the ceremony concluded, he descended the hill before the silent mourners, all of them from Egremoor and the surrounding
            villages, except two guests: Leam Blackwood and Jinan Seton. Within the house he accepted the condolences of the farmers and
            gentry who were now his tenants, and the subdued sympathies of the local gentry. The earl had been an aloof man, but a just
            and generous neighbor and overlord. No one had reason to believe his heir would be any different. In hushed voices they wished
            him well.
         

         
         Finally the stream of mourners came to an end and his guests were enjoying the bounteous repast his staff had prepared, and
            drinking liberally. Leam and Jin had disappeared. Withdrawing, Colin went to his study.
         

         
         Leam Blackwood, lord of a sizeable domain fifty miles from Edinburgh and sometime poet, clasped a tumbler of brandy in his
            oversized palm. A rawboned Scot whose hair was shot through with a white streak that revealed the tragedy in his past, Leam
            had long been his closest friend. Yet now the Scot’s brow was surly.
         

         
         “Are you still holding a grudge?” Colin said, strolling forward.

         
         Leam came to shake his hand. “Isn’t the time for recriminations now, of course. Kitty would’ve come if it weren’t for the
            wee one.”
         

         
         Colin turned to the other man. “Jinan.”

         
         Jin Seton’s crystalline eyes assessed him with the mute wisdom of a king painted upon an Egyptian sarcophagus. Colin and the
            ex-pirate had never gotten on easily. But Seton’s character was nobler than most men of aristocratic lineage and august titles
            whom Colin knew. He had not always approved of Seton’s methods for accomplishing his Falcon Club missions. But he trusted
            him.
         

         
         Of all the men in the world, indeed, he trusted these two the most. The other man he had trusted, the club’s director, had
            recently thrown that trust to the dogs.
         

         
         For more than a decade Colin had acted at the behest of the crown and the director. He had collected a small group of friends—three
            intelligent, courageous men and one extraordinary woman—and sent them on journeys, given them missions, entrusting to them
            the safety and welfare of countless others. During the war their work had helped protect the kingdom, and after the treaty
            the members of the club had done great good for England. But the director’s last maneuver with the sole woman in the club
            had left a bitter taste in Colin’s mouth.
         

         
         “Constance has not written to you, I expect?” Jin said by way of greeting.

         
         “She hasn’t forgiven you.” Leam swallowed the remainder of his brandy.

         
         “No, she has not.” He didn’t blame her. For years he had kept the secret of the identity of the Falcon Club’s anonymous director
            from Constance, Leam, Jin, and their fifth, Wyn Yale. Then in the spring the director had revealed himself to Constance—without
            warning or even tact—cruelly, in order to control her in a manner Colin had never imagined possible.
         

         
         And him.

         
         He went to the sideboard, unstoppered a crystal decanter, and gestured to his friend. “Another?”

         
         “She’s hurt,” Leam said, offering his glass to be refilled. “Sincerely hurt to discover that you did not trust her enough
            to tell her. And Yale—for all that he pretends it is a fantastic jest—he doesn’t like it either, mostly for Constance’s sake,
            I suspect. But for him that is enough. Damn it, I don’t like it either.” He gestured to the former pirate. “And Jin risked
            his life in that ship of his more than once for the club. We all risked our lives for him, when he was right under our noses the whole time. We could have—”
         

         
         “Quit?” Colin offered a glass of brandy to Jin. “Recall that you did. All of you. And he released you, just as you wished.”

         
         “You might have told us the truth,” Jin said mildly.

         
         Leam scoffed. “Constance would have been angry no matter when she learned it.” He drank a healthy mouthful. “A man is only
            as noble as his honesty, Gray.”
         

         
         Colin went to the sideboard, took up an empty glass, and let the candlelight blur in his vision.

         
         “When she created that public scandal with Sterling,” he said, feeling the pattern of the crystal against his hand as though
            it were the first time he had ever felt such a thing—anything. Texture, sensation, scent, flavor; it all seemed so alien. “He instructed her to marry me.”
         

         
         Leam choked. “The devil he did!”

         
         Colin poured brandy into the tumbler. “He told her that she had ruined herself for his plans, and that to save her reputation
            and his project she must have a husband of wealth and position, which of course Sterling was not. He said that I would do
            as he wished.” As he always had. Until the director had broken his friends’ trust in him and demanded that he give his entire
            future to a crusade he was not even allowed to understand.
         

         
         Leam’s eyes showed outrage. Jinan’s mouth was a hard line.

         
         “Too mercenary for even you, Jin?” Colin said.

         
         “Machiavellian,” the man who had once been a slave replied. “Son of a bitch.”

         
         Colin lifted a brow. “Him, or me?”

         
         “What reply did you give him?”

         
         “It never came to that,” he said, remembering the fury in Constance’s letter to him before her wedding. “She declined to acquiesce
            to his wishes.”
         

         
         “We’re all better rid of him,” Leam growled, then his brow knit. “You are rid of him now, aren’t you, Colin? Rid of the club
            finally?”
         

         
         “Yes.” Rid of the yoke he had willingly taken on when he had been overly eager to leave this house. Rid of doing his mentor’s
            bidding. Any other man’s bidding. He lifted his glass to his friends and they returned the salute. “The Falcon Club is finished.”
         

         
         Now only one final mission awaited him: the mission he had assigned to himself.

         
         He set down his empty glass, wanting more, wanting flavor. But he had another caller, and news to hear.

         
         “I saw Grimm ride in,” Leam said, as though hearing his thoughts.

         
         “The club’s office in town is to be let,” Colin said. “He has come to finalize that.” Even now he withheld the entire truth
            from them.
         

         
         “Then we should allow you to see to your responsibilities,” Jin said, finally moving to him and extending his hand. “Godspeed,
            Colin.”
         

         
         “Give my best to Viola.”

         
         Now the sailor smiled. “I will.”

         
         Leam grasped his elbow and held him tight and close. “I am sorry for your loss, lad. Your father was a cold son of a bitch.
            But he was a fine man.” Leam released him and gave him a thoroughly Scottish grin. “Welcome to the peerage, old friend.”
         

         
         “Thank you for coming,” he said, his throat hard against a surge of emptiness.

         
         They departed. Colin opened a box of cigars atop the desk and the aroma curled into his nostrils with piquant tang. It was
            a palliative only, just as the brandy. He needed a woman. He needed the silken softness of a feminine body against his, the
            sweetness of a woman’s mouth to taste, the lush strawberry musk of a woman’s scent on his skin. But Egremoor was his now,
            and a man who took pleasure with women of the common class under his protection was not worthy of his rank or blood.
         

         
         The door opened and Grimm filled it entirely.

         
         “Milord.” The giant bowed like a mountain bending over. The Falcon Club had disbanded, but its man-of-all-tasks still lived
            in the flat above the club’s meeting place in London. His appearance here meant one thing only.
         

         
         Colin offered him a cigar. “Have a smoke with me.”

         
         Grimm lit it from the hearth fire as Colin replaced the box on the desk.

         
         “Have you a letter for me, Joseph?”

         
         Grimm reached into his coat and produced an envelope. Colin knew that the hand within it was bold and firm and barely like
            a woman’s.
         

         
         “Arrived yesterday,” Grimm said, blowing a cloud of smoke. “Knew you’ve been waiting for it.”

         
         “Thank you for bringing it to me so swiftly.”

         
         “You know I’d do anything for you, milord.”

         
         He did know it. The earl had trained him well how to command the respect and loyalty of his subordinates as well as his equals.
            And he was successful at it with everyone. Everyone except his four closest friends now, who wished him to the devil, and
            the author of the letter in his hand.
         

         
         “I am grateful for your loyalty, Joseph.”

         
         Grimm bowed his hulking frame and went out, trailing fragrant smoke behind him in tendrils of temptation.

         
         Setting the letter down, Colin withdrew another envelope from his breast pocket, this one already opened, and laid it before
            him. Lord Vale had not waited even an hour after hearing of the Earl of Egremoor’s death to send it. And yet, five days later,
            Colin had not replied.
         

         
         For some time now he had believed himself free of this responsibility. Vale had attempted more than once to marry off his
            eldest daughter to other men. None of those attempts had come to fruition; she had rejected every suitor. Now Lord Vale seemed
            to believe he could force her marriage through the pact that two companions at arms had made decades earlier. This morning,
            at the reading of the will, Colin finally understood the reason for Vale’s confidence that his old friend’s son would oblige.
         

         
         He would not, of course. Emily did not want it. He did not want it. For years they had both evaded it. There was no reason
            to alter that now.
         

         
         Seeing her at Constance’s wedding in April had been a shock. Distracted by the earl’s illness, he had not anticipated it.
            Coming face-to-face with her had taken him off guard.
         

         
         He did not care for being taken off guard. And he did not care for what seeing her did to him—unexpectedly or not.

         
         Now he must deal with it, of course.

         
         Dropping Vale’s letter onto the desk, he took up the envelope that Grimm had brought from London, snapped open the seal, and
            read it. The bows and junctures of the final words seemed more urgently penned, and he studied them. Lady Justice had grown
            desperate.
         

         
         
            Mr. Peregrine—who until recently were the leader of a secret government agency devoted to finding lost people—will you help
               me?
            

         

         One more task, not for the club or its director. For himself.

         
         He withdrew a sheet of paper and a pen and wrote three words in reply. Sealing the letter, he pulled the bell for his manservant.
            Waiting, he walked to the window.
         

         
         “Inform Mr. Grimm that he will be returning to London immediately with this,” he said when Cooper entered. “And prepare for
            my departure tomorrow.”
         

         
         He looked out to the hill, to the pair of trees alongside the path. They had grown up entwined, their branches entangled,
            the gray bark of one and the brown of the other almost indistinguishable in their embrace. Just as the gardener had foretold
            years ago. Just as his mother had foolishly designed.
         

         
         “And, Mr. Cooper,” he said. “Tell the gardener I wish to see him.”

         
          

         
            London, England

         

         Zenobia, born Emily Anne Vale, but lately self-styled after the third-century queen of the Palmyrenes of Syria who rebelled
            against the oppressive regime of the Roman Empire—and known more widely to Londoners as the anonymous pamphleteer Lady Justice,
            champion of the poor and powerless, and disparager of the aristocracy for its wanton disregard of everybody else’s welfare—was
            not a gossip. She needn’t be. Her superior maid and longtime lady’s companion both were, and she heard all the sordid details
            of the lives of the rich and wellborn through them.
         

         
         “That one sneaks into the butler’s pantry after her servants are asleep and drinks all the cooking sherry,” her maid, Shauna,
            said about a woman walking along the path. “And that one wears cucumbers to bed every night because she thinks it’ll mend
            the wrinkles, poor lass. And that one has illicit trysts with her first footman.”
         

         
         “Ooh. That seems not so bad a habit,” Clarice responded, tossing a shawl of black fringe over her shoulder for dramatic effect.
            A Frenchwoman of fifty years and great style, Clarice Roche adored dramatic effect.
         

         
         “If you even consider making Franklin your fourth husband, Clarice, I will turn you out of the house.” Zenobia did not lift
            her eyes from her book. The sun was warm and the park still sparsely populated at this hour. And Dante’s Monarchy was almost interesting enough to distract her mind from where it strayed lately. Seven months without a letter from her sister
            Amarantha were six and a half too many.
         

         
         “How droll you are, ma petite.”
         

         
         “That man wears stays,” Shauna said as a gentleman rode by.

         
         “Many men wear stays.” Zenobia flipped a page. “Gluttony drives the necessity, and vanity makes the discomfort endurable.”

         
         “You see, milady,” Shauna said, grinning, “plenty of people have secrets that everybody else knows about.”

         
         “High society would disintegrate without its secrets to give it structure, Shauna. Dissipation and excess flow from one drawing
            room to the next, whitewashed in fashionable attire and glittering jewels to hide the stink of empty souls underneath. The
            British aristocracy is a seething morass of secrets and lies.”
         

         
         “You should tell everybody your secret.”

         
         “I would appreciate quiet to read.”

         
         “Sauf the Lord Gray,” Clarice said. “He does not.”
         

         
         Zenobia refused to twitch. She had forbidden the name to be spoken in her house. But they were not now in the house. Clever
            Clarice.
         

         
         “He doesn’t have a secret?” Shauna asked.

         
         “He does not wear stays,” Clarice clarified.
         

         
         “He doesn’t need to,” Shauna said a bit wispily. “He’s the finest man I’ve seen in a month of feast days.”

         
         “Tout à fait,” Clarice cooed. “With the broad shoulders to make the heart flutter, and the eyes of such sublime midnight that seem to look
            into a woman’s soul.”
         

         
         “And he’s half Irish.” Shauna sighed.

         
         “To run one’s fingers through the hair of such a man,” Clarice murmured. “So dark and satiny.”

         
         “And that jaw! It’s nibbleable.”

         
         “Nibbleable is not a word.” Zenobia pushed her spectacles farther up her nose and read the sentence at the top of the page for the fourth
            time.
         

         
         “Ah, oui!” Clarice said. “Square and noble and clean-shaven for the fingertips to stroke.”
         

         
         “He’s even got a dimple,” Shauna exclaimed. “But only in the one cheek.”

         
         Clarice clucked her tongue. “It is suitably subdued for a man of his rank and fortune, non?”
         

         
         “So true.”

         
         “Enough.” Zenobia stood and tucked the book under her arm. “You have effectively ruined the park for me today. Betrayers,
            the both of you. And cease staring at me now like I am a little lost lamb, will you? It is entirely inappropriate.”
         

         
         Her maid tilted her head. “We only want what’s best for you, milady.”

         
         “I hear enough of that in my mother’s letters. I needn’t endure it from you as well.”

         
         “You should marry him.”

         
         “You almost make me regret my egalitarian stance on the suitable relationship between employers and employees,” she said quite
            sincerely.
         

         
         Shauna’s eyes twinkled. “But you should marry him.”
         

         
         “You mustn’t let dimples and broad shoulders fool you, Shauna. All of that noble virtue and sober responsibility that he and
            men like him pretend are mere smoke screens to hide the idle pointlessness of their obsolete aristocratic existence.”
         

         
         “You’re a member of the aristocracy.”

         
         “Other than that unfortunate fact, we have nothing in common. He is pretense and privilege in expensive wrapping. I am a lover
            of knowledge. I spend my days seeking truth and sharing it with others who seek the truth too. Why on earth should I marry
            a man like that?”
         

         
         “Ma petite should not marry the Lord Gray.” Clarice’s crimson lips settled into a bow. “She must marry him.”
         

         
         “He is in favor of Corn Laws, and among those virulently opposed to reforming the House of Commons.” She ticked off on her
            fingers. “He has no wife or children, yet he owns at least three carriages and no fewer than four saddle horses, the worst
            sort of conspicuous consumption of the privileged elite.” And he had barely spoken to her in eighteen years. “And he has a
            stick up his arse.”
         

         
         “You admire him.”

         
         “In fact I dislike him. Quite a lot.”

         
         “Ma chère, the Earl of Egremoor is dead.”
         

         
         Zenobia blinked.

         
         “It was only”—she recited aloud words she had recited silently to herself for years—“an informal agreement.”

         
         “It’s what the old earl wanted most, milady.”

         
         She peered at Shauna. “How on earth do you know that?”

         
         “Your mother—”

         
         “Fine.” Zenobia removed her spectacles and tucked them into a pocket in her pelisse. “I am walking home now. If you care to
            accompany me, I will welcome your companionship. But if either of you speak of this again, I will cease speaking to you. Permanently.”
         

         
         Neither responded. Silence was entirely unlike both of them.

         
         “What?” she demanded. “Tell me.”

         
         “Don’t you want a family, milady?”

         
         A sinking sensation filled her belly.

         
         “Do you wish to leave me?” She looked from one to the other. “Is that at the root of this? Are you weary of living with an
            odd duck and wish to cast me off in favor of more fashionable company?”
         

         
         “No!”

         
         “Non!”

         
         “I have thought us happy—we three with Franklin and Jonah. And Mrs. Curly too. I thought we were a family. An unconventional one, to be sure, but content.”
         

         
         “We are, milady!” Shauna’s freckled face crinkled as she glanced at Clarice.

         
         “Ma chère, this marriage, it would be good for you.”
         

         
         “Marriage is good for no woman, Clarice. It binds her as securely to a master as chains, and silences her voice as surely
            as if she had a gag stuffed between her lips. Why should I want that? I have been blessed with an affectionate, negligent
            father and am free to do mostly as I wish, with the resources to do it. I have no desire to subject myself to a potentially
            harsher overlord. I have work yet to do—so much work that I haven’t time to stand here and argue this with you.”
         

         
         “But, ma petite, there is the romance.”
         

         
         “Flowers and poetry and grand gestures,” Shauna added. “You deserve them as well as any woman.”

         
         “Romance is a pretense to lull women into submitting to men’s authority.”

         
         “But what about the love?” Clarice said.
         

         
         “See what happened to my sister when she fell in love! She gave up her family and England to follow a man across an ocean,
            and now she is missing.”
         

         
         “Ma chère,” Clarice said. “Marriage to a good man is not like that.”
         

         
         “Amarantha’s husband was a good man, but she is still gone.” More importantly, Colin Gray was not a good man. The trouble
            was that no one else knew it. Even her dear friends Kitty Blackwood and Constance Sterling cared for him. But they did not
            know him like she had once upon a time. “Clarice, I am not close-minded. Show me some actual good in forcing a woman to relinquish
            her life—her legal autonomy—for a man to the exclusion of all else, and I might begin to rethink my stance on marriage.”
         

         
         “Pfft!” Clarice scowled prettily. “You speak always of the thinking! What of the feeling? Ma petite, you must allow yourself to experience the tumult of the heart before you shut yourself away in a turret for the rest of
            your life.”
         

         
         “And it wouldn’t do you any harm to try nibbling a fine square jaw either,” Shauna offered.

         
         “C’est ça! The delights of the flesh are to be tasted while one is young. Ah, the passion of the young love, it is sublime.” Clarice
            sighed. “You must not deny yourself this, ma petite.”
         

         
         They did not, of course, know that she had in fact already tasted the delights of the flesh. Curiosity had driven her to it.
            But the mere notion of such a thing alongside thoughts of Colin Gray made her feel ill, in the manner of lungs that have accidentally
            sucked up water and afterward must struggle to take in air.
         

         
         “Cease this,” she said. “Please. I have no intention of ever shackling myself to a man.”

         
         “But the late earl—”

         
         “And I assure you, even if my feelings were to alter about the institution, the new Earl of Egremoor is the last man on earth I would ever marry.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
A Meeting, At Long Last


         
         Zenobia was at her writing desk, quill between fingers more accustomed to pen than sewing needle, spectacles perched on the
            bridge of her nose, and head bent to her latest pamphlet when, in an ominous voice, Franklin announced, “The Earl of Egremoor.”
         

         
         Twitching a blank sheet over her work, she arose.

         
         There in her parlor doorway he stood, dwarfing her footman. Color from the brisk day without dusted his cheekbones, but otherwise
            he was exactly as he had been in Edinburgh months earlier: elegant, understated, and utterly perfect. From his cravat carved
            of Italian marble to his boots that shone like the blade of a sword, there was no hue that jarred or angle that displeased.
            Motionless and severe and entirely focused on her, he was a strong, magnificent creature of impeccable noble blood surveying
            her like a hawk hunting from far above and judging her paltry prey.
         

         
         An unnerving silence stretched across the room. That he did not speak at once buoyed her courage; he must be at least as unhappy
            as she with this meeting.
         

         
         “You needn’t have come,” she finally said. “I would have been content with a letter from your secretary.”

         
         It could not be a smile causing the slight shadow about his mouth. This man did not smile. He bowed gorgeously, however, without
            excess or flourish but with glorious control. The hat and riding crop still in his grasp were props to reveal the sinews and
            long fingers of his hands, and they made it clear that he did not intend a lengthy call.
         

         
         “Good day, my lady.” His voice was as smooth and deep as it had been in Scotland in the spring when he had barely spoken to
            her despite their attendance at the same wedding. “I trust you are well?”
         

         
         “Oh, please,” she said crisply. “You don’t care if I am well or not. And I don’t care for empty social conventions, so let
            us dispense with small talk. I have heard about your father’s death and I am very sorry. You have my sincere sympathy.”
         

         
         “Do I?” He moved into the parlor and she had the most disturbing impulse to seize a fireplace poker and brandish it. But he
            halted in the middle of the room.
         

         
         “Yes, you do,” she said. “So now you may go.”

         
         Something sharp flashed in his eyes and she felt it in her stomach like a little shock.

         
         “I have only just arrived,” he said.

         
         “And that is really about all of this call I can bear,” she said. “Good day, my lord.”

         
         “Emily.”

         
         He said it unremarkably. But the sound of her name upon his tongue did something horrible to her insides: it twisted them
            into a knot of very old and unwanted pain.
         

         
         “I go by Zenobia,” she said before he could continue. “For several months now.”

         
         “I see.” He advanced another step.

         
         “Halt.” She thrust out her palm. His eyes were the most beautiful shade of blue, so dark, and so familiar. At one time she
            had thought that the warmest smile in the world rested in those eyes. “I have offered my sympathies and said good-day, and
            truly I meant both.” She was not, after all, a woman to fall to pieces over a pair of dark eyes. “Please go.”
         

         
         “I cannot yet.” His jaw was just as Clarice and Shauna rhapsodized: taut and handsome and at this moment engaged in an intriguing
            little dance of muscular tension. “I must say something first.”
         

         
         She frowned and tried not to stare at the flexing muscle. “Say it, and then leave.”

         
         His shoulders seemed to set even more firmly in place.

         
         “My lady,” he said in quite a fearsome voice, “will you do me the honor of becoming my bride?”

         
         For all of his experience in cowing people he wished to cow, Colin had never actually seen the color drain from a person’s
            face as swiftly and entirely as it now did from Emily’s. If he needed confirmation that she had dreaded this moment, here
            it was in the parchment white of her cheeks and brow. Even her lips paled—admirable lips, pink and shapely and formed to suggest
            laughter rather than the astonishment that parted them now. Her eyes widened too, brilliant emerald behind lenses of gold-rimmed
            spectacles. Her chin was a pixie’s, not soft and rounded but slightly sharp, and her features fine. Her hair had not changed
            in twenty years, except that now the pale wisps were confined in a simple queue rather than tangled with pine needles and
            mismatched ribbons. Dressed soberly in muted blue, she was the portrait of a reclusive maiden and clearly astonished, and
            he had never so powerfully wanted an interview to end quickly.
         

         
         “You have got to be jesting,” she said into the thick silence.

         
         “I do not jest.”

         
         “Well then, you have gone mad.”

         
         “On the contrary.”

         
         “Oh.” A delicate V darted the bridge of her nose above the gold wire. “You are required to offer for me, aren’t you? By the
            terms of your father’s will.”
         

         
         She was intelligent and perceptive, and forthright in a manner that would embarrass most other women. She hadn’t a care for
            what others thought of her. She never had.
         

         
         “I am,” he said because he had always been honest with her. Except once.

         
         “You needn’t have come here. You might have written to my father at Willows Hall.”

         
         “The will specified the manner in which I was to make the offer.”

         
         “Did it? How loathsome of your father.”

         
         “I am—” He found the unprecedented need to clear his throat. “I am also required to await your response.”

         
         “This could not be more idiotic, could it? No, I won’t marry you. Now you can leave.” She turned to her desk, then looked
            over her shoulder, her lashes spread wide. “You are not actually required to marry me in order to inherit Maryport Court, are you? That could not possibly be legal. The estate is entailed.”
         

         
         He actually felt his spine stiffen, the vertebrae aligning in a perfect column.
         

         
         “Why?” He should leave. Immediately. Before he said something he would regret. “If I were, would your answer differ?”

         
         “Of course not.” She paused and alarm sparked in the candid emeralds. “Is it the case?”
         

         
         “No.” But the requirement that he marry her in order to maintain control of extensive unentailed properties in the West Country,
            as well as his mother’s jewels, was. “You are correct. The estate is bound to the title.”
         

         
         “That must be a relief for you,” she said, turning her back to him again and sitting before a small writing table. “I would
            not have wished you to be separated from all you hold dear.” She reached for a pen. “I imagine the stipulation, even as it
            is, could not be held up to law. You might have contested it.”
         

         
         “I chose not to.” To protect the privacy of their parents’ agreement. To protect his privacy. And hers.

         
         “Well, now your devotion to duty is satisfied.” She dipped the pen in ink. “Good day.”

         
         A hard, hot discomfort settled between his ribs. He was unaccustomed to being dismissed. And, for all that he had not looked
            forward to this meeting, he had not wanted it to go quite like this.
         

         
         “Good-bye, Emily,” he said to her straight shoulders and glossy hair.

         
         She did not reply or even lift her head. He turned to the door and for the last time walked away from the girl who had once
            been his best—his only—friend.
         

         
          

         Through the window she watched him receive his horse from Jonah, mount with the ease of a man well suited to everything he
            did, and ride away. He had a gorgeous seat and straight, broad shoulders and the uncomfortable heat in her belly now must
            not disconcert her. Any woman would find those masculine attributes alluring, and she had long since reconciled herself to
            the unfortunate fact that she was not unique in that regard—not regarding him.
         

         
         “And that is that,” she said. It was not out of the ordinary for her to talk to herself. It was, however, unprecedented for
            her to stare after a man. But this was Colin. He had always been her exception.
         

         
         No more. Now, finally, he was no one to her.

         
         Time spent pondering the peculiarly conflicting appeal and cruelties of men—especially this man—however, was certainly time
            wasted. Her latest pamphlet required her attention. Yet again it would urge Parliament to bring to the floor for debate the
            Domestic Felicity Act, which demanded a wife’s legal right to control her own property and income, to hold equal authority
            over her children as her husband, and to be allowed to escape him if he abused any of them. The bill was her most ambitious
            endeavor yet and the culmination of years of research and drafting. Through Brittle & Sons, Printers, she had sent a draft
            of it to every member of Parliament. Not one of them had taken it up, which drove her pen even more furiously now. This exhortation
            would spare no censure.
         

         
         But when her footman appeared again at the parlor door, a silver salver in his gloved hand, she discovered she had not written
            a word. That a pair of broad shoulders and a handsome jaw should distract a woman from her purpose so thoroughly made her
            momentarily despair of her sex.
         

         
         “My lady,” Franklin said, “a letter has just arrived from Brittle & Sons.”

         
         She whipped around in her chair. “From him?”
         

         
         Franklin’s head did quick little bobs. She leaped up. Her footman stood on tiptoes expectantly as she tore open the envelope
            that, as always, bore no return address and had been delivered to her publisher’s office by anonymous messenger. Upon the
            page were three words only, written in Peregrine’s firm, clean, aristocratic hand: On one condition.
         

         
         Air hissed from between her clenched teeth. “He is still insisting that I meet him.”

         
         “The knave.” Her footman shook his head. “We will be better served to find Lady Amarantha ourselves,” he said for the hundredth
            time in a month.
         

         
         Her household was split: her groom and Clarice had been urging her for weeks to seek help from the man who had been the Falcon
            Club’s secretary, while Shauna and Franklin stood firmly against it. Her housekeeper, Mrs. Curly, held no opinion, claiming
            that she was far too busy with her responsibilities to pronounce judgment on matters that her ladyship should decide herself.
            But she was of an older generation and did not fully appreciate what she called her mistress’s “radical notions.”
         

         
         “I am a reformer, not a spy,” she said to Franklin now. “We haven’t the connections or the skills to find my sister.” She
            crumpled the paper and moved to her desk. “Remember what happened when I hired that investigator from Bow Street to track
            Raven across the countryside. He was bedridden for months.”
         

         
         “But you succeeded in discovering Mr. Yale’s part in the club.” Pride swelled Franklin’s voice.

         
         “I did,” she mumbled. Her staff was so pleased with that little victory. Through it, and through clues unwittingly revealed
            by Wyn Yale’s companion on that journey, Diantha Lucas, as well as rumors and bits of information the members of her household
            had heard over the years, she had learned the fact about the Falcon Club that perplexed her: its handful of elite members
            amused themselves by finding lost people and returning them to their homes—apparently whether they wished to be returned home
            or not. Diantha Lucas certainly had not wanted to go home, and yet Wyn Yale, whose name in the club was Raven, had found the
            runaway and reunited her with her family. Whether the club’s members did this from ennui with their regular amusements, or
            for the satisfaction of interfering in the lives of others, it hardly mattered at present.
         

         
         She needed their skills now.

         
         “If I could ask Mr. Yale to help me find Amarantha without revealing that I know he was a member of the club, I would.”

         
         “You cannot,” Franklin said darkly. “If Lady Justice alone knows that he is Raven, it would expose you.”
         

         
         “I must do this, Franklin.”

         
         “Must do what?” Her groom, Jonah, stood in the doorway. Long limbs dressed in comfortable leathers were a contrast to Franklin’s
            squat, soft frame garbed in the livery of her father’s household that he insisted on wearing.
         

         
         “She intends to finally meet that blackguard,” Franklin grumbled.

         
         “S’about time,” Jonah said around a stick caught between his lips. “I’ll be there to protect you, of course.”

         
         Franklin sniffed archly. “Fat lot of good that’ll do if he’s a bigger man than you, skin-shanks.”

         
         “Or you could take along tub-o’-lard here, milady,” Jonah said cheerily. “He could sit on Mr. Peregrine and subdue him right
            quick.”
         

         
         “Peregrine?” Shauna said as she entered. “Has he replied to your last letter?”

         
         The missive passed into her maid’s hands.

         
         “Oh, milady,” Shauna said in a horrified hush. “You can’t be thinkin’ of doin’ this.”

         
         “She is, although I have of course begged her not to,” Franklin said primly.
         

         
         “If he is like most of the men,” Clarice said, sweeping into the parlor, “the moment he has gotten that which he wishes, he
            will—pfft!—lose interest. I commend you on the courage, ma petite.”
         

         
         “Throwing oneself before a hungry lion is not courage, Madame Roche,” Franklin said. “It is an act of desperation.”

         
         Clarice peered down at Zenobia’s writing.

         
         “Ce soir! Ah, ma petite has the bravery beyond every other woman!” she exclaimed to the others. “She writes to him that she will meet him tonight.”
         

         
         Shauna gasped. “Tonight! Oh, milady, you—”

         
         “Stop.” Zenobia swiveled around in her chair. “To find my sister I must do this. I have made my decision.”

         
         “But tonight? So soon?”

         
         “If I am to be exposed to the world as Lady Justice, then it may as well happen now than later. But I am hoping that will
            not be necessary. Please, now, leave me to do this.”
         

         
         In heavy silence, they filed out of the parlor.

         
         “Thank you,” she said to their backs. “Thank you, my friends. If it all ends tonight, I want you to know that I am grateful
            for everything you have done for Lady Justice, but mostly for the people of Britain. Whatever happens now, I will not allow
            you to suffer for having supported me.”
         

         
         “You know each of us would go to the gallows for you, my lady!” Franklin declared. “But if we do, I should like to choose
            your ensemble for the trip there,” he added with a disapproving glance at her gown.
         

         
         “Let us trust it shan’t come to the gallows.”

         
         Jonah, Franklin, and Shauna departed and Clarice draped herself over a chair.

         
         “Now, ma petite,” the Frenchwoman said with a sigh worthy of the stage, “it is time we have the conversation.”
         

         
         Zenobia reached for sealing wax. “About what?”

         
         “About the male desire.”

         
         “Clarice.”

         
         “You know nothing, ma chère, of what truly inspires the men. This man that has written to Lady Justice for years, he is infatuated with her. Non, non. He is obsessed with her.”
         

         
         “No. He wants to silence her. He wants to stop her from advocating for the rights of people he believes are fools. He is intelligent
            and manipulative and he thinks that because she is a woman flattery will make her silly and behave incautiously.”
         

         
         “Oui, he wishes to silence her. But he is also intrigued by her. Stimulated. He wants to control her. He wants to have her. To the men, you see, these are the same.”
         

         
         “I daresay.” That was, after all, what the Domestic Felicity Act would inhibit: men’s desire to control women.

         
         “A woman is a fool if she does not use a man’s desire to her advantage. And you, Emilie, are not a fool.” Clarice pursed her lips. “Now, ma chère, you must decide: Are you prepared to do what you must to obtain your goal?”
         

         
          

         The moon had ceded the night to the stars when Zenobia arrived at the meeting place they had agreed upon via letter: a small
            ancient cemetery surrounded by a fence and hedges on a street still busy with carriages and horse traffic. A long black cloak
            and veil aided the dark in disguising her.
         

         
         Jonah walked beside her, a hood drawn around his face as well, but he would not accompany her to the meeting. For all his
            taunting, Peregrine did not frighten her. A man who dedicated his leisure time to rescuing strays was unlikely to harm a lone
            woman.
         

         
         The cobbles shimmered with an earlier rain as she gestured for Jonah to remain across the street. Lamps lit this part of London
            irregularly, and the break in the wall was in shadow. Beside the gate stood an enormous man.
         

         
         “Ma’am.” The behemoth bowed. “He awaits you within.”

         
         It was immediately clear why he had suggested this place. The thick hedge within the walls created a bower of privacy and
            the gravestones scattered unevenly throughout made swift escape impossible.
         

         
         He had staged the situation to his advantage too. He stood among the stones not four yards away, a lamp on the ground behind
            him casting him in silhouette. He was tall, and the breadth of his shoulders and solid stance suggested a man of fine physical
            conditioning. The night was mild and he wore no hat or overcoat—nothing to disguise him.
         

         
         He was entirely willing for her to know his true identity.

         
         The gate creaked closed behind her.

         
         “Good evening, madam,” he said into the darkness. “It is a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance. I have looked forward
            to this moment for years. But, of course, you already know that.” His voice was smooth and low, far from menacing, rather
            intimate, and shockingly, unbelievably, horribly familiar.
         

         
         Only hours earlier this elegant voice had proposed marriage to her.

         
         “I am Gray,” he said. “Now remove that veil and tell me your name.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
The Promise


         
         The pavement was falling away beneath her feet, one slab of stone at a time. And he was moving toward her.

         
         “Come no closer,” she said in French. She had practiced pitching her voice low in the language she spoke every day with Clarice.
            She had depended upon street traffic tonight to disguise her voice even further, but now only the sound of his steps on the
            path disturbed the cemetery’s silence. As he advanced she could manage no more words. Her mind could not seem to wrap itself
            around the truth.
         

         
         This man. It could not be.
         

         
         She backed up, but in three steps she was at the gate.

         
         “You are French,” he replied in the language she had used, and then he was so close that through the veil she could see the
            sculpted angles of his face and the dull glimmer of night in his eyes.
         

         
         “I might have expected it,” he continued in French. “I have a gift for you.”

         
         “You are too close.” The foreign words fell off her tongue. “Back away.”

         
         “This gift is not a surprise. I have told you twice that I would bring it to you when finally we met.” His hand clamped around
            hers so swiftly that she gasped. She tugged but he enclosed her fingers entirely, forcing her to make a fist. Points of pain
            shot through her palm.
         

         
         “I promised you a red rose.” His words rumbled. “And I am a man who keeps my promises.”

         
         “Release me,” she continued in French, “or the knife I am now pointing at your hip will swiftly make its way into a sensitive
            part of your anatomy.”
         

         
         His fingers clenched harder around hers, driving the thorns deeper into her flesh. It was all she needed to be certain that
            he had come so far from the boy she had known that she needn’t have scruples about lying to him now.
         

         
         “I will release you,” he said, “when you have told me your master’s name and where to find him.”

         
         “My master?”

         
         “The author of Lady Justice’s pamphlets.”

         
         This she had not anticipated.
         

         
         “I am the author of her pamphlets.” She wrenched her hand free and lurched to the side, putting space between them.

         
         “Don’t lie to me.” His tone was hard now. “Only a man could play this game so successfully for so long without detection.
            Now take me to him, and I will see that you are not punished.”
         

         
         She could only laugh. “This is absurd. Although I suppose I should have anticipated it.” Panic now crawled over her astonishment.
            He had been her last hope. Now she must take what little skill she possessed and set off to find her sister alone. “I have
            come here for naught. You will not help me, will you?”
         

         
         There was a long silence. “Are you actually French?”

         
         “Yes,” she lied.

         
         “Are you his mistress?”

         
         “Pig.”

         
         “His daughter?”

         
         “I am Lady Justice. And you are an even greater
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