
		
			[image: Cover for The Passion of the Purple Plumeria]
		

	
		
			PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS

			OF LAUREN WILLIG

			The Garden Intrigue

			“Willig delights time and again with her clever, witty, intelligent, and thoughtful Pink Carnation series.”
 
				—Romantic Times

			
			“Eloise, of course, is amazing, but it’s truly the plot of The Garden Intrigue that shines . . . wonderful!”

			  —Romance Junkies

			“[An] enchanting, exciting, and clever story.”
 
			—Romance Reviews Today

			
			“Enlightening and entertaining as always, and full of plenty of romance and intrigue, this is a strong choice for historical fiction readers.”

			 —Library Journal

			
			“As fresh and charming as its floral theme . . . a reliable romp through Napoleon’s court, filled with romance and yet another adorable and very active heroine.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			
			“Humor, love, espionage—yet again there is absolutely nothing that this incredible author leaves out. . . . [These stories] just keep getting better and better every time!”

			—Once Upon a Romance

			The Orchid Affair

			“[A] supremely nerve-racking, sit-on-the-edge-of-your-seat, can’t-sleep-until-everyone-is-safe read . . . successfully upholds the author’s tradition of providing charming three-dimensional characters, lively action, [and] witty dialogue.”

			 —Library Journal

			
			“Willig’s sparkling series continues to elevate the Regency romance genre.”

			 —Kirkus Reviews

			
			“Willig combines the atmosphere of the tempestuous era with the perfect touches of historical detail to round out the love story.” —Romantic Times

			The Betrayal of the Blood Lily

			“Newcomers and loyal fans alike will love brash, flirtatious Penelope’s exotic adventure in Hyderabad, India, told [with] Willig’s signature mix of historical richness and whimsical humor.”

			—The Newark Star-Ledger

			
			
			“Reading [this book] is like getting a plate of warm-from-the-oven chocolate chip cookies: It’s hard not to eat them all at once, but you also want to savor every bite.”

			—Library Journal

			
			“Willig hasn’t lost her touch; this outing has all the charm of the previous books in the series.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			
			“Willig injects a new energy in her already thriving, thrilling series and presents the best entry to date.”

			—Booklist

			The Temptation of the Night Jasmine

			“Jane Austen for the modern girl . . . sheer fun!”

			 —New York Times bestselling author Christina Dodd

			
			“An engaging historical romance, delightfully funny and sweet . . . a thoroughly charming costume drama. . . . Romance’s rosy glow tints even the spy adventure that unfolds . . . fine historical fiction . . . thrilling.”

			 —The Newark Star-Ledger

			
			“Another sultry spy tale. . . . The author’s conflation of historical fact, quirky observations, and nicely rendered romances results in an elegant and grandly entertaining book.” —Publishers Weekly

			The Seduction of the Crimson Rose

			“Willig’s series gets better with each addition, and her latest is filled with swashbuckling fun, romance, and intrigue.”

			—Booklist

			
			“Handily fulfills its promise of intrigue and romance.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			
			“There are few authors capable of matching Lauren Willig’s ability to merge historical accuracy, heart-pounding romance, and biting wit.”

			—BookPage

			The Deception of the Emerald Ring

			“History textbook meets Bridget Jones.”

			—Marie Claire

			
			“A fun and zany time warp full of history, digestible violence, and plenty of romance.”

			—New York Daily News

			
			“Heaving bodices, embellished history, and witty dialogue: What more could you ask for?”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			
			“Willig’s latest is riveting.” —Booklist

			“Smart . . . [a] fast-paced narrative with mistaken identities, double agents, and high-stakes espionage. . . . The historic action is taut and twisting.”

			 —Publishers Weekly

			The Masque of the Black Tulip

			“Clever [and] playful. . . . What’s most delicious about Willig’s novels is that the damsels of 1803 bravely put it all on the line for love and country.”

			 —Detroit Free Press

			
			“Studded with clever literary and historical nuggets, this charming historical-contemporary romance moves back and forth in time.”

			—USA Today

			
			“Willig has great fun with the conventions of the genre, throwing obstacles between her lovers at every opportunity . . . a great escape.”

			 —The Boston Globe

			
			“Willig picks up where she left readers breathlessly hanging. . . . Many more will delight in this easy-to-read romp and line up for the next installment.”

			 —Publishers Weekly

			The Secret History of the Pink Carnation

			“A deftly hilarious, sexy novel.”

			 —New York Times bestselling author Eloisa James

			
			“A merry romp with never a dull moment! A fun read.”

			 —New York Times bestselling author Mary Balogh

			
			“This genre-bending read—a dash of chick lit with a historical twist—has it all: romance, mystery, and adventure. Pure fun!”

			 —New York Times bestselling author Meg Cabot

			
			“Swashbuckling. . . . Willig has an ear for quick wit and an eye for detail. Her fiction debut is chock-full of romance, sexual tension, espionage, adventure, and humor.”
 
				—Library Journal

			“Willig’s imaginative debut . . . is a decidedly delightful romp.”

			—Booklist

			
			“Relentlessly effervescent prose . . . a sexy, smirking, determined-to-charm historical romance debut.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			
			“A delightful debut.”

			—Roundtable Reviews


		

	
		
			ALSO BY LAUREN WILLIG

			The Secret History of the Pink Carnation

			The Masque of the Black Tulip

			The Deception of the Emerald Ring

			The Seduction of the Crimson Rose

			The Temptation of the Night Jasmine

			The Betrayal of the Blood Lily

			The Mischief of the Mistletoe

			The Orchid Affair

			The Garden Intrigue


		

	
		
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			New American Library

			Published by the Penguin Group

			Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street,

			New York, New York 10014, USA

			
			[image: 11773.jpg]

			USA | Canada | UK | Ireland | Australia | New Zealand | India | South Africa | China

			Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

			For more information about the Penguin Group visit penguin.com.

			First published by New American Library,

			a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

			First Printing, August 2013

			Copyright © Lauren Willig, 2013

			Readers Guide copyright © Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 2013

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

			[image: 11765.jpg] REGISTERED TRADEMARK—MARCA REGISTRADA

			LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA:

			Willig, Lauren.

			 The passion of the purple plumeria: a Pink Carnation novel/Lauren Willig.

			  p. cm.

			 ISBN 978-1-101-61417-4

			 1. Spies—Fiction. I. Title. 

			 PS3623.I575P37 2013

			 813'.6—dc23    2013001734

			

			Designed by Alissa Amell

			PUBLISHER’S NOTE

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product
			of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons,
			living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

			The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility
				for author or third-party Web sites or their content.

		

	
		
			
			To Tasha Alexander, Tracy Grant, Sarah MacLean, Deanna Raybourn, and Beatriz Williams: wonderful writers and even better friends;

			and to Claudia Brittenham

			for keeping me from tossing the whole thing into the shredder.

			
		

	
		
			A Note on Timing

			In the early nineteenth century, travel between London and Calcutta could take anywhere from four to six months, depending on weather. The Betrayal of the Blood Lily, in which we first met Colonel Reid, opened in the autumn of 1804. Colonel Reid left Calcutta in October of 1804 and arrived in England in March of 1805. Because of this, he has no knowledge of anything that occurred in India after he left.

			That is why, although Purple Plumeria takes place several months after Blood Lily, the main actors are unaware of some information that the seasoned Pink Carnation reader already possesses.

			The seasoned Pink Carnation reader and anyone who managed to get mail onto a faster ship . . .

			

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Sussex, 2004

		
			“I seriously doubt the lost jewels of Berar are under your bath mat,” I said.

			My boyfriend straightened, narrowly missing banging his head on the underside of the sink. He squinted at me, myopia rather than malevolence. “I dropped my contact lens.”

			“Yeah, yeah, that’s what they all say.” I spotted a glint of blue on the tiles near the mat. I don’t know why, but even clear contacts always turn blue when they dry out. “Over there. No. Your other there.”

			“Thanks.” Colin groped for the bit of plastic. “I was afraid I’d stepped on it.”

			“Ah,” I said, slipping my arms around his waist. “Then you’d be entirely at my mercy.”

			He considered that. “Until I put my glasses on.”

			I gave him a peck on the back and let go of him. “Spoilsport.”

			We were being very touchy-feely these days. At least I was. I’m not usually much of one for PDA, even when the only public was the mold in the grouting, but at my back I could already hear time’s winged chariot hurrying near. Or, in this case, time’s winged 747. My flight back to the States was booked. It was one of those flexible STA Travel things, but even so. I had a time. I had a flight number. I had a ticket.

			I had only two more months with Colin.

			Time is a strangely malleable commodity. When I moved to London, last fall, the first two months had lasted for years, and not in a good way. I had come to London on a ten-month grant. Like a good little academic squirrel, I was meant to be gathering the nuts of primary sources, great armloads of them, and then scurrying back to Cambridge—the other Cambridge—to crack and dissect them in the calm of my basement office in the history department. At the time, I had yearned for the comfortable familiarity of the history department, the basement vending machine, the caked-on coffee in the bottom of the department coffee machine that no one ever remembered to clean.

			Everything in England was just so . . . English. As an Anglophile, I’d thought I’d known what I was getting into, but years of Masterpiece Theatre hadn’t prepared me for the realities of life in London: the miniature bottles of shampoo, the peanut butter that didn’t look like peanut butter, the sun that set at three in winter. Of course, all that would have been bearable, war stories for later, if only the research were going well.

			Scrap that: if the research were going anywhere at all.

			I was on the trail of the most elusive element of the Napoleonic Wars, those shadowy men and women who had donned aliases rather than uniforms. Spying might have been considered more than a bit ungentlemanly at the time, but there was no denying either its utility or its glamour. With images of the Scarlet Pimpernel dancing in my head, I had envisioned myself making the scholarly coup of the century, unmasking the one spy who had never been unveiled, the spy who sent Napoleon’s Ministry of Police into palpitations and launched a series of florally themed fashion crazes among England’s aristocratic elite: the Pink Carnation.

			Yes, admittedly, the name might be a little less than fearsome, but the roster of exploits attributed to the Carnation was impressive indeed. In addition to the usual mocking notes on Napoleon’s pillow (there were times when it seemed that the little dictator’s bedroom must have been busier than Grand Central on a summer Friday), the Carnation had thwarted a plot to kidnap George III, intercepted shipments of Dutch gold, spiked Bonaparte’s plans for a naval invasion, and cured the common cold.

			The accounts were all inconclusive and contradictory in the extreme. If you believed the contemporary newsletters, the Carnation was reputed to have been simultaneously in India, Portugal, France, and Shropshire, and possibly somewhere in the Americas, as well. He kept popping up like Elvis, minus the shiny suit. The French Ministry of Police were constantly finding him under their pillows; the British press attributed every French disappointment to his good agency.

			In short, it was a mess. After months in the archives, I had been no closer to sorting it out. I was on the verge of sourly ascribing to the popular academic theory that the Pink Carnation had been a deliberate fictional construct, invented by the English government to throw fear into the hearts of their French foes, with the role of the Carnation being played, successively, by a variety of English heroes ranging from Sir Sidney Smith to Lord Nelson’s first cousin twice removed. In other words, the Dread Pirate Roberts, Napoleonic edition.

			In one last, desperate attempt, I’d played my final card. I’d sent out letters to the holders of private family archives, hoping against hope that something, some tiny clue to the Carnation’s identity (or identities), might have survived, something that would give me something to put into my dissertation other than the theoretical mumbo jumbo that is the scholar’s best smoke screen for the complete dearth of any actual sources. I’d sent those letters out on the off chance.

			Those letters led me to the Pink Carnation. And Colin.

			Life works in weird ways, doesn’t it? Romance had been the last thing on my mind in October—I was more concerned with ABD than MRS—but those letters, mailed in desperation, had netted me more than a crack at some private sources. They had plunged me right into the heart not just of historical drama but of a modern one, too. Colin and I had been together, officially, for just a little more than six months now. Just enough time to put down roots, not enough time for declarations. We were betwixt and between and the clock was rapidly running down.

			Just because I was going back to the States didn’t mean it was over.

			Why did that sound less and less convincing the closer we got to August?

			Colin squirted multipurpose solution on his contact, regarded it philosophically, and maneuvered it back into his eye.

			“Jeremy rang this morning,” he said thickly. Like mascara application, contact lens insertion requires a partially open mouth.

			I could see my own face in the mirror, lips pinched, eyes narrowed. “Oh, did he?”

			I mentioned modern drama, didn’t I? That drama had a first name, spelled J-E-R-E-M-Y. Jeremy was both Colin’s cousin and his stepfather. If it sounds complicated, it’s because it is. There was some debate as to whether Colin’s father had been cold in his grave yet when Jeremy took up with his cousin’s widow. There had been a suspicious interval of overlap while Colin’s father was in the hospital—or, as they say over here, in hospital—struggling through the final stages of pancreatic cancer, and Colin’s mother had been, shall we say, being comforted by Jeremy, said comforting involving lots of long walks on a beach in the Grenadines.

			Don’t think that I was jumping to conclusions or basing my opinion of Jeremy entirely on rumor and hearsay. After some rather intensive observation, I had come to my own conclusions about Jeremy: He was a loathsome cad.

			Yes, I know it sounds all Barbara Cartland, but trust me, the phrase had never been more apt. Like a Cartland cad, Jeremy was the sort of man who would gamble away his daughter at cards and never think twice about it. Human beings were just another form of coin to him. I’d seen him play fast and loose with Colin’s family. Colin and his sister were still barely speaking, thanks to one of Jeremy’s lovely machinations. Of one thing I was sure: Jeremy was pure poison.

			Colin blinked experimentally and then, once he was sure the contact was firmly in place, raised a brow at me. He was so cute when he tried to be all supercilious. I didn’t say that, of course.

			“You know he rang,” he said drily. “You were on the other extension.”

			“I hung up,” I protested. “As soon as I heard who it was.”

			Okay, maybe there might have been a few seconds of lag time. No one’s halo is quite that shiny.

			“You could have stayed on the line,” Colin said gently. His eyes met mine in the bathroom mirror. “I wouldn’t have minded.”

			I shrugged, poking at a patch of peeling paper on the wall. “I didn’t want to pry.”

			It wasn’t true, of course. I was dying to pry. But now that I knew that I was leaving, I was feeling particularly scrupulous about our respective realms, what was his and what was mine. I might be living in his world, but my stay was only temporary.

			I could feel Colin looking at me, but all he said was, “When it comes to Jeremy, I’d rather have witnesses.”

			Fair enough. I pushed my hair back behind my ears and perched on the edge of the bathtub. “So what did he want?”

			Colin squirted toothpaste onto a blue plastic toothbrush. “He says he called to apologize.”

			“Huh,” I said. The only place I could see Jeremy voluntarily burying the hatchet would be in Colin’s skull. He’d probably keep the scalp, too, and call it installation art. Jeremy is something to do with art sales. That’s his career; his vocation is bedeviling Colin. “What did he really want?”

			Colin’s lips quirked. “You don’t pull your punches.”

			“That’s why you like me,” I said cheerfully.

			Toothbrush suspended in space, Colin looked back over his shoulder at me. “It’s not the only reason.”

			It hurt to look at him looking at me like that. It hurt when I knew that the clock was ticking, marking the moments until I climbed on that plane, back to the other Cambridge, the American one.

			It would have been easier if I could have blamed someone else for it, but the decision to go back had been mine. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. Now . . . Well, there was no changing my mind, was there? The teaching contract for next year was already signed, sealed, and delivered, or the e-mail equivalent thereof. What didn’t break us up would make us stronger. Or something like that.

			I lifted the shampoo bottle in mock toast. “Cheers.”

			Through a mouthful of foam, Colin said, “You also make a decent toasted cheese.”

			I set down the shampoo and scrubbed my hand off on the knee of my jeans. “Only decent? Thanks. Thanks a lot.”

			Colin rinsed and spat. “Superlatively brilliant toasted cheese?”

			“Too little, too late.” I tossed him a hand towel. “Jeremy?”

			“Wants to come over for lunch. To make his amends.”

			I leaned back, bracing my hands against the enamel sides of the bath. “You’d think if he really wanted to make amends, he could at least take us out.”

			“But then,” said Colin, “he wouldn’t have an excuse to come to the house.”

			We exchanged a look in the mirror. We both knew why Jeremy wanted to come to Selwick Hall.

			He was looking for the lost jewels of Berar.

			Berar was in India. Selwick Hall was in Sussex. Slight anomaly there, no? The jewels had disappeared during Wellington’s wars in India, back in the early nineteenth century. It was the usual sort of hoard: ropes of pearls, piles of rubies, emeralds bigger than pigeons’ eggs (having never seen a pigeon’s egg, that descriptor wasn’t quite as useful for me as it could be), and, the pièce de résistance, the one jewel to rule them all, a legendary something or other called the Moon of Berar. I say “something or other” because the contemporary commentators differed as to what exactly made up the Moon. Opals? Sapphires? Diamonds from the mines of Golconda? No one knew for sure. What they did agree on was that the jewel was credited with all manner of mystical powers, ranging from omniscience to invulnerability to minty-fresh breath.

			Okay, maybe not the minty-fresh breath, but everything else and then some.

			But here was the kicker: Somehow, somewhere, the legend had started that the jewels were hidden in Selwick Hall.

			It sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it? A treasure in Indian jewels hidden in an English gentleman’s residence. We’re not even talking a grand estate, just a pleasant, reasonably unpretentious gentleman’s house of the sort that spring up like mushrooms in Jane Austen novels, closer to the Bennet house than to Pemberley. Ridiculous, yes, but Jeremy believed it—believed it enough to rifle through my notes in search of clues. Jeremy believed, and Colin . . . Well, let’s just say he didn’t entirely disbelieve it.

			It had become something of a running joke between us over the past two weeks. Stay too long in the bathroom? “What were you doing in there, looking for the lost jewels of Berar?” Lose an earring? “Perhaps it’s gone to find its friends.” You get the idea.

			We hadn’t, however, actually done anything constructive about looking for them. With the threat of a full teaching load staring me in the face, I’d been knuckling down on my dissertation. I had enough experience of ungrateful undergrads (genus Harvardensius undergradius annoyingus) to know that I would be spending the fall term fully employed fielding e-mails proffering inventive excuses for missed classes and late papers. Colin, meanwhile, was hard at work on the novel he was convinced would make him the next Ian Fleming. In the evenings, once our respective papers had been put away, neither of us was particularly inclined to hunt around the house with flashlights like a pair of attenuated Nancy Drews. With only two months left, we had far better things to do.

			Like quiz night at the local pub. If only either of us knew anything about science, we would have been undefeated. As it was, the vicar trumped us every time.

			One of these days . . .

			Only we didn’t have that many days left. I hated thinking that way. I couldn’t stop thinking that way. I needed an off switch for my internal monologue.

			“It makes no sense,” said Colin for the fiftieth time. “What would a rajah’s ransom in jewels be doing in a house in Sussex?”

			“Things turn up in strange places all the time,” I said. For example, library books, which possess a disconcerting ability to move from place to place, seemingly of their own volition.

			“We’re not talking about a stray pair of socks,” said Colin.

			“That would be great. Can’t you just see it? ‘King’s Ransom in Jewels Found in Sussex Sock Drawer.’” Why not? Colin had an odd habit of sticking odds and ends in his sock drawer, from cuff links to credit card receipts. I’d learned, when in doubt, to check the sock drawer. Occasionally, there was even a pair of socks. “Hey, everything else seems to be in there.”

			Colin didn’t seem to share my amusement.

			I fished out a loofah that had got knocked over into the bath. It still had the Body Shop tag attached and smelled faintly of raspberry body wash. “Seriously, though. How did the rumor get started? There must have been some origin to it all.”

			“No smoke without fire?” Colin rinsed his toothbrush and shook it out in the sink. “I don’t know. I remember my father telling me about it when I was little—not in a serious way, mind you. Just as another family story.”

			“What did he say?” Colin didn’t talk about his father much. I knew that he had been a great deal older than Colin’s mother and that he had been involved in some branch of the secret services, but that was about it. It was after he died that Colin had thrown over his old career in finance and moved back to Selwick Hall.

			Sometimes I wondered what that other, earlier Colin had been like—not that I was going to trade in the one I’d got.

			“These were children’s stories,” Colin emphasized. “Once upon a time and all that.”

			I nodded vehemently to show I understood. “All warranties and disclaimers acknowledged. Go on.”

			Colin stuck his toothbrush in a chipped old mug and leaned back against the sink, resting his elbows against the marble countertop. “It’s complete rubbish,” he said warningly, “but . . .”

			“Yes?” The suspense was killing me. So was the edge of the tub, which was distinctly uncomfortable. I shifted forward a bit.

			Colin held out a hand to help me up. “According to my father, the story was that the jewels were brought by the Carnation from India to Selwick Hall.”

			I felt absurdly disappointed. “But we know that the Carnation wasn’t in India.”

			My research had turned up the true story of the Carnation’s supposed Indian exploits. Yes, a French plot to rouse the country against the British had been routed, but it had been accomplished by a junior political officer named Alex Reid, not by the Carnation herself. The Carnation had been busy in France at the time, watching Bonaparte crown himself emperor.

			“Exactly,” said Colin. “It’s just a story. There was even a bit of doggerel verse—something something Plumeria’s tower.”

			I wrinkled my nose. “That sounds like a Whittlesby poem.”

			Colin waved that aside. “No,” he said slowly, “it wasn’t. It was just the three lines, and it went something like this: Hard by Plumeria’s bower / Underneath the brooding tower / The Moon awaits its hard-won hour.”

			“Tower?” My ears pricked up like a spaniel’s. “As in your tower?”

			Behind the house loomed the original Norman keep, or the remains thereof, built by Fulke de Selwick to keep those pesky Saxons down. Now semiruined, it was the perfect location for a lost treasure—at least, in theory. In practice, it would be like putting up a neon sign that said, “Get Your Treasures Here!” The place was like a beacon for treasure seekers.

			“Is that why you keep it locked?” I asked, tagging along after Colin into the bedroom.

			“No. It really is just because of the farm equipment,” he said apologetically. As I had discovered on an earlier, unauthorized foray, the most exciting thing that the tower appeared to be housing was rusty farm equipment. “But we can take a look around if you like.”

			“You’ve searched it already, haven’t you?” I said accusingly.

			“And my father, and his father before him. Everyone and his mother’s had a go.”

			“All his sisters and his cousins whom he reckons by the dozens,” I murmured. “But Jeremy still thinks it’s here.”

			Colin spread his hands in silent acknowledgment.

			“He’ll go on pestering you until you find it,” I said seriously. “You do realize that.”

			“You can’t find what isn’t there to be found,” said Colin.

			“Hmm.” I wasn’t ready to admit defeat that easily. “Who was Plumeria?”

			Colin’s eyes crinkled. “You know my family tree better than I do.”

			“Only the early-nineteenth-century bits of it.” I sank down on the edge of the bed, which made a faint creaking noise in protest. Okay, fine, I had done a bit of poking around into the more recent bits of Colin’s family tree, purely recreationally, but I didn’t want him to know that. It was like admitting you had Googled someone before a first date. “The name does sound oddly familiar, though. . . .”

			“Yes?” There was no mistaking the eagerness in Colin’s voice.

			Where had I heard that name before? For a moment, I thought I had it, but the wisp of memory drifted away like smoke, nothing to hold on to. Plumeria . . .

			“No. It’s gone.” I looked up at Colin, who had busied himself buckling his watch. “Why not ask your aunt Arabella?”

			He shook his head. “She won’t give us a straight answer. She doesn’t believe such things are meant to be found.”

			“Direct quote?”

			“Pretty much.”

			“Let’s go anyway.” I liked Colin’s great-aunt, not least because she was the one responsible for setting us up. All right, “set up” might be too strong a term, but she had certainly contrived to throw us in each other’s way. “It’ll be a field trip. Fun!”

			Colin came to stand in front of me. “You mean you don’t want to work on your dissertation.”

			“Pretty much.” It wasn’t just summer slump. I’d hit a snag in the material and I didn’t know how to deal with it.

			Thanks to Colin’s truly excellent archives, I could plot the movements of the Pink Carnation with a fair degree of accuracy between 1803 and 1805. I knew who the Pink Carnation was (Miss Jane Wooliston), where she was living (the Hotel de Balcourt, her cousin’s home in Paris), and exactly what she was doing to thwart Napoleon. Between 1803 and 1805, the Pink Carnation lived in Paris with her chaperone, Miss Gwendolyn Meadows. She kept up a regular coded correspondence with her cousin by marriage, Lady Henrietta Dorrington. And then, in the late spring of 1805 . . .

			The paper trail stopped. Cold. No more letters to Lady Henrietta. No more letters to her cousin Amy Selwick. Nothing. Nada.

			There were several options, none of them good.

			The least awful option was the most obvious: The letters hadn’t survived. As my adviser was fond of saying, just because something wasn’t there didn’t mean it hadn’t existed. It was a miracle that any of these documents survived.

			But why meticulously maintain the correspondence up to that point and then burn the rest? It didn’t make sense.

			Option two: The Pink Carnation had changed aliases or contacts. If the French had caught on to her coded correspondence with Lady Henrietta, she might have changed her modus operandi, started writing under a different name to a different contact. Clearly, if she had done so, she had not been thinking about the convenience of future historians. On the other hand, at least it meant she was still alive and kicking.

			Then there was the final and deadliest option: Something had happened to the Pink Carnation.

			It wasn’t impossible. The Carnation was living in constant risk of discovery, her sole protection the French Ministry of Police’s inability to ascribe that kind of cunning to a woman, and a beautiful one at that. All it took was one slip, and it would all be over. The life of a spy wasn’t exactly without danger. The Carnation’s old nemesis, the Black Tulip, had gone up in smoke, quite literally, in the middle of a botched assassination attempt, but a new French spymaster had risen to take the Tulip’s place, a shadowy figure known only as “the Gardener.”

			Talk about nerve. It was one thing to pick a flower alias like everyone else, quite another to proclaim yourself master of the whole garden, with the power to cultivate—and to cull.

			True, legend ascribed years more of deeds to the Pink Carnation, but by 1805, the Carnation’s reputation had been firmly established. It would have made sense for the English government to continue the use of the alias.

			Even in the warmth of the un-air-conditioned room, the thought made me shiver. I’d spent months living in the Pink Carnation’s head. The idea of anything happening to her was anathema to me.

			I know, I know. Even if she’d lived to a ripe old age, she’d be long dead now. In the grand scheme of things, it didn’t matter. But it mattered to me.

			Of all of them, option two was the most likely. It made sense for the Pink Carnation to change up her routine from time to time to keep the Ministry of Police off her tail. Complacency led to discovery. Wasn’t Hotmail constantly reminding me to change my password?

			But. That was always the problem, that word “but.” Miss Jane Wooliston and her chaperone, Miss Gwendolyn Meadows—known to the young men of Paris as something that roughly translated to “the Purple Parasol–Wielding Dragon”—were both fixtures on the Paris social scene until spring of 1805. In April 1805, there was a brief mention in the Paris gossip sheets of Miss Wooliston returning to England for a short trip home to deal with what the paper referred to only as a family matter.

			After that, nothing. I’d paged through the archives of Le Moniteur, Le Monde Parisien, and even that notorious scandal rag Bonjour, Paris!, sheer up through 1807. True, the microfilm was blurry, but I didn’t think I’d missed anything. There were no further references to Miss Jane Wooliston and Miss Gwendolyn Meadows in Paris after April 1805.

			Why had they gone back to England? And what had happened to them there? I was as far from the answer as I was from tracking down the Moon of Berar.

			“Anything I can help with?” asked Colin gently.

			I bit down on my lower lip. I’d been trying not to yank Colin into my work—I didn’t want him to think I was with him just for his archives. Not that he would think that, hopefully, but love is paranoid. Or at least I was paranoid.

			“I don’t think so,” I said slowly. “But I wouldn’t mind a trip to London.”

			“Wednesday?” suggested Colin.

			I’d have preferred to hop on the next train, but that might have fallen under the heading of running away.

			Why had Jane and Miss Gwen left Paris so precipitously? What had driven them back to England? Discovery? Or something else?

			“Wednesday,” I agreed, and went off to look up anything I could find about the elusive Plumeria.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Plumeria redoubled her speed as the footfalls of her pursuer pounded ever closer, reverberating through the close confines of the subterranean passage. Her breath rasped in her throat as she spied a faint gleam of light in the distance. At last! But could she reach it before it was too late?

			—From The Convent of Orsino by A Lady

			(and if you were any kind of gentleman, you would stop trying to inquire into her identity!)

			The spy wore purple.

			Only amateurs wore black. Miss Gwendolyn Meadows knew that the true color of a Paris night wasn’t a flat black, but a deep purple, composed of a hundred shades of shadow. Coal smoke masked the moon, diffusing the light of the lampposts, dirtying clothes and shading faces. Tonight she had left off her gown, her gloves, her elaborately curled plumes. She had even, with some reluctance, left behind her trusty parasol and taken up a cane instead. A sword cane, of course. Paris was a dangerous city, even for those engaged in innocent pursuits.

			Gwen’s pursuits were anything but innocent.

			No one of her acquaintance would recognize her as she was tonight. For tonight’s romp, she had dressed as a dandy in breeches that hugged her legs and an elaborate frock coat of deep purple brocade. The stiffness of the fabric disguised any unseemly curvature of the chest, the tapered silhouette the same as that of any other fop in Paris. Her Hessian boots had been made to her own specifications, supple enough to allow for easy movement, the soles muffled with a thin layer of soft leather.

			Her face was masked by a set of elaborately curling sideburns and matching mustache. Not that any of the young bucks who regularly shied away from her in the drawing rooms of the Tuileries would recognize her face. They were usually too busy sidling past in the hopes of saving their shins. Tall for a woman, she was comfortably average height for a man. Long and lean, her body might have been made for breeches roles. In this getup, she looked no different from any of the other gallants who thronged the cafés on the Rue de Richelieu.

			There was one major difference. None of them were crouched on the corner of a balcony.

			She had followed Bonaparte’s foreign minister from the Théâtre des Arts, marking his limping progress. Talleyrand had gone masked too, but his uneven gait made him easy to follow. They hadn’t far to go. She had tracked him three houses down, to this ramshackle inn. Talleyrand had taken the stairs; Gwen had taken the trellis. Whomever he was meeting, it must be important for Bonaparte’s foreign minister to come himself, and in this much haste.

			A light guttered in the room. “Not so bright!”

			The voice was the barest whisper, yet still recognizably female. Recognizably female and almost recognizable. Gwen knew that voice from somewhere—she was sure of it. She slouched closer, pressing her ear to the side of the shutters. The overhang of the balcony above shrouded her in shadow, the railing shielding her from the gaze of curious passersby below.

			“No one followed me,” said Talleyrand soothingly.

			Ha. That’s what he thought. Gwen nobly forbore to preen. There was no point in gloating until she knew what there was to gloat about. He might be meeting a mistress. But if so, why such subterfuge? Talleyrand’s many affairs were fair game; he made no move to hide them.

			She would give him one thing: The man recognized his bastards. Not every man could say as much.

			“You’re back sooner than I would have thought,” he said. There was an edge of censure in his voice. Gwen heard the shuffle-thump of his passage across the room, the sound of a drink being poured.

			“Not from dereliction of duty.” The female’s voice was stronger now, her French lightly accented with a hint of the south. Italian. Not the coarse Corsican of Bonaparte’s cronies, but pure Tuscan, the accent of Dante and the Medicis. And of the opera.

			Gwen crept closer. Through the shutters, she saw the lady ease back her hood, revealing a rich mass of auburn hair, elaborately arranged. “I have not forgot our bargain.”

			Talleyrand’s voice was dry. “I should be very surprised if you had. Have you secured our prize so swiftly?”

			“His Supreme Majesty was not so easily wooed.”

			The lady turned, giving Gwen a clear view of her profile, a profile that appeared on countless prints and snuffboxes throughout London, the handsome features of the famed Italian soprano Aurelia Fiorila.

			There was just one problem. Fiorila was meant to be in England, recuperating from a nasty bout of something or other.

			Yet here she was, as large as life, meeting with Talleyrand in the back room of a none-too-prosperous inn. “The Sultan was much put off by Brune’s clumsy handling.”

			Brune. The man had recently returned from a stint as envoy to the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire. A sultan with a noted taste for opera. And opera singers.

			It was an open secret that Bonaparte sought to seduce Selim III away from his alliance with Britain. Bonaparte had bullied the Pope into crowning him emperor not four months past, but the Sultan, entwined in old alliances with England and with Russia, balked at recognizing the imperial title. It was a thorn in Bonaparte’s increasingly rotund flesh. His choice of ambassador, however, had only widened the breach. Brune had been sent back with a flea in his ear.

			It shouldn’t have surprised Gwen that Talleyrand had taken matters into his own hands; Talleyrand was a wily old fox. What did surprise her was that Aurelia Fiorila was the means of doing so.

			Gwen heard the snap of a snuffbox lid. “Sending Brune,” said Talleyrand, “was not my decision. I trust you were able to sing the Sultan into sweeter temper?”

			Fiorila’s voice, the voice that had seduced audience after audience at Covent Garden, was ruefully amused. “Even my voice, sir, has not such power as that.” Talleyrand must have made some move, because she added hastily, “I did gain audience with the Sultan. He told me what he will require to meet your desire. He says he will consider no treaties without a token of France’s good intentions.”

			“I should have thought,” said Talleyrand, a courtier to his bones, “that the presence of a beautiful lady would have been token enough.”

			Fiorila’s voice was pensive. “The Sultan has beautiful women enough in his harem, sir. He requires no more.”

			“Not even one with a voice such as yours?”

			Fiorila’s voice sharpened. “I have no desire to sing from a cage. That was never in our bargain.”

			That was rather sweetly naïve of her, thought Gwen. She suspected that the terms of Talleyrand’s bargains shifted with his needs. For all his courtly aspect, the man was as slippery as an eel.

			“Certainly,” said Talleyrand smoothly. “You know I would never ask that of you.”

			Gwen stifled a snort. Talleyrand would ask what he pleased, and they all knew it.

			Talleyrand sniffed delicately at a pinch of snuff, coughing neatly into a lace-edged handkerchief of the very finest lawn. “What does the Sultan desire, if not your own fair form?”

			Fiorila twisted her hands together. Her face was still youthful, but her hands were beginning to show the signs of age. “He had a more specific token in mind.”

			“Which was?” Beneath the charm, Talleyrand was all business.

			The singer looked him in the eye. “The Moon of Berar.”

			For once, Talleyrand, Talleyrand the unflappable, was genuinely unsettled. “Good God,” he said. “Would the Sultan rather have feathers from the tail of the phoenix, or a ruby made of the final drop of dragon’s blood? They would be as easily obtained. The Moon is a myth.”

			“I sang of it in an opera once,” said Fiorila. “Not a very good opera, but the story did catch the imagination. A jewel that makes the wearer impervious to harm, bright enough to blind the most determined assassin, a shield for the body and a mirror for the soul.”

			“Stuff and legends,” said Talleyrand. “Not that one might not try to manufacture one . . .”

			“But the effects would hardly be what the recipient would expect,” said Fiorila practically. She began to turn up the fabric of her hood. “I have brought you what you required. My part is done. If you would . . .”

			Talleyrand moved to block her egress, surprisingly quickly. But then, he had been limping his way in and out of bedchambers for years, thought Gwen cynically.

			His voice was gently sorrowing. “Is this the way you requite my generosity, my dear? Feeding me fairy stories? If you think so little of our arrangement—”

			“No!” There was no mistaking the alarm in Fiorila’s voice. “I swear, I have relayed it to you as he did to me. The Sultan believes it to be real. He claims it was in the royal treasury of Berar.”

			“The Rajah of Berar kept a legendary treasure with the ordinary run of pearls and rubies.” Bonaparte’s foreign minister was politely skeptical.

			“According to the Sultan, there was nothing ordinary about any of the treasure of Berar.” Fiorila held out both hands in supplication. “If you bring him the Moon of Berar, he will break with England. But only for that.”

			“And how are we to set our hands on it?” There was no mistaking the implication of that “we.” Whatever hold he had on the singer, he wasn’t prepared to relinquish it.

			Fiorila’s voice was quiet. “He claims you have it already. He says it fell into the hands of one of your agents at the sack of Berar.”

			“One of mine . . .” The tone of Talleyrand’s voice changed.

			He knew who it was. Gwen would be willing to wager her favorite parasol on it. She leaned forward to hear better, but she misjudged. The shutters, inexpertly attached at best, rattled against the frame.

			“What was that?” demanded Talleyrand.

			Gwen didn’t wait for him to find out.

			She swung lightly off the edge of the balcony, landing with knee-jarring force in the alleyway below. Something squished under her feet, almost sending her skidding, but she had landed squarely; she had the sense to catch her balance before feinting sideways, around the back of the building.

			Talleyrand must have set guards to watch the inn. She could hear their heavy feet, their loud voices. So clumsy! She ducked neatly into a cul-de-sac, pressed against the slimed stones of the wall, waiting as the sound of pursuit pounded past. Her blood raced in her veins, filling her with a high, pure exhilaration. She never felt more alive than when evading pursuit. The dash of danger only made it more interesting.

			Botheration. One of them, more cunning than his fellows, was waiting at the entrance to the alley. Moving with painstaking care, Gwen scooped up a loose piece of cobble from the ground. A bit slimy, but it would serve. Choosing her course carefully, she lobbed it to the far left, out of the mouth of the alley. It made a very satisfying clattering sound, well away from her hiding place. As the guard turned to look, she made her move, smashing him hard in the back of his legs with her cane. Leaping over his fallen form, she ran like a rabbit, her heart singing in her breast, the wind whistling in her ears, every sense on fire.

			She waited until she was across the bridge before she stopped, just another disheveled dandy among the taverns of St. Michel. She had done it. She had shaken her pursuers. And even if they had seen her, what of it? No one would associate the bravo crouching by the window with the Dragon of the Drawing Room, Miss Gwendolyn Meadows, prim of the prim, scourge of importunate swains.

			Merciful heavens, she loved her work.

			Absurd to think that just two years ago—had it been only two years?—she had been entombed in the English countryside, a reluctant pensioner in her brother’s household, “Aunt Gwen” to her brother’s whining brats, “Oh, Gwendolyn . . .” to her brother’s featherbrain of a wife. Twenty years she had wasted there, growing a little more seamed and a little more sour every day, dependent on the goodwill of her relations for every bite that crossed her lips. In return, she was meant to sit docilely and wind wool, to manage the household for her dolt of a sister-in-law, to pretend gratitude—gratitude!—for the condescension shown her in offering her a home in her own home. The fall from mistress to dependent had been bad enough; the servings of humble pie she had been expected to eat with it were too much.

			But what else had there been for her to do? She had no dowry, not anymore. She had no funds of her own. She had been considered handsome once, and not entirely for the size of her vanished dowry. There were some men who appreciated a long, lean form, who preferred black hair to fair, and gray eyes to blue. Her tongue was accounted too sharp by some, but there were men, or at least so she had been told, who prized wit as well as wealth. She might escape through marriage—but to whom? Escape on those terms was no more than another cage. At least under her brother’s roof she preserved the privacy of her own bedchamber, with lock and key when necessary.

			Gritting her teeth, she had resigned herself to another twenty years of the same, of watching her idiot nephews marry and procreate, producing offspring as imbecilic as themselves.

			It filled her with a savage delight to have escaped that net. When her chance had come, she had seized it with both hands. She had never imagined that her impulsive offer to chaperone a neighbor’s daughter and niece to Paris would provide more than a few months’ reprieve, that it would lead her to emperors and sultans and intrigue beyond imagining. She had gone from counting sheep—her brother was constantly losing track of his herds—to meddling in the affairs of nations.

			The League of the Pink Carnation had begun out of pique, an attempt to better the arrogant Englishman who had styled himself the Purple Gentian. But that first mission had led to another, and another after that. In the end, it was the League of the Pink Carnation who had rescued the Purple Gentian from various fates worse than death in the extra-special interrogation chamber of Gaston Delaroche. The Purple Gentian had gone home. The Pink Carnation had stayed on, making Bonaparte fume and his henchmen squirm.

			Officially, Gwen’s charge, Jane, was the Pink Carnation. Officially. As far as Gwen was concerned, the whole was a composite performance: Jane’s cunning, Gwen’s daring. They balanced each other, Gwen’s inventiveness supplementing Jane’s cool common sense. It was a pairing that worked ideally.

			At least, it had been working ideally.

			Over the past few months, Gwen had marked a change in her charge. Ever since Bonaparte’s coronation, the Pink Carnation had embarked upon a policy of “watch and see,” compiling dossiers of information through slow and painstaking effort rather than acts of derring-do. She didn’t seem to be deriving the same relish from their activities that she once had. Admittedly, the game had become more dangerous. Fouché, Bonaparte’s minister of police, had consolidated his hold, wiping out many of the networks of couriers on which they relied. They had also lost their long-term War Office contact, Augustus Whittlesby.

			If Jane were another sort of woman, Gwen might have wondered if Whittlesby’s departure had something to do with her malaise. The poet had made no secret of his admiration for Jane. She had sworn her heart wasn’t touched, but— Jane was twenty-three now, an age when other women would be thinking of home and hearth.

			Other women, Gwen reassured herself, tamping down a frisson of alarm. Not the Pink Carnation. They had work to do still; Jane knew that. She wasn’t the sort to abandon her post for so unremarkable a creature as a man. Heaven only knew, she’d seen enough prime specimens over the years. A waste of good linen, most of them.

			No. It was the lack of a challenge that had been plaguing the Pink Carnation; that was all. Gwen rubbed her gloved hands together. She’d tell Jane about this evening’s gleaning. That should catch the Pink Carnation’s fancy.

			What person was proof to the allure of a missing mythical jewel?

			Gwen let herself in through the servants’ entrance of the Hotel de Balcourt, the home of Jane’s cousin Edouard, a prime example of the failings of the male sex. Balcourt housed them reluctantly, turning a blind eye to their activities, less out of cousinly feeling than out of fear that if he were to turn them in, they would share with the authorities certain rather interesting documents in Jane’s possession regarding Edouard’s cross-Channel trade in muslin and brandy. It was an arrangement that suited them all quite well. They ignored the barrels of brandy in the cellar and Edouard ignored their odd comings and goings.

			In her room, Gwen pressed the button that opened the secret back of her armoire. Here, hidden behind the respectable ranks of day dresses and evening gowns, she kept her real wardrobe: the breeches, the waistcoats, the serving maids’ dresses, the floppy hat of a coastal fisherman, a wide array of wigs, and a small arsenal of firearms. She folded her purple frock coat back among its fellows, right above a footman’s livery and the uniform of a minor officer in the imperial guard. With the ease of long practice, she sponged off her false whiskers, setting them aside to dry.

			There was a light knock on the door. Gwen rapidly shut the secret panel, although there was reasonably only one person who would be knocking on her bedchamber door at this time of night.

			“Yes?” she called.

			The Pink Carnation slipped neatly into the room, shutting the door behind her.

			“Miss Gwen?” Through all they had experienced together, Jane still employed the conventional honorific. Old habits died hard. Partners they might be, but Gwen was still Jane’s chaperone.

			“I’m glad you’re still awake,” said Gwen briskly, shaking her hair free of the tight queue in which she had bound it. “I have news.”

			“So have I,” said Jane. She was in her nightdress, her long light brown hair streaming down her back, like Ophelia about to hand out weeds. Her face was pale and worried in the uncertain light of the candles. “Agnes has gone missing.”

			Agnes? Gwen’s head was stuffed with sultans and emperors; it took an effort to bring it back to the quiet of the English countryside. Frowning, she managed to dredge up the image of a quiet girl with a long face and light brown hair, a pale copy of Jane. Agnes was the youngest of the Wooliston sisters and, in Miss Gwen’s opinion, too docile to be memorable.

			Jane held up a piece of paper, ill written and marred by blots. “I’ve had a letter from my father.” That in itself was news enough. Bertrand Wooliston could write? Who knew? “Agnes has disappeared from Miss Climpson’s seminary.”

			“Are you sure they haven’t just misplaced her? She’s not very noticeable.” Allowed to join the adults, Agnes had blended into the background at the Christmas festivities at Uppington Hall that past year, noticeable only for taking up an extra seat at the table.

			Jane shook her head. “She’s been missing for well over a week now. They notified my parents first. They haven’t been able to find her.”

			Gwen doubted they had looked very far. Bertrand Wooliston had eyes only for his ewes, and his wife was decidedly myopic.

			She put a comforting hand on Jane’s shoulder. “She’s probably just run off with some scrounging half-pay officer,” she said reassuringly.

			Jane gave a choked laugh. “I wish I could believe that were all it might be.”

			“Why shouldn’t it be?” Gwen picked up Betrand Wooliston’s note from the table. The seal had been lost somewhere along the way. Not surprising. The postal routes between England and France were dodgy at best. Technically, commerce and correspondence between England and France were still strictly forbidden. In practice, a thriving postal service went on across the Channel, often with a side of muslin and brandy. “All young girls are flighty.”

			Jane looked at her askance. “Were you?”

			“Flighty” wasn’t the word she would have used. Headstrong, yes. Defiant and proud and infinitely foolish.

			There were times when Jane reminded her uncannily of herself at a similar age. Oh, not in comportment. She had never had Jane’s Olympian calm; she had always preferred to express herself directly. But Jane’s self-containment was its own form of stubbornness. In that, they were alike.

			“Your sister is probably halfway to Gretna Green by now,” said Gwen heartily. “Let’s just hope she picked a handsome one.”

			Jane shook her head. With her hair down, she looked very young and very vulnerable, hardly the mistress of the spy operation that had terrorized Bonaparte for the past two years. “She’s not alone. Another girl has gone missing too.”

			“Even better,” said Gwen. “They’ve run off together. They’ve probably gone to London to see Kemble perform, or some such fool thing.”

			Jane laced her fingers together. Aristocratic, Gwen’s father would have called her hands, with his merchant’s instinct for divining the details of his betters. “If that were the case,” she said quietly, “they would have been back by now.”

			Gwen looked at the controlled face of her charge. “Are you suggesting foul play?”

			“You think I’m overwrought.”

			Gwen gave a harsh bark of laughter. “You don’t know what overwrought is.” Her sister-in-law did a fine line in overwrought. A delay in dinner could bring out a performance worthy of Mrs. Siddons. “But foul play? It hardly seems likely. The girl is sixteen—”

			“Seventeen,” corrected Jane.

			“A distinction without a difference. She’s practically a babe in arms. How many enemies can she have?”

			“She might not,” said Jane. “But I have.”

			The words polluted the air between them, stinking like the Seine. Gwen looked at Jane’s pale, anxious face. She wanted to argue her into comfort, to smash her theory into harmless little bits. But she couldn’t.

			“It’s unlikely,” she offered instead, knowing just how weak it sounded.

			Jane’s face was set in a way none of her suitors would have recognized. “But not impossible,” she said.

			No, not impossible. No matter how careful they were, leaks occurred. Too many people knew Jane’s double identity: former agents, former contacts, her loathsome toad of a cousin. And those were only the ones they knew about. Various French agents had sworn to unmask the Pink Carnation or die trying.

			The Black Tulip actually had died in the attempt—or so they had been led to believe. The Tulip had an inconvenient habit of resurrection. If the Tulip, or someone like him, had Agnes . . . Not that she believed that Agnes had been kidnapped. The very idea was ridiculous.

			But it wasn’t impossible.

			Jane read her conclusion in her face. “You see? We have to find her.”

			Gwen rubbed at her cheek where her false whiskers had irritated her skin. “Not so fast, young lady. Have you considered you might be walking into a trap? If someone has discovered your identity—not that I’m saying that they have—but if they have . . .” The Black Tulip hadn’t been known for mercy.

			“How could I leave Agnes to suffer on my behalf?” Jane’s indignation made Gwen feel small, small and selfish. “If I put her into danger, it’s my duty to get her out again.”

			Gwen’s eyes met Jane’s. “Have you considered that if you leave, you might not be able to come back?”

			Travel across the Channel was still technically forbidden. If it were known that they traveled back and forth to England, it would arouse suspicion. For brief and necessary clandestine visits, Jane usually pretended an illness, “taking to her bed” at the Hotel de Balcourt, with Gwen at her side to nurse her. It only added to her mystique of fragile delicacy. In public, they went disguised, under other personae: the forbidding Ernestine Grimwold and her dithery niece Miss Gilly Fairly, or the widowed Mrs. Fustian and her daughter. They were themselves only within the safety of the family circle, and that sparingly.

			“Miss Fustian,” suggested Jane with unaccustomed hesitation, “might seek employment in Miss Climpson’s school.”

			Gwen shook her head. “No. You look too much like Agnes. The students will suss it out in ten minutes, maybe less. Unless . . .”

			She had an idea, an idea insane enough that it just might work. Part of her, the craven, selfish part, wanted to shake it away, to pretend helplessness. After all, wouldn’t it make more sense to stay in Paris and delegate the task to one of their agents in England? The former Purple Gentian would leap at the assignment. If he were out of commission, there were half a dozen others who would take on the task with a great deal of enthusiasm and varying levels of skill.

			And Jane would never forgive herself.

			Reluctantly, Gwen said, “There might be a way.”

			Jane regarded her warily. “Does this have to do with wearing your false whiskers?”

			“No,” said Gwen. “We disguise ourselves by having no disguises at all. We go as ourselves.”

			Jane gave her a frustrated look. “I know you don’t approve of the venture, but there’s no need to speak nonsense.”

			“It’s not nonsense. It’s our best chance,” said Gwen rapidly. “We evade suspicion by being entirely aboveboard. What is there to hide, after all?”

			Jane cocked an eyebrow. It was an effective trick, one the chit had picked up from her early mentor, the Purple Gentian. Gwen had practiced it herself, but it required one attribute she had never mastered: the gift of sustained silence.

			“No, not like that.” Gwen waved Jane’s silent protest aside. “You apply to the Emperor for permission to travel. You tell him your sister has eloped and your family needs you. He, of all people, should understand the concerns of wayward sisters. Look at his! A scandal, all of them.”

			Jane sat down on the edge of Gwen’s bed, a slender figure in a white nightdress. “You might be right,” she said slowly.

			Gwen harrumphed. “Of course I’m right. Aren’t I always?”

			What was she doing? The last thing in the world that she wanted was to go back to England. Here in Paris, she had presence, she had standing, she had fear, if not respect. Back in England, she was just Miss Meadows, spinster. The very idea made her stomach cramp.

			She looked down at Jane’s bowed head, the color of old whiskey in the candlelight, and felt something like pity twist in her gut, pity and a bit of envy. Her family had never given her cause to love them as Jane loved hers. They had abandoned her when she had most needed them and ground salt in her wounds when she was most vulnerable.

			All for the best, of course. It had toughened her up, made her what she was. But there was no need for Jane to be toughened so. The girl had enough on her head already.

			No need to repine, Gwen promised herself. It needn’t take more than a week or so. They would find Agnes, give her a good ticking off, and come right back to their life in France.

			“Get your things together,” Gwen said regally. “We’re going to England.”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The building sat on a low rise, shaded by a stand of trees. In spring, it might have been a happy place, but not now. A bolt of lightning forked through the sky as Sir Magnifico clattered into the courtyard, his senses rent with misgiving. Where were the joyful carols of the cloistered ladies? The voices of the virgins were hushed and anxious, as muted as the rain that dripped down the cold, gray stone.

			Was it an ancient curse that lay over the building? Or some more recent evil?

			—From The Convent of Orsino by A Lady

			England wasn’t at all what Colonel William Reid had expected it to be.

			Back in the mess in Madras, his fellow officers were always nattering on about the lush green of the fields, the cerulean blue of the sky, the delicate touch of a spring breeze, as soft and sweet as a lover’s kiss. They hadn’t mentioned the driving rain that got beneath a man’s collar, or the mud of the roads that sucked at cart wheels and caked the bottom of a man’s boots. If the wind was the touch of a lover, this was less a kiss and more a hearty slap across the face.

			Shivering in his newly purchased, many-caped coat, William felt like a piece of wet washing, damp down to the skin, and then some besides. Winter, yes. He’d expected winter to be cold. But this was spring, for the love of all that was holy. Birds should be on the wing and buds on the thorn, or wherever it was that buds went.

			So much for April in England, of which the poets sang so sweetly and so falsely. William would have traded it in a moment for May in Madras. Faith, he’d even take July in Jaipur, sweating in his regimentals in the blazing sun, hotter than hell and ready to wilt.

			Not that he had that choice. It was England for him now, will he nill he, a classic case of blithely making one’s bed, only to discover, when the time came to lie on it, that it was full of lumps. He was good at that.

			And didn’t I warn you? He could hear his mother’s outraged Highland brogue in his head, exaggerated by time and distance.

			His mother would be turning in her tartan grave if she knew that he’d chosen to take up residence in England in his old age. They’d been committed adherents to the King over the Water, his parents; fled from Inverness in ’45 in the wake of the disaster at Culloden. Committed from a distance, that was. In the safety of the Carolinas, their commitment had extended mostly to derisory epithets about the English and toasting the Pretender’s health, such as it was. They’d had some lovely glasses made up, crystal, with thistles, and some Jacobite motto or other scrolled about the bowl. Latin, it was, but what the words had been, he couldn’t say.

			Memory blurred. Or perhaps it was the drizzle driving into his eyes, that maddening, peculiarly English form of precipitation, not quite mist, not quite rain, but something in between, all but impossible to keep off. Give him a proper thunderstorm any day, like the sort they’d had in his youth in the Carolinas, winds howling, thunder crashing, not like this, insidious, invidious, and damnably damp. 

			For choice, he would have stayed in India. He’d had nearly forty good years there, posted all around the country, from Calcutta to Bombay. He’d served in the East India Company’s army. Not as lucrative, perhaps, as the royal army, apt to be sneered at by snobs, but he couldn’t see himself taking the King’s shilling, not then, not now. Old prejudices died hard. It had been a polyglot group with whom he’d fought in the Madras cavalry, most of them wanderers like himself, all out to make their fortune in the fabled land of jewels and spices.

			He missed India, missed it with a visceral longing he’d never felt for Charleston. He had come of age in India; he had learned his trade there, made his friends, fallen in love. It was in India he’d married and buried his Maria; in India he’d raised his children, three boys and two girls, only two of them what you might call legitimate. What did it matter? Legitimate, illegitimate, British, half-caste, what have you, they were all his children and he loved them all alike: conscientious Alex, prickly Jack, sunny-natured George, stubborn Kat, and his youngest, his sweet Lizzy. If the circumstances of his family life were sometimes a little . . . irregular, well, it was India, and such things were common there.

			Common, yes, but not always easy. He’d learned that the hard way. Of his three sons, two were barred employment in the very regiment to which he’d given so many years’ service, simply by virtue of having a native woman for a mother. William had got George settled, finding him a place in the retinue of a local ruler, the Begum Sumroo. As for Jack . . . It didn’t matter that Jack’s mother had been a lady of quality in her own land; he’d been barred all the same, barred as though his mother were the lowest bazaar strumpet.

			The boy had taken it hard. Jack had ridden away, offering his sword to whomever would employ him against the men who had denied him his place. They hadn’t spoken since. Jack’s absence was a wound in William’s heart that wouldn’t heal.

			The worst of it, though, had been sending his daughters away. It had been nearly a decade ago now, Kat seventeen, Lizzy an imp of seven, all curls and dimples. For their education, he’d bluffed, but the truth was it wasn’t safe for them, not for Lizzy, who was a half-caste, child of a native mother. There were some young bucks who thought a half-caste girl fair game. He’d seen it happen, to his horror, to the daughter of a friend, raped and tossed aside. She’d died of the pox—and the shame, some said. Her father had aged ten years in as many months. And William had packed his girls onto a ship bound for England, bundling them off in the face of all their protests.

			Just a few years, he’d told his girls as he handed them onto the launch in Calcutta harbor, Kat glowering, Lizzy clinging to his neck. Then he would come to England and join them and what grand times they would have then! But then had come Tippoo Sultan’s rising in the south and unrest in the north and what with one thing and another a few years had stretched to another and another, until here he was, ten years later, standing on the stoop of a young ladies’ seminary in Bath, a bouquet of wilted flowers in one hand, prepared to surprise a daughter he wasn’t sure he would recognize. When he’d last seen her, she’d had two missing teeth and a scrape on her left knee. He could picture that scab as he could picture his own hand, every moment of their parting branded on his memory.

			Would she be happy to see him, his Lizzy? He hoped so
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// “Willig’s series gets better with each addition.”—Booklist
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