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  Dedication


For Sidekick Sophie

I could write something profound, 

about how much teachers learn from their students,

and how one of the greatest joys of my career has been watching you evolve from being my mentee to my colleague.

But that might sound a bit sappy and corny.

So instead, I'll say,

I've got a bottle of prosecco in the fridge. Come round on the weekend. I'll bung on a roast, and we'll cheers the new book.

PS bring a salad.








  
  Who lives on Honeysuckle street?


February 1876 
Number 1 
Phineas Babbage, Bank Clerk
Number 2 
Odette Delaney, Soprano
Number 3 
Lawrence and Wilhelmina Hempel, Hotel Magnates
and their children:
Rosanna
Johannes
Elliot
Beatrice
Garnett (deceased)
Amadeus
Nova
Ottile
Thaddeus
Number 4
Albert Abberton, retired
Lord Hamish Dalton, heir to Earl Caplin
Lady Iris Dalton, Director of Spencer and Co Travel
Number 5
Mrs Crofts, President of the Society for the Promotion of Civic Morality and the Adherence to Proper Values
Number 6
Vacant block mostly inhabited by Spencer, King of Honeysuckle Street
Number 7
Petunia Hartright, choir leader
Elise Hartright, assistant to Lady Iris Dalton
Number 8
Dalton family town residence, currently being renovated for Spencer and Co Travel
Number 9
Benton Hunter, Diplomat, currently abroad
Number 10
His Grace Arley West, Duke Osborne






  
  Chapter One


8 March 1876 
Meetings at Lords were never like this.
Fundraiser committees weren’t like this.
The Ilex Rowing Club Annual General Meeting wasn’t like this.
Arley didn’t think there were any meetings in all of London quite like those held for Spencer and Co Travel.
‘Phineas and Lawrence. If we could please focus on the agenda.’ Lady Iris Dalton tapped at the list on the table before her. Her voice held her crisp, no-nonsense timbre, but Arley could feel her stamina waning. Or maybe that was just himself.
Further down the table, Phineas Babbage leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, a slightly smug grin tugging at one corner of his mouth. Lawrence Hempel, sitting opposite, had half stood and leaned in as if about to give Phineas a well-deserved wallop.
‘He started it,’ Lawrence snapped, sounding as petulant as one of his many children.
Arley tried to shoot Phineas a look to say, must you, but Phineas determinedly avoided his glare.
‘You have five minutes. I have rehearsal,’ Odette Delaney, soprano, announced. Arley shot a look at the clock. The meeting was meant to have finished over half an hour ago.
He gritted his teeth, then forced his jaw to relax. Last summer, he’d become an investor in the travel company formed by Iris. She’d worked secretly with her adoptive father, Albert, at his trading company for years, even taking over when he became ill and his memory began to fade. But when her father’s decline had become known, the board of Abberton and Co had unceremoniously removed them both from the company. For Iris, her work was like air, and in a show of neighbourly comradery, the street had bound together to invest in Spencer and Co, her idea for a travel company providing bespoke and boutique tours for the middle classes. At the time, he had rather liked the idea, and Iris was more than competent enough to see it through. But he hadn’t envisaged regular meetings, and he hadn’t expected them to be so chaotic. Having to undertake the actual work, the affability of that afternoon had faded as quickly as the plate of biscuits that had been set before Iris’s husband Hamish.
‘Iris!’
Iris shuffled her papers and cleared her throat. ‘As I was saying, the current list of itineraries covers short samplers to appeal to couples, but we’d like to offer—’
‘Iris!’ Closer now, the voice of Albert Abberton bounced down the hall. Iris looked down, blinking fast.
‘Hamish, would you take over?’ She pushed back her chair and darted from the room. Hamish had been staring out the window. He shook himself to alertness and shuffled the papers in front of him.
‘As Iris was saying…’ His eyes skated the page. ‘Errrr…’
Arley internalised a frustrated breath. Hamish was many admirable things, but astute businessperson was not one of them. That moniker belonged to his wife, who had also taken the remaining shreds of calm with her when she left.
‘The park is looking fresh already.’ Phineas half turned to Odette. ‘Don’t you agree, Miss Delaney?’
‘No one is interested in your view of the park,’ Lawrence snapped.
‘I wasn’t speaking to you,’ Phineas drawled.
Young Elise Hartright, Iris’s assistant, tapped her fingers together. ‘We really must continue with the agenda.’
Lawrence’s daughter Rosanna toyed with a bracelet on her wrist.
‘Two minutes,’ Odette said, half standing. ‘Covent Garden does not wait.’
Chatter, barbs and excuses. All of them swirled around the room, each one echoing louder than the one before. The grey tom with the white tipped tail leapt onto the table and skidded across the polished wood. The teapot rattled, milk spilled and splashed onto the floor. Sugar cubes scattered, and everyone gathered up their papers to stop them from becoming soaked. The cat lapped at the milk.
There was only one thing for it. Arley inhaled, broadened his shoulders, and found the necessary tone, the one he had started working on when he turned 6 and had mastered by the time he was twelve. His duke tone.
‘Can we please focus on the task at hand?’ His voice cut the raucousness, and the settling silence formed into a bubble that surrounded him, always, in everything he did.
Never raise your voice, but don’t be meek. Never lower your gaze, but eschew condescension. Fill the space. Don’t impose. Always, always remember who you are.
Dukes led, they commanded, they directed. Even here, around the table where Iris had insisted all votes and opinions were of equal weight, being a duke inspired a special type of respect.
Odette pushed back her chair with a look at the clock. Arley frowned. She settled. No one was going anywhere until this was done.
‘Elise, the last item please?’ he said.
‘It’s an idea for a tour,’ Elise stammered. ‘We’re calling it a mini-grand tour.’
Phineas snuffled a laugh. ‘Do you hear the contradiction?’
‘It’s an excellent idea,’ Lawrence said.
‘You haven’t even heard what it is,’ Phineas snapped.
‘If you think it rubbish, it’s likely excellent.’
‘I never said—’
‘Gentleman!’ Iris, eyes weary, shoulders sagging, leaned against the door frame. Hamish pushed himself from the table and drew her against his side for just a little longer than was appropriate, before helping her settle into her seat at the head of the table. ‘It’s intended as a microcosm of the tour,’ Iris said, her words drawn. ‘A week in Paris, for the family who wishes to give a son or daughter a taste of the culture of the continent but cannot stretch to multiple locations or years of gallivanting around. A concert or two, rather than a year in Austria. A few famous paintings, rather than every masterpiece. Enough French to get by, over fluency. A taste of music, art, language, food… and whatever else you gents get up to when you go abroad to culture yourselves.’
It seemed unfair that she narrowed her gaze on him. Like everything he did, his tour had been very measured. How could it not have been, when he’d been accompanied by a minder and his itinerary had been packed with meetings with city officials?
‘I was hoping someone would travel to Paris and put together a list of places. When I was there last year, parts of the city were still rubble as buildings were destroyed during the war and the Siege. Construction was only just getting underway. But every newspaper report I read speaks of a city reborn. There are likely new sights. I want to know what they are so that we can stay ahead of our competitors.’
Phineas looked at Arley. Odette looked at him, too.
‘Perhaps someone with experience in what a grand tour is would be an excellent candidate. Then they could make comparisons to inform the advertising and even be a spokesperson for it. They could reassure potential clients that it’s a sensible investment in their child’s education,’ Iris continued.
Lawrence. Elise. Rosanna. Even the blasted cat, sat on the window ledge, seemed to shift his attention from the milk jug to Arley.
‘There is no time to co-ordinate such a trip,’ Arley said.
‘I’ve already planned it!’ Elise leapt from her seat and pushed a folder before him. ‘If you leave the day after tomorrow, you can get the train to Dover, then a steamer. You’ll connect at Calais…’
Arley looked at the ceiling as Elise ran through the itinerary. ‘The House returns in a little over a month. I need to prepare. I really cannot—’
‘Please, your grace,’ Iris said, her eyes damp with tears. ‘Phineas cannot obtain leave from the bank, and Lawrence and Rosanna will not leave Wilhelmina so close to her confinement.’
‘What about—’
‘Odette has rehearsals.’
‘And—’
‘Elise is far too young, and she keeps so much together. And before you suggest it,’ Iris continued, ‘I cannot go. Papa remembers less each day.’ All her assertion faded, and instead, was replaced with quiet grief. ‘He barely recognises Mr Rogers, and even sometimes forgets Gena, who has been with us the longest. I’m the only one who can keep him calm. If I go, and he forgets me, he’ll have no one. I would send Hamish, but I need him. I feel selfish, but I would crumble if he left. If I could split myself into multiple pieces, I would, but I am just one woman. Would you take this on? I know Spencer and Co is one of many interests you have, but it means so much to us.’
‘One problem. Paris is a little different when you’re a duke.’ He tried to keep his voice soft. He’d always liked Abberton. His deterioration was hard to witness, but harder still was its weight on Iris.
‘You could go incognito,’ Phineas drawled. ‘At least try not telling people you’re a duke all the time. Then you could experience the city like our clients might.’
Arley felt a sudden affinity with Lawrence, in that he could easily have leaned across the table and thumped Phineas. He didn’t tell people he was a duke all the time. He didn’t have to. They simply knew.
This is what happened from stepping out of his circle. From having associates.
‘I’ll give you one week,’ he said as he closed the folder.
‘I’ve booked two—’
‘One!’
‘Very well,’ Elise said as she took back the papers. ‘I’ll change all your tickets. How exciting. One day, I’d love to go to Paris!’
Arley stood, buttoning his coat. ‘It’s highly overrated.’ 

      [image: ]Two days later, Arley stood in the foyer of his home at Number 10 Honeysuckle Street, waiting for his trunk to be loaded onto the carriage. He flipped through the stack of envelopes and cards piled on the sideboard. Cecil, his butler, had already dispensed with the silver tray that held his correspondence over the winter, and had replaced it with a low wooden box to better contain the pile and stop it from spilling onto the floor. Lady Harrington, Earl Brimford, Sir Stuart, Mr Fenway, the businessman… Men and women he barely knew. Who knew nothing of him, except for his first name… duke.
Arley extracted two letters—one from his estate manager and stepfather Tillman, the other, likely a request for funds from his bastard half-brother Winton—and tucked them into his pocket. He scooped up the rest of the stack as best he could and handed them to Cecil.
‘Burn these,’ he said.
Cecil wrung his hands. ‘Your mother will be upset if you don’t at least open them.’
‘Then don’t tell her.’
Cecil produced the same shocked expression he always did when Arley suggested he withhold information from Arley’s mother. ‘Your grace, I could never lie. Especially not to the duchess…’ His hand wringing increased. With a huff, Arley tossed the stack of envelopes back into the box.
Of all the staff he could have brought with him from the estate to London, for reasons he could no longer remember, Arley had brought Cecil. Cecil served with devotion. He could not fault him that. It had even been from Cecil that he had learnt of his father’s death. Arley, then five, had been in the nursery with the governess. In what he assumed was a melding of grief and duty, Cecil had announced, his voice heavy with emotion, ‘Your grace, your mother requests you see her in her rooms.’
Arley shook his head to loosen the memory. Outside, the horses snickered. He was due at the station in a little over an hour. One of the staff opened the door and began hauling his trunk onto the boards.
He leafed through the letters again. ‘Has Miss Hartright sent over the amended travel documents?’
‘Not yet, your grace. I will go over there immediately.’ Cecil made for the front door, but as he reached for the long brass handle, he half bent, rubbed at his lower back with an embarrassed smile, then continued forward at a hobble. ‘Perhaps I shall send young Timothy?’
Arley checked his pocket watch. He kept a light staff—after all, it was only himself in the house—and if Timothy went, his case would still need to be loaded onto the carriage, and he’d be later than he already was. Trains waited for no man, not even dukes. ‘I’ll go. Tell him to bring the carriage round to Number 7. I’ll leave from there.’
Cecil bowed as Arley left. ‘Bon voyage, your grace. Is that what the French say?’
A weak February sun strained against the grey clouds, and as Arley crossed the street, a cool gust bit his ankles. Despite his obstinance of a few days ago, a thrill dared to vibrate through him. What would Paris be like, as a mister?
The wall of five stucco clad townhouses shone bright against the overcast sky. The row had been constructed six or seven years before, and each house was built to an identical plan. Five stories high, the facade of the long row alternated between bay window and doorway, with a low fence delineating each connected residence. Elise lived with her Aunt Petunia in Number 7 and had done so since her older sister’s scandal. Their bright pink front door gleamed like peach glace. They were forever changing its colour and altering the décor inside. Every decorator in London must have done work for them at some stage.
Arley ascended the short set of stairs and rapped the knocker.
‘Pardon me, your grace, but I fear you have the wrong door.’
Arley sucked in a breath and looked across, past the window and to the landing of the neighbouring house. ‘Good morning, Mrs Crofts. How are you today?’
‘Much improved for having you attend one of our meetings. My ladies will be ever so thrilled to meet with you. They would love the opportunity to discuss matters of morality with our society’s patron.’
He couldn’t even blame alcohol, for it had been eleven in the morning, on his first day after relocating to London. Mrs Crofts had accosted him on his walk, introduced herself as the moral beacon of the street and asked him to be patron of her society. In a moment of confusion, 21-year-old Arley had stammered his agreement, and although he had never attended a meeting of the Society for the Promotion of Civic Morality and the Adherence to Proper Values, his name was still blazoned beneath their crest on the header of the newsletter she hand delivered each month.
Arley rapped on the door again. ‘I am at the correct door, Mrs Crofts. Following up a matter with your neighbour.’
If he didn’t know her to be such a nosey old biddy, he would have felt ashamed of himself for her visible disappointment. But as she had spread a rumour last summer that he would soon be engaged to her niece, despite having never met the woman, he instead felt a perverse burst of glee.
‘Can we expect you at a meeting at Number 5 sometime soon?’ she called.
At his feet, Spencer the cat sniffed his cuffs, and before Arley could shoo him away, he arched and smooched against his leg with one smooth movement, leaving a trail of grey fur in his wake. The door opened. Melody spilled out as the cat shot inside.
‘Bloody feline.’ He slapped at his leg before glancing up. Mrs Crofts’ expression had gone from disappointed simpering to wide-eyed horror. Was she really so easily offended? ‘I am a tad busy at this time. Perhaps after the season.’ He looked at the man who had opened the door. ‘Miss Hartright was going to send over some travel documents. Are they ready?’
‘No idea,’ replied the man.
With an awkward nod at a slightly flummoxed Mrs Crofts, Arley stepped into Number 7, relief exhaling from between his lips as the door closed behind him.
Arley didn’t much need to call on the Misses Hartright, so didn’t recognise the butler who had opened the door. Completely lacking in decorum, although groomed to the point of fastidiousness, he had a thin twisted moustache, slicked back black hair, dark sparkling eyes and wore the most horrendous coloured waistcoat Arley had ever seen.
‘That woman could do with a right royal—’ 
‘I’m looking for Elise,’ Arley interrupted. He didn’t need to imagine Mrs Crofts receiving a right royal anything. ‘Is she here?’
‘The Misses Hartright are organising a performance for their singing troupe. I have been asked to step in as baritone. They are in the sitting room, picking costumes. Follow me.’
A riot of pastel pink, with prints hung frame to frame, mismatched lampshades, and floral wallpaper flanked him as he walked down the hall. Trill laughter and light chatter served as an accompaniment to the visual onslaught, and while light, colour and cheer surrounded him, a warning twist in his stomach slowed his step. He willed his feet to stop, but somehow, Arley still found himself framed in the archway in full view of a very crowded sitting room.
Ladies. At least a dozen of them. Some fawning over bolts of cotton, others twirling a length of ribbon in the air.
Young ladies. With their hair pinned up.
Debuted ladies.
And their mothers.
‘Miss Hartright!’ The man's booming voice cut clear over the gabble. ‘His Grace would like a word.’
Silence didn’t so much settle as smother the room. Even the clock seemed to hold its tick. All eyes turned.
Elise shot to her feet, then picked her way through the group. ‘Just a moment,’ she called as she slipped by him and raced up the stairway behind them. ‘Apologies, your grace. Everything is ready on my desk.’
The ladies, the staff, himself, all of them paused in a surreal tableau. They watched him, eyes blinking. He tried to avoid settling his gaze. One mother leapt off the chaise and wove her way across the room.
‘Your grace! We met two years ago, at the opera. Do you remember? May I introduce my daughter?’
‘Lovely to see you again… ahh…’ He scraped his memory but found no recollection of the woman’s face. What was taking Elise so long?
‘Your grace, we sat together at the hospital charity benefit.’ Another of them, this one a little more forthright, bumped in from the side. Like blackbirds on the lawn, a few more piqued, heads jerking, knees bending in anticipation. One squawked, then a few others called out in unison.
‘Your grace—’
‘Duke Osborne—’
The clock chimed to signify the hour, just one full throated, heavy bong, but it worked like a starter's pistol. Every daughter, every mother, discarded the fabric they had been inspecting, lunged from their seats and jostled across the room, their skirts pressing and voices rising in a cacophony of greeting.
Arley tried to locate his duke's voice to excuse himself, but could not trawl quick enough to find it. He took a quick step back, only to knock into Miss Hartright. Papers spilled from a folder she had been clutching and cascaded across the floor. Notes, tickets, travel papers. She bent to scoop them up. Arley crouched to help.
‘What is it?’ someone said.
‘Travel documents.’
‘Where is he going?’
‘Paris, he’s going to Paris,’ someone else said, the murmur rippling.
Elise passed the stack of papers to him. Her eyes widened with confusion as she looked from the group to the papers in his hand, then to him. Arley’s chest caught. The room swam. Their faces crowded as whispers passed between them. So many of them. And they knew.
Like the hand of a protector, the man who had opened the door tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Down the stairs, then through the kitchen,’ he said in a low voice. ‘I sent your carriage around the back. Let us get you a speedy departure, shall we?’
Arley didn’t question. He simply dashed beneath the man’s outstretched arm and clattered down the stairs and through the kitchen, shouting ‘pardon’ and ‘apologies,’ as he raced. He took the stairs into the courtyard two at a time, before emerging into the weak spring light. Through the carriage house arch, he caught sight of the heavy wooden wheel of his carriage. He ran now, chest heaving, flung open the door and clambered inside before he fell back against the squabs. Behind him, someone shouted, and as the vehicle rolled forward, in climbed the man who had come to his rescue. He pulled the door closed behind him.
‘Well, I’ll pluck a goose. Does that happen often?’
‘It’s not usually so… intense.’ Arley slumped back against the seat and stared up at the wood panelling. Each clip-clop from the horses sounded in his ear like the gossip telegraph that would no doubt already be humming through the city as news of his travel plans leaked. The wealthier families would be hurriedly organising steamer passages. Those with connections over the Channel would be writing, perhaps taking on the hefty expense of a telegram to deliver the information. At every turn, there would be someone wishing to make an introduction. To push forward a debutante. To ask a favour. Book a meeting. Any thoughts of moving through the city with semi-obscurity faded. He leafed through the papers Elise had given him. Tickets, accommodation, his travel itinerary. How much had they seen?
Everything. They had seen everything.
The man leant forward and presented his hand. ‘Algernon Pascoe. I’m a friend of Hamish’s. For a man about to embark on a journey to the most delicious city on the continent, you look awfully downcast, your grace.’
Arley gave the man’s hand a firm shake. Hamish had never mentioned an Algernon before, but then, it wasn’t as if they spent much time together. ‘I was meant to be travelling incognito. I didn’t realise how much I was looking forward to it. A week away from…’ He waved his hand in the vague direction of the street. ‘That.’
‘You were planning on moving quietly. Not making a fuss. And soon, everyone will know that the most eligible duke in England is traveling to Paris. That is most unfortunate.’
The streets writhed with people jostling against one another. A man driving a wagon stood and shouted at a person on the sidewalk and the two of them gestured obscenities at one another. A train whistle cut the air. Rain slapped against the glass.
‘When were you last in Paris?’ Algernon asked.
‘A little over ten years. Not since I was 20.’
‘Any old friends you were planning on reacquainting yourself with? Any spurned lovers who might recognise you? Leave behind any bad debts?’
Arley huffed. ‘Nothing so exciting. I was with a minder the entire time. I imagine most of the men I met with would have fled the city in the revolution.’
‘So, the chances of anyone recognising you are low.’ Algernon swayed with the carriage, but as his lips curled into a devious smile, the movement almost looked as if he was swaggering. ‘A duke is expected to arrive in Paris. What say we give them one?’






  
  Chapter Two


Vivianne had not wanted to start the biggest day of her career running through the streets of Paris and arriving at the Palais Garnier puffed and dishevelled, but here she was, leaping over a stale puddle and dodging a stray dog as she raced down the rue Auber. Prima ballerina or not, the director Monsieur Sarcay would not tolerate tardiness. 
Despite her puffing, as she skirted down the side street and slipped in through the dancers’ entrance to make her way backstage, her body thrummed.
All the work at the bar. The endless rehearsals and failed auditions. The lecherous groping and propositions from wealthy subscribers, the so-called noblemen whose tickets gave them special access to the Foyer de la Danse and to the dancers' dressing rooms. The empty liaisons agreed to hoping one of them would have the clout to recommend her for a lead role.
All of it. Fini.
One man, and a Prussian noble to boot, who was only in town a few months a year, had promised her an apartment, and an allowance, and above all, the desire of her heart: to speak to the administrators, and recommend she be the prima ballerina.
He was not an attractive man. Not especially bright. And, in their very brief session in his hotel, not skilled in the boudoir, either. For three months she had scorned the advances of other men, even though his small gifts and meagre allowance barely kept her in barley and broth, because unlike others, Archduke Baasch had the ear of the director, and recommendations from men like him saw ordinary members of the ballet corps catapulted to stardom. For Vivianne, dreams of love or marriage or even satisfaction in a partnership were out of reach. But to find a man willing to be her protector? To give her stability? That was what all the dancers sought. But to find one who could give her the chance to dance alone on the stage as Coppelia or Giselle, that was what she hungered for. And, finally, it was hers.
‘Vivianne!’ came a call from above as she clapped up the stairs.
‘Not now, Nicole, I am late!’
Vivianne pushed her way down the hallway, jostling against the flow of dancers making their way up to the stage for rehearsals. She opened the door to the private dressing room before pulling off her satchel and plucking at her bodice buttons. One snagged on a loose thread, and she cursed.
‘Vivianne!’
‘I know, I know, I am late, but only a little…’
It took a moment for Vivianne to register the voice. Not unfamiliar, but not exactly a friend. She looked up.
‘Adele? Archduke?’ There was no reason to ask what they were doing in her dressing room. Adele’s dishevelled hair, her downcast eyes, and the archduke’s smug expression explained everything. A bunch of bright pink roses wrapped in brown paper and tied with white ribbon lay on the dressing table. Emblazoned on a card beside it was the name of the young dancer. Vivianne looked to the Archduke. ‘You said you would recommend me.’
‘I was going to,’ he said as he hitched his trousers. ‘But yesterday, I met the charming Adele…’ He tilted Adele’s chin upwards and pressed his lips against hers, his body tense with lust, but Vivianne saw the slight flinch in Adele, and the tenseness in her neck. She was barely seventeen. He pulled back, his lips smacking. ‘And her talent is…’ His gaze moved down Adele’s face, caressed her neck, before pausing at the small swell of her bosom, easily twice the size of Vivianne’s almost non-existent cleavage. ‘Breathtaking.’ He snapped back to her. ‘You were fabulous, Vivianne, but the stage belongs to the young. Adele is the future.’
‘Future? What do you know about the future?’ A coil of anger, hot as iron, glowed deep in her stomach. ‘You are a relic from a dead past. A symbol of the old, not the new. You come to Paris to indulge and eat and play and fuck, like we are a carcass for your feasting.’ Grappling at the side table, she picked up a small bottle of perfume and flung it across the room. He flinched, barring his arms in defence. ‘But the people will come for you, Archduke. Like in Paris. Their feet will march.’ She flung another bottle, and another. Adele squealed and pressed herself against the window, while the archduke blustered as he tried to shield himself. Out of bottles, Vivianne grasped the tray they had been collected on and flung it across the room. It hit the wall above his head with a clang. ‘They will come for you, and they will use your bones to flick the carnage from between their teeth.’
‘Vivianne!’ Regret pooled in her stomach as Vivianne stalled, still gripping a vase she had been about to volley across the room. She spun on her heel to find the director, Monsieur Sarcay. His mouth was a drawn line, his dark bushy brows knitted, his face was impassive apart from the fury in his eyes. A small group of dancers clustered behind him, some shocked, others hiding grins behind their hands. Nicole gave her a sad smile. Vivianne swallowed the hard knot in her throat as her anger turned to cold dread.
‘Out,’ he snapped, his nostrils flaring.
‘Monsieur, please, he promised, and I…’
Sarcay only gave a slight, barely imperceptible shake of his head. He wouldn’t repeat himself. Vivianne tugged at her satchel, and head bent, made her way to the door.

      [image: ]During the Siege of Paris, les Jardins du Luxembourg had been filled with ambulances. They had lined the lawn outside the Luxembourg Palace, which had been converted to a hospital. And after the Siege, after the revolution failed, it was the same place where the Communards had been lined up and executed by the government. The rubble had been swept away. Verdant green leaves concealed the scars left by bullets on the walls and balustrades. The garden was grown over with lush grass, so rich that no one would guess how much blood the soil had drunk.
Vivianne perched herself on the wall that ran alongside the pool of the Grand Bassin. l’Année Terrible, the Terrible Year, had shattered their world the year she turned seventeen, only ten months after she had arrived in the capital with dreams of silk slippers and tutus. In those days, the unfinished Palais Garnier had been a hospital, too. With no music to dance to, she had run water to the sick, wound bandages and made soup. Many gave up hope that dancing would ever be possible again, but not Vivianne. Even at the end of those days, when her muscles ached, her stomach growled and her heart was fatigued with loss, she had worked on her steps, kept her posture, and made time for the bar. She had never stopped believing that one day, Garnier would be finished, and that music would return to Paris. Like the swans that lumbered around the gardens stealing bread and cakes from distracted children, she too would fly.
Now, her career was scuttled, and by her own impetuousness.
Her reflection in the water silently screamed the truth. It had been over before she threw the first bottle. Before she opened the door to the dressing room. She was not a novice dancer with slightly fuller cheeks and an innocent smile. Hers were the cheekbones of a woman, her blonde hair plaited and pinned with an experienced hand, her eyes not bright like fresh dew, but dark with knowledge and cynicism. Of necessity, and at times, calculation, her arms had held too many. Her body had grown hard and lean with work and commitment. While her childhood had been happy, she had not always been well fed, so she had never grown tall and her silhouette remained thin.
She wanted to be angry at Adele, but she couldn’t. Like Nicole, Adele had been a petit rat who spent years scrubbing floors and cleaning the opera between rehearsals and classes. She couldn’t even bring herself to hate the Archduke. Her body was too relieved at the thought of being free of his attentions. Her anger, not fierce, just raw and aching, narrowed on herself. Why had she been so petulant, and so determined to defy her mother and leave their simple life to seek the brilliance of Paris?
A hand thrust a small bread roll wrapped in brown paper before her.
‘Sarcay says you don’t deserve it, but you can stay in the ballet corps for the next show.’ Nicole sat down beside her on the wall, her pointed toes just skimming the path.
‘I don’t want to go back,’ Vivianne said, her voice sad and sullen.
‘What do you want, then?’ Nicole said with her steady pragmatism. ‘To starve? You want to sew again, with the grisettes? Because that is the choice, and you know it. You cannot eat your pride. We cannot all be the prima ballerina.’
A cool breeze, still laced with winter ice, gusted and Vivianne crouched into her pelisse, thin from too many winters. The water rippled, and the woman looking up from the crenelations sat hunched, her skin wrinkled. If she had still been young, a fresh ballerina with a temper and a jealous streak, her tantrum would have made her desirable.
‘The war, the siege, the communards… they took my best years.’ Vivianne let her voice drop to a whisper. ‘And now I am old. And Paris dances like she was never on fire and like the streets never ran with blood.’
‘Old. Pfft! You are being melodramatic again.’ Nicole stood. ‘Come back to rehearsal. Tonight, we’ll go to the brasseries. And depending on who is there, maybe dancing. Vertical or horizontal.’ Nicole wiggled her hips with her sensual, suggestive charm, the movement that sent so many men wild.
Vivianne huffed. ‘I do not feel like dancing. Either type.’
‘There is a rumour that a duke is coming to town, from London. Richer than your archduke. And you know what the English are like.’
‘Stiff and uptight?’
‘Obsessed with duty, but also with what others think. They like a sophisticated woman they can pet and preen, even for affairs. They have entire books written about it, you know.’
‘I don’t think they have books on how to manage an indiscretion,’ Vivianne said.
‘Maybe he is looking for a mistress,’ Nicole continued, unperturbed. ‘Maybe you will charm him.’
‘And maybe I will return to Garnier and Sarcay will make me the director.’ Despite the shadow on her heart, Vivianne laughed. ‘D’accord, d’accord, I will come to the brasserie with you. But I do not want to even think about another nobleman. I am done with dukes.’






  
  Chapter Three


Algernon leapt from the train carriage and onto the platform with the grace of a tiger. He strode through the steam, swinging his cane and clipping it against the stone with each step. He emerged from the fog like an unholy spectre rising from the brimstone of hell—cock-sure and with a wicked glint in his eye. 
Along the platform of Gare du Nord station, all heads turned as he passed. Hands raised to cover whispers and eyes widened, all of them firmly focused on Algernon.
‘C’est ce duc,’ someone whispered. Arley failed to suppress a smile. It’s that duke.
How simple it had been. On the overnight passage from Dover to Calais, they’d talked phrasing, family, and ducal behaviours. Algernon was extraordinarily well versed in the manners and ways of the aristocracy already, and while not fluent like Arley, his French was passable. An exchange of jackets, waistcoats and a flat cap purchased from a store in Calais, and the illusion was complete.
Anyone in Paris who had heard news that a duke was arriving would surely be fooled. And while it was possible that the society hopefuls and their parents would follow, and know immediately that the much older, moustached man wasn’t himself, he would, at least, have had a few days. He would have a small window of time to undertake the research for Iris and the others without having to fend off requests for introductions and favours. He inhaled a lungful of steam tainted, coal stained, congestion-streaked air. It was the most suffocatingly convoluted breath he had ever taken in his life. A city had never smelt so free.
Arley adjusted his coat cuffs. He wasn’t used to tailoring that didn’t mould to his body, and the puce and gold trimmed waistcoat sat a little snug across his chest, broad from rowing on the Thames, even over winter. He’d kept his own shirt and trousers, of course. No need to be too intimate with the man. He fingers rubbed at his signet ring, and he slipped it off and tucked it inside his coat. He'd need to hide it too.
Heads turned, ladies raised fans, scamps raced, no doubt off to inform whatever reporter or fortune seeker had paid for eyes and information. Arley tugged down his cap and watched the rumour mill leak and spread. After a few more steps, he dispensed with concealment. Not a person in all the station, possibly not in all Paris, bothered with him. He stretched into the commonness of his clothes, and despite their gaudiness, he felt absolutely, completely, invisible.
Algernon swung his cane in a full circle, then doffed his hat at a beautiful young woman, immediately causing her to flush, then winked at the much older man she was draped over. He growled at a lady’s companion. ‘Bonjour, bonsoir, ca va?’ he crooned. All the ladies tittered.
Arley increased his step to match Algernon’s pace. He leaned in
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