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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Great War has ended. The Ottoman Empire, which for centuries ruled the Middle East, lies in ruins. Britain and France, victors on the battlefield, quickly move to secure the spoils. Yet beneath the triumph is a tangled web of promises and betrayals.

      During the war, Britain pledged support to the Hashemite leader Sharif Hussein of Mecca, assuring him of an independent Arab kingdom in exchange for the Arab Revolt against the Ottomans. At the same time, under the secret Sykes–Picot Agreement of 1916, Britain and France had already agreed to carve the region into spheres of influence. The following year, the 1917 Balfour Declaration offered still another promise: support for a Jewish national home in Palestine. These contradictory commitments would ignite decades of tension.

      By the early 1920s, the Hashemites found themselves sidelined. France expelled Hussein’s son Faisal from Damascus and claimed Syria for itself. In compensation, Britain placed Faisal on the throne of Iraq and another son, Abdullah, in Transjordan. Meanwhile, Palestine became a British Mandate under the League of Nations, with London tasked to administer the land while facilitating Jewish immigration. To the Arabs of Palestine, this mandate looked less like stewardship and more like dispossession. Violence simmered and erupted throughout the 1920s and 1930s, as Arabs resisted both British authority and the growing Zionist movement.

      Across the Mediterranean, a different battle was brewing. In Britain, concern turned toward the rise of fascism in Europe. The Security Service, known as MI5, had been founded in 1909 under Vernon Kell to counter German espionage. By the 1930s, the service’s focus shifted to a new and more dangerous threat: Adolf Hitler’s Nazi regime. Kell and his officers worked tirelessly to infiltrate far-right groups at home and to track Nazi subversion abroad. Among his agents was the eccentric but brilliant Captain Maxwell Knight, whose network of informants penetrated fascist movements within Britain.

      German ambitions, however, were not confined to Europe. Berlin sought allies in the Arab world, exploiting resentment against Britain and France. Nazi propaganda began to circulate in the Middle East, promising liberation from colonial powers. For nationalist leaders disillusioned by broken promises after the war, these overtures were tempting. The seeds were sown for a contest of influence that would stretch from London to Jerusalem, from the cafés of Cairo to the deserts of Iraq.

      The 1930s would become a decade of uneasy bargains, clashing empires, and shadow wars—where intelligence officers and agitators moved quietly in the margins, while the world edged closer to a second, even more devastating conflict.
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        Kharga Oasis, Egypt

        February 1934

      

      

      

      The desert didn’t want him there, but it hadn’t quite killed him yet.

      Jack Darby stepped out from the shaded ruin that passed for shelter, the air brittle and dry. The first light of dawn crept over the horizon, casting a golden hue upon the sandstone walls of Qasr al-Ghueita. The temple walls rose around him, half buried in deep sand drifts—columns chipped by time, a lintel etched with a name the sands had nearly devoured. Amun. Or what was left of him.

      Even here, the cool morning breeze carried the scent of date palms and humanity in the oasis as it stirred—smoke rising from hearths, the distant bray of donkeys—the slow, remote life of a desert people untouched by the chaos of the outside world.

      He sipped from his canteen, the water warm but refreshing. The tranquility of the morning was welcome. Here, amidst the ruins and the vastness of the desert, he could almost pretend the world was still whole, that someone hadn’t scribbled over it in broken promises and barbed wire.

      That his heart hadn’t nearly bled out in the process.

      He swigged again and spat onto the sand beside his booted feet, rinsing away the stale taste before the memories could rise.

      The soft hum of an engine reached him. Then a slow-moving shadow stretched over the dunes, coming his way.

      A biplane.

      Jack’s gut tightened. No one flew over Kharga without a reason.

      Goddammit.

      He should have known it was a bad sign when the local boy, Fadi, hadn’t returned with supplies last night.

      Fadi wasn’t always consistent with the food he brought—he’d substituted pigeon meat for chicken on more than one occasion—which Jack might’ve accepted if the pigeons didn’t taste like sandal. But Fadi was punctual. Once a week, the boy would make his way up from the village with the supplies Jack requested. Other than that, Jack didn’t see or speak to anyone.

      The miserable police outpost stationed near the village was mostly symbolic, a leftover from when the Metropolitan Museum of Art had conducted excavations in the area. Winlock’s team had moved out almost two years ago, though. Now officials were happy to look the other way and leave Jack in peace in exchange for a few bank notes when they decided to remember he was still here.

      As the biplane drew closer, Jack moved back into the makeshift shelter and knelt by a locked box below his cot. From it he removed his extra pistol—he always kept one at the holster at his waist anyway, mostly for snakes. He tucked the spare one under his waistband behind his back.

      The noise from the engine grew deafening.

      Whoever had come for him wasn’t trying to hide it, at least. So much for quiet regrets and dying in peace.

      He left the shelter once again, stepping out into the lee of the temple wall. The biplane had landed nearby, propellors still spinning grit into the air. Both the pilot and the passenger were outfitted with goggles and aviator hats, giving Jack little insight into their identity.

      For good measure, he pulled the pistol out from the holster at his waist.

      Can’t hurt to be ready for anything.

      The engine died, dispersing the scent of fuel in the air. Jack raised his chin, beard itchy. He kept it for convenience now, not like in the war, when it had been a disguise. Back then, he’d thought a beard could help him move around without being noticed.

      In the time since, he’d learned the trick to not being found was picking a hiding place no one wanted to visit.

      Which made the biplane’s arrival even more ominous.

      The pilot remained in his seat but the passenger shifted, then climbed out from the aircraft. He jumped to the ground, landing in a low crouch, then stood to his full height—tall, thin, and disturbingly familiar.

      As the man removed his goggles and cap, Jack’s empty hand clenched at his side. The face, a ghost from his past, once handsome, now lined with age.

      Prescott Federline.

      The man who’d stolen his sister, Alice. The father of the first woman Jack had really loved, and who’d been such a menace to them both that Kit had fled and crushed Jack’s heart.

      And taken a good portion of Jack’s will to live.

      Son of a bitch.

      Prescott strode across the sand toward him, a perfectly straight smile at his mouth. His hair had turned white since the last time Jack had the misfortune of seeing him. But those ice-blue eyes? As cold and sharp as ever.

      A cold, slick sweat broke out across the back of Jack’s neck, then he lifted his pistol, aiming it lazily. “Funny, I was just wondering what to use for target practice,” Jack said with a confidence he didn’t entirely feel.

      Prescott wasn’t a man to falter in his steps, even at the threat of a pistol.

      “Good to see you haven’t lost your flair for the theatrical, Darby.” He stopped a few feet from Jack and his eyes flicked lazily toward the temple behind him. “Still shacking up with desert fleas, I see.”

      Jack gritted his teeth. How the hell did he find me? And why?

      Deep down, he knew Prescott wasn’t here to kill him.

      Prescott would have done that a long time ago if he’d wanted to. Part of the reason Jack had been so infuriated when Alice had started working for the man’s organization was that Jack had known it was Prescott’s way of controlling him. Of keeping him under his thumb.

      So he’d put an ocean between Alice and himself. Not only to protect her but to minimize the influence Prescott could have on him.

      It was the best lesson Kit had taught him when she’d fled from the United States and assumed a new identity.

      Jack swallowed the lump rising in his throat. Even though Prescott had aged considerably over the last twenty years, Jack still saw a reflection of Kit’s features in her father’s face. The first woman he’d loved—and lost—wasn’t someone he wanted to remember now. Kit’s death during the war had nearly destroyed him.

      “What do you want?” Jack lowered the pistol but kept it in his hand.

      “Is that the sort of welcome I get? Do you have any idea the trouble I went to find you?”

      “If you were smart, you’d understand I don’t want to be found—and especially not by you. And, yet, here you are, defying logic as usual.”

      Prescott released a chuckle. “Aren’t we beyond all this? It’s been twenty years, Jack.”

      Jack narrowed his eyes at him. “My parents are dead because of you. No amount of time will ever undo that.”

      Prescott sighed, pulling out a handkerchief from his pocket. He wiped his brow despite the cool morning temperature. The Kharga nights were damn near chilly. But during the day in February? Perfection.

      “Jack—I’ve always been a busy man. I didn’t come here to waste my time on squabbles.”

      Jack crossed his arms, vaguely aware of the sweat stains that would likely show under his armpits. “Then why are you here?”

      Prescott folded his hands in front of him. “What else? I’m here about Alice. She’s missing.”

      Missing?

      Jack’s mouth went dry.

      A dull ring started in his ears as Prescott went on. “She’s been embedded with Leonard Woolley’s team at the Royal Tombs of Ur the last two years. Her task was one of a sensitive nature. But about a month ago, she and another member of our organization went out on assignment to Baghdad and never returned.”

      Alice … in Iraq?

      The idea that his younger sister had been on this side of the world—relatively close to him, for all intents and purposes—disturbed Jack in a way he didn’t know how to verbalize. And working with Leonard Woolley, a fellow archeologist Jack knew on a first-name basis.

      But the truth was, what did he really know of Alice now? He’d spent more time out of her life than in it at this point. That thought made his chest ache.

      He met Prescott’s gaze. “And what do you want from me?” Somehow, he doubted Prescott had come all this way to simply give him bad news.

      “To find her. Of course.” Prescott gave him a thin-lipped smile. “She was in possession of information I need. Information we went to great trouble to obtain.”

      Of course.

      Jack glared. “And why not put your lackeys to the challenge? I don’t work for you, Prescott.”

      “It goes without saying that my men are scouring the area for any trace of her. But, Jack, surely you have a vested interest in finding your own sister—don’t you?”

      Something wasn’t adding up.

      Prescott’s presence here wasn’t a sign of goodwill—it was a sign of desperation. That something had gone terribly wrong. Something out of Prescott’s control. If his vast network of informants and operatives couldn’t find Alice … Alice may not want to be found.

      Or she was dead.

      “What makes you think that I can find her when you can’t?”

      “You’re her brother. You know how she thinks better than anyone. And you still have friends in British Intelligence—people who can help you move around out here. I’ve heard high praise of your exploits during the war and the mess that followed in Syria and Palestine.”

      The idea that Prescott had been keeping an eye on him wasn’t surprising, but it didn’t disturb him any less. He’d come here to get lost from the world—to spend his time chasing puzzles that didn’t need urgent solving, to show anyone who’d ever wanted him dead that he was no threat. He just wanted to be left alone.

      And yet, Prescott still felt the need to track him.

      He’d vowed never to work for Prescott. Not for money. Not for revenge.

      But for Alice?

      This was why he’d tried so hard to put distance between them.

      And he knew Prescott. No such thing as one job. Not when there are favors to call in and lives to ruin.

      Goose bumps pebbled on his arms, and he shook his head slowly. “I’m not your man. And I don’t know her anymore. Sorry you came all this way for nothing.”

      He turned away, acid biting his throat as he started back toward the temple.

      Nothing could compel him to help Prescott.

      Nothing.

      Prescott’s voice carried in the wind. “The other operative Alice vanished with?”

      Against his better judgment, Jack glanced over his shoulder back at him.

      Prescott gave a knowing smile. “It was Kit.”

      Jack’s heart stilled. Kit. The only ghost worse than Prescott.

      Cold spread through his chest like desert nightfall.

      Now Prescott had his attention. And the man damn well knew it.
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        Cairo, Egypt

      

      

      

      The hiss of steam filled the air beside the train as Jack stepped off onto the platform in Cairo, squinting into the crowd. Porters in red fezzes darted between travelers with crates and luggage trunks, calling in Arabic over the cacophony of voices and footsteps, while young boys darted between the arriving passengers, offering their services in exchange for baksheesh.

      Jack adjusted the strap of his satchel over his shoulder, then met the gaze of a young man leaning against a far wall watching him with dark, solemn eyes.

      The hint of a smile tugged at the young man’s mouth, then he straightened, sweeping the long black hair from his forehead. He was clean-shaven and thin but well-groomed, sharply dressed, and even conventionally handsome. Little remained of the scraggly Bedouin boy who’d once been such a useful little spy—and only the wooden prosthetic in the place of his left hand remained as a heartbreaking souvenir from those days.

      Jack breathed out a sigh of relief and started toward him. “And here I was worried Alastair hadn’t gotten my message,” Jack said when he reached him. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, Khalib.”

      Khalib chuckled and gave Jack a skeptical once-over. “I’m not certain I can say the same.” His English was nearly flawless, only the slightest hint of an Arabic accent and spoken with a British intonation. “Alastair may insist on de-licing you before he lets you stay.”

      Jack scratched his beard and offered a grim smile. “I might take him up on it.”

      They started through the train station, and Jack checked over his shoulder. Sure enough, the man who’d been following him since Luxor was there. He didn’t bother hanging by the shadows or acting with any pretense. No doubt one of Prescott’s men.

      This was what life had been like when he was a younger man living in America, having to watch his back and wondering when Prescott Federline might decide Jack was enough of a threat to get rid of him. Those who knew about the Blackwell Society usually worked for it—for Prescott. Most others didn’t live long after finding out the truth.

      Jack was an exception to that—only because of Kit and, later, Alice. Kit had done everything to protect Jack from her father, and she was the only one who’d held any sway with him. After she’d fled, trying to escape the wide net of control Prescott cast, Prescott had recruited Alice to Blackwell. He’d had the audacity to call it a favor to Jack.

      Jack knew the truth though. He’d tried to convince Alice of it too. The only reason Prescott wanted Alice to work for him was so he could keep some measure of control of Jack. By keeping Jack’s beloved sister under his thumb, Prescott bought himself the security of Jack’s silence about Blackwell.

      But now, twenty years after Jack thought he’d left all that behind, here Prescott was, pulling those puppet strings again.

      “You have a shadow,” Khalib said, interrupting Jack’s thoughts.

      Jack tore his gaze away and looked forward again as they exited the train station. “Why do you think I called Alastair?” Outside the station, the mild February weather was a relief, but that’s where the calm ended—the wide palm-lined boulevards were jammed with motorcars and carriages, horses clopping, and horns honking, the scents of dust, spice, and sweat mixing on the bustling streets.

      Too much noise.

      Too many people.

      A perfect place for spies to mingle with British colonial officers, tourists to blend with wary-eyed Egyptian nationalists, and smugglers to hide amongst antique and trinket shops. The constant simmering of unrest only fed into the thrum of disquiet inside Jack, and the belt that had existed around his chest for years on end now tightened like a vise around his lungs.

      I hate Cairo.

      The thought persisted as Khalib led him to a waiting motorcar, then continued as they turned away from the European-inspired building façades toward the narrower and older streets of Old Cairo. His friend, Alastair Taylor, had found both peace and freedom by settling here rather than in Anglo Cairo, where most English and Europeans made their homes.

      As the streets gave way to narrow, dizzying alleyways that Khalib handled with impressive expertise, Jack looked over his shoulder. Knowing Khalib, he likely had a better route in mind than Jack did if Prescott’s tail had managed to follow. He’d trained for this sort of thing extensively with Alastair, who gave all the orphaned Egyptian boys he took in not only a fine education but also skills that might help any endeavor they wanted to pursue.

      In Khalib’s case, those skills had all been in clandestine work. He’d idolized Noah Benson, Jack’s closest friend and a gifted wartime spy. Noah’s decision to settle in England permanently with his wife, Ginger, had been difficult for Khalib. And though Noah and Ginger came to Egypt during the winter season every few years, Jack sensed the young man’s continued sense of loss at the closeness he’d once shared with Noah, despite Alastair stepping in to raise Khalib.

      Then again, Jack felt the same loss—perhaps even more. His friendship with Noah had mostly recovered since the war’s end, but neither of them could completely forget that Jack had married Ginger when Noah had gone missing in order to save Ginger from destitution and to help her raise her and Noah’s son, Alexander.

      Or the fact that Jack had fallen in love with Ginger during that time.

      He’d been emotionally unbalanced, still reeling after Kit’s death and Noah’s disappearance, and what he’d found with Ginger had been unexpected and profoundly deep.

      But he’d lost her once Noah returned—not that he could blame her.

      And now … to think the possibility existed that he’d mourned in vain for Kit too.

      Jack clenched his jaw, the threat of a headache pulsing behind his burning eyelids.

      A sharp turn threw his stomach in a nauseating way, and he grimaced as Khalib stopped the car suddenly, then backed up straight into a pile of crates stacked near a building. The crates collapsed with a crash, banging to the ground around them, bouncing off the sides of the car—and they pulled into what appeared to be an old horse barn.

      As Khalib killed the engine, a few boys appeared from the shadows near them, then slammed a wooden gate shut over the entrance they’d crashed through.

      Jack stared at the gate, his heart thudding. He hadn’t missed this. “Was the tail that close behind us?”

      Khalib nodded grimly, then set a steady hand on Jack’s shoulder and squeezed. “But he won’t find us now.”

      “You certainly still know how to make an entrance, Jack.”

      Alastair’s voice came from Jack’s left and he turned, squinting deeper into the dark. Alastair emerged a moment later—the picture of a polished English gentleman, a pipe in one hand. More grey at the temples than the last time Jack had seen him though, and his dark curly hair was trim, like the moustache he sported. He grinned at Jack, the sweet scent of pipe tobacco filling the air between them.

      “And you still have more tricks up your sleeve than anyone I’ve ever met.” Jack offered a smile, then opened the door and swung his legs out of the car and stood. He’d only taken one step forward when he saw Alastair’s eyes flick over him with uncertainty, a frown in his expression.

      “The desert wasn’t kind to you this time. Did you find what you were looking for at last?”

      “Not yet. But something found me. Someone.” Jack tossed a wary gaze around them. He wouldn’t talk about Prescott in front of Khalib, no matter how trustworthy he was. For his own safety.

      Alastair was one thing—Jack’s friendship with him ran long and deep. And Alastair traded secrets almost as skillfully as Blackwell did. On a much smaller scale, of course. Alastair had narrowed his level of expertise and contacts almost exclusively to Egypt, with a few closely placed connections throughout Arabia. The difference was that Alastair did his best to ensure the information ended up in the hands of the worthiest cause.

      If anyone could help Jack find Kit and Alice while avoiding being tracked by Prescott Federline, it was Alastair. But Alastair risked exposing his own contacts and allies in the process.

      Alastair gave one nod, then gestured toward a darker area of the barn. “We can follow this tunnel to my house. Have some tea.”

      They didn’t speak any further until Jack was seated in Alastair’s sitting room. If there was a more secure place in Cairo, Jack didn’t know of it. Alastair had more than one safe house, some of them connected by tunnels. His own personal residence, though, was known to only a handful of people, Jack being one of them.

      He stretched his legs in front of him, sitting back on the sofa. “How’s the wife?” Jack asked Alastair with a tired smile.

      Alastair handed him a teacup, then sat at an armchair across from Jack. “Useful. Busy with all the excessive nonsense the wives of the diplomats adore. We see each other every few weeks, but I expect it might be more soon. Unrest seems to be stirring everywhere.”

      Jack nodded absentmindedly. Normally, he’d be interested in Alastair’s take on the political changes in Europe and elsewhere, but he had too much to worry about to divert the conversation to that topic or to be genuinely interested in Alastair’s wife. That Alastair had married at all had been a shock to his closest friends—especially considering whom he’d married: Lucy Whitman, Ginger’s often snobbish younger sister.

      After the initial surprise of Alastair’s nuptials had worn away, their reasons for the match became clearer—it wasn’t about love, for either of them. He had wealth and position here in Cairo—something Lucy wanted—and they were both willing to grant each other the freedom to do whatever they wanted. Love whomever they wanted. Discreetly.

      London society had rejected the scandalous divorcée—she had been briefly married to a distant cousin who had inherited her father’s earldom—but Alastair had helped her find social standing in Cairo once again. And, in exchange for that, Lucy provided Alastair with yet another source of information. A useful one, at that. Lucy had always excelled at schmoozing with the upper crust.

      Alastair crossed one ankle over his knee and sipped from his own teacup. “Do I dare ask who was following you here from Luxor?”

      “Alice has gone missing,” Jack said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Prescott Federline had her working in Ur with Woolley’s team—or that was her cover anyway—and now Prescott can’t find her.”

      Alastair grimaced. “Alice? In Iraq?”

      Jack nodded.

      “Did you know she was in this part of the world?”

      Jack shook his head.

      Alastair’s teacup clinked against its saucer. “That’s unfortunate.”

      Staring at the teacup in his own hands, Jack drew a slow breath. Maybe he should let himself be more affected by the news of Alice than he’d been by the news of Kit, but the fact was, he’d spent a lot longer mourning the loss of that relationship. Seven years younger than him, Alice had followed him around everywhere as a child. Adored him.

      But all that had ended a few years after Prescott had come into their lives. Somehow Prescott had wormed his way in, become the “father she’d never had.” Which wasn’t difficult because their own father, Frank, had been a drunk and gambler who’d died when they were young.

      Jack squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, then set the cup to the side on a small end table. “The bigger news is that he claims Kit is alive. That Kit was with Alice when she vanished.”

      Alastair raised a brow. “Your Kit?”

      The words were ironic. His. As though Kit had ever really been his. They’d had their moments. And for a few short weeks after they’d reconnected during the war, Jack had let himself be deluded by the idea that they might finally have a chance.

      But he’d been there when she’d been killed—or so he’d thought.

      And if she hadn’t died, how could she have possibly gone back to work for Prescott? She’d sworn she never would. Changed her name. Broken Jack’s heart. All to escape her father.

      When Jack didn’t answer, Alastair frowned. “How did Federline find you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’m assuming he wants you to find Alice and Kit.”

      “Something like that.” Jack leaned back and popped his elbow on the armrest, then rested his head against his fist. “Kit’s the only one who ever ran from him successfully. He won’t say as much, but my guess is that he’s desperate if he’s coming to me. He offered me Kit’s field notes as evidence that she’s alive—and because I think he wants me to decode them.”

      “But?”

      Jack leveled his gaze at Alastair. “But I won’t work for him. No matter what the prize is.”

      Alastair gave him a sympathetic nod. “That’s a rather vexing dilemma. Those field notes might be the best chance you have. Though I applaud your morality, however much I may disagree with your methods. Wouldn’t it be better to take his offerings and cut your ties with him once you’ve found the girls?”

      Jack laughed bitterly. Trust Alastair to speak so plainly. He was right, of course. Working with Prescott, getting those field notes—and any other information Prescott might have—was the easiest way for him to try to start a search for Alice and Kit. “I won’t do it,” he said simply. He gave Alastair a pleading look. “That’s why I’m here. I need your help. You have a few contacts in Iraq, don’t you? Or Syria. I know things are tense in Iraq since they got their independence, but I’m sure there are still some British officers you’re friendly with⁠—”

      “British government officials will be of no use to you. Do you know how many times they’ve hounded me for your information? Surely you know how much they want you, Jack. Noah too. They won’t give you an ounce of help without expecting something in return.”

      He’d been afraid of that. Jack flexed his sun-roughened knuckles. “The State Department has done their best to recruit me too.”

      Alastair nodded, clearly unsurprised. “It’s a pity you don’t think of pulling Noah into this, come to think of it. He might be more useful to you than I am in this case. He spent a good deal of time in Iraq during the war. Likely still has contacts there. And he’s friendly with Woolley from their time in the Arab Bureau.”

      “Ginger would kill me. But I’ll admit that’s crossed my mind.” Jack removed the hat from his head and set it on his knee. “But Prescott’s watching me. He knows that I’ll be looking even if I won’t do it for him. That’s why he came to me in the first place.”

      “Could you go directly to Woolley? He may be able to assist you.”

      “Maybe—I haven’t ruled it out yet. But I’m sure whatever he knows he’s already told Prescott. And if Prescott came up short, then I might not have much better luck.”

      A few beats of silence passed between the two men, then Alastair sighed. “If that’s the case, then you need to consider the potential consequences. Maybe Kit—and Alice—don’t want to be found. Or whatever information they have is so dangerous that it cost them their freedom or their lives. It could cost you yours too, Jack.”

      Jack held his gaze. “I’ve already thought of that.”

      Alastair nodded. “I wouldn’t be your friend if I didn’t warn you.” He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a notepad and a pencil. He scribbled something, tore the sheet from the notepad, then folded it in half.

      He paused, then gave Jack a once-over. “You should think of going to a tailor. Or at least getting a new suit. That one looks almost twenty years old.”

      “It is twenty years old,” Jack grumbled. He’d lost so much weight in the desert that none of his older suits fit him.

      “Well, you may want to fix that. If you’re going to be a part of society again—even if it’s just while you search for Alice—you’d best be trying to blend in.”

      Standing, Alastair crossed the room toward him and held out the paper. “There’s a man named Alain Roche. French official, born in Palestine from an influential Catholic family, and he’s very friendly with British espionage personnel. Stays at Shepheard’s. Give him this paper and he’ll talk to you. He has deep connections in Syria and Iraq.”

      Jack reached for the paper, but Alastair held it back. Jack raised a brow. “What?”

      “Just … be careful, old friend. I said he was well connected—not that I trusted him.”

      Jack snatched the note. “Trust never was your strong suit.”

      Alastair smiled. “And that’s why I’m still alive. Never forget that fact. Good luck.”
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      Twilight fell like silk over the desert, cooling the stone beneath the colonnades of the Mena House Hotel as Jack made his way toward the outside terrace. Lanterns swayed in the breeze, carrying the heady scents of jasmine and sand. Their warm light fell across the mosaic tiles that held the echo of footsteps of so many who had come and gone—adventurers, diplomats, royals who’d once used this as their hunting lodge—and yet the feeling here remained the same. And in the distance the pyramids kept watch like silent sentinels who took in all secrets and buried them deeply.

      Egypt had been “independent” for over a decade now, and yet Cairo still served as the empire’s living room. Diplomats and British officers still took their tea on the verandah of Shepheard’s Hotel or ruled the interior of the exclusive Gezira Club. The resentment of the nationalists was understandable at this point.

      Jack sighed as he slipped into a chair, scanning the exterior. He didn’t have the heart to worry about any of that right now. Alain Roche had directed him to meet him here tonight. It was a start, at least. But he was sure he’d seen Prescott’s man pick up his tail again after he’d checked into Shepheard’s. Not that he hadn’t expected that. If he looked hard enough, he was sure he’d find someone watching right now.

      He tugged at the collar of his shirt, which he’d bought in the afternoon. Alastair had directed him to a shop to buy ready-made clothes that would be suitable for the upper-class settings of Anglo Cairo. But he felt uncomfortable and awkward in his clothes, which was a new development, since he’d never struggled in a suit before.

      A young Egyptian man in a galabeyah came by his table, bowing as he filled a glass of water. Jack pulled out his bifold wallet, making a deliberate show of plucking a bill from a thick stack. He slid it across the table. “Alain Roche?” he asked in a low murmur.

      The Egyptian paused for a moment, eyeing the money. A regretful look came into his face. He shook his head, ever so slightly. “He’s not here yet, effendi. I will tell you when he arrives.”

      Jack thanked him, then ordered a whisky. Damn. He’d hoped to observe the man first. Size him up. From what he’d heard at Shepheard’s, Roche spent most of his time in Cairo at the lounge here. They were meant to meet in the smoking lounge in a half hour.

      So much for that.

      Jack sat back in the rattan chair, which squeaked under his weight, and removed his hat, then set it on the table. Fact of the matter was, he felt old and out of practice with anything that involved stealth and secrets. What his wild youth hadn’t done to kill his sense of adventure, the war had.

      He was forty-one and had all the money he could want but not a single thing to show for his time on this planet. Nothing that really mattered, anyway.

      What would he say to Kit if she was alive?

      To Alice?

      The last time he’d seen his sister, they’d argued and said the worst things to each other.

      How could Prescott think he really knew her now?

      A shadow fell over his table and he looked up, expecting his drink. Instead, a pretty young woman stood there, blond hair swept back and under a bucket hat. Her blue eyes sparkled as she took the seat across from his without bothering to introduce herself, a hint of a smirk under her red lipstick.

      Jack gave her a bold stare, his lips twitching. She had an unusual fire in her eyes, a look of determination that intrigued him. After what felt like an eternity, she leaned forward. “Roche is nine tables over, next to the oud player,” she murmured silkily.

      His eyes darted in the direction she’d mentioned.

      “No. Don’t look. You don’t want to give me away, do you?”

      Jack frowned, then gave her a closer look. The hint of dimples showed under her high cheekbones. Who was she? Her accent was clearly English. “What’s it to you?”

      She grinned, then leaned back in her seat as the waiter arrived with his whisky. “Thanks, sweetheart,” she said, taking the whisky. “Can you get one more?”

      As the waiter hurried away, she tilted her head. “Ruby Wilkerson,” she said with a grin. “Journalist.”

      He might have known.

      She motioned to a nearby table, where a young man that resembled her closely was seated. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I was having drinks with my brother Theo when I heard you ask for Roche.” She winked at Theo, who shook his head, then looked down at the book in front of him.

      “I didn’t ask that loudly.”

      “For the terrace? You may as well have been shouting.” She sipped the whisky. “What do you want with Roche?”

      Jack chuckled. “You think I’d tell a journalist anything? This isn’t my first time in Cairo.”

      She bit her lip. “I’m just curious⁠—”

      “What do you want with Roche?” Jack asked, giving her a suspicious look.

      “I don’t care about Roche. I’m interested in the man who followed you in here tonight.” Ruby took another sip of whisky, but this time Jack noticed a slight tremor to her fingertips. Not of fear. Excitement, maybe? “Six tables back. Don’t look.”

      Jack didn’t have to. She had to mean Prescott’s man. He sighed. “So I can’t look this way or that. Guess I’m stuck looking at you.” The waiter arrived again and Jack accepted the drink, then gave her a tight-lipped smile and swallowed some back. It burned the back of his throat, the warmth of it welcome. He rarely had fine English spirits in the desert.

      He adjusted his collar again, and Ruby’s perceptive gaze went to his throat. “New clothes?” She leaned forward on the table a bit. “Let me guess. You’re fresh off the boat. Come to Egypt for adventure and treasure hunting—a little late in the season, though.”

      He repressed a chuckle. Though she’d guessed about his clothes well enough. He must look like new money on the prowl. Not exactly Alastair’s intent when he’d suggested Jack blend in. Though it didn’t help that he was being followed.

      Why did Ruby want to know about Prescott’s man?

      “You know the man following me?” he asked, flicking a glance in the direction she’d said Alain Roche was seated. Sure enough, a well-dressed man in a Panama hat was there, smoking a cigarette and drinking a glass of red wine.

      “Gerard Bailey?” Then she frowned, a cautious look coming into her face. “Friend of yours, Mr. …?”

      “Not exactly.” He cleared his throat. “Darby. But you can call me Jack.”

      Her light eyebrows drew together for a moment. “Darby … why do I know—” Then she stopped, her eyes widening. She stared at him, blinking. “Oh!” Then she finished her drink and stood. “Well, it was a pleasure, Mr. Darby. Thanks for the drink.”

      What the hell?

      “Wait.” Jack’s hand shot out, and he grabbed her by the wrist.

      She turned, a panicked expression on her face.

      “I—”

      Jack stood, stepping closer to her.

      What about his name had made her react that way? This whole introduction had been beyond baffling, raising dozens of questions—none of them coherent enough for Jack to verbalize. “You know, usually when I buy a woman a drink, I like to pretend she won’t take off at the sound of my name. What the hell is going on?”

      She winced, pulling her wrist out of his grasp. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have⁠—”

      “You shouldn’t have what?” He searched her eyes. Why was there genuine fear there?

      She held his gaze for another moment, pupils dark and wide, then she turned, hurrying back to her table.

      Other guests were watching him now.

      Jack’s breath deepened as he considered storming over to Ruby’s table and demanding an explanation. But he’d already drawn too much attention to himself.

      He glanced back toward Roche.

      The table was empty.

      As he felt the energy drain from his limbs, he frowned and searched the terrace. Then he saw the glimpse of a man in a Panama hat, going around the corner.

      Roche.

      If Jack had been aiming for discretion, Ruby had blown that plan to shreds. She also appeared to be leaving the terrace … but he couldn’t worry about that or her right now. Roche had specified that he wanted their meeting to be discreet, and if he was heading out into the lawn rather than the lounge, he might be irritated.

      Jack moved quickly, tossing some money onto the table, and hurrying after Roche. Stepping off the terrace onto the lawn, he scanned the horizon. Dusk was falling rapidly. While limited light came from the terrace and the interior of the hotel, most of the exterior was quickly fading into shadow that Roche could disappear into.

      For a moment, Jack thought he had lost him but then he saw Roche’s silhouette in the light near the stables. Even from here the scent of the animals carried in the wind, and Jack hastened his steps, tempted to call out to Roche as he slipped into the stables.

      He was clearly leaving.

      Dammit.

      He never should have entertained Ruby for even a moment. He knew better than to let pretty girls distract him when he was in the middle of something serious and clandestine. But he was rusty, and being rude to women when necessary didn’t come naturally to him anymore.

      Jack entered the building using the same entrance that Roche had used. The stables held on to the heat of the day, the air staler being trapped under the warm wood that surrounded him. He peered into the darkness, his senses more alert in the relative silence here.

      The soft sound of his rapid breath marked the stillness as he moved further in.

      Not even footsteps.

      “Roche?” he asked softly.

      The soft groan of a gate came, not too far from where Jack squinted, his heartbeat slowing.

      He turned toward the noise in time to see the man in the Panama hat emerge from the darkness, a pistol in his hand.

      Jack held his hands up, reflexively, but relaxed. “I didn’t mean to alarm you.”

      The corner of the man’s smile, dim in the limited light, turned up. “I don’t think you understand the situation, my good fellow.”

      Then the shuffle of a step in the darkness.

      Jack whirled around to see Ruby and her brother only a few feet behind him. Her brother also held a pistol. “Hi, sugar,” Ruby said with a wink. She came closer. “Empty your pockets. Now.”

      Seriously?

      The hard dig of the barrel of the pistol into his back made it clear just how serious the situation was. Jack drew in a breath through clenched teeth, his body going rigid. “And here I thought you were a respectable journalist.”

      Ruby smirked, her bright-red lips showing off perfectly straight teeth. “Who says I’m not?” She edged even closer, then set her hands on his chest. She slid her hand into his breast pocket and pulled out the slim leather bifold located there.

      He hadn’t really known what to think of her—but petty thief hadn’t been the first thing that crossed his mind.

      You’re a damn fool, Darby. One day back in Cairo and this? Walked right into it.

      Jack held her gaze as she handed it back toward her brother. “Anything else?” she asked. “I’ll want that wristwatch too.” The English accent was gone, but he couldn’t quite make out what accent she used now. Something American Southern? Her fingertips ran over his shirt and then felt around his waist.

      “Normally I save that for after the second drink together,” he said with a scowl.

      Her hand landed on the butt of his pistol tucked into his waistband, and she raised a finely arched brow. Pulling out the pistol, she lifted her chin calmly. “And here I thought you were excited to see me.”

      He almost laughed. “I take it the fellow behind me isn’t Roche. What about the other one? That your brother?”

      “Quite the detective, aren’t you? Sadly, I don’t like sharing details on the first date.” She held her hand out. “Wristwatch.”

      He gritted his teeth, then removed it and handed it over to her. “Takes a bold woman to stalk the Mena House Hotel for victims. I’ll make sure you’ll never be able to show your face here again.”

      “Sure you will.” She winked and stepped back, handing his pistol to the man behind her. “Pleasure doing business with you, Jack.”

      She turned to go, the man behind her following her lead. The pressure of the pistol at his back didn’t abate, and Jack watched her through narrowed eyes as she kept moving, her svelte body swaying with a confidence he envied.

      As soon as she and her companion had slipped back outside, Jack cleared his throat. “I get to walk out of here free, right?” They hadn’t bothered to try to hide their faces, which worried Jack.

      “Yeah, mate. Whatever you say,” the man behind him said gruffly. The gun lowered a few inches.

      That was enough.

      Jack might have been robbed blind, but he wasn’t about to let them all walk away—nor did he trust the man behind him not to shoot.

      Jack pivoted sharply and struck, slamming the heel of his hand against the man’s windpipe. As the man fell back, choking and gagging, Jack kicked the pistol from his hand, and it went clattering against the dusty ground. He dove for it, snatching it seconds later.

      As Jack steadied himself, he aimed the gun toward his assailant, who tore into the darkness, still coughing and rasping. Jack cocked his head to the side. Huh. With a frown, he spun the barrel of the pistol, then stopped and shook his head.

      Empty.

      He’d been robbed with an unloaded pistol.

      Jack pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed.

      How could I have been so foolish? Something about him had clearly screamed “easy target” to these thieves.

      Maybe coming back to the world wasn’t as easy as dressing the part and pretending he fit in.

      He checked his bare wrist then gritted his teeth, remembering how Ruby had taken his watch. If that’s even her name. It probably wasn’t. He should go, though. By now, the real Roche was probably waiting in the lounge.

      And this time he wouldn’t let himself fall prey to any pretty faces.
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      The air was thick with cigarette smoke as Jack leaned back in his chair, staring across the small card table at Alain Roche. Ironically, the real Alain Roche was as stylishly dressed as the imposter Ruby had claimed was Roche. No Panama hat but a nicely tailored suit and elegant white bowtie and dinner jacket. He kept a silver cigarette case on the table from which he’d pulled the cigarette he was currently smoking. The wrinkles around his lips, hidden only slightly by a trim black moustache, spoke to a tobacco habit.

      Roche sipped on the glass of red wine he’d just been delivered and frowned at Jack. “Are you certain you don’t care for a drink?” His French accent mixed with the finesse that the Levantine people seemed to give the language.

      Jack gave a tight-lipped smile. He wasn’t about to admit to Roche that he didn’t have a cent on him—or that he’d just been robbed. Neither gave the semblance of competence. “I’m fine, thank you.”

      Roche raised a brow. “You’re not in America now, monsieur. You can drink freely here.”

      This time Jack did smile. “I’m not a fan of temperance either. Just need to keep a clear head tonight.”

      “I see.” Roche sniffed, then settled further into his seat. “Well, how can I help you, Mr. Darby? I’ve heard a great deal about you. You have quite the reputation in Cairo, it seems.”

      “Maybe I did once. I only visit Cairo to see friends now.”

      Roche’s smile didn’t quite meet his eyes. “Ah, yes—Captain Noah Benson, correct? I was told you still frequent his house in Cairo during the winter season.”

      “Sometimes.” Jack shifted in his seat. Apparently, he hadn’t been the only one trying to find information on the other for this meeting tonight. And Roche had been far more successful than Jack had been at accomplishing his goal.

      “But not this winter.”

      Jack flattened his palms over his thighs, feeling unsettled. Being robbed likely had a good deal to do with that. Not to mention the reason he was seeking out Roche in the first place.

      Focus.

      “Not this winter,” he said. “Captain Benson and his wife were unable to come to Egypt this year.”

      “Pity.” The corners of Roche’s mouth lifted. “I’ve heard stories of Captain Benson’s wife. She’s described as being quite beautiful. A shame I could not meet the English rose myself.”

      Jack’s throat clenched. He didn’t have to overthink Roche’s line of questioning. The implication was clear enough. He’d heard of the scandal surrounding Ginger and Jack’s divorce.

      Whatever reason Roche had for informing him just how much he’d learned, Jack was familiar enough with this sort of man to understand the subtle warning: Roche had access to information. And that could be used against Jack, if necessary.

      “She’s more than beautiful,” Jack said gruffly. “She’s a doctor and surgeon. And she runs a private hospital in the country, which makes it difficult for the Bensons to leave England. Maybe next year.”

      “Indeed.” Roche held the stem of his glass in his fingertips, swirling the wine gently. “But I interrupted you, of course. I assume you didn’t call me here to discuss Captain Benson and his wife. Forgive my curiosity.”

      “No apology necessary.” Jack’s breath slowed. “I was given your name as someone who might have contacts in Iraq.”

      Roche nodded, his eyes glittering. “That’s true.”

      “I’m looking for information—discreetly—on two women who went missing in Iraq. And I’ll pay for that information, if necessary.”

      “Two women?” Roche leaned closer. “Friends of yours?”

      “My sister. And … her friend.”

      “Do you know where they were last seen?”

      Jack hesitated. How much information was safe? He did a quick survey of the room. The smoking room may have been a better, more private place for a meeting, but it wasn’t hard to get a good sense of who gathered nearby. The wood-paneled walls seemed to absorb the golden-hued electric light, the scent of beeswax drifting from their reflective polish. Voices here were low and muffled, the constant reminder of polite society that restrained its laughter—and its emotion.

      “They were working at the dig in Ur,” he said at last.

      Roche nodded. “Fascinating site. I’ve been there several times.”

      One of Jack’s least favorite aspects of modern archeology—the transformation of digs into major tourist attractions. He kept his face blank and nodded. “I don’t have a lot of information to go on—either about the extent of their involvement with the excavation or where they were last seen. But that’s where I was hoping you might come in.”

      “My condolences of course. This must be a … difficult time for you.” Roche swallowed some wine, then shifted in his seat. “Unfortunately, I have a situation I must confess to you. I’m unable to help you at the moment.”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed at him. Unable? “You can’t or you won’t?”

      Roche cleared his throat. “Surely you remember Captain Maxwell Knight? He believes you’ll remember him, at least.”

      Jack nearly groaned.

      Knight? The man was a menace. An intelligence agent for Britain’s MI5, he’d contacted Jack several times over the last couple of years, requesting a meeting. When Jack had finally met with him, he’d made it clear that British Intelligence wanted Jack back in service—especially with the rise of socialism everywhere.

      The US State Department had done the same thing but less aggressively. At least they seemed to take no for an answer. For now, anyway.

      But what could Knight possibly have to do with Roche? Or this?

      “I know him, yes.”

      Roche offered an apologetic smile. “It seems that Captain Knight feels it necessary that those of us with … connections should refer you to him before assisting you with any inquiries.”

      Jack’s jaw nearly dropped. What the hell? “He wants what?”

      “Regretfully, he’s requested that you speak to him before I lend you my aid.”

      Hands clenching into fists, Jack’s head spun. Knight had made it clear when they’d last spoken that if he wouldn’t help him in intelligence work he wouldn’t tolerate his participation in it. “I’ll be keeping a close watch on you, then. If you’re not with us, you’re against us.”

      But this?

      “I didn’t know you were beholden to the British government,” Jack snapped, his irritation flaring.

      The tips of Roche’s teeth showed, stained red with wine. “Careful. You wouldn’t want to discourage me from helping you later, would you?” Taking a drag from his cigarette, he went on. “Besides. You must understand my position. There are certain individuals I must keep content. Captain Knight has made it clear there are consequences for those who cooperate without his blessing.”

      Like he gave a damn about insulting Roche.

      “So that’s it, then. You won’t help me unless Knight gives permission? What do I have to do, exactly, to get this permission?”

      “He thought you might ask.” A plume of smoke came from his lips. “He’s asked that I travel with you to London. Come to a resolution.” He gave Jack an eagle-eyed look. “But you should know—the greater the favor you ask, the more he’s going to expect. And you’re not nearly as valuable to Knight as your friend Benson.”

      A deep, sudden pressure pushed in against Jack’s chest, sudden understanding dawning.

      Of course.

      Captain Knight had intimated as much when they’d talked. He wanted Jack’s help at MI5—but Jack was American. And Knight knew the Americans wanted him. He would be willing to let Jack go and defer to the wishes of his allies.

      But Noah?

      Noah was British. Brilliant too. A polyglot who could blend seamlessly into a variety of cultures, and a veteran with hard-boiled experience. And while Jack had politely declined Knight’s proposals, Noah had been less congenial.

      Knight wouldn’t just ask for Jack to help him this time—he’d try to leverage Jack’s need for help and information to find a way to pull Noah back into this.

      Jack’s anger coursed through his veins, hot and unfiltered. The room felt smaller, the air thicker and suffocating.

      “I don’t speak for Noah,” he said with a glare. Then he stood. “And you’re not the only person who has connections in Iraq, Roche.”

      As he turned to go, Roche said, “I’m afraid you’ll find a similar result anywhere you turn, Jack. Captain Knight has made certain of that.”

      Jack shook his head. “I’m willing to take my chances.”

      “Are you?” Roche gave a skeptical look. “I thought this was about your sister. A loved one. Perhaps … her welfare is of less concern than I assumed.”

      His words landed straight on target.

      Alice.

      Kit.

      Maybe Prescott had lied. Or maybe they were out there in the dangerous desert right now … captive or worse.

      He couldn’t think about that.

      But did he really have time to waste? Jack heard his pulse hammering in his ears, unable to take a full, deep breath to ease the choking feeling. “And if Knight permits it, then you can help me?”

      This time, Roche’s smile showed delight. “You were referred to me for a reason. Help can always be arranged—for a price. You just have to decide what you’re willing to lose.”
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      Ginger Benson turned off the engine to the motorcar and climbed down from the driver’s seat, shivering as she stepped into the blustery winter air. She hadn’t taken the time to grab more than a shawl on her way out the door from the hospital.

      And she wouldn’t have rushed over here, either, if it wasn’t for the fact that this time he’d pilfered her favorite artery clamps.

      She scanned the exterior of the small farmhouse she’d shared with her family for the first five years of life here after the war, heartstrings tugging at the darkened windows that had once been such a source of light and life for her. But as Alexander and Clara had gotten older, they’d all outgrown the two-bedroom cottage. It had been silly to consider staying here when the residential side of the estate had more than enough bedrooms for them all—even if it meant moving back to her family’s ancestral home, where the ghosts of her past stalked every corridor.

      But she wasn’t the only one who missed the farmhouse.

      The tracks in the snow led straight for the front door and Ginger followed them, then paused at the doorway. She opened it a crack. “Alexander?”

      Silence.

      She sighed and opened it more widely. “Alex.”

      A grunt answered from the kitchen, followed by the unmistakable snap of an electric discharge.

      Swearing under her breath, she hurried into the house, surprised to find it warm. A fire glowed from the woodstove in the empty living room, a cot beside it with neatly stacked books at the foot.

      Apparently, Alex had decided to make this his hideaway for some time now.

      She rounded the corner and found her fifteen-year-old son at the kitchen counter hunched over a mess of wire, batteries, a coiled bit of copper tubing—and something that looked suspiciously like the foot pedal from her operating table.

      He didn’t look up, his dark head bent with concentration. “Don’t touch the gap; it’s still live.”

      She sighed. “Is that my surgical clamp holding the⁠—”

      “It was the best conductor I could find,” he said absently, twisting a knob made from a sardine tin lid. “And your glass slides make excellent capacitors. They’re only cracked a little.”

      A crackle lit up the makeshift transmitter. Alex’s face glowed—not from the sparks but from sheer satisfaction. “I just sent a ‘CQD’ in Morse. If there’s a ham operator within ten miles, they’ll pick it up.”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’re going to burn the farm down. Or, worse, attract someone in a uniform with more questions than patience.”

      He finally looked at her and grinned. “Well, if they show up, at least I’ll know it works.”

      Ginger shot him her sternest glare, doing her best to suppress the smile tugging at her mouth. “Shut it down—if that’s possible. Put out the fire and lock up. We’ll discuss your blatant thievery at home. I’ll be out in the motorcar waiting for you.”

      A look of consternation crossed his handsome young face and she turned away, hurrying to the motorcar before sentiment got the best of her. He’d always been too intelligent for his own good. She didn’t even know what in God’s name he was building now.

      And Noah, who’d lost his own father at a young age, had responded to that trauma by being the opposite of a disciplinarian with his children. Her husband would likely encourage Alexander in his exploits. Buy him another damn book on mechanics.

      But stealing from the hospital crossed a line. Funds were painfully low since the Slump, and Ginger had fought tooth and nail to keep the hospital and mother-and-child home afloat. They’d had to turn so many impoverished women away, though, and that had been devastating.

      She ground her teeth as she reached the motorcar, restarted the engine, then settled into the driver’s seat. Alexander soon emerged, a canvas satchel slung over his shoulder. He trudged toward the vehicle and climbed in beside her wordlessly, frustration still written in his stormy blue eyes.

      Ginger suppressed the urge to soothe him, then pulled out of the snow-covered drive. Fortunately, it had only been a light dusting—enough for her to be able to track her son’s footsteps—but not so much that she hadn’t been able to drive here to collect him. The walk back to the hospital would have only taken fifteen minutes, but she hadn’t wanted to do it in the cold.

      Tense, thick silence hung between them, making her miss the days when he’d been an angelic—if incorrigible—toddler who’d wrap his arms around her neck, rather than a serious adolescent who thought himself smarter than her. Which he probably was.

      Not that he needs to know that.

      But he already did speak as many languages as Noah. Clara was also proficient in at least four languages, since Noah had tutored them both. And sometimes Ginger envied that bond between the three of them—the time she’d given over to Noah to spend with them while she worked in the hospital.

      “What on earth were you building anyway?” she asked at last, glancing at him.

      “A spark-gap transmitter, of course.” He frowned, one hand tightening on the strap of his satchel.

      A what?

      She looked back at the road, hoping he wouldn’t see the blankness in her face. “Is it legal?”

      He didn’t answer, sighing instead and turning his gaze out the window.

      “Why are you so much like your father?” she muttered, gloved fingers tightening around the wheel.

      “Were you hoping I’d scrub in with you like Clara or Ivy? Sorry—I’m not that kind of prodigy.”

      He said it matter-of-factly, as though he’d considered the matter before. “No, I wasn’t saying I was hoping for …” Ginger shook her head, unable to complete the thought due to her own frustration. “I’m not trying to encourage you to be anything other than what you aspire to be, Alex. But the stealing has got to stop. Even Papa won’t be on your side with this one. My supplies are strictly off limits for your experiments.”

      “I was borrowing.”

      “Well, you should have asked.”

      “Most of the things I used were sitting in a dusty old cabinet⁠—”

      “And yet they’re still not yours to take.”

      “Fine,” he gritted out.

      That tone was enough to boil her blood. She clenched her teeth to keep herself from saying anything she shouldn’t, then focused on the estate looming in front of them. The house that—rightfully speaking—belonged to Alexander. A fact he didn’t know. And one that she was increasingly worried of telling him about.

      Jack Darby had bought the estate from her former brother-in-law, the last earl of Braddock, after the man went bankrupt. At the time, Ginger and Jack were still married—she’d thought Noah dead, and Jack had wanted to raise Alexander as his own.

      When Noah returned, she divorced Jack and chose the man she’d never stopped loving. But instead of selling the estate, Jack quietly put it in Alexander’s name. Then he left—first for America, then later Egypt. Every so often he’d turn up at Penmore, and the children loved it when he did—Uncle Jack was their favorite person.

      And when Noah had become restless at home and Ginger had agreed his plan to winter occasionally in Egypt for the archeological season, they saw Jack there as well. She was never able to stay in Egypt as long as the rest of her family—she could only be away from the hospital for a limited period—but both Alexander and Clara always came back brimming with stories about Jack.

      Her feelings about Jack were much more complex.

      Falling in love with him when she’d thought Noah was dead had been surprisingly easy. Not that her love for him compared to the love she had with Noah—and now the life they’d built together—but a part of her would always love Jack.

      But marriages didn’t function well when a wife still loved her husband’s closest friend, so she’d put distance between herself and Jack. Was never alone with him. Didn’t write.

      The space was necessary. She’d created a mess by getting involved with Jack in the first place—one that she still feared the repercussions of, especially when Alex would learn someday that the estate belonged to him.

      She pulled into the courtyard and parked beside an unfamiliar motorcar. Not that it was unusual for unfamiliar cars to be here—it was a hospital, after all. The work here was endless, the days long and sometimes unbearable, though she rarely admitted that out loud.

      Alex’s hand shot toward the latch to open the door, and she reached across, setting her hand on his forearm. “I’m proud of you for your experiments. Truly. But next time, just ask me. If I can give you the supplies—if they’re really not being used—I will.”

      He held her gaze for a split second before nodding and looking away. Then he was gone, hurrying out of the car and heading into the house.

      Ginger adjusted her shawl, then followed him, her heart unusually heavy. She’d started the morning performing a hysterectomy for a poor woman with fibroids, then gone immediately into an emergency surgery for a local farmhand whose arm had been mangled from a thresher. She’d worked for hours stitching torn muscle and staunching blood with the help of her nurses, all the while hearing the health inspector’s voice from last month, “Patients under the panel must go to approved physicians, Dr. Benson. You’ve no authority to treat them here.”

      Maybe the back-to-back surgeries had got the day off on the wrong foot. Or it was the unrelenting bone-deep weariness she never seemed to shake.

      For twelve years she had begged, borrowed, and bent the rules to keep the hospital alive. Donations dwindled each season. The county association ignored her letters. Still, she carried on—stitching wounds, setting bones, coaxing babies into the world—all while her male colleagues dismissed her as a curiosity
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