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Istanbul, 1909

I had dressed carefully: a dark, long-sleeved dress and a veil, conservative enough to draw no attention in this city at this hour. According to research that had consumed several weeks of my life, tonight was the annual gala dinner of the Ameshty's most senior members, held in a grand building near Hagia Sophia. The event was masked as a charity function. Beneath that mask, they would present the organization's most significant work of the year.

What they were calling, in the communications I had intercepted, the discovery of the century.

I had come across time for that discovery. I knew precisely what was at stake.

What I needed was an invitation.

I turned off a side street and knocked on the door of a boutique shop in the shadow of Topkapi Palace.

"Excuse me — I'm looking for Lady Zehra. I'm an attendant of Princess Naime."

A young girl disappeared into the back of the shop, and a moment later a much older woman emerged — composed, perceptive, with the evaluating gaze of someone who has spent a lifetime reading people through fabric choices and posture.

"I know Princess Naime's attendants," she said pleasantly, but her eyes were working. "I don't know you."

"I was recruited this morning, on Tahsin Pasha's recommendation. My name is Ayşe."

The name landed. Lady Zehra's professional composure wobbled just slightly, and something warmer and more anxious took its place.

"Oh — forgive me, please, I didn't realize — are you one of his family? Please, won't you sit? I have fresh baklava — walnut and pistachio both, just arrived, still warm —"

"I'm afraid I'm short on time." I smiled apologetically. "The Princess has sent me to discuss a commission. She has a specific style in mind, but she hasn't settled on material. She'd like me to bring back samples of your finest new silks for her to review at the palace."

"Of course — right away — please, take my best chair —"

She vanished into the back of the shop, and I moved.

I checked the counter. The display cases. The small writing desk near the window. I had thirty seconds before she returned, perhaps forty.

The invitation to the Ameshty gala was nowhere in this room.

"I'm so sorry to keep you — My Lady? Where have you gone?"
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Lady Zehra's shop had yielded nothing. I needed a new approach.

Sir Reginald Brightonwood — British, wealthy, deeply connected on multiple continents, and a significant figure within the Ameshty — was hosting his own guests this evening at his Pera mansion. Where the invitation might not be on display in a boutique, it would certainly be on his desk. All I needed was two minutes alone in his private study.

Getting inside meant acquiring a uniform. Acquiring a uniform meant finding someone approximately my size who was working there tonight.

I found her in a service alley around the corner from the mansion's back gate. She would wake up with a headache and a confused account of the evening. No permanent harm done.

I told myself that with more confidence than I entirely felt.

The kitchen was loud and warm when I entered, the organized chaos of an important dinner in full preparation. I walked with the purposeful, slightly irritable energy of someone who has been sent on an errand by someone important and resents the interruption.

"You." An older woman in a supervisor's apron stepped into my path. "I haven't seen you before."

"I've been here three months," I said, without breaking stride. "You just haven't noticed."

"What? That's not — hey!"

I was already gone, into the next corridor and the one after that, navigating by instinct toward the part of the house where the décor grew more expensive. I stopped in front of a door with ornate brass fittings and a handle of solid gold.

"There she is! She knocked Fatima unconscious — they found her in the garden without her uniform!"

The sound of running footsteps from the far end of the corridor.

Of course the door was locked.

A young butler appeared from a side passage, saw me, and drew breath to shout. My pistol was level before the sound could form.

"The key," I said quietly. "Open this door. Right now."

His hands shook badly as he produced a gold key from his coat pocket. I took it from him, opened the door, pulled him inside with me, and rendered him unconscious with the efficient brevity of someone who had trained for exactly this and still found it unpleasant.

I searched the study in under three minutes.

No invitation.

Had they abandoned physical invitations altogether?

"What is happening out here?" A man's voice, authoritative, from the corridor. "Someone said a thief —"

Time to leave.

The window was the fastest option. I took it.
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Without an invitation and with a partial description of my face now circulating among Brightonwood's staff, I needed a way into the gala that didn't rely on either.

I found it on a notice board near the venue's service entrance: Temporary staff required, this evening only. Report to head steward, 6 o'clock.

I reported at ten past six, slightly breathless, and was hired on the spot.

The building's secret garden was extraordinary — a private Eden hidden within the house's interior walls, accessible only to Ameshty members and their staff for tonight. Plants from every continent shared space with impossible variations of familiar fruits: apples in colors I had never seen, mangoes scaled up to the size of melons, bananas in shades from deep red to almost white. The smell was layered and extraordinary.

In the garden's center, a wide circular area had been cleared and set with tables for the gala — black and white linens, crystal, candles. Beautiful in the way that very serious amounts of money are always beautiful.

And there, half-hidden in a flowering bush at the garden's edge, something caught the light.

Gold. Round. Unmistakable.

I looked at it for three full seconds before I trusted myself to look away.

"Miss Ayşe?"

"Yes?" I snapped my attention back to my supervisor.

"We're moving to the service positions now. Please follow along."

"Of course — I'm sorry, those roses —" I turned and pointed toward a massive blooming cluster near the bush. "I've never seen them that large. Are they a new variety?"

My supervisor's professional manner dissolved into genuine delight. "Arrived just this month! We've been told to admire from a distance — very precious, very fragile — but yes, aren't they something?"

The other staff members leaned in to look.

I committed the egg's exact location to memory and followed my supervisor inside.
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That night, the garden filled with Istanbul's finest. They arrived in their best — silk gowns, white tie, jewels that caught the candlelight from fifteen feet away — and moved through the exotic plantings with the proprietary satisfaction of people who consider extraordinary things their natural habitat.

I poured drinks and indicated directions and smiled at the right moments, and I watched.

When the Ameshty's inner proceedings began, the staff was dismissed to the exterior — some ritual, the nature of which we weren't meant to observe. The double doors closed. My colleagues settled in to wait.

"What happens after they're done?" I asked my supervisor.

"Exactly what I told you at orientation — we go back in and serve as though nothing unusual occurred." She said it with the practiced incuriosity of someone long accustomed to not asking questions she wouldn't be answered.

"And what are they doing in there now?"

"Not my
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