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            Dedication

         
         
            For my father-in-law, with love and gratitude.

            Thank you for reading all of my books within the first twelve hours of their release; thank you for hand-selling them to everyone
               you encounter; and thank you for that early critique, years ago, in which you said, “I like to put just one thought in a sentence
               and end it with a period before going on to the next.”
            

            Although I failed in this dedication, the first line of the book is for you.
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            Chapter One

         
         
            London

            September 1803

         

         Killian Crewes was known as the Royal Fixer.

         
         He “fixed” things: lapses in judgment; gambling debts; amusing friends who were, in fact, petty thieves. He recovered runaway
            lovers, bribed judges to release careless relatives from jail, and redacted press reports about late-night escapades in public
            fountains. More than once, he’d disposed of a dead body.
         

         
         Sometimes, he performed these duties under the title of “Equerry to the King”; other times, he was nameless hired muscle.
            He was nimble and resourceful, occasionally threatening, and spoke only when necessary. Little-known fact, he was also the
            second son of an earl.
         

         
         His late father’s title had gained him access to life at court, while his late mother’s profession positioned him as the man on whom the palace relied to take out the rubbish.
         

         
         In short, he was a very creative, very private solver of problems, and on the first day of September 1803, Killian Crewes was asked to creatively solve the private problem created by a certain
            French princess.
         

         
         Distract her . . . occupy her . . . enchant or even seduce her—these had been the palace’s suggested fixes to solve the problem of the princess. Methods didn’t seem to matter, so long
            as Killian redirected her from the current spate of trouble she’d been making in the royal court.
         

         
         First, however, he had to determine who the French princess was.
         

         
         Oh, Killian knew the girl’s name, and he knew she was one of many courtiers and hangers-on in St. James’s Palace. She was
            called Her Serene Highness, Princess Regine Elise Adelaide d’Orleans. She was a glorified houseguest living under the protection
            of the British royal family.
         

         
         To seduce her, Killian would require more than her name, but the problem was Her Serene Highness traveled in a pack. She was
            never without a small entourage of ladies-in-waiting, and they dressed in identical black bombazine. Ebony hats. Onyx-colored
            gloves. Black woolen drapey things that could be a cape or could be the bunting from a funeral pyre. Worst of all, they wore
            veils that obscured their faces like a dense vapor.
         

         
         They marched around Mayfair, four blackbirds in formation, and it was impossible to tell who was the lead bird.

         
         “Why not ask the royal dukes which one she is?” wondered Hodges, Killian’s manservant, speaking of the sons of King George.
            They stood at the edge of Portman Square, watching the as-yet-unidentified princess and her entourage bear down George Street.
         

         
         “Because the royal dukes do not know,” Killian said, leaning his shoulder against a tree. “I’ve asked. They don’t keep track of their sisters’ friends. And we
            dare not suggest to the king or queen that none of us has the slightest idea, do we?”
         

         
         Hodges could best be described as Killian’s “manservant,” but a more accurate title was “man of all work.” Royal fixing was
            rarely a one-person job. But the older man sometimes forgot that the work was not guaranteed; they were employees, just like
            the footmen and the grooms. As such, they could be sacked if their services did not meet expectations.
         

         
         “We’re meant to consistently prove our value, Hodges—remember?” Killian went on. “How valuable do I appear if I cannot identify the girl I’ve agreed to seduce? No. Wait. Let me tell you: I appear to have no value.”
         

         
         The more invaluable Killian was to the king, the more work they sent his way—princesses to entertain, for example. The more
            work, the more money, and the king and his sons paid handsomely. Money, however, wasn’t the only thing he earned. His role
            as royal fixer also allowed him inside knowledge and access.
         

         
         The crown owned half of England and most of London. It was a profitable but cumbersome portfolio, and from time to time, the
            royal family would sell less desirable properties. Killian used his position inside the palace to buy these cast-off properties on the cheap. He was the first to know and the last to place the winning bid.
         

         
         In essence, he came to the palace for a salary, but stayed for access to condemned boarding houses, vacant shops, and old taverns.
         

         
         One day, perhaps very soon, he hoped to have acquired enough derelict property to sustain himself as a proper landlord instead
            of a lackey. He hoped to have earned enough money to restore the properties to safe, livable structures. And also to provide
            for his young nephew. And to set up Hodges with a pension. And to work for himself and himself alone.
         

         
         But not today. Today he would carry on as fixer, making money by entertaining Her Serene Bloody Highness and keeping her occupied.

         
         If he could determine which of these women she was. And why she was rambling about London. And the most effective way to distract
            her.
         

         
         Princess Elise was obscure French royalty living in exile in Britain. Killian’s research hadn’t yet turned up exactly how close she was to the French throne. She’d been harbored by the royal family, safe these last ten years from the voracious guillotine of the French Revolution. Her first five years in England had been spent with an aunt and uncle in Kent, and the last five in St. James’s Palace, as a companion to King George’s daughters. 

         
         Apparently, the black dresses and veils were a new addition to the princess’s wardrobe. According to the king’s sons, her
            presence in court could formerly be described as “unremarkable”; now she trudged about in a death quartet, needled the royal
            family with probing questions, and was generally in everyone’s way.
         

         
         “That’s some mourning attire,” observed Hodges now, watching the princess’s black-clad entourage navigate the maze of walkways
            in Portman Square.
         

         
         “Is it me,” asked Killian, crossing his arms over his chest, “or does she look less like a mourner and more like a woman-shaped
            hole cut into the wall?”
         

         
         Hodges snorted. “If her father lost his head to the guillotine, maybe she has no choice but to dress in black.”

         
         “I don’t care if she wears black, or pink, or floral sofa upholstery; if I’m meant to distract her, I need to know who she
            is.”
         

         
         Given so little information about the identities within the princess’s entourage, Killian had made up little names for each
            of them. In his own mind, he tracked them as the Tall One, the Little One, the Nervous One, and the One Who Walked like a
            Duck.
         

         
         “So you reckon that’s what happened?” Hodges speculated. “The princess’s parents got . . . ?” He made a gesture like the drop
            of a blade.
         

         
         “I believe that’s the commonly held view,” Killian remarked. “She arrived in England alone, save the nun who delivered her. The timing is right. Except for King Louis’s daughter, the only way French royals escaped the guillotine was to flee the country.” 

         
         At the moment, Princess Elise and Co. appeared to be bound for St. James’s Catholic Church. Or at least, the church would
            likely be her performative destination. Yesterday she and her ladies had called to the church but not remained—not for Mass,
            not even long enough to dip their black-gloved fingers in holy water. They’d gone in one door, waited three minutes, and slipped
            out another. A quarter hour later, they’d turned up in a bookshop in Camden.
         

         
         “In they go,” remarked Hodges, watching the women file into the church.

         
         “So they do,” said Killian, shoving off the tree. “I’ll bet you ten shillings they’re out the alley door and on their way
            in five minutes . . .”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Her Serene Highness, Princess Regine Elise Adelaide d’Orleans, had begun to wonder when, if ever, she’d last felt serene.
         

         
         Also in question, the elevated designation of “highness.”

         
         At the moment, marching down George Street, her ladies surrounding her in their usual formation, she felt neither serene nor
            elevated. She felt a strange combination of exhilaration and fatigue, like a person sneaking out of prison after waiting up
            all night.
         

         
         She hadn’t waited up all night, and she wasn’t a prisoner (well, not really); she’d slipped away from St. James’s Palace when
            one of the king’s daughters saw a mouse and swooned. The ensuing panic disrupted the routine of an otherwise boring afternoon.
            While everyone else leaped onto chairs, Elise had rallied her ladies. Now they were halfway to what she hoped was a golden
            nugget of new information. Another piece of the puzzle that was her missing brother.
         

         
         “Juliette,” Princess Elise called, whispering to her cousin. “Faster, if you please. He’s come. Again.”

         
         “Mr. Crewes?” Juliette asked in a breathless trill. The younger woman halted in the middle of the walkway and craned around. The stop was so sudden, it caused Kirby to collide with her; her stillness had a ripple effect on Marie. The group splintered in different directions like pins in a lawn game. 

         
         Elise swallowed a noise of frustration and swept up both Kirby and her cousin Juliette by the elbow, ushering them along.

         
         “Yes, it’s Mr. Crewes.” Elise looked over her shoulder. “We may be forced to linger for Mass today—at least until the homily.
            Hope he loses interest.”
         

         
         “I should like to proffer the suggestion,” began Juliette, “that Mr. Crewes is not someone to evade during these forays outside the palace, but rather someone we might use to our advantage.”
         

         
         Elise ground her teeth. Of course Juliette would see him as an advantage. Juliette’s life was not at stake, nor her sanity.
            Also, Juliette viewed every man as an advantage, while Elise saw anyone who stalked her as a threat.
         

         
         “Hasn’t Mr. Crewes been a trusted courtier for years?” Juliette continued. “Doesn’t his alliance with the king and queen make
            him honor bound to protect us? Like an escort?”
         

         
         “He is bound by greed,” Elise corrected her, “to mind us. Like a nursemaid. If we’re very lucky. Greed could also motivate him to knock us in the head and toss us into the river. Turn here.”
         

         
         The lurking presence of Mr. Crewes had enchanted Elise’s cousin Juliette since the first time they’d noticed him. Now every
            new sighting inspired the younger woman to comply less and preen more—a remarkable digression, considering her tendency to
            petulance and vanity.
         

         
         But Cousin Juliette had always been the most challenging member of Elise’s entourage. Elise would have dismissed her years
            ago, except—
         

         
         Well, for one, there were few other candidates for the job of attendant to a twenty-five-year-old exiled princess.

         
         Second, Juliette was Elise’s cousin and therefore the only noblewoman among Elise’s ladies-in-waiting. Cousin Juliette was meant to remind everyone that Elise was an actual princess (albeit exiled) with actual claim (albeit distant) to an actual European throne (albeit dismantled).
         

         
         Now Elise wondered why she or her ladies bothered. The Prince of Wales and Queen Charlotte might have offered Elise a safe
            haven once upon a time, but that had been years ago, and Elise’s welcome had long since worn thin. She grew more conscious
            of her outsized place with the royal family every day.
         

         
         And what of the imposition to herself? She was so very purposeless and idle, so displaced. She missed her real family like
            a part of her body had been cut out.
         

         
         While hiding in England may have saved Elise, her life in exile had been a truncated, sort of half existence. She had no freedom and no recourse to regain it.
         

         
         For years, she’d simply gone along, mimicking the motions of daily life in a fog of grief and fear. Then, one month ago, she’d
            been traveling back to London from the seaside estate of Gloucester Lodge in Weymouth with King George’s daughters. As she
            rode along, bored and uncomfortable, she made a chance sighting of a man. An achingly familiar man.
         

         
         Her brother.

         
         His Serene Highness, Prince Gabriel Phillipe d’Orleans.

         
         She’d never been more certain of anything in her life.

         
         The man was young—well, younger than Elise—but no longer a child. His hair was sandy brown like hers, although that wasn’t
            the bit that caught her eye. The striking thing about the man was that he looked exactly like a younger version of their late father.
         

         
         Everything about him—his posture, his build, and especially his face—was so familiar to Elise, she sat up and stared out the window, nose and two hands pressed to the glass. She gasped so sharply, King George’s daughters shot up and craned to the window to see what had caught her eye. How disappointed they’d been by the sight of a wholly undistinguished man, standing in a patch of sunlight in a market square amid a milling herd of horseflesh. 

         
         But not Elise.

         
         Elise had been forever changed.

         
         By the time he was a tiny speck on the horizon, she’d convinced herself that the young man was her long-lost brother, Gabriel.
            She’d found him—or, at the very least, she’d caught sight of him. She was alone and directionless no more.
         

         
         It had been ten years since she’d last seen Gabriel, the night before they’d fled France. He’d been only eight years of age,
            confused and terrified but trying so hard to be brave. Elise had been fifteen, and their sister, Danielle, only a toddler.
            The night after their father’s execution, the three of them had been separated, spirited out of France, and hidden in exile
            for their protection.
         

         
         Since that night, Elise had not heard even a glimmer of news from her brother or sister, and she assumed they’d not survived.

         
         Until last month, when she’d seen a man who might be—who must be—her brother somewhere along the Road to Land’s End, which had been the route taken by the royal caravan from Weymouth to
            London.
         

         
         The sighting had set off something inside of her; it was . . . a motivating event. Seeing her brother had been the hard shove
            to an immovable rock that finally sent it rolling downhill. She’d rolled slowly at first, then faster, then faster; now she
            felt unstoppable.
         

         
         She would find that man who was surely her brother. She would extricate herself from her tedious, periphery position in the British court. She would claim some semblance of a normal life. Together, she and her brother would find their baby sister. In the process of this, she might relocate her own self. 

         
         The sight of her brother had conjured a forgotten boldness; it had prodded her to step outside the shadowy, borrowed life
            she’d been living and turn her face to the sun.
         

         
         Except she hadn’t turned her face to the sun. She’d covered it in a veil, because although this new boldness was motivating,
            it was also frightening. Boldness was not necessarily braveness.
         

         
         It didn’t help that St. James’s Palace wouldn’t endorse or assist in her plan.

         
         They’d objected almost immediately to her search for the man who might be her brother. Firmly. With no appeal. The king and
            queen hadn’t personally objected, but their ministers, the fussy men who darted about the palace with dossiers clutched to
            their chests, had done it on their behalf. They sought her out and said no in every way imaginable except for the words It’s forbidden. She might be an exiled princess, forgotten and ignored, but she was royalty. It would be unseemly to give her an order outright—not
            if they could dissuade her instead.
         

         
         They began by curtailing her access to the queen. After that, they instructed other courtiers to ignore her questions. They closed doors and locked libraries and interrupted her mail.
            Elise was no longer included in events where she might speak to senior members of court. Finally, her old friend and newest
            lady-in-waiting, Marie, was summoned from a convent in Ireland to appease her.
         

         
         And then, most chillingly of all, the palace had dispatched this . . . “minder” to stalk her.

         
         Killian Crewes.

         
         He kept his distance inside the palace but dogged her every step on the outside. She’d known who he was, of course; these many years in the palace had afforded her ample time to study the key players. In the broadest sense, Killian Crewes was a schoolmate of the royal dukes. More to the point, he was the shady man in fine clothes with fine manners whom the royal family summoned when something inside St. James’s Palace had gone awry. 

         
         When the king’s fifth son, Ernest, had made too many shady investments, Killian Crewes had been called in to make the problem
            disappear. When King George’s seventh son, Adolphus, had taken up bear baiting, which resulted in several maulings, Mr. Crewes
            had been appointed to conceal the details, pay off the injured, and ship the animals to Bavaria.
         

         
         He made unsavory people vanish, caused missing diamonds to appear, and reimagined bastard infants as wholly legitimate, long-lost
            nieces.
         

         
         And now here he was, trailing Elise everywhere she went.

         
         For better or worse, this was not her first experience with a stalker. She’d been followed before, and she’d been captured
            before. She’d seen her own father killed in the most gruesome manner; a shrewdly planned public execution, drawn out over
            one terrible afternoon, forever seared into her memory. She understood very well the danger that lurked within royal courts.
            Fear had been her companion since the age of fifteen; it took the shape of bumps in the night, and mob-ruled crowds, and men
            who followed her.
         

         
         It was miserable to be afraid, but not miserable enough to stop trying to break free.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Two days later, Killian followed the princess and her ladies to a hostler’s yard in Tottenham Court Road. For women who’d
            been (for all practical purposes) sequestered these last five years, they were surprisingly difficult to track. Then again, who better to spring a metaphorical lock than
            someone trapped in a palace-shaped cage? Their use of Holy Mass as a cover to ramble farther afield had been their first sign
            of stealth, and Killian had upped his game. Now he was intrigued in spite of himself.
         

         
         “Reckon they don’t see us?” Hodges asked. The two of them stood at the edge of a hostler’s pen, observing the princess and
            her entourage from a distance as they fed apples to the horses.
         

         
         “They see us,” Killian said. “They’re more aware of their surroundings than the night watchman. They view me as protection
            surely, like a sort of guard. They’ve seen me in the palace. They know I am a friend of the royal dukes and therefore a friend
            to them.”
         

         
         “Hardly rushing up to say hello, are they? Not even a smile in your direction.”

         
         “I’ve not met the girl, Hodges. They cannot acknowledge me without a proper introduction. If I’d met Her Serene Highness, I’d know which one she is.”
         

         
         Hodges considered this for a moment. Then he asked, “Why do you think they want you to keep her busy?”

         
         Killian shrugged. “I’ve been told only that she’s ‘up to something from which no good can come.’ Cryptic, as usual. Edward said that her habits have changed, and wildly so, and it doesn’t sit well with the king. There are foreign visitors due to visit the palace, apparently, and they don’t want her to approach them.” Killian thought about this a moment, then added, “I assume.” 

         
         It wasn’t uncommon for Killian to be summoned by the palace to manage an undefined problem, pay an unnamed debt, or control
            a shadowy person. There was value to the royal family in not having to explicitly state what they paid him to do.
         

         
         According to His Grace Edward, the Royal Duke of Kent, King George’s fourth son, Princess Elise had undergone a marked sort
            of . . . transformation of late. She’d evolved from disengaged and forgettable to unpredictable and nosy. Not to mention,
            Her Serene Highness had begun to vanish from court life. She and her ladies-in-waiting were frequently absent from tea, absent
            from dinner, allegedly napping when King George’s daughters took their afternoon stroll ’round the palace grounds. The king
            wanted to know why. What was their business when they left the palace? With whom did they meet?
         

         
         So far, Killian’s only answer had something to do with horses. Today they’d come to Tottenham Court Road and crowded around
            a wholly indistinguishable hostler’s yard. Three days ago, it had been a bookseller’s shop that specialized in books on animal
            husbandry; specifically, the wall of books devoted to horseflesh. Beyond that, there was little rhyme or reason to it.
         

         
         At this point, Killian had far more questions about the princess than he had answers, but he couldn’t approach her inside the palace. Queen Charlotte was restrictive of her daughters and their friends, especially when it came to men. His orders had been clear: distract Princess Elise, but not at the expense of King George’s daughters. Killian was not to be a fox in the henhouse. 

         
         “In the end, I suppose they’re afraid she’ll bolt,” Hodges guessed.

         
         “Honestly?” Killian said. “I don’t get the impression that they’d care if she ran away. But she doesn’t run, does she? She
            always returns to St. James’s, only to do it again. If she intends to remain under the protection of the palace, she mustn’t . . .”
            Killian trailed off, unwilling to say the words.
         

         
         “Roam free?” Hodges mused.

         
         “Ask questions,” Killian said grimly. Question-asking seemed to be the behavior that most troubled the palace.
         

         
         “According to certain members of palace staff, the princess has begun a letter-writing campaign to every exiled relation she
            can locate. She pilfers newspapers from breakfast. She makes direct appeals to the royal family and their ministers,” said
            Killian.
         

         
         “Direct appeals about what?”

         
         “About her exile. About other exiled French royals. About the location of her missing family members.”

         
         “They mean to keep her in the dark,” Hodges theorized, “and quiet.”

         
         “Probably,” Killian said on a sigh. The truth of this unsettled him somehow.

         
         “What’s the matter, Kill?”

         
         He was shaking his head. “I don’t like this job. I don’t like the target, and I don’t like the means. I would politely decline
            it except for the warehouses.”
         

         
         “Limehouse?” asked Hodges.

         
         “Aye. I’ve already paid the architect for plans to restore them. I cannot walk away from the opportunity to buy them.”

         
         Of all the derelict properties Killian had ever bought from the Crown, he’d coveted a certain run-down block of riverfront warehouses in Limehouse most of all. The area was infested with crime, and the buildings were crumbling with age, widely considered too run-down to ever be of value. But Killian thought differently—there was always potential near the river—and he wanted those warehouses. If he did this job, if he pleased the king and was paid for his work, he felt sure he could finally move
            on the bloody warehouses.
         

         
         “Well, it’s not like they’re asking you to harm the chit,” reflected Hodges.

         
         “No,” said Killian. “They simply want me to make her invisible. England is at war with France. It’s not a good time for King George to be harboring a nosy French Princess.”
         

         
         Hodges made a whistling noise.

         
         Indeed, thought Killian.
         

         
         “She cannot ask troubling questions. She cannot march about London with no stated purpose. She cannot be a bother. I’ve been
            brought in to make certain she is none of those things. Whether I like it or not.”
         

         
         “By taking her to bed,” said Hodges.

         
         “Something of that nature.” Killian sighed, staring at the quartet of women beyond the horses. “Apparently she’s too high-ranking
            to lock up and too much trouble to hide. Instead, they want her distracted. So, I’ll court her. I’ll dazzle her into . . . being a very good girl. Or similar.”
         

         
         “No wonder they put you on her.”

         
         “Yes,” Killian said. “No wonder.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         “I believe Mr. Crewes to be a very great friend of the royal dukes,” Cousin Juliette remarked, eyeing Killian Crewes across
            the paddock. “Surely we needn’t evade someone who is friendly with the sons of the king.”
         

         
         He’s moved in closer today, thought Elise. Marie and Kirby stood by dutifully, indulging Juliette’s complaints, waiting for some cue from Elise. She
            glanced at Marie. He grows ever bolder.

         
         If the palace meant to restrict her, to really restrict her, Elise almost wished they’d simply lock her up. She abhorred being
            tracked and watched and stood over. When she’d fled France all those years ago, she’d been pursued relentlessly by men on
            horses, men with dogs, men tearing through the forest on foot like phantoms. For five terrifying days, she and Marie had huddled
            in carriages and stowed in boats, scurrying like mice.
         

         
         The fear born of that summer was lodged inside of Elise like a jar on a shelf. Whenever she felt followed or watched or, God
            forbid, chased, the jar was opened, and something like panic escaped. It was one of the reasons she languished in the British
            court for so long. She was largely ignored inside St. James’s Palace. The lid had remained on the jar. She’d been left alone.
            Until now. Until the palace had stopped ignoring her and appointed this man to . . . to . . .
         

         
         Well, she couldn’t guess at his precise assignment, but it could hardly be good.

         
         “Here you are, Juliette,” Elise said, handing her cousin an apple. “Can you tempt the mare to eat while we wait?”

         
         “I think Mr. Crewes is ever so handsome,” Juliette remarked, slipping the apple beneath her veil to take a bite. “Don’t you
            think he’s handsome?”
         

         
         “I’ve not considered his appearance, Juliette,” said Elise. This was a lie, and the reality of it annoyed her. Elise’s many
            years of observing courtiers had allowed her ample time to study the appearance of Killian Crewes. Why him? Elise couldn’t
            say; her eyes had simply always . . . located him. After she’d found him, her attention had . . . lingered. She’d watched him. Oh, the irony that now, he watched her. If the odd little tingle in the pit of her stomach had returned—the one she’d
            barely noticed before but now felt as familiar as his face—there was no accounting for it. She could not control her stomach.
         

         
         While the handsomeness of Killian Crewes did not interest her, he had another quality that never went unnoticed. The man was
            cagey. And strategic. And, in a manner . . . enterprising? He never seemed to be enjoying himself in the palace, not like the other
            members of the royal court. It was more like he came to the palace to survive.
         

         
         If Elise also viewed the palace as a means for survival, well . . . perhaps like recognized like.

         
         And maybe she wouldn’t have noticed these traits if he’d not been so very distinct from the other men in court. While the other friends of the royal dukes were jovial or irreverent—courtiers were meant to be diverting, after all—Mr. Crewes spoke very little and smiled less. He slipped through parties with an air of almost . . . grimness, a weariness, not a fatigue so much as a worldly sort of knowing. Unless Elise was mistaken, he looked like a man who wished he didn’t know quite so much.
         

         
         Here again, Elise felt some kinship. She, too, had been forced to know so many tragic things—things she hated to know. Her
            life had been turned inside out to escape all those terrible known things.
         

         
         In general, the sons of King George and their raucous friends enjoyed an inherent sense of entitlement, but Killian Crewes seemed to lack their privilege. He kept out of the light. He was never far from a door, or a concealment,
            or a shadow.
         

         
         And of course, lately, he was never far from her. Not so close as to approach—not yet—but close enough to appear at various points about London, lurking just steps away.
         

         
         “Even if you don’t find him handsome,” Juliette was saying now, swinging her apple core back and forth by the stem, “you cannot
            disagree that he is well-connected. To the sons of the king.”
         

         
         “The royal dukes have a wide array of friends, Juliette,” Elise said, holding out another apple for the mare. “And some of them are welcome to dinner, and afternoon tea, and church on Sunday. While others—Mr. Crewes among them—are rarely seen in the light of day. Instead, they come in the dark of night, by way of back doors,
            and they do God knows what after all decent company have gone to bed. The queen would never welcome an introduction of Mr.
            Crewes to her daughters. He is never announced at balls. He does not travel with the family. He is not welcome to approach
            me inside the palace, and yet he stalks me outside? I could go on and on—but do you take my meaning? He skates the periphery
            of respectability. It’s the prerogative of the royal dukes to fraternize with whomever they like, and it’s my prerogative
            to avoid Killian Crewes.”
         

         
         “Don’t we skate the periphery of respectability when we scuttle away from the palace at every opportunity?”
         

         
         “We do not scuttle, Juliette. Every step need not be a promenade for the benefit of gentlemen in court. We have business outside the palace and only short snippets of time to manage it.
            Gabriel is not just my brother—he’s your cousin. Can you not see the value of these sojourns?”
         

         
         “I didn’t say he wasn’t my cousin. What I’m saying is, I hardly think we’ll stumble upon him while we dart about the town, interrogating stable boys.”
         

         
         Elise took a deep, calming breath. “We do not endeavor to stumble upon him. We’re trying to learn more about horse traders between here and Weymouth. And who better to tell us about horse
            traders than men whose job it is to mind horses? I’ve said this. Repeatedly. If you cannot get into the spirit of searching
            for my brother, can you not simply enjoy the liberty of walking about freely beyond the palace?”
         

         
         “Perhaps. If ever we called to a shop or a tearoom. Somewhere diverting or with interesting people. But no. Until finally, Mr. Crewes comes along, and he is interesting, even if you don’t find him respectable. Yet also, no.”
         

         
         “It’s not Mr. Crewes’s lack of respectability that unnerves me,” said Elise on a sigh. “It’s the fact that he’s been somehow
            attached to surveil me. I don’t relish being managed, Juliette. The thing that happens after surveillance is management. And what happens after
            management could be anything from confinement to death. Please, I implore you, ignore Killian Crewes.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         It was the princess’s visit to Tattersall’s that propelled Killian, finally, to approach her.

         
         Tattersall’s was an urban horse market comprised of stables and subscription rooms, a counting house, and covered alleyways
            on the edge of Hyde Park. It bustled with gleaming stallions, uniformed grooms, and hunting dogs. And gentlemen. So many gentlemen.
            Well-heeled buyers perused thoroughbreds and breeding stock, while race enthusiasts traded stories of fortunes won by a nose.
            The combination of money and sport was so enticing, gentlemen congregated on the premises even when the market was not open
            for business. Certainly in the month of September, when the weather was still fair and owners planned the crossbreeding for
            future seasons, the market was a crush of finely dressed men and pedigreed horseflesh.
         

         
         There were, however, very few women, and certainly no women marching about in a foursome wearing deep mourning attire. In
            all of their rambles, Killian had never once felt the women were in danger. He’d taken their safety for granted; he could
            see that now.
         

         
         “And you’ll stride right up to them, will you?” Hodges asked, trailing him through a covered alleyway near Tattersall’s stables. They followed the princess’s entourage from several yards away. A plodding ox cart lumbered through the intersection and obscured his view. Killian swore, stepping around the cart. 

         
         “That’s the idea,” he mumbled, scanning the market for a clutch of black. They were vulnerable here. He shouldn’t let them
            out of his sight. “We cannot tail them forever. I’m meant to be seducing her, not being led on a merry chase by four women, one of whom might be her. It’s a little pathetic, really, that she’s evaded me so long.”
         

         
         “What did the servants say about her?” Hodges mused. “Hazel eyes? How will you make out the color of her eyes through the
            veil?”
         

         
         “I’ve heard too many conflicting descriptions to rely on servants’ gossip. I intend to identify her by her regal”—he let out
            a tired breath—“bearing.”
         

         
         “Her what?”

         
         Killian ignored the question. The truth was, he had no idea how he would identify her. Ordinarily he would simply ask, but
            successful seductions began by making a woman feel known and chosen, not . . . guessed.
         

         
         He frowned and took off his hat, using it to shade his eyes. “Do you see them? I’ve lost sight. How could we misplace four
            women in mourning dress amid a milling crowd of gentlemen and horses?”
         

         
         “There,” said Hodges, making a terrible face. “She’s there.”

         
         Killian followed his gaze to a line of empty wagons and carts parked on the periphery of the market. The vehicles stretched
            for six acres at least; they were the conveyances of every trader who’d traveled to London from the country. The princess’s
            entourage was clustered near a gap between two wagons, and beside them stood a tall, thin man in a shabby coat and dirty boots.
            His head was bare, revealing a tangled mop, and he held a crooked stovetop hat in his hand. He used the hat to gesture between
            the row of parked vehicles.
         

         
         Killian stopped walking. He’d lost them for two minutes, and they’d managed to engage the dodgiest degenerate in the market. The man was unknown to Killian, but he’d spent enough time with lowlifes and malcontents to identify threat when he saw it. Criminals, unlike princesses, were easy to identify. 

         
         “Don’t do it . . .” Killian muttered tiredly, watching in frustration as one member of the entourage—the Little One—separated from the foursome
            and took a step between the two wagons.
         

         
         “But what could they want with the likes of him?” huffed Hodges, catching up.

         
         “God only knows.”

         
         Killian started walking again, faster now. Meanwhile, Little had stepped between the wagons, looked back, and said something
            to the Tall One. A tense exchange ensued between the two women. A line of men walking arm in arm stepped in front of Killian,
            and again he couldn’t see. He swore, stepping around them, and now the Tall One moved to join the Little One between the wagons.
            Little wasn’t having it, and Tall returned to the pack.
         

         
         Killian’s sightline was cut again by a boy pulling a horse on a lead. When he stepped clear, Stovepipe was beside Little,
            flicking his hat in the manner of a parent ushering a child down the road.
         

         
         The Tall One called out, but Little stayed her with a hand, pivoted to the muddy path between the wagons, and walked deeper
            into the field.
         

         
         “No, no, no . . .” whispered Killian, trotting now.
         

         
         Meanwhile, Stovepipe was in no rush. He took his time, savoring the sight of her picking her way through the mud, skirts held
            high. His face was lit with avarice; the held-breath expression of a hunter watching a rabbit hop into his trap.
         

         
         When Little disappeared from view, Stovepipe looked right and left, tightened his gloves, and hurried after her.

         
         Killian swore again, sidestepping an old man carrying a bucket of sloshing water, and ran.

         
         “Hello,” Killian called when he reached the three remaining members of the entourage. Perhaps they answered or perhaps they
            didn’t, but Killian didn’t stop.
         

         
         He called over his shoulder, “Forgive me my haste. Killian Crewes. I’ll just have a look . . .”

         
         He didn’t finish. He’d no idea which member of the entourage had disappeared between the wagons and really—did it matter?
            Little could be the princess, or a lady-in-waiting, or Mary, Mary Quite Contrary; in any event, nothing good would come of
            following this tosser into a field of empty vehicles.
         

         
         She was gone, of course, by the time Killian reached the tail of the first wagon. He cocked his head and listened. The day
            was breezy, and snatches of conversation wafted from every direction.
         

         
         Swearing, he dropped to the ground, holding himself horizontal above the mud. He scanned beneath the vehicles for a black
            skirt and cheap boots.
         

         
         He found them quickly, two rows over. They were in earshot, but he dared not call out yet. He didn’t want to send them running
            deeper into the field. He didn’t want a chase. He didn’t want a fight.
         

         
         I don’t want this job, he thought, vaulting up.
         

         
         Moving silently and quickly, whipping carefully around corners, he approached Stovepipe from behind. This took another ten
            seconds, and Killian edged around the last cart to see Little being ushered up the steps of a wagon.
         

         
         “A word, if you please,” Killian called, keeping his voice calm, almost bored.

         
         Little had already stumbled into the wagon, but Stovepipe teetered on the top step.

         
         “Bugger off!” Stovepipe spat before disappearing inside.

         
         “You must be joking,” muttered Killian.

         
         He was up the steps a moment later, breaking his way in with a boot to the door.

         
         Two faces whipped in his direction. Little’s veil remained enigmatically in place; Stovepipe’s features were red and distorted.

         
         “Now that I have everyone’s attention,” Killian continued, “I would ask you to step away from the lady. Hands in plain view.”
         

         
         Stovepipe looked between the woman and Killian, weighing his options. Whatever the transaction here, he was very loath to
            let it go. He looked at the side of the wagon, considering escape. The vehicle had no covering, but the walls were high.
         

         
         He looked back to Killian. Stovepipe had several inches on Killian, but the wagon was confining, and there was a woman in
            the mix. Despite his fine clothes, Killian knew how to handle himself in a fight; any idiot would discern this.
         

         
         Stovepipe took two steps back. He looked again to the side of the wagon. “Keep back, gov,” he snarled, assessing the woman
            like a piece of furniture he intended to pitch over the side.
         

         
         “You will regret it,” Killian remarked, “if you touch her. Depend on it.”

         
         “Arrêtez. Stop.” This came from the woman. She said it twice, once in French and once in English.

         
         Killian blinked. He’d not expected her to speak. His only expectation had been to recover her. He was just about to ask her
            if she was hurt when Stovepipe darted right.
         

         
         Killian lunged, swiping for the man’s wrist, intending to wrench his arm behind his back.

         
         Stovepipe was faster, ducking behind the woman to shield himself. Killian wouldn’t advance on the woman, and any coward would know it. Killian was forced to fall
            back.
         

         
         Stovepipe used the space to lift his rangy arms up the side of the wagon, jump, and catch hold of the top plank. Kicking and
            pumping filthy boots, he shimmied himself up and over, disappearing to the other side like a squirrel.
         

         
         The woman let out a noise of frustration, brushed past Killian, and leaned from the entrance to the wagon. She looked right
            and left, but Killian already knew. Stovepipe was gone.
         

         
         “Are you hurt?” he asked, coming up behind her.

         
         “No,” she said dismissively. “He’s vanished. You’ve frightened him away.”

         
         “I’ve frightened him?”
         

         
         “Yes, of course. He’s run to God knows where. And before he sold me the information.”

         
         “Forgive me—he was meant to sell you what?”
         

         
         “Never mind,” she said in French. “Do not trouble yourself; it’s no business of yours.” She took up her skirts and clipped
            down the steps.
         

         
         “Wait,” Killian called, but she ignored him, trudging through the vehicles.

         
         “I should like to help you,” Killian tried again.

         
         “Oh, this was ‘help,’ was it?” she called, turning left beside a rickety cart.

         
         “Yes, of course. I—”

         
         She wasn’t listening. She didn’t even look at him. She wound her way down one row, then the next. When she cleared the last
            vehicle, the waiting entourage came into view. She sped up, plunging herself among them. They closed ranks around her like
            the slamming of a gate.
         

         
         “Wait,” Killian tried again, half laughing now. How had he managed to become the threat? Him? She felt threatened by him?
         

         
         If this woman happened to be Princess Elise, he was so very buggered. Seduction canceled. Payout not earned. Warehouses lost.
         

         
         He came to a stop beside the four women and held up his hands in a gesture of supplication. “Please,” he said. “I beg of you.
            Might we . . . begin again? I should like to introduce myself.”
         

         
         In a silent swivel, four black-netted heads turned in his direction.

         
         “And ascertain that everyone is unharmed.”

         
         Nothing.

         
         He continued, “That man was . . . not a safe man.”

         
         No response.

         
         “Will you tell me his business with you? How did he compel you to follow him?”

         
         No reply.

         
         “It’s me, Highness,” Killian pressed, speaking to all of them, “Mr. Killian Crewes, Equerry to the King. Queen Charlotte would
            not forgive me if she knew we’d crossed paths and I’d not offered myself to your service. Pathetic introduction, I know, but
            I should like to be useful.”
         

         
         “Like to be useful?” repeated one of the women in French.

         
         Killian searched the veiled faces for the source of the question. The Little One. Of course. God save me, he thought, from the Little One.
         

         
         “Yes,” he said cautiously. “Useful. And to make your acquaintance—to be introduced, if we can manage it.”
         

         
         “You’ve done enough, I should think,” she said. “Honestly, I’m shocked you would approach us in this way.”

         
         “Shocked because . . . ?” He trailed off. He was so confused.

         
         She let out a tart, French-sounding noise of irritation, raised a gloved hand, and swiped the veil back. She blinked up at him with her face open and bare. 

         
         The unexpected sight of her features rendered him momentarily speechless. The shadowy lines and shades he’d seen only in outline
            had become . . . human. She was an expressive, living, boldly beautiful thing. She was also furious.
         

         
         Her eyes were hazel, large and intelligent, her face heart-shaped. Her mouth was slightly open, sucking in angry little breaths.

         
         Killian felt an odd spark inside his chest, the strike of a match, a tiny flame lighting up the corner of an abandoned room.
            A burn.
         

         
         He took a step back.

         
         “Why,” the woman asked in French “in God’s name would we want an introduction to you?”
         

         
         “Me?” he repeated stupidly.

         
         “Yes.” A scoff. “You.”

         
         And then Killian knew.

         
         She was the princess. Easily identified by one feature alone: her disdain.
         

         
         Killian encountered disdain so frequently, it had become as expected as a cloudy day. His father may have been an earl, but
            his mother had been a dancer. They’d been married in the end, but that almost made it worse. The only thing less respected
            than a dancer was a dancer who’d managed to become a countess.
         

         
         Were there some scenarios where the son of an earl and a dancer overcame the social obstacles of his birth? Yes, possibly, but this had not
            been Killian’s experience. His half brother had made certain of that. He’d been a living vessel for the disdain of polite
            society for as long as he could remember, their contempt whispered at a velocity meant to shatter. A quietly known, pointedly
            painful thing.
         

         
         Oh, he had the favor of the royal family, but they regarded him as a reliable henchman with a very high price, or an enterprising friend who unburdened them of their shite properties. It was a different kind of disdain, but disdain all the same. Regardless, an exiled princess would not welcome his introduction. Of course she wouldn’t. She would see him, she would discern the disparity, and she would feel only disdain. 

         
         This has been a fool’s errand, he thought.
         

         
         The palace is mad if they believe I can make friendly, chummy progress with a princess.

         
         And seduction? They could forget seduction altogether. Perish the thought. He was a fixer, not a bloody . . .

         
         Well, he was no one to whom she cared to be introduced.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         Elise forgot the degree to which the veil obscured her vision. When she lifted it, even the most mundane scene looked . . .
            well, it looked a little resplendent.
         

         
         Surely this was the only reason Mr. Killian Crewes appeared anything like “resplendent”—which he did, undeniably, staring
            down at her with warm brown eyes and long, black eyelashes and a pretense of overblown gallantry. Elise clung to the pretense
            because she wasn’t sure what to do with the brown eyes or the long lashes. As men went, she knew him to be markedly ungallant. He was known in court by his grimness and spareness. He wasn’t cordial or affable—he was playacting. It was chilling,
            really, how well he feigned his concern.
         

         
         “Let us not pretend, Mr. Crewes,” she told him. “It feels rather jarring to fumble through an introduction now, after we’ve
            endured your stalking for nearly a month.”
         

         
         “Stalking,” he repeated hollowly.

         
         “Yes. And hounding. We’ve been terrorized, honestly, by your constant lurking presence.”

         
         Elise’s anger spiked, just saying the words. The gall of the man. Forgetting the fact that he’d run off a possible informant. Granted, Mr. Latchfoot had been a shiftless, likely
            unreliable informant, but still. Now they’d never know. He was gone, and in his place: Killian Crewes. Faux chivalry, feigned concern, and the pretense of knowing which one of them was the real princess. 

         
         Ha.

         
         Elise had only removed her veil because it was clear he had no idea who she was (or wasn’t). In this, the mourning dresses
            had worked. It gave her a small measure of freedom.
         

         
         Next, Cousin Juliette peeled back her veil. After that, Marie’s veil came off. Finally, with shaky reluctance, Kirby. The
            plan had always been for the four of them to act in unison. When they behaved the same, it curtailed assumptions about who
            was who.
         

         
         “But you’ll not deny it, surely,” Elise went on. “Have you not trailed us for weeks, silently watching us?”
         

         
         “By ‘not denying it,’” he asked flatly, “do you mean admitting to this?”

         
         “And what of Mr. Latchfoot?” she went on.

         
         “Who?”

         
         “The man in the wagon whom you frightened away, likely never to be heard from again? And before we’d managed to procure one
            morsel of the information he’d promised.”
         

         
         “What information?”

         
         “None of your concern, that’s what. But let me be clear, no business of the princess is of any concern to you, Mr. Crewes.”
         

         
         “Forgive me. I endeavored to watch over Princess Elise. For the sake of safety.”
         

         
         Elise shrugged deeper into her cape. “The princess has not felt safe. The princess has felt hunted.”
         

         
         He opened his mouth. He closed it. He adjusted his stance and crossed his arms over his chest. He bowed his head ever so slightly.
            “My apologies.”
         

         
         And now it was Elise’s turn to be speechless. As apologies went, it sounded almost genuine. His voice was quiet. The faux aplomb was gone. His intonation was spare. 

         
         And then he repeated the two words. “My. Apologies.” He did not smile. He looked . . . bored.
         

         
         Elise narrowed her eyes, considering this change in tone. And now he was bored? He’d stalked her across London and they finally met so he could portray . . . boredom?
         

         
         He also looked somehow detached. Before, he’d watched her as if he was curious about what she might do. Now he watched her as if he didn’t care, as if he
            was being paid to watch her.
         

         
         “I’m afraid I cannot accept your apologies, sir,” Elise said. The words came out before she’d considered them. It was pride
            talking. He would convey boredom? Detachment? Fine. Apology rejected.
         

         
         How old is this person? The question popped into her mind. He’d stopped paying attention and, as a result, her attention was piqued.
         

         
         Not so very old, she thought. There were lines at the corners of his eyes, but they appeared to be born of the sun, not of fatigue or ill
            health. His health, in fact, appeared to be very robust indeed. He stood tall and broad-shouldered. He’d bounded into the
            wagon with athletic grace. He’d followed her through the wagons with no effort. He stared down at her with neither distorted
            eyesight nor impaired hearing. She felt fully, vividly seen by Mr. Crewes. Not watched, seen.
         

         
         He was not old, she thought. Elise herself was twenty-five, too old to be a debutante, slightly younger than an old maid. Despite this,
            she often felt about fifteen, her age at her father’s execution. Grief and fear had stunted her maturity. Other times, she
            felt as old as a crone: tired, purposeless, weary. The only one left.
         

         
         It didn’t matter how old or young she felt. The truth was, she was a grown woman, and he was a grown man. For the first time ever, she longed for the seclusion of the veil. She should have some barrier between his eyes and his eyelashes and herself. 

         
         “I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse us, Mr. Crewes,” Elise heard herself say. She wasn’t prepared to contemplate him as a grown
            man; she wasn’t prepared to contemplate him at all. Her plans to find her brother were larger than the tempting puzzle of
            Mr. Killian Crewes.
         

         
         She added, “We must see the princess home before tea.”

         
         “Permit me to hail a hackney cab,” he said. “Or send my man for a carriage.”

         
         “That won’t be necessary.”

         
         “I insist.” He sounded like it didn’t matter.

         
         This had the distorted effect of making her want him to do it. Elise pushed the desire away and reached for her veil, smoothing
            the mesh over her face. The other women promptly followed suit.
         

         
         “It is the strong preference of the princess to walk,” she said.

         
         “I will accompany you,” he said.

         
         “No, I don’t think so.”

         
         Her heart pounded. She had the errant thought that she could do this all day. He could say one thing and she would say the
            opposite. His tone could suggest that he didn’t care and she could, inexplicably, care quite a lot.
         

         
         “The princess is not safe without some escort,” he said. “This Mr. Latchfoot, whomever he is, does not mean you well.”

         
         “Do not trouble yourself with the intentions of Mr. Latchfoot. Do not trouble yourself with anything to do with . . . Her Serene Highness.” She detested invoking her own title. 

         
         He stared at her, but did not challenge this.

         
         Elise began to back away. She watched him watching her retreat, daring him to make the next offer. His face and form were
            clearer now, despite the veil. All those annoyingly resplendent details like eyelashes and the scar beside his mouth were
            locked in her memory. She didn’t want to see the stubble on his jaw or the wisps of hair that curled from beneath his hat.
         

         
         She turned and strode across the market. Her ladies fell into formation behind her. For the first time since he’d begun to
            follow her, she had the powerful urge to look back, to see if he would trail behind them. She dared not. She wanted to, but
            she didn’t.
         

         
         “As you wish,” he called after her, his voice clipped. After a beat, he added, “Highness.”
         

         
         Elise missed a step. Marie, so very nimble, rushed to steady her.

         
         Highness? She looked to her friend. Had he referred to Elise as Highness?
         

         
         She couldn’t see Marie’s expression behind her veil, but she knew her friend was raising an eyebrow.

         
         The desire to look back was a physical force, an invisible hand taking hold of her chin and turning it. Had he known all along
            that she was the princess? Had she given herself away? Did he guess?
         

         
         In the end, Elise didn’t look back. She squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again. She breathed out. Gaze forward, head
            tall, she strode through horses and men and hounds. She could feel his eyes on her back like he’d pinned a target to her cape.
            It burned and tingled. The loose hairs on the back of her neck stood up.
         

         
         She was unsettled—she could admit that. It had been an unsettling day. Everything about their exchange had been disorienting and unexpected and alarming. 

         
         What it wasn’t, she also admitted, was frightening.
         

         
         Elise had not been afraid.

         
         For the first time since he’d begun to follow her. Inexplicably, almost imperceptibly, there was no fear.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
         Killian waited three days to be sacked.

         
         He thrashed about his house, scowling at documents he didn’t read, unfurling maps he didn’t study, and regretting . . . all
            of it.
         

         
         He’d been hired to do a job—hired by the bloody King of England, no less—and he’d failed. In fact, he’d done the opposite of the job; he’d “terrorized” his charge rather than seduced her.
            The princess would complain; hell, the princess should complain. She wasn’t enchanted. She was angry.
         

         
         But honestly? It wasn’t even the impending dismissal that bothered him. It was the regret. He regretted his own ineptitude,
            and it couldn’t be undone.
         

         
         Five times a day, Killian shoved up from his desk, stalked to the window, and glared into the garden. The Lamb Street town
            house in Bishopsgate was one of the first condemned properties he’d bought from the Crown, and he’d devoted four costly years
            to restoring it. He’d intended to sell it, but found it to be so comfortable and well-appointed, he’d made it his home instead.
            The walled garden behind the house was his refuge. While architects and builders had made the structural renovations, he’d
            installed the garden himself. There were two soft plots of green sod bisected by a thin gravel walk, a smattering of trees,
            and a stone reflecting pool.
         

         
         Looking out the window now, he saw none of this; he saw only the blight beyond the gate. Eventually, he’d bought the surrounding properties, but he’d not yet earned the money to renovate them. They leaned at odd angles up and down Lamb Street, gutted by fire or rotting with neglect. With no future payouts as the Royal Fixer, there would be no money to repair them. 

         
         So be it. Fine. These were unexpected challenges, certainly, but Killian would solve them by selling other properties and
            rethinking the scale of his future. He was nothing if not adaptive and resourceful. This, also, wasn’t the regret. The source
            of his regret was her.
         

         
         The encounter at Tattersall’s would not leave him. Over and over, his brain retraced the memory of their exchange. It was
            like reading the same page of a terrible book again and again. Despite his best interests, he thumbed to it ten times a day.
            He’d underestimated her, an amateur mistake. He’d made assumptions about her cleverness, which was considerable, and her gullibility,
            which, in fact, she did not possess.
         

         
         He’d been so very wrong about all of it. And it made no difference what the palace wanted. Her Serene Highness would never
            consider Killian Crewes—not as a paramour, or even an amusing friend. Her Serene Highness had not even allowed him to fetch her a cab.
         

         
         It had been arrogant and foolish of him to offer any service to her, and oh, how Killian hated playing the fool. He was not a distinguished man, not respected; he wasn’t even necessarily well-liked, but he was no fool.
         

         
         Except at Tattersall’s. Except with her.

         
         It hadn’t been a shaming, per se. She was not cruel. He could pretend this, but it was untrue. There’d been no dressing him down or turning away as if he wasn’t there. She’d simply told him no. Her rejection had been an uncomfortable reminder, a little note tucked into his pocket: he could fix many things—low things, criminal things, things that were sloppy drunk or blinded by conceit—but he could not, should not, endeavor to engage people who were above him. 

         
         And Princess Elise was so very far above him.

         
         At least I’ll never have to see her again. His chief consolation.
         

         
         Regret was one thing, but the threat of making repeated overtures to a bloody princess and enduring her dismissal was more
            than he wished to contemplate.
         

         
         “I’ll never see her again,” Killian mumbled on the fourth day, still waiting for some rebuke from the palace.

         
         He tossed a pile of architectural schematics on his desk and shoved up. The plans were rubbish now, of course. He’d been just
            about to file them away when he heard Hodges coming into the front hall.
         

         
         “Kill?” the manservant called from the entryway.

         
         “In the office,” Killian shouted back.

         
         “Delivery,” Hodges said, leaning into the door and holding out an envelope. “It’s just come. I intercepted a boy on the steps.”

         
         “What is it?” Killian
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