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Sarah Brecknell has always had an unusual obsession with numbers. After the unfortunate death of her fiancé, she’s lost her place in society, and her gift  has left her alone with a dangerous secret. Sarah must turn to a complete stranger for help—a secret agent in service to the Crown. She has already made one mistake in love. She can’t afford another.


Theodore Markham has plenty of secrets of his own, not least of which his occupation as a spy. Now he is hunting for a traitor. This time is different, though—the rogue was his best friend. The trail goes cold until he meets Sarah, a woman with extraordinary mathematical talents…and an irresistible charm that may be even more dangerous than his adversary.
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Chapter 1

August 1806

They never let her see the body.

Sarah had been engaged to her Charles for over two years. Now he was dead, and she hadn’t even got the proper chance to say goodbye. She wouldn’t be able to see the face she loved so dearly, or touch him one last time.

The churchyard was a sea of black, full of mourners come to pay their respects. She wore a gown of dark grey bombazine, too hot and heavy for summer. Sarah had no proper mourning dress, and no time to have one made before the funeral. The late August heat did not allow for longer than a few days before the body had to be committed to the earth.

Her head was mostly concealed by a black bonnet, loaned by her mother. Was she wearing jewelry? She scarcely remembered putting it on. Oh, yes. The jet beads around her neck, also from her mother. All the dark colors would wash out her blonde hair and fair skin. She looked like a corpse herself: pale, thin, hideous. Not that it mattered. No one would be looking at her.

To judge by the crowd, Charlie touched many lives. Sarah was permitted to stand close to the grave, for although she wasn’t family, she almost had been. A few months until the wedding, she thought. How quickly things could change. She felt as though she was in a dream. Perhaps she might wake up.

But she did not wake up. The parson completed his homily. The casket was lowered into the ground while she watched, her heart aching. At the sound of twinned, stifled sobs, she raised her eyes briefly to see Charlie’s sisters, their hands tightly entwined as they watched the coffin sink into the earth.

This wasn’t supposed to happen, she thought for the dozenth time that morning. Charlie and she were in love. Sarah was a practical girl, and never loved tragic romances. She planned to marry Charlie and live happily ever after.

But now Charlie was buried, and she was alone. Sarah took a long, shaky breath. Alone didn’t begin to describe how she felt.

Not fair, Sarah told herself. Not fair. Nothing about it was fair. 

After the family had done so, she also tossed a little handful of dirt into the grave. Looking down at the wooden surface of the coffin, now partially covered with soil, she had a sense of vertigo. Then she noticed a worm industriously working its way through the soil exposed by the grave diggers, and felt pure horror. She didn’t want to think of Charlie like that, at the mercy of those worms.

She turned away so abruptly she lost her balance. She started to stumble, but then someone caught her by the elbow, stopping her from falling further.

Sarah found her footing, then glanced at the hand, following it up to the arm and the attached face. The man wasn’t anyone she knew, but she thought he was one of the pallbearers, though she couldn’t say for certain. 

“Are you all right?” the man asked. His voice was pitched low, keeping the question discreet.

“I misstepped,” she said, realizing she hadn’t spoken a word all morning until just then. Looking down again, she tugged at the black gloves on her shaking hands. She had been a wreck since hearing the first news of Charlie’s accident. She couldn’t sleep, she couldn’t think. “But I have my balance now.”

He released her, but didn’t move away. “Do you intend to go to the wake?”

She nodded. The procession would head to the Wolvertons’ home nearby, where the wake was to be held. “There’s no need to shepherd me, though.”

“All the same, since we’re heading to the same place…” he said, falling into step beside her. Without making a show of it, he offered an arm.

Sarah accepted his decision, slipping her hand onto his arm. She was too overwhelmed to do anything else but follow as the group passed out of the cemetery. The man was another mourner, and that was that. It didn’t matter that she didn’t even know his name. She had no interest in the living.

But if this man had been a pallbearer, he must have been a friend. Yet she never even met him? Odd. 

“How did you know Charlie?” she asked the gentleman. She kept her gaze lowered, not willing to fully engage in a conversation with a stranger.

“We were at school together,” he said. “And we both did some work for the government. I knew him well. And since you used the name Charlie, I assume you did, too.”

“We were to be married.”

His step hesitated very slightly, then caught the rhythm of hers again. She had surprised him.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m engaged, too. I can’t imagine what it must be like for you.”

“I hope you never have to,” Sarah whispered.

At her words, he unconsciously put one hand on hers for a moment. “That means you must be Miss Brecknell,” he said. “Charlie mentioned your name.”

“Sarah Brecknell,” she confirmed.

“Well, since we have no one else to properly introduce us, I’m Theodore Drayton, Lord Markham. I expect we never met because your fiancé didn’t want you to know what reprobates he associated with.” Markham’s tone was just a little teasing, perhaps in an effort to snap her out of the worst shock.

The name was vaguely familiar, and something in his voice reminded her of another conversation she once had with Charlie. She looked at him fully for the first time. He bore her examination without any sign of discomfort. Indeed, he seemed almost to welcome it. He was not particularly tall, perhaps two or three inches above her own height. His reddish brown hair was cut a little shorter than was popular at the moment. She barely noticed his features, or really anything beyond the black clothes, because she was caught by his eyes. They were a warm green, and familiar. She had seen those eyes somewhere. “Are you sure we haven’t been introduced?” she asked, trying to place him.

“I promise you I would have remembered,” he said. “Why?”

Sarah looked down again, finally conscious of her manners. “Forgive me. I must be mistaken.”

They reached the Wolvertons’ home, where the guests would eat and drink and remember the dead…and gossip.

Sarah had been in the house the previous night, for the sitting up. At the invitation of the family, she’d sat up with the body for a few hours, and could only stare at the closed wooden box. How could Charlie be in there? she wondered. How could Charlie be so still? That wasn’t Charlie. He was always quick, talkative, engaging…alive.

It was traditional for a casket to be open, for that way family and friends could look upon the deceased one last time before they were buried. But Charlie’s death had been violent: a horrible accident. Thus, Charlie’s sweet and charming face would be hidden, because it was no longer sweet or charming. His mother declared no one would look upon her son that way. He would be remembered as he had been in life. Hence, the closed coffin, shutting Sarah out in another small way.

His family—especially his mother and sisters—was so kind to her after the news, but Sarah felt an outsider that day. She was only Charlie’s fiancée, not his wife. She was not family. And now she never would be. The ache in her heart was unbearable.

The night before, the house had been nearly silent. At the wake, it was already lively. True, all the guests wore sober colors and expressed heartfelt condolences to the family. The late Charles Wolverton had been in the prime of life, and his death came as a shock to everyone in society. Such a tragic accident!

Lord Markham hadn’t left her in the few moments since they arrived at the house. He seemed to take the role of escort seriously, and Sarah was rather glad. He directed her to the receiving line the family had set up.

They both spoke briefly to Charlie’s parents. His mother was crying, his father looked devastated. His younger sisters Georgia and Bryony had taken over as hostesses, putting their own grief aside for the necessary job of greeting guests and accepting condolences on the part of the family.

“Oh, Sarah,” Georgia said when she saw her. “I feel you should be standing right here with us.” Georgia’s blonde hair was pulled back severely, and her normally bright blue eyes were red-rimmed.

Sarah said, “I only wish we didn’t have to be here at all. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do. I don’t know what that could be, but…” she trailed off, feeling useless.

“We were going to make the same offer,” said Bryony. She was just young enough to wear her blonde hair down in braids, which had the effect of making her look especially vulnerable in a black gown which didn’t quite fit her. “A few months’ difference, and you’d be a sister. So you must remember that.” 

“I’ll never forget that,” Sarah promised.

“And it’s fitting that you’re joined by our not-quite brother.” Georgia looked at Markham and smiled tremulously.

“Miss Wolverton, Miss Bryony,” Markham said then. “I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you for coming, my lord,” Georgia replied. “I was just thinking about how you and Charlie would play chess for hours on end. We still have the set out in the drawing room, you know, halfway through a game.”

“Perhaps I can call on you both and play a game or two,” he said. 

“That would be wonderful,” Bryony said. “You are welcome any time. We won’t be out much…” She suddenly broke off and turned her head away. “Excuse me. I’m just not prepared for this…”

“No one could be, Miss Bryony.” Theo offered her a handkerchief, seemingly without even noticing he did it. 

Sarah watched the younger girl with concern. Bryony was supposed to have her debut in a few months. A period of mourning for her brother would no doubt affect her socially as well as personally. “Everyone will understand,” Sarah added, hoping to reassure the girl.

“You both understand,” Bryony whispered. “I just don’t know about the rest of the world.”

“Where is Lady Alyse?” Georgia asked Markham then, looking beyond him for another guest.

“Not in town, I’m afraid. She is at home in Cheltenham until the fall,” he said. Sarah realized they must be talking about Markham’s fiancée.

“So you escorted Miss Brecknell instead. How kind.”

Sarah shook her head. “I came alone. I only met Lord Markham this morning.”

“Truly?” Georgia asked curiously. “But you both knew Charlie so well! How is that possible?”

“Charlie lived in several different circles,” Sarah said, with a little shrug. 

Markham cleared his throat. “Let’s move on. We’ve no wish to keep others from offering their sympathies.” 

“Please come see us soon, both of you,” Bryony urged. “You will, won’t you? The house is so quiet now. I don’t like it.”

They both promised, and then left so the sisters could speak to the many other guests.

Sarah allowed Markham to lead her to a quieter corner of the room. As she surveyed the chattering guests, she heard several rumors regarding Charlie’s life and death.

He had a mistress, and they fought….

He was fleeing from a gang of thieves he fell in with…

He was mistaken for someone else, and it was all a tragic misunderstanding…

Sarah tuned out the words. She knew the correct story from the Wolvertons. Charlie had been driving his brougham to Woodforde, which was his private retreat outside of the city. But he’d gone rather late at night, and on the road a group of highwaymen waylaid him. Highwaymen did not usually kill their victims, but something had gone wrong during the robbery and Charlie had been shot. The highwaymen, of course, fled the scene, leaving Charlie to die alone in the night. The truth was horrible enough. Why did people always want to add embellishments to it?  

She noticed Markham watching her with those oddly familiar eyes. “You said Charlie lived in several circles,” he said quietly.

She nodded. “His family, his own friends. Me, when he was in town. He was busy, you know. Always off on some important function abroad. That’s all I meant.”

“He told you about what he did?” Markham’s voice sharpened a bit.

Sarah looked out the window, feeling a jolt of alarm. “Not the particulars,” she said quickly. “He did not speak of any business or other such affairs with me, my lord.” She couldn’t look at Markham while she spoke, because she was not a good liar. The fact was that Sarah knew more than she should about Charlie’s real work. He’d been a spy, part of a highly secret group called the Zodiac.

“So he didn’t talk about his work,” Markham said, in a more normal tone.

The weight of it all seemed to bear down on her again, making it hard to even speak. She said, “No. When we were together, we spoke of other things. Just silly things.”

“You don’t strike me as a particularly silly person, Miss Brecknell.”

“I’m sure you can’t judge at this point.” She spoke too sharply, but his questions had put her on edge.

He immediately looked contrite. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

“You’re not what disturbs me today,” she said.

He must have understood that a long conversation with her wouldn’t look well at a funeral. He offered her a final condolence and began to turn away.

“Lord Markham,” she said, putting out one hand. She arrested the movement before she was anywhere close to touching him, but she’d caught his attention.

She took a breath to steady herself. “I was wondering. Do you think…do you think anything could have been done? When he died, I mean. Do you think there was any other outcome?”

Markham looked once at the crowd, then deliberately turned his back on the room to face her alone. “There have been a lot of rumors about his death,” he said candidly. “I’ve heard some, and I expect you have too.”

She nodded slowly. 

“I don’t know the whole truth,” he said. “I wasn’t there, so how could I? But I knew Charlie. He was my friend. Whatever happened, he was not at fault.”

Sarah breathed out, more relieved to hear those words than she’d expected. That was her secret fear. If Charlie had done something rash to provoke the highwaymen, if he’d been too bold…. But of course he was too careful to do such a thing. It was bad luck. It had to be. “It helps to hear that.”

“If I can be of any assistance to you, Miss Brecknell, please let me know.” He took out one of his cards, and scrawled his street direction in town on the back side with a pencil stub from his pocket. “Anything. No matter how odd or minor the request may be.”

“Out of mutual friendship?” she asked, taking the card and reading both sides.

He nodded. “Of course.”

Sarah looked at him steadily, trying to remember where she knew him from. “Thank you.” 

She turned away then, shutting him and everyone else out of her private grief. She didn’t know when Markham left, and she didn’t care. But she kept his card held tightly in her hand, the edge of the paper digging into her skin through the black gloves.


Chapter 2

Theodore fled the wake early, leaving the quiet, stunned Miss Brecknell alone in the crowd of mourners. He would have liked to stay a bit longer and talk to the others, but he had somewhere to be. 

It was an almost offensively sunny day, especially for a man in Theo’s frame of mind—rain would have suited him better. August heat had settled over the city of London, bringing with it the peculiar, brackish scent of the Thames, at least to some neighborhoods. The air would make the residents pray for the first breezes of autumn.

He’d been to plenty of funerals before; he’d go to many more after today. Why did this one feel so different? Because Charlie and he were almost the same age? Perhaps. Nearly the same station, too. Theo would inherit a title, and Charlie came from generations of landed gentry. They were also linked by one more fact, though this was a closely held secret. Both men were members of a group called the Zodiac.

The Zodiac was an organization of spies, dedicated to protecting England against all manner of threats. He worked for years as a member of the group. He never worked with Charlie—or anyone else for that matter. The signs of the Zodiac were solitary. But as Pisces, Charlie sometimes briefed him on a matter of diplomacy, or informed him of news that would affect his next assignment. Theo was sure Charlie saved his life more than once. 

But now Charlie was dead. Theo believed it had to be connected to the Zodiac. An enemy working against them overpowered Charlie. Or perhaps someone was taking vengeance against the Zodiac and Charlie was just a first assault. There were too many possibilities and no way to get answers until he met with his superior.

And then there was Sarah Brecknell, who Charlie never bothered to even introduce to his friends. When Theo first saw her, he briefly wondered if the fact that she was dressed in grey—rather than black—meant she wasn’t particularly upset by Charlie’s death. Once he saw her face up close, he knew that wasn’t the case. She looked frozen, her wide grey eyes unfocused and her skin unnaturally pale.

But the whole conversation with her left Theo rather nonplussed. At times, she seemed to almost know Charlie’s secret. He lived in several circles, she said. But Theo told himself that she couldn’t have meant the circle, which was what the Zodiac agents often called their group. It had to be a coincidence—if Theo wasn’t so on edge, he wouldn’t have thought twice about it.

As he walked, his mind drifted back to Charlie. Theo had gone to school with him, and he always admired Charlie’s intelligence and humor. Theo was higher-born, but it never got in the way, because both boys had similar interests: riding, games, girls, and pulling pranks. The pranks got more and more elaborate as they grew older, often involving weeks of planning and sneaking into the headmaster’s office at night to get whatever they needed. The payoff was always worth the punishment.

Over the years, Theo learned how to pick locks, hide in plain sight, lie to his elders, and keep a secret. Who knew such childish tricks would be so useful later in life?

After school, Charlie had begun work in the government, and Theo had been aimless, living the life of a lord’s son awaiting his full title. Charlie showed up one day, as giddy as he used to be when he thought up a new trick.

“Enjoying yourself?” he had asked, knowing full well that Theo was bored to death. “How would you feel about pulling some more pranks…but with higher stakes?”

Of course Theo was hooked. If not for Charlie, Theo would likely still be drifting through London, living a dull and ordinary life. Instead, he risked his life for his nation, and he liked it far better. 

Theo’s father, the Baron Markham, was a member of the House of Lords, though he wasn’t terribly active when not defending his own neck of the woods. Theo would eventually succeed his father, and he hoped he’d do well. But he dared not wait for his father to pass away before he started living. Besides, Theo liked his father better alive.

Theo’s father never would have permitted him to join the military—he was the oldest son, and thus the heir. But Theo wanted to do something. He couldn’t imagine a worse fate than watching as events across the continent and across the world seemed to explode. His work with the Zodiac filled that need. 

Lost in these thoughts, Theo walked back to where Charlie was buried. He didn’t hurry. In his severely black clothing, he was already overheating. All too soon, he stood at the entrance to the churchyard again. He glanced over at the eastern side, where Charlie lay underground. 

Theo didn’t linger, but turned in through a side door. The church appeared deserted at the moment. He found the stairs to the choir loft and climbed them, suddenly dreading the meeting he was about to have. Some terrible feeling came over him, perhaps inspired by the fresh grave and the silent church. It was as if he were about to discover something hideous.

But the only thing awaiting him in the choir loft was a man with sandy colored hair and mild blue eyes. His short stature made him seem unassuming. But Julian Neville was more than he seemed.

Julian was Theo’s superior. He was Aries, the First Sign of the Zodiac. Theo reported to him and received all his assignments from him. And now, Theo hoped Julian would be able to explain Charlie’s death.

“Morning, Taurus,” Julian said quietly, using Theo’s code name. “I won’t say good morning, because it won’t be. I’m afraid I have bad news.”

“Worse than Charlie being dead?”

“Far worse.”

Julian said nothing more, and Theo got worried. “Why are you waiting?”

“Because there’s no easy way to say this.” Julian took a breath. “Charlie was a traitor.”

“No, he wasn’t,” Theo said instantly. He rarely contradicted Julian, but that was over the line. “How could that possibly be? He was a sign. He was my friend.”

“He was a traitor.” Julian’s face was calm, but underneath, he was seething.

Theo knew better than to argue, but he did anyway. “There’s a mistake. He must have been set up. Framed.”

Julian shook his head. The light from the stained glass window hit him oddly, making his face and hair suddenly red, then blue, then gold. “Believe me, I wish to God that were true. But Charlie confessed it before he died. He’d been acting against England for over two years.”

“Confessed to who? How do we know this? He died in an accident.” Theo was getting angrier by the minute. How could such a thing happen and he didn’t even have a hint about it? “Tell me how you found out. Tell me how he died.”

“It’s complicated. Not too long ago, I sent two agents on an assignment. In the course of their work, they discovered there was a traitor linked to the Zodiac, and then discovered the traitor was actually a sign. Pisces.”

“Charlie,” Theo said, to make absolutely sure he wasn’t going insane.

“Yes. One of the agents, Libra, tracked him down in order to get him to confess the details. The chase led to that road outside London. Charlie wasn’t driving alone, waylaid by highwaymen. He was with Libra, who had followed him with the hope of gaining more evidence. Unfortunately, Charlie resisted and was accidentally killed.”

“Accidentally?” Theo echoed, skeptical.

“Libra wanted him alive, trust me. But Charlie preferred death to explaining himself. We didn’t have much time to concoct a story that made sense—highwaymen were something believable, and we discouraged any investigation into the matter.”

Theo sat down in one of the long pews. “A traitor,” he said. It was too much to take in.

“Yes.” Julian looked at him steadily. “I’m sorry to bring you this news, Theo.”

Something in the way Julian said it made Theo look up. “Do you think I’m complicit?”

Julian raised one eyebrow. “Should I?”

“I was one of Charlie’s best friends,” Theo said. “He’s the reason I’m part of the Zodiac. You know that. Why wouldn’t you think I was involved?”

“I don’t.”

Theo sighed. He hadn’t realized until that moment how tense he’d got. “For a moment, I thought…”

“You thought I’d set up a meeting in the church in order to kill you and have a convenient place to bury the body? If I were going to do that, I wouldn’t have given you any warning.”

The terrifying part of that was the utterly indifferent way Julian said it. He would have killed Theo without a second thought if he considered him a traitor like Charlie.

A traitor like Charlie.

“I’m not going to say you’re wrong,” he told Julian. “But I’m going to need a while to come around to this.”

“Of course.”

“Can you…” Theo paused. “Can you tell me anything about what he was doing?”

“He was selling documents he was able to procure in the course of his work, both during his Zodiac assignments and as part of his cover work in the department. Though he seemed to sell to various players, we know he was in contact with Arceneau, at least indirectly.”

Theo knew that name well. Over the past decade, the man called Arceneau had emerged as an extremely powerful criminal mind. Though French by birth, he had no sense of loyalty or patriotism. He was particularly interested in supplying governments with weapons and war supplies. To be sure he’d always have customers, Arceneau frequently meddled in politics and did everything he could to worsen hostilities between nations.

“Well, I suppose Charlie decided if he was going to turn traitor, he might as well aim high.”

“Indeed. He told Libra he intended to stop. He would use the excuse of his marriage to leave both the Zodiac and his position in the government. I have my doubts.”

“What else?” Theo asked.

“We don’t know much more. Charlie wasn’t particularly forthcoming, as Libra’s multiple knife wounds prove.”

“He’s alive?”

“Libra is surprisingly difficult to kill,” Julian said, with an odd smile.

“But no one is searching for any papers left behind?”

Julian shook his head. “Don’t go looking for an assignment. I have another agent cleaning up after Charlie, and besides, you’re too close to it. I wouldn’t assign you anyway.”

“But I could talk to his family. His fiancée. What if he told them something, even a slip of the tongue?”

“No. Charlie was nothing if not smart. Too smart to share a secret like this with his sisters or his bride-to-be.”

“But there’s a chance…”

“Taurus. Stop it.”

“Yes, sir.” Theo nodded, accepting the reality of the situation.

“I’m telling you the truth because you deserve to know how and why Charlie died…and why you shouldn’t lose too much sleep over it.”

“I was at the funeral. Everyone was devastated.”

“Let them remember the man Charlie used to be.” Julian stood up. “He was a good man once.”

“When did he stop?”

“I wish I knew.” Julian looked hard at him. “Have I got your word? You won’t go poking around? If this whole thing disappears, we’ll all be better off.”

Theo stood up as well. “It’s not my assignment. I understand that, sir.”

“That’s all, then,” Julian said quietly. 

Theo watched the other man walk out. He didn’t move, still shocked by the unwelcome revelation. If Charlie had gone so wrong, there must be a reason for it. And Theo intended to find it.

Thank God Julian hadn’t noticed Theo’s promise wasn’t a promise at all.


Chapter 3

January 1807, five months later

Seasons passed, as seasons will. At first, Sarah knew nothing would be the same after Charlie’s death. In those first numbing and dark days, she thought about Charlie every minute. She cried nearly as often.

 	“You look like a widow, my dear,” her mother had said. “You are far too young for that.”

Sarah shrugged, unwilling to talk about it. Her mother was as unlike Sarah as it was possible for a woman to be. She was graceful, witty, and adored the intrigues of polite society. She had not gone to the funeral because she felt that black was unflattering to her complexion—the same complexion Sarah inherited. 

Her mother went on, “The worst will fade. I know you don’t believe me now, but you will recover.”

“I don’t want to recover,” Sarah said.

“But you will,” her mother said firmly. “Just you see. Next year at this time, you’ll have a new beau, and a new life…”

“A new beau? Mama, how can you talk about such things at a time like this?”

“Because I’m older than you, dear. You will mourn, but not forever. Trust me.”

Sarah pressed her lips into a thin line. She would not argue with her mother. She would not speak of her life after Charlie. If her mother thought she was just a fickle girl who didn’t know what love was, she was much mistaken. Sarah promised her whole soul to her love. She even gave him her body, eager to prove her love to him. She gave Charlie everything, because he was the only person in the world for her.

And then her grief mixed with fear. Only a few weeks before Charlie’s death, on a warm summer night, they had been alone. They were often given time alone, thanks to the impending marriage. The legitimacy of the engagement gave them leave to be together without offending propriety. But on that particular evening, seduced by summer and love and her fiancé’s charm, Sarah allowed him to do something she knew she shouldn’t. But he loved her, and she loved him. And they would be married soon. What difference would a few months make? She let him take her virginity, because he said he adored her and couldn’t wait. She wanted to make him happy. And she was curious.

It had been, if not magical, mostly pleasant. She thought she understood why men and women did such things. And she did love him.

But then the tragedy of his death put all her silly, dreamy notions to shame. Once the first shock and grief passed, Sarah was seized by a new fear. What if she was with child—a real possibility, considering the timing. She turned nervous and jumpy. Her prayers alternated between begging for evidence that she wasn’t carrying, and begging for forgiveness for committing such a great sin. For two weeks after the funeral, Sarah didn’t leave her house.

Then, she awoke one day to find blood on her sheets. Oddly, she broke down in tears when she discovered she wasn’t pregnant with Charlie’s child, because that meant he wouldn’t live on. Her maid Naomi had to coax her out of bed just so she could change the linens.

But somehow, life was indifferent, and went on regardless. Weeks later, she realized with a start she had gone a few hours with no thought of Charlie at all. Then she felt a horrible sense of guilt for forgetting him for even an hour, and she cried again, but this time alone in her room.

Summer came to a gentle close, and Sarah ate food, slept, and held conversations like a perfectly normal person. She dressed in mourning and refused nearly all invitations. But the worst grief—and the worst fear—seemed to pass.

As the weather grew cooler, so did her heart. She sometimes went a day or two without thinking of Charlie, and when she did, the tears didn’t always come. Some of the memories were happy, and some were simply there. Was it possible she might endure?

Sarah’s parents began to prevail on her to go outside of their home. Her mother, always alert to social niceties, counseled Sarah to accept more invitations and to put off her full mourning clothes. She said Sarah’s fair coloring suffered in black—and that was impossible to refute. 

Her father’s requests were easier to accept, since he only urged her to go with him to her favorite place in the world: the Athenaeum. The building housed a society for the advancement of science and knowledge. While only men—such as her father—were permitted full membership, Sarah had been there so often over the years she was practically considered a sort of communal niece. She was as common a sight around the place as Cassius, the Athenaeum’s Chief Mouser.

Cassius was a sleek, beautiful black cat with an affectionate manner and the soul of a murderer. He more than earned his keep with his dedication to keeping the building free of mice and rats. The books were protected from rodents’ teeth, and Cassius was well fed at no cost. 

The Athenaeum liked such practical arrangements. 

Sarah’s arrangement was also practical. As a child, the old men (they all seemed like very old men to her then) were amused and delighted by her interest in their subjects.

As the years went by, Sarah was educated in a manner befitting her station…and indeed far beyond it, for Sarah proved to have an insatiable appetite for learning. So it must have seemed quite natural to give the very young lady a space of her own, where she could study or read or perform some administrative tasks for the society while her father pursued his own work in the larger reading room where all the men gathered. 

It was a happy compromise. Sarah got her privacy and a space to read, and all the proprieties were observed, since Sarah was surely adequately chaperoned by dint of having so many elders surrounding her.

Sarah loved her little office. It was tiny, scarcely more than a closet. But she had a desk to work at, a chair to sit in, and another, more comfortable chair to read in if she chose. Because the room was all the way at the end of the hallway, she did not disturb the gentlemen going to and fro. Not that the usually silent Sarah disturbed anyone. She was a model of a young lady, all the members said.

As she gradually came out of mourning, Sarah felt comfortable attending lectures, because it appeared she was being social, when she in fact barely remembered half the topics. But it kept her mother from hounding her about other commitments for the length of autumn. By the time winter settled on the city, she had established a routine, one centered on avoiding society in favor of hiding with the academics who populated the Athenaeum. 

One day in January, she was ensconced in her office. She had accompanied her father there in the early afternoon, just when her mother settled into the drawing room to accept any callers who might come by. Sarah hated the idea of sitting and waiting for callers, so she was doubly glad to escape the house. This afternoon, she was curled in the chair, reading. Cassius prowled around the office, listening for mice. She was thoroughly lost in her book. For the moment, she was a Roman general, exploring the dark, barbaric forests of Gaul at the height of the Republic. That the book was in Latin made no difference at all. She could read Latin as easily as English ever since she was young.

A noise at the door brought her back to reality for half a moment. The sound was like that of claws scratching the wood.

“Cassius!” she said sharply, without dragging her eyes from the page. “Stop that or you won’t get the fish I saved for you!”

“What a shame. I do love fish.” The voice was almost a purr, but it was no cat.

Sarah jumped when she heard it. Her eyes snapped up to see a huge man standing at the door, overcoat still spotted with snow. His dark hair was long, and damp from the weather outside, so it gleamed in the light of the single lamp on her desk.

He stepped inside the room, pulling the door shut behind him.

She was trapped with him.

Cassius took one look at the newcomer and hissed, his back arching up. The man ignored the cat.

“Who are you?” she gasped, regaining her voice. “Get out!”

The man shrugged aside his overcoat to reveal the pistol he held. “You’re not in charge. I have an item of business to discuss with you, Miss Sarah Brecknell, and then I will be on my way.” His voice was accented, but he spoke his English perfectly, adding special emphasis to her name. The man’s bulk was almost entirely muscle, and the width of his shoulders implied a vicious level of strength. She would never get past him.	

“How did you get so far into the building? Please leave. I am sure that I have no business with you,” Sarah returned sharply, despite her racing heart. The pistol held her gaze.

“You do,” he said. Sharp eyes surveyed her from head to foot and back. His expression shifted from indifference to appreciation.

Sarah noted his appraisal and shivered. She looked instinctively at the letter opener lying on the desktop. It was the only thing she had which even remotely resembled a weapon.

He saw it too, and smiled, showing surprisingly white teeth. Before she could do anything, he leaned forward and seized the letter opener with his free hand. He twirled it with three fingers, and she saw his hand was completely missing the last two. The detail made him even more alarming. 

He said, “The business I refer to involves a gentleman you might remember. Charles Wolverton.”

He may as well have pulled the trigger of the gun. Sarah moved backward, her breathing erratic. “Charlie?” She sank back onto the chair.

“Charlie,” he confirmed. “So you do remember him. Of course, since you were his lover.”

“His fiancée, you mean,” Sarah corrected weakly, too weakly. “But Charlie died.”

“And good riddance to him.” The man sneered. “He was weak at the end. Made mistakes.”

“What can you want with me?” Sarah asked plaintively. How dare he say that? Charlie had been unlucky. An accident could happen to anyone.

“He left something behind,” the man said. “Something important. You are in a position to get it for me. If you do, I will disappear from your life and you will have nothing to fear.”	

“And if I don’t?”

“Then you’ll have plenty to fear.” He looked at her again, showing those white teeth once more. Sarah knew exactly what he meant by that gaze. She shuddered.

“What am I supposed to find?” she asked, striving to keep the terror she felt from surfacing in her voice.

“There were some letters and other documents he was, ah, keeping safe. You must find the hiding place he used, and bring the items to me.”

“But I don’t know…”

“You can find them, Miss Sarah,” the man said. “Surely a gentleman so close to his fiancée told her a few little secrets, passed her a few little love notes. You must remember his quirks. Where he might have hidden a letter…or concealed a message. Wolverton was good at that sort of thing. But you know that already.” His smile was cruel then, hinting at many more secrets.

Sarah nodded before she could stop herself.

“I can try,” she whispered. What else could she say?

“Excellent. I give you to the end of the month, the night of the 31st. If I do not see what I want by then, you will regret it for the rest of your very short life. I will send you a note to tell you where to go. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” Sarah whispered, her mind whirling. 

With a negligent gesture, he flipped the letter opener past her, onto the desk. He waved his malformed hand in a mocking gesture of farewell, then turned his back and slipped out of the door, utterly unconcerned that she might attack him or cry for assistance. He didn’t bother closing it after he left.

She stood up shakily, but made no move to call for help. What would be the point? 

Cassius chose that moment to rub against her legs, and she snapped at him out of sheer shock. The cat hissed in response. Sarah bent to pick him up. “Oh, Cassius. What am I going to do?” 

The cat, now nestled in her arms, began to purr. However, true to his species, he offered no solutions. 

She shivered. “What can I possibly do?”

Sarah remained in the little office until her father rapped on the open door an hour later. She jumped in alarm, and Cassius, who had been curled on her lap, sprang up in irritation, streaking out of the room.

“That cat!” her father exclaimed, his voice going up a register. “He’ll give us all heart attacks one day!” 

“Is it time to go?” she asked. 

“Far past. I lingered over some work and the building is nearly deserted.”

He was a thin man, shorter than Sarah by an inch. He had greying hair, worn in a queue, just as he had worn it for decades previously. His grey eyes were weak, requiring him to wear spectacles all the time. But he nearly always wore a smile on his face, and had a habit of humming to himself while he worked. 

“I thought you would come find me, dear,” he went on. “It’s well after dinner. We’ll be lucky if Bette gives us some cold meat.” He chuckled, knowing his words to be spurious. Their cook Bette pampered the family, and they never lacked at meal time. He expected Sarah to laugh too, but when she didn’t, he squinted at her. “I say, are you feeling well?”

“Yes, yes,” she said hastily. “I was distracted. Let’s return home. I’m famished. And we ought not neglect Mama, or she’ll be cross.”

Sarah put on her heavy pelisse. On the street, her father hailed a driver to take them back home. Behind her, the Athenaeum stood dark and silent. Until now, she thought of the place as some inviolable sanctuary. But the man had no trouble getting inside. Who would stop him?

She did her best to hide her anxiety from her father. It was not difficult. Stephen Brecknell was a man devoted to study, often to the point of ignoring the outer world entirely. He could go for a day without eating, and he was not to be trusted to pick out his own clothing. Sarah thanked her stars for his absentmindedness that night. She wouldn’t dare get her family involved in whatever madness just happened.

But she couldn’t solve the problem on her own.


Chapter 4

When they arrived at their house, Sarah hurried her father inside. She saw nothing out of the ordinary, but she still felt watched, and she glanced around her as if she would see the hulking form of the stranger there, too. The man knew where her office was. Surely he knew where her home was as well. So why did he need Sarah to find something Charlie left? Or was this all a trick of some kind?

Inside the modest home of the Brecknells, everything appeared normal. The fires in each room were kept going against the cold and damp. Both Sarah and her father were given a very hearty late dinner by Bette, who had kept the food warm and even managed a perfectly timed sweet cheese soufflé for dessert.

After dinner, they went into the parlor where Mrs Brecknell usually spent her time. Sarah found her mother asleep in a chair.

“Mama?” Sarah asked, nudging her shoulder. “Mama, you ought to go to your bed now.”

Her mother blinked and yawned. She was a proper lady, and even her yawns were delicate. “Sarah, are you back at last? Your father keeps you out too late at that place. You ought to be at home instead.”

“I want to be there, Mama,” Sarah reminded her. Then she thought of the incident again. If that man could simply walk into the building and accost her, perhaps she didn’t want to be there. “You were asleep already. Should you go off to bed?”

“Not yet,” her mother said. “I have a few things to discuss with you.”

Sarah sighed. She knew exactly what was coming.

The social season had begun earlier in the month. Invitations were trickling in again for parties and teas. The Wolvertons even sent a dinner invitation, despite the fact that they still mourned their son’s death. However, with Bryony’s coming out to consider, life had to go on.

A few cards from gentlemen she had known also came to the house—names of those who courted her before she accepted Charlie. Sarah often said she was not at home, but some of those gentlemen would not be put off forever. Perhaps they had found no replacement since then. They would all be quite disappointed in her now. She was not the same girl she had been three winters ago.

Her mother picked up a short stack of papers. “I saw several invitations on the table. Have you responded to these yet, my dear?” she asked.

Sarah said, “I will send my regrets tomorrow. I was too busy to write today.”

Her mother frowned. She was a pretty woman, still mostly blonde like her daughter, though she had rich brown eyes, where Sarah inherited her father’s eyes. “I would council you to accept at least one of these. If you keep refusing, eventually you will no longer receive any invitations.”

“Thus saving me the bother of sending regrets.”

“If you don’t want to venture out alone, join me to make some calls.” Seeing Sarah’s wrinkled nose, she added, “Or ask your friend Chloe. She’s always happy to go visiting! You need not be alone, dear. People wish to see your face.”

Sarah stifled a huff. “Mama, no one cares in the least. You are the person they all want at the parties. You’re the witty one. Why don’t you accept an invitation?”

“So councils the hermit!” Her mother sniffed.

But Sarah did see the point, so she said, “You know, the Wolvertons are hosting a dinner in two days. I said I will go. Georgia had been after me about it.”

“A dinner is better than nothing.” Her mother smiled a bit. “Then I shall go to Lady Mathering’s little event next week. You see how your obedience heals your mother’s heart.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mama.”

Her father sat on a chair near his wife. She turned to him, but didn’t let Sarah off the hook.

“Though a dinner with the Wolvertons will hardly better your chances at another proposal. It would be good for you to consider future prospects and put the past aside.”

“Put myself on the market again, you mean.” Sarah’s own coming out had taken place three years ago. She would not be seen as a catch next to the young debutantes this winter, even with her respectable dowry. “Besides, I won’t catch any eyes in my grey gowns.”

Her mother sighed. “Then wear a color. You were not his wife. Five months, six months…you have shown very proper grief. But you still have a life to live.”

“Ah, let her be,” her father interjected in a mild tone—his tone was always mild, truth be told. “Sarah goes out nearly every day when she comes to the Athenaeum with me. She is such a help. And what is the point of having a brain if not to use it? Let her be.”

“Of course, dear,” her mother responded, though she waved another invitation at Sarah meaningfully.

“I will consider them,” Sarah said, hoping to appease her mother.

“Truly?”

“Of course.” Of course she would consider attending meaningless parties and dances. And then she would choose not to go. 

Her mother sensed her recalcitrance. “I will insist.”

“Can you insist tomorrow? I have a book I’m keen to finish.”

“You and your endless books. Your father is far too indulgent of your habits,” she groused. 

“And too indulgent of yours, Madeline,” her father said. “You should go to bed. Let me take you there.”

Once her mother was on her feet, she kissed Sarah on the forehead. “Don’t stay up too late. You will get shadows under your pretty eyes.”

“Yes, Mama.”

After her parents went up to bed, Sarah walked over to a bookshelf and hunted for a particular title. She found the book, bound in red leather, and took it up to her room. She had read this one before. It was not the book that interested her.

She opened the front flap and a card fell out. Theodore Drayton, Lord Markham.

Sarah picked up the card and traced the edges. She needed assistance—badly. But was that the sort of favor Markham had in mind when he handed her the card? Probably not. In all likelihood, it had been a meaningless gesture of comfort. What else does one say at a funeral?

And yet. She thought back to that painful day, trying to recall the man and the conversation. She couldn’t remember what he looked like, but she could call up the words. If I can be of any assistance to you, Miss Brecknell, please let me know.

He just appeared at the funeral. There was no reason to seek her out at all. But he did. Perhaps there was another reason he spoke to her. Charlie had a secret life as a spy. He was more than he seemed. What if this man was too? 

She didn’t sleep, but lay staring into the darkness for a long while. She had to get help from somewhere. Georgia spoke of him as an almost-brother.

“I’ll ask her about him at the dinner,” she said out loud to the darkness. “She can tell me if he can be trusted.”


Chapter 5

The next morning, Theo woke up long before the dawn. He hadn’t been sleeping particularly well for the past few months, whether he was at the family estate or in his own townhouse, tucked in a quiet corner of Berkley Square.

It was better since his sister and her husband came to stay with him for the duration of the Season. Katherine and Harry lived near the Markham home in rural Gloucestershire, not far from Cheltenham. But they always managed to come to London for the Season. Katherine was older than Theo by three years, but she had never lost her love for the gaiety of society, even after she bore two girls and settled down to a considerably quieter life.

Theo found the presence of his family comforting. He always wanted a family himself, but his work with the Zodiac meant he kept putting it off. Luckily, his Alyse was understanding. As the first daughter of a wealthy earl, she had a comfortable life already, and little need to rush into a marriage.

Theo dressed, then sat down to look over a few notes he’d made for himself. He liked working at this time of day—all was quiet, so he could think. For the past few months, Theo had been pursuing a few lines of investigation into Charlie’s past, despite being told not to. Theo simply couldn’t leave it alone. In the guise of his legitimate role as an attaché for diplomatic work on the Continent, Theo exploited his contacts and chased down any potential lead regarding the possibility of stolen documents offered for sale. 

As Theo carefully talked with people he could trust—or bribe—he learned of Charlie’s past sales, which revealed his sometime friend as a shrewd businessman. Charlie sold a few stolen documents nearly every time he went on an assignment for the Zodiac. How he smuggled the documents to the buyers was another question. He was never caught by either British or Continental authorities, so he must have devised a wickedly clever way to hide the contraband. Smuggling one letter one time was difficult enough. Charlie crossed the Channel so often that he couldn’t possibly have escaped the occasional run in with authorities. Whether it was custom officers, police, or military intelligence…someone must have searched him and his belongings occasionally. All spies knew it would happen. The best ones had good hiding places, good stories, or a good amount of money to pay off their interrogators. Charlie must have had all three to succeed as long as he did.

He did find out that Charlie was interested in things such as troop movements and plans for war machines. All of Theo’s investigations kept pointing to Arceneau as a main customer. Charlie often sold the documents to assistants because the man himself was mostly above such transactions, but the money came from Arceneau.

And yet, with Charlie’s death, everything seemed to have stopped. Perhaps Julian
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