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            For the perfumers who bring magic to the world, and the perfume lovers who cherish that beauty. May every new scent take you
               on a journey or return something lost to your heart.
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            Prologue

         
         Days from now, when his mind dredged up the moment for the hundredth time in excruciating detail, he’d realize he’d failed
            before ever stepping foot in Fenwick’s gleaming marble hall. Certainly before he’d clapped eyes on the old man in his leather
            chair beside the grand fireplace, besieged by lordlings who had flocked to him like cosseted lambs in search of a shepherd.
            Before, even, the man had downed his final gulp of whisky.
         

         
         And damn it all if Hugh wasn’t desperate for the smooth embrace of Fenwick’s best after the day he’d had, stalking William
            Rosebourne’s gleaming atrocity of a coach—the white lacquer speckled with enough carved roses to look poxed—all over town.
         

         
         Hugh lifted his tumbler once more, resisting the gnawing urge to throw the drink back and be done with it. He’d been wetting
            his top lip with the same two fingers of whisky for the better part of an hour, each kiss of burning liquor a temptation.
         

         
         But he never drank while working. That had been Uncle Giles’s most sacred rule, the first of a thousand gleaming bits of wisdom
            dropped like polished coins into Hugh’s palm: a clear mind for a clear end.

         
         A thorned feeling swelled in his chest before he ruthlessly shoved it back down.

         
         He leaned a shoulder against the emerald silk paper covering the walls, comfortably at home in the shadows fraying the edges
            of the cardroom. Boisterous laughter erupted from a nearby game of whist, the men deep in their play. Through the swirl of
            cheroot and pipe smoke, cards fluttered between hands like plumed birds, inviting memories best forgotten.
         

         
         None of it felt real to him. Not anymore. Not the games without real stakes, not the shallow discussions of politics, not
            the smirking portrait of the current home secretary gloating from the mantel in a room he’d paid lavishly to restore.
         

         
         It had been an age since Hugh had been back here, and now he remembered why. Fenwick’s had the misfortune of being infested with Albion’s most prized idiots. 

         
         The lot of them, it seemed, had decided to while away their evening groveling before the old perfumer. As if being blessed
            with a bespoke scent from the man might grant them some importance or assign greater meaning to their useless, privileged
            lives.
         

         
         Take young Lord Freeham, newly sent down from Rexford University for paying a man from the nearby village to attend classes
            in his stead. The boneheaded scheme had lasted all of one lesson, so blatant that not even a bribe could shield him from the
            blade of the school’s honor code. Now the boy—decades yet from inheriting his father’s ducal title—was nearly prostrate at
            Rosebourne’s feet, embarrassing himself once more.
         

         
         “Won’t you consider it?” he wheedled. “Just the one bottle . . .”

         
         The din of conversation hushed, eager to lap up the reply. In the corner of the room, someone opened the wager book where
            hopeful bets had been placed on who’d be the next lucky soul to receive a bespoke perfume—magic or otherwise—from the master
            perfumer.
         

         
         “No,” came Rosebourne’s terse reply. “You wouldn’t be willing to pay the price for it.”

         
         And with that, conversation spun up again. The wager book was quietly shut and restored to its shelf.

         
         Hugh ran the edge of his thumbnail over his top lip, exasperated.

         
         In a rather elegant display of pettiness, Rosebourne, of the renowned House of Rosebourne Perfumery, had decided to make it
            as difficult for the Patricians to obtain a bespoke perfume as it had been for him to obtain membership at Fenwick’s. The
            old curmudgeon had learned the simple axis upon which a peer’s mind teetered: deny them what they desire, and they’ll desire
            it all the more.
         

         
         And here was the cold triumph of years of blending frivolous perfumes for lords and ladies, hosting glittering balls, and
            throwing his vast, ever-increasing affluence at charities: to have the privilege of paying the club’s outrageous fee so that
            he might be harassed by those who had inherited their own right to membership along with their fortunes.
         

         
         Such was the misery of having an old name, but not a noble-blooded one. Of having money, but not the right, ancestral sort.
            To have been forced to make his way in the world, while others merely fell into the well-worn grooves of their families’ legacies.
            The difference, as the society patronesses put it, between money and Quality.
         

         
         If not for the traces of fairy magic in the House of Rosebourne perfumes, William Rosebourne’s mortal remains would have withered to dust before he ever made it off the club’s hallowed waiting list. 

         
         There was a movement at his left. Hugh tensed inwardly. Not now, damn it.

         
         “Say, Foxcourt, do you mean to stand around and glower, or can I interest you in a game?”

         
         “No cards for me tonight.” Hugh gave the slurring lord a lazy grin. “A man needs to brood alone in the shadows now and then
            to cultivate an air of mystery.”
         

         
         Lord Menzies chuckled, the flush beneath his prodigious whiskers speaking to just how foxed he already was. “Right, yes, of
            course. Better if you don’t play, in fact. My wife still hasn’t forgiven me for losing the curricle to you, ha ha!”
         

         
         Hugh’s smile sharpened to a smirk. Conversation with Patricians was an exercise in patience, and as ruthlessly choreographed
            as any ballroom dance. Which, Hugh suspected, was why so many of them inevitably led back to horses.
         

         
         As the man beside him droned on, extolling his fair daughter’s virtues with the unsettling enthusiasm of a matchmaking mama,
            Hugh cut a quick glance toward Rosebourne, who had risen suddenly from his seat and summoned his hat, gloves, and cloak.
         

         
         Finally, Hugh thought. Blessed mercy.

         
         “. . . we’d hoped that she might catch the eye of someone such as yourself, ha ha!”
         

         
         “Don’t let me keep you from your game, Menzies,” Hugh interrupted, pushing away from the wall. “The hour’s late, and I’m for
            home.”
         

         
         Menzies blinked, his soused mind slow to process that the conversation had ended and that he’d been dismissed in short order.

         
         Rosebourne was nearly to the door, his head lowered like a bull poised to charge, by the time Hugh followed. The perfumer
            limped, favoring his left leg as always, his walking stick serving its actual function rather than as an ornament to trumpet
            his riches.
         

         
         Hugh stopped only to retrieve his own belongings. He might have abandoned them in his haste to keep the man in his sight,
            but it would have drawn the wrong sort of attention. That was the real trick of this line of work: controlling when you wanted
            to be noticed.
         

         
         His quick footfall echoed as he hurried down the marble steps. He spared a wary glance to the shadows caressing the columns lining the stairs—the last, crumbling remnants of the ancient palace that had once stood on the site. Settling his topper back on his head, he nodded to the behemoth who served as the club’s porter and waited for him to drag the door open. 

         
         The dark street beckoned, as drowsy and alluring as a well-sated lover. The cool summer air bit at his senses, and he was
            grateful for the way it cleared the lingering smoke from his chest.
         

         
         A blanket of damp clung to the city, a gift from a fleet-footed storm. For a single, precious hour, the rain had driven away
            Linden’s notorious reek. Now the familiar blend of excrement, sweat, and other assorted filth reasserted its rightful place.
         

         
         Rosebourne stood off from the small crowd of gentlemen waiting for their coaches to be brought round, a no doubt perfumed
            handkerchief pressed to his nose. The light of the nearby lamps drew out the few remaining sparks of red in Rosebourne’s white
            hair. Strange, Hugh hadn’t ever noticed it before. Well, the man had the bad luck of having his full attention now.
         

         
         Hugh was the portrait of insouciance as he sidled up to Rosebourne, joining him in the shallow pool of lamplight. Palpable
            distaste poured from the old perfumer as he eyed Lord Feathersby blissfully swaying with his eyes screwed shut, seemingly
            unaware he was humming “The Black Needle” for all those gathered to enjoy.
         

         
         Rosebourne noticed Hugh then and sucked a tooth in displeasure. “I should have known you’d be slithering about.”

         
         “Of course,” Hugh said pleasantly. “I count slithering among my many varied talents.”

         
         The perfumer snorted beneath his handkerchief. “Out with it then.”

         
         There was much Hugh enjoyed about Rosebourne, his ruthless annihilation of his competition chief among them. His bluntness
            was no exception. It was rather refreshing to skip the dance and get to the point for once.
         

         
         “As surprised as you are to see me this evening, Mr. Rosebourne, I’m equally wondering at your own appearance here,” Hugh
            said, in that same agreeable tone. “Was I not clear when I told you that my order took precedence over all else, including
            creature comforts?”
         

         
         “And was I not clear,” Rosebourne countered, “that I would make no attempt to fulfill your order until you acquired what I asked of
            you? Or do these many supposed talents of yours not extend to procurement?”
         

         
         Hugh’s smile tightened. Procurement? The man may as well have asked him to locate a teardrop in a lake. “My task is proceeding at pace. It’s yours that has a deadline.” 

         
         “Hmm, yes,” Rosebourne said. “A rather pressing one, wouldn’t you say?”

         
         “And yet,” Hugh said, spreading his hands between them, “here you are. I hadn’t realized you were so eager to discover the
            endlessly creative ways I have of burning your world to the ground.”
         

         
         The rose-tipped cane creaked under the force of the perfumer’s grip. “Were you aware, my lord,” Rosebourne began, “that deceit
            smells sour, like spoilt milk?”
         

         
         It took every ounce of Hugh’s force of will to school his expression as the old man’s words sank in. But he remembered now.
            Uncle Giles had told him of this years ago—the strange second thread of the family’s unnatural fairyborn gift.
         

         
         “Better than some of your more recent offerings, I’m afraid,” Hugh said. “Half the sitting rooms in this city stink of candied
            violets and some infernal cousin to lavender.”
         

         
         “And fear,” Rosebourne continued, ignoring this. “It reeks of wet fur.”

         
         Hugh drew in a humiliatingly sharp breath, as if he, too, could smell it wafting from the folds of his limp waistcoat and
            shirtsleeves. All those years he’d spent learning to control every aspect of himself, to tamp down on the simmering anger
            in his blood, to ease any hint of feeling from his expression—it was worthless in the face of magic such as this.
         

         
         His breath came lighter, quicker, as if to match the rising beat of his heart. Bloody hell.

         
         Something else, he ordered himself, focus on something else. He’d kill every feeling in his body before he offered them up to the man on a silver platter. Hugh was the one in control
            here. Not Rosebourne.
         

         
         Not anyone else.

         
         The creak of wheels against stone and the steady clop of hooves pierced the disdain curdling between them. Rosebourne craned
            his head, peering down the street, only to settle back with annoyance. It wasn’t his.
         

         
         “I was acquainted with the last Earl of Foxcourt,” Rosebourne said. “Your great-uncle, wasn’t he?”

         
         Hugh’s throat tightened as the man’s face flashed before his eyes. “He employed your more . . . useful perfumes.”

         
         “As do you,” Rosebourne said, pointedly. “I approve every such order, mind you.”
         

         
         A warning to cap off his night. Unbelievable. Hugh despised using the perfumes in question, but necessity trumped misgiving
            every time.
         

         
         “I’d expect nothing less,” Hugh said. “I’d only fear what might become of you, should the King no longer avert his gaze from
            your use of fairyborn magic.”
         

         
         Rosebourne barked out a laugh. “And deny himself his own yearly order? Risk the ire of his Patricians, who have grown so very
            fond of their scents? Perhaps he should concern himself more with what might happen should the rest of his subjects find out
            what they’ve been denied. My business would survive, boy. Would his reign?”
         

         
         Hugh let his top lip curl. For a man who dabbled with oils, Rosebourne certainly enjoyed courting fire.

         
         “The social order must be preserved,” Rosebourne mocked. “And so, by law, the Patricians may keep their fairy relics and do with them as they please. They may
            purchase perfumes their lessers are not even permitted to know exist, as these noble, godly men”—he gestured to the throng of drunk lords—“can be trusted, having bred the tainted pagan fairy blood from their glorious lines. And all the while, fairy relics are ripped away from
            commonfolk, who can be sent to Fairgate Prison on the mere suspicion of using fairyborn magic.”
         

         
         “Where they serve at the King’s pleasure,” Hugh reminded him. “And now, so do you.”

         
         Rosebourne sniffed at the double entendre, dabbing at his nose with his handkerchief. Mint, Hugh noted. Had it been anyone
            else, he might have spared him a small measure of pity—or at least not enjoyed the man’s obvious misery quite this much.
         

         
         But another thought occurred to him. It was a misery, wasn’t it? A perfumer’s nose was their most prized asset, but the Rosebourne nose was something else entirely;
            like every strength, it could be made a weakness. Hugh would remember that. He would use it.
         

         
         “You’ve his way—your great-uncle’s.” Rosebourne tapped his cane impatiently against the ground. “Smiling and smiling as you
            sharpen knives behind your back.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” Hugh said.

         
         “But blades cannot cut through poison, can they?” Rosebourne mused. “Tell me, did the air still reek of licorice when you
            found him?”
         

         
         The familiar, sickening weight coiled in Hugh’s chest. The image painted itself in the shadows gathering at the edges of his vision. A body, twisted in on itself, forever contorted by the final throes of agony. The tracks of dried blood streaming from his eyes, his mouth, his nose, and, God, even his ears.
         

         
         There had been so much of it, pooled on the ground beneath him like ink.

         
         “And yet, the good people of Linden believe he sent himself on to his eternal reward,” Rosebourne continued, “grateful to
            have the great, charitable Duke of Glenmoor succeed him as home secretary—why, you must have been thrilled the position stayed
            within the family. And to have him named regent in the event of the King’s death . . . surely there’s no greater honor.”
         

         
         Hugh gritted his teeth with such force he was surprised they did not crack.

         
         “It is fortunate the customer in question did not become acquainted with that particular foreign scent,” Rosebourne finished, just as his rolling abomination came into view. “Or else neither of us would
            be in the position of getting what we desire, hmm?”
         

         
         Hugh shoved down the lingering sting of memory, the humiliation at having been so easily read. Down and down, into the numbing
            darkness he’d nurtured in his heart. “Quite.”
         

         
         The white coach rolled to a stop before them, and a footman, looking rumpled after a day of traipsing through the city, leapt
            down from his perch to open the door for his employer.
         

         
         Rosebourne limped forward, seizing the young man’s arm before he could move to place the steps beneath the door.

         
         “Sir?” the footman asked, eyes widening as Rosebourne took a long, deep inhale.

         
         Not finding whatever it was he’d been looking for, Rosebourne reared back, snapping for the coachman’s attention. “What have
            I told you about that blasted polish? Do you mean to suffocate me before we reach the house?”
         

         
         The coachman blinked owlishly at his employer. “But, sir—”

         
         “Bah!” The old man stifled a sneeze, hauling himself into the dark heart of the coach. He held out a hand, blocking the footman
            from closing the door. “An update, Foxcourt. By tomorrow evening. You’ll have your perfume then.”
         

         
         Hugh gave a sardonic bow. The unmitigated gall to give him an order.
         

         
         As the man’s craggy face disappeared behind the carriage door, Hugh heaved in a deeper breath, seeking whatever scent had so offended the man. 

         
         His brow creased. Linseed oil was hardly an assault to the senses, even for a more powerful nose. But if Rosebourne despised
            it . . . well. 
         

         
         Hugh smiled darkly. He’d be more than happy—overjoyed, in fact—to douse himself with the stuff before standing over the perfumer’s shoulder to encourage the man to blend his little
            oils faster. And if Rosebourne still resisted, Hugh would personally coat every inch of the man’s house, every blasted piece
            of furniture, in the polish until it became an inescapable reminder of the task he was neglecting.
         

         
         Enjoying the thought immensely, Hugh watched Rosebourne’s coach depart with a snap of the ribbons.

         
         Go after him, he heard Uncle Giles’s voice whisper in his mind. The work is not finished.

         
         But it was, at least for this godforsaken day. Rosebourne lived but a short drive away, and Hugh had already put eyes on Briarwood
            Palace. Come morning, he would be the one haunting the man’s doorstep.
         

         
         Hugh turned, mulling which nearby street presented the best opportunity to find a hack.

         
         “Where are you off to, Foxcourt?” someone called.

         
         Someone—who? He couldn’t recall now. Because in that moment, between one breath and the next, between the ask and the answer, the
            world turned to fire.
         

         
         The heat found him first, scalding the air and his vision molten gold. A tidal wave of pressure roared behind him, tossing
            him to the ground with bone-crushing force.
         

         
         No, there had been a smaller explosion first, hadn’t there? A crack like thunder. Or had that only been his skull slamming
            against the cobblestones?
         

         
         When Hugh came to, the sky was on fire, and somehow, impossibly, he was not dead.

         
         His consciousness rose like the whorls of dark smoke around him. A sharp ache at his temple made itself known with a piercing
            intensity that was almost blinding. Ash caressed his face like the hands of a worried mother.
         

         
         Hugh’s eyes stung, watering as he forced them open, his throat aching with an unfinished cry. Smoldering debris was scattered
            around him. Hugh stared, not comprehending, not recognizing any of it.
         

         
         Not until he saw the golden rose still burning in the nearby gutter.

         
         The blasted ringing in his ears was unbearable as Hugh hauled himself upright. The world lurched violently as he staggered through the heavy veil of smoke and ash. 

         
         Too late—

         
         He pressed a trembling hand to the back of his mouth to keep from retching. The ungodly stench of burnt hair and flesh overcame
            him as he made his way to the fiery heart of the street.
         

         
         To the remains of a coach engulfed in flames so hot they burned blue.

         
         Too late—

         
         Bile heaved up his throat as Hugh dropped back to his knees. Hands reached for him. Voices muted by the screaming in his ears
            spoke, their lips forming frantic shapes. Faces he ought to have recognized, distorted by terror.
         

         
         Too late—

         
         They lifted him, dragging him away. He let them, willing the darkness back to him. But even behind his eyelids, the fires
            burned, inescapable.
         

         
         Always too late.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part One
Soliflore

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         If moonlight had a scent, it would surely be something like this: Airy white flowers—jasmine, night-blooming and lush, or
            even luminous tuberose. The cool, powdery kiss of orris, so very different from the golden warmth of the sun. And . . . perhaps
            the faintest hint of incense, for when the moon had gazed down upon a world ancient and wild.
         

         
         Now that the moon’s face had risen above the church steeple looming behind us, the dark air had turned into a silver satin
            ribbon and the rain-slick cobblestones into lovely dark pearls. On most nights, the bright, ethereal glow of a full moon was
            a gift.
         

         
         But to a Midnight Market, it was a betrayal.

         
         “Three silvers!” the man scoffed, slamming the small bottle back down.
         

         
         The plank we’d balanced over two barrels wobbled precariously, the whole endeavor on the verge of collapse. Beside me, Arabella
            sucked in a sharp breath as the perfume flacons chattered against one another like teeth.
         

         
         “Three silvers,” I confirmed. One for the cost of the bottle, another to pay back Oliver for the lavender oil, and the third
            for the seat on the mail coach that would carry me far, far away from here.
         

         
         “Do I look like a goosecap to you?” he demanded, his face flushing beneath his hood.

         
         No, I thought, keeping that bland smile etched onto my face. But you, sir, reek of solicitor.

         
         While he’d donned the simple, coarse clothing of a common tradesman, his essence gave away the game. I’d taken it all in with
            a single breath: the dry woodiness of parchment, wig powder, ink, and a certain pride that carried a metallic tang not unlike
            the heavy pouch of coins hidden beneath his cloak. He lived near the lilac-draped homes of the storied Feygrove Square, but
            not within it.
         

         
         So, not a toff—even the second son of a lord wouldn’t survive the shame of employment—but a man who aspired to join the ranks
            of the Patricians all the same.
         

         
         And, God, one of his yellow teeth was rotting at the root. If it wasn’t giving him something to complain about, it would soon. In the meantime, the soul-curdling stink of it, braided into the burnt parchment scent of his growing annoyance, was a test to my stomach’s fortitude. 

         
         “Of course not, sir,” I told him, straining to find that tone that made men believe they’d won your fancy. “But I must sell my wares
            if I’m to eat. I know you understand this, being a man of trade yourself—that every coin must be precious to you.”
         

         
         “Not so precious,” the man said quickly, unable to help himself. As always, the newer the money, the more desperate they were to
            flash its shine.
         

         
         Arabella subtly knocked a hand against my leg, stifling a laugh with a cough.

         
         “Chest complaint,” she explained when he cut her a suspicious look. “Mayhaps yer in need of something splendid as well, being
            a man of means and all? Found this in the River Temese just this week past. A right treasure, it is.”
         

         
         She tapped a gnarled finger on a handsome new addition to her offerings: a silver card case. After a moment’s hesitation,
            the man took it, holding it up to the pale moonlight for closer inspection. I fought a grimace as he turned it over, revealing
            the crest engraved there.
         

         
         He tossed it back onto the table with a noise of disgust. “The Duke of Weston threw his card case into the river, did he?”

         
         Arabella rose to her full, diminutive height, her blue eyes piercing within the sunken contours of her face. “Probably got
            bored of it and wanted to use the gold one. Yer the one high in the instep, ye explain it to me—”
         

         
         The man’s top lip curled into a sneer as ugly as the rest of him. “You are a thief!”
         

         
         Lovely. That drew a handful of eyes from the nearby tables.

         
         “And yer at the Midnight Market,” Arabella snarled. “If ye want virtue, get yerself to church.”
         

         
         I placed a quelling hand on her arm, my smile rigid. We were women of business now. Women of business swallowed their spleen
            and smiled. They did not insult the night’s only potential customer, no matter how badly he deserved to be diced by a former
            doxy’s wickedly sharp tongue.
         

         
         “What she means is that the Midnight Market offers a variety of goods you won’t be able to find anywhere else,” I said. “Including, of course, that special perfume you had your eye on.” 

         
         The man’s dark gaze turned appraising. I resisted the urge to shift my shawl higher. Not an ounce of the rusted scent of guilt
            or even tear-salted desperation. Those were the easiest emotions to play through to a sale. Instead, the man’s annoyance slowly
            spiced with a cinnamon zest that signified nothing good. Nothing good at all.
         

         
         His top lip curled again as his gaze finally drifted up over my face to my hair. My chest clenched as he took in the strips
            of white streaking the otherwise strawberry curls.
         

         
         My resolve hardened once more. If I had paid the price for the creation of the perfumes before me, he could pay for the use
            of them.
         

         
         “How do I know it does what you claim?” he asked. “You could be selling me a load of rotting dreams.”

         
         He couldn’t smell the honeyed swirl of magic I’d blended into the rose and lavender oils, of course, or feel its warm effervescence
            humming within the brown glass of the apothecary bottle.
         

         
         “Would you have come without being certain?” I asked, trying for flattery. “You strike me as a gentleman who goes to great
            pains to ensure he isn’t cheated. I presume you heard about my work from another pleased client?”
         

         
         I’d been too careless, that much was clear now.

         
         “My wife was a client of Rosebourne’s,” he admitted after a moment. “God rest his soul.”

         
         My lips compressed into a hard, flat line. Or roast it in the fires of hell, preferably.

         
         “Year after bloody year, I paid dearly for a perfume to . . . enhance herself, only to have the supply cut short,” the man continued bitterly. “She heard of you from another lady she paid a call
            to.”
         

         
         Unexpected, that. They might not have been Patricians, but they were high enough in society to have been allowed access to
            the perfumes hidden at the heart of the House of Rosebourne.
         

         
         “As a client of Rosebourne’s, you know how rare such a perfume is then,” I said. “There are so few fairyborn left in the world,
            and fewer still who know how to harness the forbidden gifts. Surely your wife’s happiness is worth a mere three silvers?”
         

         
         “And she would only need to add a drop of her blood to ensure its . . . effects?” he asked.

         
         “If she would like only her appearance affected in the eyes of others, yes,” I answered.

         
         He took the small bottle from my hand as I offered it to him. I was close—so very close. His scent was turning bittersweet,
            like grapefruit. Acceptance. I nearly had him.
         

         
         In the end, men were simple creatures. They wanted to feel as though they were getting away with something.

         
         “If you’d like Blooming Beauty, I’d be pleased to gift you another of my scents, called Diamond of the First Water,” I said, stooping to retrieve a small
            flacon from the basket at my feet. “It is a lovely blend of orange blossom—”
         

         
         “Does it contain magic as well?” he interrupted, snatching it from my hand.

         
         “No,” I answered, struggling to master the sparks of my temper. “It is a simple perfume. However—”

         
         “Then what good is it?” he cut in. “I can buy an ordinary perfume in any apothecary or Rosebourne’s own shop.”

         
         “Her scents are hardly ordinary,” Arabella began loyally.

         
         My hand tightened around her arm again. “If your interest is primarily in my more noteworthy perfumes, may I recommend Lady Luck for yourself? Wearing a dab of it will draw good fortune to you whether you sit at a
            card table or merely seek to conduct business.”
         

         
         As the creation of the perfume had taken luck from me in equal measure, I’d suffered a small fire in my room, a twisted ankle,
            a ruined dress, and two Midnight Markets without a sale, all for a single wretched batch of that perfume.
         

         
         His eyes lit at the prospect, and, as quickly, he was redolent with grapefruit—rotting grapefruit, but grapefruit all the
            same.
         

         
         “And I will give you both for six silver coins,” I finished, bowing my head in feigned humility as I offered Lady Luck to
            him. “That is two silvers less than a gentleman paid earlier in the evening for both.”
         

         
         And so, the deal was done.

         
         Triumph swelled in me, and I had no idea how I managed to wait long enough for the man to disappear back into the crowd before
            I turned to Arabella, shaking the fistful of coins with glee.
         

         
         “Ye didn’t sell a whit to another toff tonight,” she noted with a cackle.

         
         “No, I most certainly did not,” I said, slipping the money into the hidden pocket I’d sewn into my skirt. I dropped one silver into her basket when she turned to give an alluring look to a passing marketgoer. Somehow, perhaps after counting her remaining teeth, the man resisted the temptation. 

         
         “And I charged him full price for the Lady Luck.” I finished with a curtsy, accepting her laughter in lieu of applause.

         
         Pride shimmered in Arabella’s eyes as she faced me again. Her dark hair was streaked with silver, and the moonlight made those
            strands twinkle as she gave a pleased little shake of the shoulders. “We both got a shiny from ’im!”
         

         
         She whipped her left hand up from behind her skirts to reveal a small snuffbox, its lid painted with a delicate pastoral scene.
            I gaped as she turned it over, mocking the way the man had studied her case.
         

         
         “Not so fine as to come from Bell Street, la-de-da,” she noted airily, “but it’ll fetch me a silver at next week’s market
            all the same.”
         

         
         “How in the world . . . ?” I began, laughing with amazement. The others at the market called her Mrs. Mudlark, but a more
            apt name might have been Lady Lightfingers.
         

         
         Arabella drew close to the battered plank serving as our table; her slight build put her at the exact right height to slip
            an arm beneath it, giving her clear access to anything the man had stowed near his waist.
         

         
         “You keep ’em looking at something else while ye get to work,” Arabella explained with a demonstrative swipe of the hand.

         
         “By arguing?”

         
         “Sometimes,” Arabella agreed. “A flash of the ol’ bosom never goes amiss, especially when you’ve one as legendary as mine.”

         
         I didn’t doubt that was true, but it hadn’t been enough to save her once she’d aged out of the brothel she’d been sold to
            as a young woman. The mere thought heated my blood with an acidic fury.
         

         
         “Or ye get ’em thinking yer making for their wallet when yer really after their shiny fob,” Arabella continued, tucking the
            snuffbox down her bodice for safekeeping. “The fool thinks they’ve caught ye and won’t know the truth of it until yer well
            away. That’s the trick of it, see?”
         

         
         “I do,” I said. It seemed all one truly needed to survive in the world was an unflinching belief in oneself, a roof over one’s
            bed, and a retired doxy to teach you how to pilfer from unsuspecting toffs.
         

         
         That, I thought, smiling down at my two-fewer bottles, and a generous dab of perfume.

         
         “Are ye certain ye can’t make a life of it ’ere?” Arabella began. “I don’t like the idea of ye all alone in Southpoint—”
         

         
         “I’ve been alone for years,” I cut in. Feeling her flinch, I softened my tone. “It’s . . . a fresh start. New opportunities.”

         
         To vanish, to leave all of this behind, the way I should have years ago.

         
         “If ye say so,” Arabella said after a while.

         
         The rattle of wheels on cobblestone forced my gaze up again. Clattering metal cages stinking of rust and animal droppings
            clashed with the stench of perspiring man, heralding the arrival of one Mr. Toady. His unusual essence greeted me as the man
            and his small, covered cart came into view down the crooked alleyway.
         

         
         “Already for ’ome?” Arabella called out to him. “Night’s young yet!”

         
         He ambled past us, gesturing up toward the full moon as he called back, “Bad omen, this is. Ours is the sort of business best
            kept to the dark.”
         

         
         Mr. Toady did not possess good looks, or manners, or what most would deem the good sense to be afraid of the menagerie of
            strange, sorry creatures he sold. The lot included a basket of unnervingly crimson eggs, a knot of vipers, and a host of venomous
            toads that would rival any gentleman’s club for charm.
         

         
         “Perhaps for you,” I called back to him, “but for some of us, it’s been a blessing!”

         
         Arabella shook her head, her breath escaping in a sharp whistle. “Now ye’ve done it. That’s an invitation to ill fortune if
            I’ve ever heard one.”
         

         
         I settled back on my heels with a pleased hum, relishing the weight of the coins in my skirt pocket. If this was to be my
            last Midnight Market, I’d make a good showing of it. “I have a perfume for that, you know. Three silvers, but I’ll give you
            a dab for free.”
         

         
         Arabella shot me a wary look. While she’d gladly doused herself in any of the simple toilette waters and perfumes I made for
            her, she, like so many others, viewed the few remaining fairyborn with equal parts fascination and apprehension. If church
            sermons hadn’t convinced them that fairies were demons, there were always the old stories of trickery and misfortune. No one
            would risk their eternal soul or freedom being caught with a remnant of fairy magic, if they could help it.
         

         
         She tucked a loose white curl behind my ear with a sisterly tenderness. “So many of them accursed perfumes this week. Did
            that wily florist give ye the ’eave to? Is that why ye’ve got it in yer ’ead to leave?”
         

         
         I pulled back, turning away from the tender hurt that crossed her face. “I chose to quit the flower stall,” I assured her, and left it at that. My business was my own. 

         
         In the silence that widened between us, I reached up to fiddle with the pearl flower pendant of Mama’s necklace, only to realize
            I’d forgotten to put it on. The realization unraveled me, just that little bit. I’d never forgotten before. I’d worn it every
            day since she’d died.
         

         
         “I didn’t want to work at the flower stall forever.” I wasn’t sure who was more surprised to hear the words pass my lips,
            then—myself or Arabella, who was accustomed to having to accept silence from me. “I’ve bigger dreams than watching servants
            buy flowers for their dough-faced employers to go courting.”
         

         
         You could assemble only so many posies and bouquets for gently bred young ladies before it opened a little ache in you that
            you’d never receive such a thing yourself.
         

         
         I might have left the stall at Creed Garden ages ago, had work outside factories been easier to come by. It wasn’t so terrible,
            in the end. My feet had throbbed each night, but I was walking back to my very own boarding room, one outside the Brickbats.
            Mr. Stevens let me have my pick of the discarded flowers, and, from those takings, I’d been able to create an array of oils
            to make my perfumes.
         

         
         That was all that had mattered. Until yesterday morning.

         
         Anger seared through me. It had been a beautiful day until the shifty-eyed cove had strolled into it, asking Mr. Stevens unwelcome
            questions while I was away making deliveries. Was there a red-haired girl who worked for him? Did she make perfume?
         

         
         I quit the moment Mr. Stevens asked me what sort of trouble I’d gotten myself into. Coming here tonight was a risk, but I
            was short on coin and disappearing came with a cost. Either word of my fairyborn magic had spread and someone was looking
            to make an arrest, or . . .
         

         
         There was only one person in Linden who’d be looking for me, and I’d be dead and damned before I let them find me. So, Southpoint
            it was. Then maybe, after I’d saved enough, I’d make my way onto the Continent and out of their reach forever.
         

         
         “And what of that gentleman courting ye?” Arabella asked, too innocently. “That boy ye mentioned . . .”

         
         Oliver’s handsome face rose in my mind before I shoved it away, giving the other woman a sharp look. “There is no one, and
            there will never be.”
         

         
         I would die before I shackled myself to any man and his whims, cruel or not. Each bottle of perfume I sold now brought me a step closer to that freedom, to choices.
         

         
         Arabella stroked a comforting hand down my back. On that, we were in accord, regardless of the circumstances that had led
            us to such a decision.
         

         
         I hugged my arms to my center, watching the marketgoers flit from one table to the next. Their essences tangled around me
            like bramble. I let each drift by without stopping to examine the secrets they offered, giving them back a measure of their
            privacy as I guarded my own.
         

         
         The Midnight Market prided itself on being a stain upon the city, offering only the most gratuitously illicit wares to those
            who knew where to find it. Smuggled imports from the Continent, naturally. Mr. Toady’s animals. Medicines from the Far East.
            And, of course, the purported fairy relics that had survived countless purges to arrive here, in this gloriously dank Brickbats
            alleyway, at the night’s most brooding hour.
         

         
         There were other, far more sinister scents, but I knew better than to investigate them. Here, no one asked questions they
            wouldn’t survive long enough to hear the answers to.
         

         
         Blood, steel, and ale flooded the air and my stomach instinctively cramped. Two young men, their faces bruised from a recent
            brawl, sauntered as cocksure as kings through the tables. A rolling hush followed in their wake. Worried, furtive gazes passed
            between customers and vendors alike. Crossing paths with a Stone Slogger was always an invitation to disaster.
         

         
         I forced myself to breathe, willing the shadows of the alley to swallow us. My heart drummed a vicious beat in my chest as
            the thugs neared, then passed by without another glance.
         

         
         “Cor,” Arabella swore. “Bloody Stone Sloggers, thinking they own the Brickbats now.”

         
         “Don’t they?” I muttered, rubbing at my arms to chase away the prickling chill.

         
         At least the war between the gangs was over. Anyone with half a wit knew Greystone, the blood-soaked king of Linden’s underworld,
            would prevail and add the Brickbats to his territory.
         

         
         All the more reason to run.

         
         As the minutes passed, and it was clear the Sloggers weren’t there to cause trouble, the activity in the market—and my heartbeat—eased
            back into its usual flow.
         

         
         “I can’t believe I’m to speak these words,” Arabella began, “but that toff’s new policemen may not be so bad after all. If they don’t hassle us overmuch.” 

         
         I shook my head. “All they’re going to do is provoke the Stone Sloggers into another street war, and the rest of us will pay
            the cost.”
         

         
         The home secretary, a pale-faced toff who’d likely faint in terror if he was ever made to step a foot inside the Brickbats,
            was about to learn what happened when you sought to tame a feral rookery. Not even the old Reed Corner Runners darkened these
            streets for their investigations, and soldiers had to come in units.
         

         
         Still, if the police managed to arrest enough Sloggers . . . if they got to Greystone . . .

         
         No. That was what bribes were for. It was said Greystone was as rich as the King and, like the sovereign, only death would
            end his reign.
         

         
         At least there’d be no Sloggers in Southpoint.

         
         Arabella made a noise of surprise, her brows rising as she observed two nearby ladies wearing masks to protect their identities
            as they made their purchase of Gallian wine. “And ’ere I’d been in ’igh ropes thinking them swells being back ’ere for the
            Season would bring a few more feet by, but this is the busiest I’ve seen.”
         

         
         My own gleeful mood soured.

         
         Ah, yes, the Season. That dazzling, confection-sweet dance of gowns, balls, promenades, and self-importance the rest of us were invited to view
            from a comfortable distance—unless we were bade to pass through the glimmering veil of candlelight to serve the Patricians,
            of course.
         

         
         There was none of that here, deep in the moldering black heart of the Brickbats. No amount of rain or time would drive out
            the wrenching anguish and hunger that stained the air, no more than it could rinse the blood from the rookery’s gutters. A
            person could become lost in the crush of desperate souls wandering the Brickbats’s dark maze of alleyways and footpaths. It
            was why Mama had brought us here all those years ago, but in the end, our problems had found us all the same.
         

         
         I breathed in deeply, until I all but choked on the violent clash of scents. The Sloggers with their steel knuckles crusted
            with blood. The fresh paint and varnish of the newly erected church, meant to save the rookery’s corrupted soul. The lingering
            warmth of a roast from the King’s Arms Tavern. Unwashed bodies, the sticky sweetness of children, the soggy plaster of the
            paper-thin tenement walls collapsing in on themselves . . .
         

         
         But then the wind shifted, carrying in its chilling grasp something else entirely.

         
         Boot polish. Dyed wool.

         
         Gunpowder.

         
         The sounds of the market faded beneath the roar of blood in my ears. My eyes drifted to the perfume flacons on the table before
            me, thoughts swirling into a furious storm.
         

         
         Bad omen, this is. I gritted my teeth. First the Sloggers, now this. Bloody Toady.
         

         
         With a calm I didn’t feel, I took Arabella’s arm. She leaned in, sky-blue eyes widening. The rest of them could rot, but I’d
            be damned before I let her fall into whatever snare was being set. Life had battered her enough already.
         

         
         “Listen to me,” I began in a low voice, knowing anything like fear would spark her own. “We’re going to take our baskets and
            walk . . .” I paused, drawing in another exploratory breath. West. The scent was a few streets west of us, give or take. “. . . down the alley to the east until we reach Regent Street—”
         

         
         I never had the chance to finish.

         
         Arabella gasped, drawing back as if I’d bitten her nose. With dawning horror, I watched her tilt her head and open her mouth.

         
         “No!” I whispered frantically. She’d cause a panic and we’d never escape the ensuing riot.
         

         
         “Raid!” she bellowed. “Raid!”
         

         
         The Midnight Market became its own nightmare.

         
         Chaos erupted with the wet fur stench of terror. I jumped as tables were overturned; wares smashed to the ground in the haste
            to flee. Merchants and customers scattered like rats through whatever crack or crevice they could find, shouting and shoving
            at one another as they reached dead ends or bottlenecked at gates.
         

         
         The heady surge of brandy, Gallian wine, and olive oil pooling on the ground became overwhelming, clawing at me until my stomach
            heaved.
         

         
         “Ta, sweet! Take care!” Arabella called to me, using her parasol-sharp elbows to fight her way through the fray. Her basket
            of stolen goods rattled as she leapt over a man who’d fallen and been promptly trampled. She was one of the few heading east.
            Good.
         

         
         Pounding footsteps echoed against the crumbling walls. “Stop! In the name of the King!”
         

         
         A flacon of Lady Luck danced off the edge of the plank, shattering against the cobblestones. The sound startled me out of my daze. I stared at the remaining flacons, feeling as though my heart were ripping in two. 

         
         Every instinct begged me to run, but I couldn’t leave the perfumes for the soldiers to find, nor could I waste the oils and
            the magic I’d given pieces of myself to. It would take me months to repay Oliver alone. But if I took them, if I was caught
            with them on my person, it would be Fairgate by sunrise.
         

         
         I shook myself, refusing to let the terror set in again. If I was caught with them, I’d brazen my way out of the situation,
            the way I always did.
         

         
         Scooping the bottles into my wicker basket, I took off.

         
         The scent of the soldiers exploded behind me as they came upon the remnants of the market. I glared down at the rattling bundle
            of bottles pressed to my chest. I might as well have been wearing a bloody bell for how easy I was making it for them.
         

         
         Bloody moon, bloody Toady—bloody Sloggers. The soldiers had probably tracked those men here, damn them.
         

         
         Within two heartbeats my old ankle boots were soaked through, my hems stained and splattered. That was why you wore only gray
            or brown to the Brickbats. Any other color would be sacrificed to the rookery’s filthy fingers or mark you as a peacock ready
            to have your feathers plucked.
         

         
         I made a right where the alley narrowed, a left at the spot Mr. Higgins had been gutted like a fish for his fine new hat,
            another left at the burnt-out husk that had once been a cobbler’s shop before the Tremont Terrors had gotten their paws on
            fireworks.
         

         
         It was only by virtue of how often I’d run these lanes that I was sure-footed enough not to twist an ankle on the uneven stones.
            It was all too easy to get lost in the dark, labyrinthine sprawl of the back lanes. They’d been the delight of murderers and
            thieves over the centuries for this very reason—the blind turns opportunities, the shadows protective of their own.
         

         
         I slid to a stop at a crossway between four tenements, taking the measure of each path. Right would take me deeper into the
            rookery, and left—
         

         
         Foul panting breath, sweat-damp wool, and gunpowder found me again. Close—too close. The sound of quick footfalls followed,
            the last warning I’d receive.
         

         
         I lifted my narrow skirt and swung left, my heart thundering. The Coffin. I’d lose them near the Coffin, where the roads circled back onto each other like serpents devouring their tails. I could hide in the deconsecrated church’s crypt or by running flat out to the river if it came to it. 

         
         “There!” a man shouted. “There she is!”
         

         
         I ran faster, my boots sliding through the muck, crashing my left shoulder into a sharp corner of brick. I sucked in a breath
            of pain as the stone tore the tufted sleeve of my dress and scraped the skin there raw. Finding my footing once more, I continued,
            consoling myself by imagining the soldiers’ fine emerald King’s Guard uniforms splattered with the same filth.
         

         
         Nearly there, I thought, taking a right when the scent of another soldier, this one reeking of whatever stew he’d eaten for supper, slithered
            down the lane to my left.
         

         
         The damp air was a muddle of fading essences, trails of all those who had walked them in the days before or fled through them
            only moments ago, having had the same idea I did.
         

         
         The alley tightened around me like a fist, forcing me to turn sideways to pass through. The clatter of musket and sword and
            those heavy, unrelenting footsteps were the only sounds I heard over my own heartbeat.
         

         
         Nearly there, I told myself again.
         

         
         But I heard it then—the echo of a shout. A woman’s piercing wail. Arabella?

         
         I hesitated, and it cost me. It always cost me.

         
         With my gaze turned back toward the clamor, my body slammed straight into a hard wall of wool and muscle.

         
         “Ah, there you are.”

         
         I jerked back in alarm, but the soldier, looking remarkably unharassed in his prim uniform, clapped two hands around my arms
            like irons. Breath tore in and out of me as I forced my gaze up—and up—into the soldier’s face. The white handkerchief tied
            beneath his nose fluttered with his soft chuckle. Eyes as silver as coins bore into mine.
         

         
         A shiver passed down my spine and straight into my soul. How . . . ?

         
         The basket slid from my nerveless fingers, the bottles hidden inside clattering horribly as it hit the cobblestones.

         
         I inhaled sharply. But there was nothing—not an essence, not even the smell of wool or leather. It was impossible, and yet . . .
         

         
         I could puzzle it out later, when I was well away from here. From him, whatever he was.
         

         
         “Let me go!” I demanded, craning my head around, searching for my way out.

         
         Nearby, a tenement leaned toward the street like a curious bystander.

         
         I spun up my best east city accent. “Help! Help! The swad’s going to kill me!”
         

         
         This time, the soldier reared back. I almost laughed at how offended he appeared at the suggestion.

         
         When he spoke, his accent was as clear as cut crystal. “I most certainly am not—though that can be arranged.”

         
         A toff, then? A second or third son, more like, whose father had bought his commission. A soft-belly lad. Untested. Probably
            pissing himself in terror being made to march into the Brickbats.
         

         
         “Make it a habit of assaulting innocent young women, do you?” I jeered back. 

         
         I twisted, savagely kicking at his knees and ankles and soft parts. A fight then. I’d claw my way out. He swore, releasing
            one of my arms, only to perform some sort of trickery that had me spinning around. He brought my back flush to his hard chest.
            I jabbed an elbow back, wincing as I struck the cold buckle on his belt.
         

         
         He brought his face in line with mine, his breath fanning across my ear. Another shiver spread from my scalp to my freezing
            toes. “I’d hoped to do this in a more civilized manner . . .”
         

         
         He banded an arm across my chest. I threw my skull back, the way Arabella had taught me, but naturally he had to be a bloody
            giant. My head bounced off the collar of his uniform, and my simmering blood heated to a boil as he laughed again.
         

         
         There was something in his free hand—a small black bottle. He flicked the cap off with his thumb. Pine. Lavender.

         
         My body tensed as a stroke of effervescent magic brushed my senses, settling deep in my lungs before I could stifle my breath.
            Seductive warmth curled through my blood then, stroking my mind with slow, teasing fingers. 
         

         
         One by one, my bones hollowed, turning as light as a bird’s. A dark curtain pulled down over my mind, smothering my frantic
            thoughts. My terror.
         

         
         “You . . . bastard . . .” My lips moved, but I wasn’t sure I’d managed to force the words out. My sense of him blurred like watercolors. His grip on my chest eased. 

         
         “Now, Miss Lockwood,” his voice rumbled near my ear again, “you’ll have to do far better than that if you mean to maim.”

         
         My fist curled around the lapel of his damp uniform coat, twisting with one final, silent promise as I sank into dark unconsciousness
            and the moon’s soft face dipped toward the horizon.
         

         
         I will.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         I knew I was in trouble when the last of the women in my cell was released, and the guard’s sulfurous stench of malice became
            spiced with the cinnamon of lust.
         

         
         Mrs. Fellows shivered as the door slammed shut and was locked behind her. Even in my envy, I was relieved for her. The woman
            had spent the better part of the last . . . two, was it? Two days weeping and shivering, distraught at the thought of what
            had become of her nine children since she’d been arrested. All for the crime of attempting to sell her dead husband’s fairy
            comb at the Midnight Market, so she and her family wouldn’t starve.
         

         
         “It’ll be my brother, I expect, lately arrived in town,” Mrs. Fellows murmured more to herself than to me.

         
         I nodded, no feeling left in my body as I leaned back against the cold stone wall. Her brother was the last in a succession
            of husbands, sons, fathers, uncles, and cousins who had dutifully arrived at the prison gates to pay their wayward relation’s
            way out of Fairgate ahead of their coming trial.
         

         
         I met her dark gaze one last time, the rusty scent of her guilt indistinguishable from the actual rust clinging to the bars
            between us. Her hands twisted in her ruined cloak, her throat working to find the words. In the end, she said nothing.
         

         
         It was just as well. There was nothing she could have said. Certainly nothing that would have made me feel better. I’d told
            her and the others the truth that first morning: no one was coming for me.
         

         
         With one last nod, Mrs. Fellows scurried after the other guard as he strode away, not willing to be left another moment in
            this hell.
         

         
         The other guard, Branson, lingered. Of course he did. The pressure of his gaze was like a tongue tracing the curve of my cheek.
            I fought a shudder of revulsion, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of any response.
         

         
         “Looking awfully lonely in there, Red,” Branson said, giving the bars a tap with his truncheon. “How’s about I come and keep ye company tonight? Gets awfully cold down here after sunset, don’t it? I’ll keep ye warm . . .” 

         
         I wasn’t a coward, but I also wasn’t a fool. I congratulated myself for my restraint as I somehow managed to bite back the
            words Not as warm as your blood when I slit your throat. I wouldn’t give him an excuse to beat me again—not that he needed justification. The guards had been empowered to brutalize
            prisoners under the guise of “subduing wicked spirits.”
         

         
         “Think yer above me, do ye?” he jeered.

         
         Ignoring him seemed to annoy him more than cutting retorts, so I merely looked down at my filthy nails, studying them.

         
         He slammed his truncheon against the bars again, and this time, my body jumped instinctively at the harsh clang. He laughed, and all I could do was swallow my bile and let him.
         

         
         “Tonight then,” he promised, with a last leering look. “I’ll show ye how a little bitch deserves to be handled.”

         
         My jaw clenched to the point of pain, every muscle in my body going rigid with the effort to remain still as he finally strode
            away, whistling “The Black Needle” to himself.
         

         
         Damn him, I wouldn’t let him ruin that song for me, and I wouldn’t let him touch me, either. Couldn’t.

         
         My breath steamed around me with my harsh exhale. His body was rotting away quicker than his soul, just not quickly enough
            to matter to me. Not when I knew now what happened to women at Fairgate after dark.
         

         
         There had been twelve of us packed into this cell, which was barely the size of a carriage. Most of the other women had been
            customers at the market, but a few were simply prostitutes who’d been walking the wrong streets as the King’s Guard had stormed
            through the Brickbats. And while fate had taken it upon itself to weave our lives together, it moved quickly to unravel the
            protection our numbers had provided. Branson took the utmost pleasure in returning to lead each of the others out, well aware
            that he was stripping away layer after layer of defenses.
         

         
         He will not touch me, I told myself, wrapping my arms around my knees.
         

         
         My whole life, I’d managed to dodge every cruel trap the world set for women, but at the end of all that running, I’d managed to fall into the worst of cages. God, or fate, or whatever greater force loomed beyond death must have had a wicked sense of humor—that, or he truly despised women. Why else would men be born to live, while women existed only to be punished? 

         
         Stop this, I told myself, squeezing my eyes shut. Self-pity will get you nowhere here.

         
         I leaned against the wall, just to the right of where someone had, intriguingly, carved hell’s tits into the stone. Just that, and nothing more.
         

         
         Hell’s tits. I sighed, sliding my back down the wall. It was as good a descriptor as any for the situation I found myself in.
         

         
         I curled around my knees like an old piece of parchment, letting the stagnant water and filth seep into my ruined skirts.
            The chill gnawed on my skin with needlelike teeth, and I couldn’t gather enough warmth to my center to ward it off.
         

         
         I touched the iron shackle around my ankle, flinching at the burn of raw skin beneath it. As I lifted the attached chain,
            testing the weight, nausea swelled in me, roiling my empty stomach.
         

         
         Arabella had told me once that the difference between hunger and starvation was a willingness to kill for a meal, of choosing
            your life over another’s. It was why so many of the long-term residents of Fairgate became expert ratcatchers, and why one
            never saw anything but the quickest and most wily of street cats in the Brickbats.
         

         
         I wasn’t sure I was there yet. As hard as I’d fought to survive in the years since Mama’s death, I was equally uncertain I’d
            be up for the challenge when the time came I was forced to try.
         

         
         The thought of Arabella drew up that same fear, the same questions that had been haunting me since that night. Had she gotten
            away? Or was she only a few cells down, her essence swamped by the seething stench of the prison?
         

         
         Pressing my face to my knees did nothing to smother the rolling tide of horrors that assaulted my nose: unwashed bodies, human
            filth, rotting food, desperation. Hell couldn’t reek half as badly as this place. It terrified me to imagine that this stench
            could linger in my hair, on my skin, marking me forever.
         

         
         Think, I told myself. Think . . .

         
         If Branson came for me, would I be able to take him by surprise—cut him deep enough to take his key, unchain myself, and flee through the cell door? Were there other guards posted at the end of the hall, or upstairs, near the entrance? Even if I did get away, could I disappear the way I’d need to, becoming someone else? 

         
         Isn’t that what you’ve always done?

         
         I felt blindly across the ground, slipping my hand beneath the pile of wet straw that served as my bed. My fingers closed
            around Sweetie.
         

         
         And to think I’d laughed when one of the other women had found it hidden behind the waste bucket, a gift from a previous occupant of the cell. Somehow,
            someone—through means I preferred not to contemplate too deeply, given how thoroughly the guards had searched me—had smuggled
            a gentleman’s smoking pipe into Fairgate.
         

         
         While our mystery benefactor had likely hoped to trade it for better food or privileges, one of the doxies, Sally, had seen
            the true opportunity it presented: she’d pressed its narrow lip against the stone ground, grinding and grinding it until it
            became a sharp point.
         

         
         Well. If I did manage to walk away from this festering pit of misery, I’d know a thing or two about improvised weapons.

         
         Hours passed. That single, frail beam of sunlight that sneaked into the cell through a crack in the ceiling found me again,
            and I lifted my hand, trying to catch the motes of dust drifting through it.
         

         
         Then, as though I had sunk into an even deeper layer of hell, the putrid air warmed with nutmeg.

         
         “No,” I huffed out, pushing unsteadily to my feet. My stiff, bruised body protested every movement, from trying to smooth the
            tangle of loose curls around my shoulders to futilely beating the grime off my skirt. No, no, no—he couldn’t be here—
         

         
         Prisoners jeered and wailed as the new arrival passed their cells, hooting with laughter at whatever reaction they’d received.
            Panicked and mortified, I kicked some of the straw over the disgusting bucket we’d used as a chamber pot, but there was no
            hiding the leg-iron that chained me to the bolt on the wall.
         

         
         I squeezed my eyes shut, wishing the shadows would just devour me, the way they’d been trying to for days.

         
         “Oh, Vi,” came the wrenching whisper.
         

         
         I forced myself to look, a helpless anger working my lungs like bellows.

         
         “Ye got five minutes,” Branson sneered, holding up the gold mark he’d been handed.

         
         The world seemed to sharpen painfully, as if to cut from every angle. Because there, standing a short distance away, as if he couldn’t bring himself even a step closer to the bars, was Oliver. 

         
         What little light I’d managed to keep alive in my chest guttered and died.

         
         I hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it before, his essence. Leather reins, sweet apple, and nutmeg cologne, the smoky traces of
            a gentleman’s club, a warm eagerness. There had been so many times over the last two days that I’d been tempted to search
            for any hint of him in the air, but I’d never let myself imagine, not for a moment, the image of him striding down the hall
            to save me. I knew it would shatter me when he didn’t come—because why would he?
         

         
         And yet, somehow, it was a worse agony to have that phantom hope realized. The thought of him seeing me like this was too
            much to bear. Him, one of the few people in the world who held me in something like esteem. Who . . .
         

         
         Who cared for me in a way he shouldn’t have.
         

         
         Oliver waited until Branson had moved down the hall to speak.

         
         “I . . . would have come sooner, but . . .” he said, his voice scarcely above a whisper as he looked anywhere but my face.
            “It took some time to discover what had happened and where you were being held.”
         

         
         “Well, you’ve found me,” I rasped. “Exactly where you always said I’d end up if I kept selling at the market.”

         
         At that, he turned to me, his handsome face pale, his eyes rimmed with shadows.

         
         Curse me to hell for bringing him to this place; he’d only just recovered from another bout of illness. His golden-brown hair
            was tamed, and he was as immaculately turned out as always in a fine green waistcoat. His cravat was knotted with expert care,
            and the silk hat in his hands was too perfect to be anything other than new. But there were signs of his weeks-long recovery.
            Even now, his fine coat hung from his shoulders as it would from a peg.
         

         
         I felt like one of Mr. Toady’s miserable animals, then. Pacing her confines, gazing out at the beautiful people promenading
            past, knowing she would never walk alongside them.
         

         
         “You shouldn’t be here,” I told him. You’ll catch your death.

         
         And then I’d truly be alone in the world.

         
         He seemed annoyed at the suggestion. “And where else should I be? I went to the flower stall today as we’d planned, and Stevens
            said you quit days ago. Days. Did you not think to send for me? And I know—I know—that you wish to handle matters on your own, but this is not something you can navigate without a friend, let alone a solicitor.”
         

         
         I drew back at that—the sudden realization Oliver earnestly believed it was his right to be sent for. I hadn’t even planned
            to tell him I was leaving until I was safely in Southpoint.
         

         
         “I cannot believe it—Fairgate, of all places,” Oliver said softly, taking in the bleak sprawl of crumbling brick. There was
            a handkerchief in his gloved hand, as if he was desperately trying to resist the urge to press it against his nose. “Why here?
            Why not a jail or magistrate’s office?”
         

         
         “Fairgate for the fairyborn,” I reminded him. “It’s the law.”

         
         His soft hazel eyes, at the perfect height to meet mine, were a trap I’d nearly fallen into so many times. Even now, the green
            flecks begged to be counted like my own private constellation.
         

         
         “Sod the law,” he swore, in a way that was so unlike him. I drank in the sight of his outrage like a woman dying of thirst.
            Staggering emotion poured from him, thickening the perpetual damp of the air. Shock, pity, guilt—if I’d set out to capture
            the scent of misery, the accord would be that exact blend.
         

         
         I swallowed. “Well, I won’t disagree with you there.”

         
         “Is there anything I can retrieve from your room at the boardinghouse?” he asked. “I’ve plied a few of the guards with coins
            to bring you a blanket, but—”
         

         
         “Then you’ve already done too much,” I croaked out, embarrassed by how the thought of a blanket made me want to cry.

         
         There was a wail from down the hall. His eyes darted away, then back to mine as he swallowed. When he spoke again, his voice
            gained new urgency. “I will handle everything, I swear it to you. I’ve asked my father for an advance on my inheritance—”
         

         
         “Oliver, no,” I interrupted, gripping the bars between us in horror.
         

         
         Mr. Radcliffe was as ruthless as they came, and any request like that would cost Oliver dearly. That was what favors were
            in the end—a shackle by another name. It was why I had never accepted the work Oliver had tried to get me at one of his father’s
            many apothecaries. I would never allow myself to be beholden to anyone again.
         

         
         “I’ve asked my father to lobby the home secretary and his friends in Parliament to have you released into our custody,” he
            continued breathlessly. “So you can leave this terrible place and prepare for the trial in the safety of our home. And . . .”
         

         
         Oliver’s three elder brothers carried themselves with such radiant confidence, they gave the impression of belonging to every room they stepped into. Even after he’d recovered from the brink of death as a child, Oliver had always trailed behind them, lost in their long shadows, the thoughtful question to their bold answers, too shy for charm and too fragile to be taken in hand by his ambitious father. 

         
         His father’s apothecaries may have carried the name Radcliffe & Sons, but Oliver had never been included in that tally. Despite
            his obvious talent for blending scents, his family feared him too weak to handle any true responsibility. They had never expected
            anything from him, and it was as shortsighted as it was infuriating. I wondered if they’d ever seen this side of him before,
            so determined.
         

         
         But this was how I had always known him, from the moment I’d met him at the flower stall and we’d discussed the different
            scents of roses.
         

         
         “And . . .” Oliver continued, drawing in a deep breath.

         
         A cold dread spread through me. I knew what was coming.

         
         “And once you’re released,” Oliver went on, staring at my hands gripping the bars, at the blood and rough scabs on my knuckles,
            “we would marry.”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         The answer drifted sullenly between us. Oliver’s lips parted in shock, his brows lowering.

         
         “But it makes perfect sense,” he pressed with an earnest look. “Marrying into my family will help smooth over the scandal
            once you’re found innocent. I can protect you. I can make this right.”
         

         
         “I told you, I will never marry,” I said softly. “Not ever, Oliver.”

         
         He gave an incredulous laugh. “Must you be so bloody stubborn all the time?”
         

         
         Somehow, I’d known we’d been headed to this point, with or without Fairgate’s dark intervention. I’d catch him looking at
            me sometimes, from across Creed Garden as I worked at the flower stall, or walking through Royal Park, discussing perfumes
            he might suggest to his father. He’d helped me so many times, and I’d been foolish, and desperate, and selfish enough to accept
            it.
         

         
         But I wasn’t selfish enough to do this to him.
         

         
         “And regardless of my own feelings,” I told him, “you know it wouldn’t be as simple as you’ve described. That’s not the way
            of the world. And your mother would never speak to you again. As tantalizing as that prospect may sound, I know it would pain
            your heart as the years went on.”
         

         
         He didn’t laugh. God knew Catherine Radcliffe had done everything in her power to foist her family onto the ladder of high society, rising a rung with each donation to the arts, every son she married to lesser nobility, and each lady patroness she added to her vast collection of friends. 

         
         But this . . . It was a dream to imagine our marriage would do anything but ruin the Radcliffes. The Patricians would shun them the
            moment I became part of their family—if Mr. and Mrs. Radcliffe didn’t disown Oliver first. Their position in society was too
            fragile. They were still seen in older circles as upstarts, as graceless tradespeople. Worse, his mother’s ancestors were
            Gallian. Their name simply wasn’t old or powerful enough to withstand the scandal of bringing fairy blood, never mind a criminal,
            into their lineage.
         

         
         “If you mean to frighten me away because you fear the consequences I might face in making you my wife, I assure you, it won’t
            work,” Oliver insisted. “We were always a match, weren’t we? We . . . we fit well together.”
         

         
         It was strange to know that a heart, already shattered, could be ground down further. Utterly pulverized to dust.

         
         “Ollie . . .” I began again, feeling suddenly weary.

         
         “I respect you and I care about you,” he pressed on. “And I thought . . . well, I thought you cared for me as well?”

         
         “I . . .” What was it I felt? Examining my own heart on the matter had always felt like a temptation into pain. “Of course I care for you. You
            are my only friend in the world.”
         

         
         He drew in a breath, as though absorbing a glancing blow. His mouth twisted in a wry, tense smile. “Yes. Friends. Of course.
            Marriages have been built on less, you know.”
         

         
         “Your life would be ruined,” I told him.

         
         “I wouldn’t care,” Oliver vowed. “You’re being purposefully difficult. Let me set things to right. I can handle whatever sour
            words society spins about us, and in time, they will move on, as they always do. Let me help you.”
         

         
         His hands covered mine on the bars as he stepped closer. I barely felt the scabs on my knuckles open, horrified by the blood
            and grime that now coated his fine leather gloves. He would carry that small piece of me away from here, at least.
         

         
         “Please,” he whispered, lowering his head toward mine. “Let me do this. Let me do something.”
         

         
         The allure of allowing someone else, for once, to handle everything was stunning. And if not for myself . . . could I agree for him? The thought left me dazed and more confused than I’d ever felt. 

         
         I was cold, so very cold, and here he was, the nearness of him its own warmth. He was different, wasn’t he? There was a sweetness
            to him. If nothing else in the world felt certain, I knew he would always see to the care and keeping of my heart.
         

         
         Could I give him this? A moment of pride, of accomplishment? Of showing that I believed him—believed in him—when no one else did?
         

         
         No.

         
         Even now, memory seeped up from the shadows at our feet, threatening to drown us. And with the next breath, the dream was
            at its end. I stepped back. His face fell, and it would have been less painful to take a blade to the heart.
         

         
         At the end of the hall, the iron door scraped open. Branson’s essence swamped the air.

         
         “Leave,” I grated out, retreating into the shadows of the cell. “Forget about me.”

         
         “Don’t you dare send me away,” Oliver said, his voice swelling with fierce emotion. “I will get you out of here, I swear it.”
         

         
         He watched me, his breath uneven, his paling skin coated in the thin sheen of perspiration. He’d overdone it, exhausting himself.
            It only seemed to prove that he would never survive me.
         

         
         “Time’s up,” came Branson’s growl. “Be a good lad and shuffle off.”

         
         “Viola,” Oliver said quietly, “think about it.”

         
         I refused to look at him as he departed. The rough wall scraped through my dress and corset as I slid down it, my knees suddenly
            too hollow to support my weight.
         

         
         “High in the instep, ain’t he?” Branson said scathingly. “A right swell o’ the first stare. What’s he care about a whore like
            you?”
         

         
         I set my jaw.

         
         “I’ll make sure he won’t be bothering ye,” Branson said, his voice slithering through the shadows around him. “Not after I’m
            finished with ye.”
         

         
         My hand slid across the filth coating the floor, dipping beneath the straw. My breath grew ragged as I closed my hand around
            Sweetie.
         

         
         “I’ll break ye like all the others,” he snarled. “Mark me, I will.”

         
         He strode away then, huffing and barking at the other prisoners who screeched and pleaded with him for food, for blankets,
            for a drop of clean water.
         

         
         But I stayed exactly where I was, grasping the only weapon I had left.

         
         Waiting.

         
         

         That night, I knew better than to close my eyes, even for a moment. Whenever I felt myself begin to slip into slumber, I staggered
            onto my feet, pacing the four steps across the cell my irons would allow and the four steps back. Again. Again.
         

         
         My mind tormented me by circling back to Oliver’s devastated look. To the soldier’s silver eyes burning with triumph, having
            caught himself a prize. To the guards stealing the silver coins from my pocket, laughing as they threw me to the ground. To
            the sound of the cell door slamming shut and locking.
         

         
         I wouldn’t let myself think of Mama. Not down here. I couldn’t taint her memory the way I’d tainted her perfumes by bringing
            them to the Midnight Market.
         

         
         God, why hadn’t I just listened to Oliver about the market in the first place? I could have made extra coins having him sell
            a few of my perfumes at one of his father’s apothecaries—but then what if they had asked for more and I couldn’t produce enough
            of it? What if it had drawn the sort of attention I’d spent the better part of my life avoiding?
         

         
         And damn it all, why couldn’t I just seize the hand Oliver was holding out to me now, begging me to save myself?

         
         Instead, I clutched Sweetie until my fingers cramped, and I was forced to let go for a few moments to find some relief.

         
         In the face of all those tormenting questions, I knew only this: I would not let Branson touch me.

         
         The hours passed. The torches on the walls burned until they finally devoured themselves, casting me into a deeper darkness.
            Here and there, I heard women stirring, whispers passed between cells. Warnings. And in that silence, we waited for the lone
            candle to appear at the end of the hall.
         

         
         But tonight, I knew, the others were safe.

         
         I watched for the candle flame, waited for it to drift toward me. To damn me. My terror and exhilaration were indistinguishable
            from each other as the door at the end of the hall scraped open. My heart kicked ferociously in my chest.
         

         
         He would not touch me.
         

         
         I moved then, rising to my feet and edging toward the back of the cell, where I would make my final stand.

         
         Branson’s disgusting essence polluted the air like coal smoke, as diseased as his soul. But— I straightened, my fingers tightening
            around Sweetie. I breathed in, searching through the rancid odors emanating from the other cells. It wasn’t only his essence.
            There were others—two.
         

         
         Another guard named Samuelson, who reeked of fish, ale, and tobacco. And . . .

         
         The prison governor.

         
         Lantern light flooded the crude hallway, licking at the bars of the cell. I slid Sweetie into a tear between my bodice and
            skirt just as the light flared and the men stopped in front of me. I blinked against the onslaught, trying to make out Mr.
            Pembrooke’s form through the glare. He came into focus slowly: his long, narrow face bookended by teeth too large for his
            mouth and a ring of gray hair around his otherwise bald pate.
         

         
         In the rare moments I saw the governor passing through the hall, he was elegantly dressed, almost as if to prove to his prisoners
            that their filth couldn’t touch him. Tonight, however, he seemed mussed. His expression was as disordered as his clothing,
            as if he had been made to dress in haste.
         

         
         His usual essence was there: mineral greed, of course, and the parchment of endless stacks of records, and the hot, sour wine
            stink of the hatred he bore toward his prisoners, and they to him. But there was something else, too. Wet fur.
         

         
         Fear.

         
         “Unchain her,” came Mr. Pembrooke’s reedy voice.

         
         Branson, of course, was the one to do it. I swallowed the fresh bile that rose as he knelt and lifted my skirt, revealing
            my torn stockings and chained ankle. His touch felt like the scales of a serpent slithering up my calf. Spite boiled out of
            him; he was nearly spitting with it as he rose and shoved me toward the open cell door.
         

         
         I staggered, barely catching myself with a gasp. The weight of the chain being lifted, the relief the metal was no longer
            rubbing against my raw skin, made my legs as unbalanced as a colt’s.
         

         
         “Branson,” the governor said sharply.

         
         “She was being defiant,” he snarled. “Just look at ’er—”

         
         “Enough,” Mr. Pembrooke barked. “Follow closely, girl. Should you make any attempt to flee, you will be placed back in irons.”

         
         Was this some sort of trick? A test to see if I was foolish enough to step out of the cell? I took one terrifying step forward,
            then another. When none of the men reacted, except with annoyance at the delay, I dared to trail after Branson and the governor.
            Samuelson walked behind me, close enough for his hot breath to churn against my neck.
         

         
         “Where are you taking me?” I dared to ask.

         
         Branson whirled back, lifting his truncheon.

         
         “Branson.” The governor’s voice cracked, and the smell of wet fur intensified. I balked at the strange reaction. The prison was Pembrooke’s
            kingdom. He had no one to fear here but God and, perhaps, the King.
         

         
         Someone is here, I thought, dazed. Someone is here for me.

         
         We climbed more stairs than I could count, until my head was dizzy enough to spin off my shoulders. I searched each dark cell
            we passed for Arabella’s face, but it was hardly a relief to not see her there.
         

         
         At some point, the floor beneath my feet changed from packed dirt to wood planks and the stone block walls to covered plaster.
            Soon, even the air seemed to move more freely, easing some of the prison’s foul tang from my nose and throat.
         

         
         It wasn’t until we reached the upper hallway—the very one they had marched us in through to record our names in a terrifying
            book—that alarm licked my heart again. Because aside from Oliver . . . there was only one other person who might have come
            for me. And between the two of them, only one would strike such naked fear in the governor’s heart.
         

         
         My feet slowed. The hall smeared at its edges, as if stained with tar. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t—

         
         The governor stopped outside a room bearing a brass plaque with his name and title and, without preamble, opened the door.

         
         “Wait,” I begged, lashing out a hand to grip the doorframe. “I believe there’s been a terrible mistake—”

         
         I was unceremoniously thrust inside.

         
         The room spun around me, whirling tighter as it stole the air from my lungs. A tapestry of woodsmoke, leather, and books wove
            together, granting me a glimpse of the room even before my vision cleared.
         

         
         The office had been designed to suit the taste of a gentleman who aspired to join the lofty ranks of the Patricians. It imitated their taste for dark wood paneling, ornate patterned rugs, and walls of bookshelves bearing colorful tomes with uncracked spines—purely decorative. Several candles and lanterns had been lit, giving the room an unnervingly gentle light. After so long in the damp cold, the heat from the hearth’s fire was scalding. My gaze flew to the enormous portrait of Pembrooke hanging over it, looking slightly cross-eyed and bad-tempered. 

         
         A feeling like growling thunder against my cheek finally made me turn toward the mahogany desk at the center of the room.
            To the shadowed figure sitting behind it.
         

         
         The vise of terror around my chest eased, and I took a deep breath.

         
         The man’s dark, well-tailored suit was an ink stain against the air. A black waistcoat embroidered with silver thread revealed
            itself beneath a pristine white cravat. The look was completed by fawn-colored breeches and riding boots ruthlessly shined
            to a mirror finish. They were propped up on Pembrooke’s desk, without a care for any of the governor’s neat piles of correspondence
            and documents, daring the older man to say something about it. He tossed a small crystal paperweight into the air and caught
            it with ease, seeming to enjoy the hitch in Pembrooke’s breath at the sight. The young man tilted his head, his lips tightening
            almost imperceptibly as he studied me.
         

         
         I studied him in return, his presence striking my senses like a physical jolt. He had the kind of flawless, cold masculinity
            that made him feel remote, like a star that could only be taken in from a distance. The waves of his hair looked black in
            the dim light, mussed as if he had ridden over only moments before.
         

         
         There was something there—something maddeningly familiar, like a note of a perfume lost at the misty edges of memory.

         
         His expression felt too old for such a young face. Brooding, even a little merciless. It gave him the look of an underworld
            fairy god—at least one who’d decided to amuse himself by trading his usual shadows for a visit to the world above.
         

         
         But that gaze . . . those eyes . . .
         

         
         The sharpness of them, the silvery color so like that of a knife—a shudder of recognition settled over my shoulders like a
            cloak.
         

         
         A knife—or coins.

         
         “You.” I was shaking so badly I could scarcely speak—not out of fear now, but a growing fury.
         

         
         “Miss Lockwood,” he said, with a horrible smile, “what a pleasure to see you again.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         My hands curled into fists, my broken nails biting at my palms until I was sure steaming blood dripped from them onto the
            floor. I stared at the man—who had traded his soldier’s uniform for that of a gentleman—sickened and furious to my very soul.
         

         
         His eyes glittered with cold amusement at my expression, a brow arching as he took in the full, miserable sight of me. Baiting.

         
         My blood simmered as the fuse of my temper lit.

         
         “Branson will be posted outside the door, should you require anything else,” came Pembrooke’s simpering voice.

         
         “The only thing I require,” the man said, not bothering to look at him, “is your absence.”

         
         One of the guards let out a huff of surprise at the dagger-edged words. I barely heard it. Every bruise on my battered skin
            throbbed in time with blistering memories of the humiliation, the utter degradation, of the past two days. Each sawed at my
            nerves until, with the sound of the door shutting, that frail thread of control snapped.
         

         
         One moment I’d been standing near the fire, and the next, I’d lunged over the desk and shoved Sweetie’s sharpened tip to the
            pale column of his throat, in the tender hollow above his cravat. Ragged breath tore in and out of me as the blinding white
            cleared from my vision. My hand trembled with the force of my grip, the furious beat of my heart.
         

         
         His piercing gaze shifted from my face to the weapon in my hand.

         
         “Is that a gentleman’s pipe?” he asked mildly. “My, how . . . resourceful.”

         
         A droplet of blood welled where Sweetie bit into his skin. I startled as his hand covered mine, engulfing it with his hot
            palm. He left a raised pink welt behind on his skin as he drew my hand and Sweetie’s razor edge to the right side of his neck,
            just below his jaw. Where I knew his pulse beat. His grip only tightened as I tried to rip my hand away.
         

         
         “There,” he said. “That’s where you’d cut to kill a man. Though it would be rather unsporting to exsanguinate the one intending to
            free you from this hell.”
         

         
         I drew in a sharp breath—but again, there was nothing. Not a hint of an essence or even the finery he wore, let alone a shift in his scent that would indicate he’d spoken a lie. His face, that torturously direct gaze, gave nothing away. 

         
         How? The world may as well have inverted itself. I felt as if I were falling, and there was nothing to slow the descent, to orient
            myself.
         

         
         “Who are you?” I demanded. What are you?

         
         He smirked, blood trickling down the long line of his neck like the caress of a lover’s finger. “Ask nicely, and perhaps I’ll
            tell you.”
         

         
         I tugged back on my arm again, and this time, he released me, watching with a wolfish interest as I retreated over the desk,
            knocking his hat and gloves from it. My foot slid against the scattered papers that littered the ground. An upended inkpot
            dripped, dripped, dripped from the edge of the desk onto the fine rug.
         

         
         “Who,” I asked again through gritted teeth, “are you?”

         
         “The better question, I fear, is who are you?” He leaned back against the chair, picking up a familiar leather-bound black book. The very one I’d been forced to sign
            my name in. “Miss Viola Elizabeth Lockwood, lately of 18 Crescent Street—a Brickbats girl through and through, I see.”
         

         
         “I live on the north side of Crescent,” I ground out. Not that the difference would signify to someone of his ilk. My boardinghouse was outside
            the boundaries of the Brickbats, and I had scrimped and saved for years to afford it, damn him.
         

         
         “Lately employed by Mr. Stevens, the florist—”

         
         “Congratulations, you can read,” I bit out, slipping Sweetie back into the tear in my dress—for now. “How thrilling for you.”

         
         “Arrested,” he finished, with a tsk and ironic arch of the brow, “for selling wares created with fairyborn magic.”
         

         
         I opened my mouth to tell him I’d only stolen the basket of them, but he added, with a droll look, “Several witnesses attested
            to the fact. Their names have been noted here, to be called upon at your future trial.”
         

         
         I waved my hand dismissively, attempting to mimic his cool demeanor. “It’s hardly my fault they were gullible enough to believe the lie I sold them. They’re too desperate by half to get their hands on Rosebourne’s
            perfumes—but those are only silly scandal sheet rumors, of course.”
         

         
         I said the last part too acidly for him not to notice. Drat.

         
         “In fact,” I continued quickly, “I’m rather flattered my perfumes are so finely made that others can’t help but credit the notion they contain magic.” 

         
         “Is that so?” he began, reaching into the inner pocket of his superfine jacket. He held a familiar brown bottle up to the
            firelight. “Shall we test that theory?”
         

         
         Blooming Beauty. Thank God my own perfumes had no effect on me. He was already terrifyingly attractive without the illusory
            effects of magic. The Devil himself couldn’t have crafted a face better suited to tempt a woman into sin.
         

         
         Well. Two could play this terrible game out to its conclusion, whatever that would be.

         
         “Go on, then,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “If you’re brave enough, that is.”

         
         A muscle fluttered in his jaw at some unspoken thought. He twisted a silver signet ring on his left little finger. It was
            unembellished, save for the flecks of dark rubies embedded in it like drops of blood.
         

         
         How appropriate.

         
         “What a delightful creature you are,” he said flatly. “And how remarkable that your east Linden accent has seemingly slipped
            away, leaving one altogether more polished. A gift from your mother, perhaps?”
         

         
         At that, a touch of warning crept through my mind. I kept my chin lifted, laying on a thick east city accent. “My mam was
            born and raised in Riverside. Ye only need to listen to toffs prattle on about themselves but a few moments to mimic their
            fancy speech.”
         

         
         “Not bad,” he said, brows raised as if in appraisal. “You’ve got the cadence right, though your reluctance to swallow your
            r’s gives you away.”
         

         
         Somehow, through a hitherto unknown restraint, I managed to not give him that darling gesture known as an east city greeting.
            “And you’re an expert, are you?”
         

         
         “Something like that.”

         
         He shifted, bringing his feet back to the ground. Now that he had my full attention, he didn’t merely exist in the office;
            his large body seemed to own it entirely, pulling every aspect of my attention to him.
         

         
         As his fingers tap-tap-tapped down onto the desk, a thrill of danger danced along the back of my neck.

         
         “It may surprise you to discover, Miss Lockwood,” he began, “that prior to our memorable first encounter, I’d spent three
            days searching for you.”
         

         
         I stared at him, fighting the urge to swipe at the limp curls stuck to my cheeks. “Wanted yourself a perfume, did you?”

         
         “In fact, yes.” He leaned forward with that same wolfish intensity as before, as if scenting blood in the air.

         
         And it was then, seeing the triumph burn in his gaze, that instinct stirred and my whole body seized with the desperate need
            to run.
         

         
         “How long,” he began, “have you known William Rosebourne was your grandfather?”

         
         For perhaps the first time in my life, panic won out over pride, and I whirled away from the desk. It didn’t matter that it
            made me seem weak, not then. His focus was intolerable, and all I cared about was stepping closer to the fire, letting the
            flames drive out the chill settling in me.
         

         
         Ten years I’d carried that truth deep in my heart, so deep that I’d foolishly believed no one would ever find it, let alone
            speak it back into existence.
         

         
         This . . . this man, whoever he was, he didn’t have the right to shatter that peace. A helpless anger nipped at me as I tried, and failed, to
            scent out his intentions again. In another situation, that veil of inscrutability might have come as a relief to my nose.
            Now, it only put me at his mercy.
         

         
         Darling . . . darling . . . I’m so sorry . . . Mama’s voice was a frail whimper in my ears.
         

         
         I stared into the flames, thoughts racing, my hands gripping either elbow as I hugged my arms to my center. The floorboards
            squeaked as the man rose from behind the desk. I hadn’t appreciated how tall he was until he was all but looming over me,
            blotting out the light from the hearth.
         

         
         “I’ve a theory about you,” he said. “One I’d greatly like to test, if I may?”

         
         I glared at him. “Do I have a choice?”

         
         “No,” he said, turning one of the leather chairs beside the fire around to face the door. “But you’ll be rewarded for your
            efforts. Have a seat, Lockwood.”
         

         
         Something about the way the firelight caught his eyes, making them flash with gold, unnerved me enough to obey. His earlier
            words came back then, whispering cruel possibilities: the one intending to free you from this hell.
         

         
         I lowered myself onto the firm tuft of the seat, marveling at the feel of something other than hard stone beneath me. And if I left a smear of filth behind on it and the smell haunted Pembrooke for days? All the better. 

         
         As I folded my hands in my lap, I realized the man hadn’t moved. His hard gaze was fixed on—

         
         I smoothed my skirt back down, hiding the angry welt ringing my ankle. I met his inscrutable expression with one of defiance,
            swallowing the swell of humiliation threatening to rise. If he had said anything about it, I would have done him bodily harm.
         

         
         Well, worse bodily harm.

         
         Instead, he strode toward the door, opening it. “Mr. Branson, would you be so good as to join us?”

         
         The guard’s stocky form filled the doorway, his black eyes meeting mine with unnerving efficiency.

         
         “She givin’ you trouble, sir?” Branson asked. “A wily bitch, that one is. Just say the word and I’ll have her back in ’er
            cell.”
         

         
         “How helpful,” the stranger said dryly, turning on his heel to face me. “Miss Lockwood, what can you tell me about this man?”

         
         My brow furrowed. He can’t mean . . .

         
         “His name is Cecil Branson,” I said in a flat voice. “He’s a guard here at Fairgate.”

         
         “And?” the man prompted.

         
         Oh, God. He knew. He knew all of what I could do.
         

         
         “Go on, tell ’im what a friend I’s been to ye,” Branson said, a warning glint in his eye. “How capable ol’ Branson is.”

         
         I’d die for this. I’d be beaten within an inch of my life, and if I survived that, he’d make good on his earlier threat. But
            the way he was cajoling me, sweetening his tone to impress the rich gentleman, overwhelmed reason with revulsion.
         

         
         “I assure you,” the stranger said to me, “this will be worth your while.”

         
         I decided then that, if nothing else, I would enjoy this. If it was my last act in this accursed world, I would drag this
            monster to hell with me.
         

         
         With a shudder, I forced myself to focus on Branson’s essence again, teasing out each sickly thread of it, until I feared
            I might truly vomit.
         

         
         “He lives at the edge of Riverside, in the dwelling that overlooks Ravenwell Bridge,” I began, “where the men from the nearby
            market dump their unsold, rotting offerings.”
         

         
         With the fire burning behind me, I must have looked like a terrible enchantress from the fairy tales. Branson turned wan as my words sank in. “Ye overheard one of the other guards speaking of it—” 

         
         “He waters his ale, either unable to pay for a full pint or unable to handle more,” I continued, clucking my tongue. “Shame,
            that.”
         

         
         The stranger made a noise of amusement that pulled Branson’s outraged focus. “Will ye let the bitch speak to me in such a
            way?” he snarled.
         

         
         “I think I will,” the stranger said. “I’m rather enjoying myself.”

         
         “Mr. Branson stole the boots he’s wearing off someone he found near the taverns of Nine Veils,” I said. They smelled of expensive
            shaving soap, of the damp bricks of the old buildings. “Likely the stockings, too.”
         

         
         His eyes bulged. “I’m no thief, you lyin’ cu—”

         
         “Perhaps,” I interrupted, relishing my final bow, “but you are weeks away from death. Of that, I am certain.”
         

         
         The guard’s jaw hung open. Even the stranger couldn’t completely mask his surprise. It was an unspeakable pleasure to finally
            crack that mask of arrogant nonchalance.
         

         
         “Venia’s Curse, I’m afraid,” I said. The smell of his innards slowly wasting away—it was unmistakable. “It won’t be long until
            you start showing signs of the pox on your face, and then what will you do?”
         

         
         The noise the guard made was inhuman, born of pure, unyielding rage. His face flooded with crimson as he raised his truncheon
            like a club and lunged. I threw my arms up to protect my head, curling in to brace for the fatal strike.
         

         
         It never came.

         
         I risked a look up through the curtain of my matted hair.

         
         The stranger had caught Branson’s arm and held it aloft, the grip punishing enough for the guard to gasp and nearly drop the
            truncheon.
         

         
         “If you attempt to strike this woman again,” he began in that velvety voice of his, “I will use that little stick to give
            you the most unholy thrashing of your existence, until not even God recognizes the bloody pulp of your remains. Do you understand
            me?”
         

         
         Branson quivered, his face mottling with purple. He didn’t seem to be breathing.

         
         “Do you,” the man repeated slowly, as if speaking to a small child, “understand me?”

         
         “Y-yes,” Branson muttered, staggering as the other man forcibly released him.

         
         “Good.” The stranger flicked his fingers in a way that reeked of titled nobility. “You may go.”

         
         The guard panted, shaking. He obeyed—but not before sending me a look that promised murder, and worse.

         
         Waiting for the door to slam shut, the stranger crossed back toward the fireplace, occupying the other chair. We sat side
            by side, separated only by a small tea table, facing opposite directions.
         

         
         “Have I passed your test?” I asked coldly.

         
         He braced an elbow on the arm of the chair and his chin on his fist, studying me. “Yes, I suppose,” he said, infusing the
            words with a warmth that didn’t match the sharpness of his gaze. “What can you tell about me, I wonder?”
         

         
         The bastard knew, as he’d known nearly everything else about me, that I couldn’t scent him. There had to be a reason for it—magic,
            most likely. He was using some relic that protected him from fairy magic.
         

         
         “You smell of horses and deceit,” I lied, unwilling to let him win.

         
         He mimed being shot in the heart. “Sour milk, then?”

         
         I couldn’t help my surprise.

         
         “Your grandfather accused me of the very same,” he explained.

         
         “He’s not my grandfather.”

         
         “Not in the present tense at least,” he agreed. “He was, however, wasn’t he?”
         

         
         “He was never my grandfather, as you well know,” I ground out. “He disinherited my mother.”

         
         “His only child,” he said. “His sole heir. He never had another, legitimate or otherwise. What could have possibly caused
            such a rupture?”
         

         
         “You are looking upon her,” I told him, the words brittle.

         
         “And there was never any hope of reconciliation in all this time?” He clucked his tongue. “In truth, I cannot help but wonder
            if she was the one who chose to leave—and that, rather than humiliation, was what angered him enough to destroy his own legacy.”
         

         
         Mama’s desperate face flashed in my mind as I ground out, “I assure you, there was no choice in the matter.”

         
         There never was for a woman. William Rosebourne had chosen society’s acceptance over his own child, who, until that fateful
            mistake, had been the perfect, gentle, obedient young lady.
         

         
         His ink-dark brows rose, just that little bit. “Were you aware that he told the whole of society she had died of gray fever? There was a funeral at Saint Bartholomew’s. No expense was spared. Rather shocking, wouldn’t you say?” 

         
         Disgust curdled my empty stomach once more, and I barely got the words out. “I am aware, yes. He aspired to be one of you—became one of you. In the eyes of the Patricians, shame is the only crime that cannot be overcome. A diseased branch of a tree must
            be excised or else the whole of it will rot.”
         

         
         “And yet, here you are.”

         
         “Here I am,” I echoed caustically.

         
         With agonizing slowness, as if relishing every prolonged moment of my discomfort, he placed the flacon of Blooming Beauty on the table between us, then another just beside it. The second flacon was no bigger than the length of a finger, the vessel
            simple in its shape. If not for the rose stopper, I might not have recognized it as a bottle of Rosebourne perfume at all.
         

         
         A deep ache stole through me at the sight of it, and before I could stop myself, I snatched up the Rosebourne bottle and threw
            it into the fire. The flames burned a blinding blue, hissing and heaving as they devoured the magic. The stranger’s gaze never
            left mine.
         

         
         “There’s no need for dramatics, Lockwood,” he said.

         
         “I have not yet begun to show you dramatics, sir,” I vowed.
         

         
         “Settle your feathers,” he said. “I had to be certain you possessed the family gift.”

         
         “Gift.” I licked my dry lips. “How interesting that it becomes a gift when it is attached to the Rosebourne name, but it was only
            ever a crime when associated with Lockwood.”
         

         
         “Were you under the impression that life was a fair game?” he asked.

         
         “No, but I thought—” I clamped my jaw shut.

         
         It was galling, all of it. The way the King sent his soldiers to rip relics out of the hands of families who had need of them,
            while the Patricians were allowed to keep them locked in vaults. The way anyone with a drop of fairy blood had been shunned
            until their line died out entirely—and yet, for decades, they had simply averted their gazes and held out their hands for
            their bespoke Rosebourne perfumes. And all the while, everyone else in the kingdom struggled and toiled and died, with only
            whispers and rumors in the scandal sheets of the magic that still existed outside of their reach.
         

         
         The fairies and their old gods had left the shores of Albion centuries ago, driven out, it was said, by the rise of men and their new conquering faith. Any magic threatened the great balance of life, the divine right of the King to rule, and the hierarchy of our society said to be ordained by God himself. 

         
         “You thought what?” he pressed, looking curious now.

         
         I said nothing. I’d learned long ago to keep my feelings inside, where they couldn’t be used against me.

         
         “William Rosebourne died four nights ago at Fenwick’s, his member’s club,” the man said into the silence. “Someone placed
            an explosive beneath his carriage.”
         

         
         I knew, of course. The broadsheets had screamed of it for days, venturing theory after theory of who might be responsible.
            A rival he’d put out of business, one could assume, but Rosebourne had thrice as many enemies as I had years.
         

         
         It didn’t matter to me who had done it, only that he had gotten what he deserved at last.

         
         “Why are you here?” I asked quietly.

         
         “I have a task that, regrettably, only you can perform,” he said, “and so, I have a proposition.”

         
         I leaned against the chair, my fingers knotting together painfully over my chest. “I assume this task is a perfume?” I asked
            finally. “One involving some magic, or else you wouldn’t be here, desperate and pretending otherwise.”
         

         
         His eyes narrowed. Good. Aside from Sweetie, annoying him was one of the few weapons I had left available to me, and he was
            making it too easy.
         

         
         “Yes. One I can speak of only if you agree.”

         
         “If I were able to create a magic perfume—a fact that has yet to be tested at trial,” I began ingenuously, “I would never agree to the
            creation of one that would harm another, nor would I agree to one that comes at too high a cost to myself.”
         

         
         He drew back against his own seat then, the tension in his jaw emphasizing its sharp line. “Not even for a full pardon from
            the King upon the perfume’s completion?”
         

         
         I launched myself to my feet with such force I nearly overturned the heavy chair into the fire. “You are—you are a fork-tongued
            serpent. Lying and—”
         

         
         He held up a silencing hand. “I never lie, Miss Lockwood. I only use shadows to disguise the truth. This is your best—your only—opportunity to gain your freedom. Should you choose not to move forward after hearing the particulars of the task, I will return you here posthaste. And, believe me, I will take the utmost pleasure in doing so.” 

         
         “Prove it then,” I said.

         
         He stared at me as if I’d spoken the ancient fairy tongue.

         
         “Prove that you have the power to take me from here,” I said. “Or am I just meant to accept the word of the man responsible
            for my arrest?”
         

         
         “So cynical,” he said, with something like approval.

         
         “No, cynical is keeping me here for two nights to ensure I understand the consequences of refusing you,” I said. “Prove to me that you
            have such power over the King that he would agree to this scheme of yours.”
         

         
         His brows rose again. Clearly, he’d thought me a feather wit, as malleable as clay, ready to be shaped by his hand. But his
            pride had met its match in mine.
         

         
         “Well?” I prompted.

         
         I could tell I’d surprised him—pleased him, even, which was the more wretched realization. Before that moment, his every smile
            had been mocking, meant to disarm rather than reassure. Now, however, it felt genuine.
         

         
         “As the lady commands,” he said sardonically, reaching into the inner pocket of his jacket once more. He left a folded document
            on the table for me and sat back again, crossing his ankle over his knee in a relaxed posture. “A document legally releasing
            you into trusted custody, ready to be handed to the prison governor.”
         

         
         Feigning nonchalance, I took it in hand and turned away, refusing to let him see that I needed to shut my left eye to read
            it properly. The elegantly penned lines echoed his claims, but there, at the bottom, was a signature I never would have expected.
         

         
         “The Earl of Foxcourt?” I said derisively. It was an ancient title, one with connections to the King’s own family. But even
            that dissolute rake would have balked at being made to host a criminal under his gilded roof. “He can’t have agreed to this . . .”
         

         
         A soft chuckle drew my eyes up.

         
         “Oh,” he said softly, “but I already have.”

         
         I saw then what he meant by disguising the truth in shadows—leaving out crucial details or prettying them in such a way I
            wouldn’t think to question them.
         

         
         “Hilarious,” I told him coldly.

         
         “I assure you, Lockwood, there is nothing hilarious about any of this to me,” he answered. “Here are your choices: you can sign that document and leave this place, or I can send you back to your cell, where you will rot for however many months it takes for the courts to bring you to trial.” 

         
         “And you will not get your perfume,” I reminded him.

         
         He shrugged. “Neither of us will get what we desire. I must say, I didn’t expect such hesitation.”

         
         “Was I meant to fall at your feet and weep with gratitude?” I replied, struggling to tamp down my temper.

         
         “By all means,” he said, sweeping a hand toward his polished boots. “A little groveling would only help your cause.”

         
         This was . . . My thoughts raced, fragmenting with each hard thud of my heartbeat. I turned toward the fire again, begging
            the flames for a third way out of this. But there was only truth: If I refused him, there would be my cell. Branson. A trial
            I would not live to see.
         

         
         Oliver’s words rose again in my mind. Must you be so bloody stubborn all the time?

         
         “You’ve hardly given me a choice,” I said. “I would be trading one prison for another.”

         
         “At least my prison will be gilded,” he said, mildly offended by the comparison.
         

         
         “And lorded over by the very man responsible for my arrest,” I spat.

         
         “And now for getting you out.” He hummed. “There’s a nice symmetry to it, wouldn’t you say?”

         
         I had quite a bit I could say to that, but I couldn’t bring myself to speak. It was as if I’d found myself on some dark precipice,
            and stepping forward would reveal if it was the threshold into a new start, as he’d promised, or a trap I’d never escape.
            Either way, I’d be transformed.
         

         
         Foxcourt held out the document, daring me. I approached slowly, refusing to tear my gaze away from his as I took it.

         
         “I will make your life as miserable as you’ve made mine,” I warned.

         
         He held the document firm, forcing me to tug it free. “I look forward to seeing you try.”

         
         With a final huff, I made my way over to the governor’s desk. Taking a quill, I drew the feather against my lips as I closed
            my eye and quickly read through the document one last time. Foxcourt’s eyes fell on me like the warmth of a second fire.
         

         
         It’s only a perfume, I told myself. It would cost me, to be certain—it was costing me that very moment, knowing this man would control my every act until I saw the task through. But if I could tolerate it, just for that long, I would be free. I could go anywhere. Start again. 

         
         The black leather records book caught my eye from where it had been tossed aside by Foxcourt. I reached for it, ignoring the
            man’s sound of exasperation, and quickly flipped through to the most recent entries. Satisfied Arabella’s name wasn’t there,
            I slammed the book shut and took up the quill again.
         

         
         The scent of the parchment and ink curled in me, a signature of its own. I wondered if the scent would forever remind me of
            this moment—when I had made either the best choice of my life or my greatest mistake.
         

         
         And so, I signed my name, and my fate.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Oliver had told me once that Linden’s stench had a proper name—effluvia, which struck me as a very poetic word for what could be a soul-curdling miasma.
         

         
         In winter, it was overwhelmed by the smoke from burning coal and fireplaces. The summer, however, served a generous helping
            of it: sunbaked rotten food, bodily odors, and excrement of every kind caught in streets that never fully drained.
         

         
         But as I stepped out through Fairgate’s doors, there were few things I knew I’d cherish more in life than Branson’s puckered
            face as he was informed I was leaving and that first deep breath of effluvia.
         

         
         A coach waited nearby, blacker than the night air. Foxcourt’s presence loomed behind me, his hand ghosting over the small
            of my back for an instant before he pulled it away. He didn’t offer his arm or help me down the small stack of steps to the
            street, which suited the both of us.
         

         
         At our sudden appearance, the coachman looked up from the book he’d angled toward the lantern beside him, then returned to
            the pages—only for his gaze to jerk back up. He started to scramble down from his seat, but Foxcourt lifted a hand, staying
            him.
         

         
         “I’ll see to it, Cartwell,” he said. “This is Miss Lockwood. She’ll be staying at Foxcourt House for the time being.”

         
         The coachman absorbed the pitiful sight of me with remarkable aplomb. I liked his essence immediately, a soothing blend of
            horses, leather reins, hay, and a flowering, sun-warmed grass that spoke of a happy disposition.
         

         
         Cartwell braced his boot against the footboard and smiled. “A pleasure, Miss Lockwood.”

         
         “The pleasure is all mine,” I said, summoning the words from dusty memory.

         
         Foxcourt smirked at the primness of my tone, but I wouldn’t embarrass Mama with poor manners or elocution. Despite the current appearance to the contrary, I wasn’t some feral hoyden.
         

         
         “Any trouble?” Foxcourt asked, opening the coach door himself. There was no crest emblazoned on the black lacquer, which was
            polished to such a degree I nearly leapt out of my skin when I saw my reflection in it.
         

         
         “None at all,” Cartwell began, casting a dreamy look skyward. “’Tis a beautiful night, with the moon in her waning glory.”

         
         Foxcourt held out his hand, waiting—for me, I realized, staring at it, and my stomach gave a little turn. Then my fingers
            closed over the soft black leather of his gloves, tightening as the ruined soles of my boots conspired to betray me on the
            first step. I slipped, throwing out my free hand to catch myself before I crashed forward into the coach. 
         

         
         Foxcourt was there in an instant, catching me by the elbow, steadying me as hunger burned black blotches in my vision and
            my head felt as if it might float away.
         

         
         “Easy,” he murmured. “I didn’t go to all that trouble for you to fall and break your neck.”

         
         “Of course,” I bit out, and carefully—very carefully—climbed inside.

         
         Immediately, I wanted to climb back out.

         
         Curtains of crimson velvet lined the windows, and the same expensive fabric had been used to cover the plush seat cushions
            and pillows. I marveled at the dark wood paneling, painted with delicate gold vines, and at the sheer size of the coach, which made my boarding room feel like little more than a closet. No expense had been spared, clearly. The cost
            of it would have fed dozens of families for weeks.
         

         
         I lowered myself onto the seat, feeling like the intruder I was. Mama’s face rose in my mind, and I tried to imagine her in
            a coach even finer than this one, not hunched over a washbasin, her dark hair spilling from its pins with the force of her
            scrubbing.
         

         
         How could she stand to look at me, let alone love me, knowing what I’d cost her?

         
         Foxcourt swept in, shutting the door and claiming the seat across from mine. Somehow, his presence diminished even the coach’s
            sprawl and made it feel as though he were crowding me.
         

         
         Beneath the leather, the horses, the reek of the prison, I thought I smelled something warm and sugary, like honeyed nuts
            and meat. And . . . lemon?
         

         
         Wonderful. Now I was hallucinating.

         
         Foxcourt knocked twice on the window behind him, and the coach lurched forward, swaying as it gathered speed.

         
         I lifted the curtain with trembling fingers and, gazing past my haunted reflection in the glass, watched as the prison grew smaller behind us before vanishing altogether. I still couldn’t quite believe it. 

         
         Using his spotless boot, Foxcourt nudged a small, covered basket toward me. The darkness of the coach had been such that I
            hadn’t noticed it.
         

         
         “From my cook, Mrs. Silver,” he explained. “Eat something before you waste away entirely—I can’t have anyone accusing me of
            neglect.”
         

         
         Even half starved, my stubbornness remained undiminished. I wouldn’t thank him. “Yes, well, as my jailer, you are responsible for the care and keeping of me.”
         

         
         He arched a brow but didn’t rise to the bait. Merely watched, pointedly, as I struggled to lift the basket onto my lap. I
            was so unbearably weak with hunger the thought of something other than cold gruel brought a prick of tears to my eyes.
         

         
         Flipping open the basket, I discovered the source of the lemon flavoring the air: a damp towel. Lifting the cool cloth to
            my face, I scrubbed it until it burned, turning as red as beetroot. When I finally pulled it away, using the clean side to
            wipe my hands, it came away nearly black. I startled as Foxcourt held out his own hand, gesturing for it.
         

         
         “I’ll see that it’s burned,” he said, dropping it onto the seat beside him.

         
         I was too taken with the sight of the basket’s other contents to respond. A small jar of honeyed and salted nuts had been
            placed alongside the most gorgeous little strawberries I’d ever seen. The delicate tea sandwiches seemed almost laughably
            pretty, given the circumstances.
         

         
         And still, I was so overwhelmed by the bounty, I didn’t know where to begin.

         
         “With the water,” Foxcourt advised. “And then the rest of it, slowly. It’s an hour to the house, and if you make yourself
            sick we’ll be forced to sit with it.”
         

         
         I flushed, but the earl was no longer paying attention. Stretching his long legs out in the chasm of space between us, he
            leaned back, crossed his arms over his chest, and closed his eyes.
         

         
         I waited until I was sure he wouldn’t open them again before doing as he suggested, letting the water from the packed flask
            ease the sourness from my mouth and throat. It was the sweetest thing I’d ever tasted—until I took that first bite of strawberry
            and nearly moaned.
         

         
         For a long while, the only sound between us was the pleasant clip-clop of the horses and the creaking of the carriage. A shaft of moonlight pierced through a gap in the curtains, illuminating Foxcourt’s perfect profile. It was so annoying I nearly crumpled the paper the sandwiches had been wrapped in and threw it at him. 

         
         Instead, I gave him a long, speculative look. “Are you really the Earl of Foxcourt?”
         

         
         He cracked an eye open. “The time to confirm that was before you released yourself into my custody.”

         
         “Are you?” I pressed. “Or is it a disguise, like your soldier’s uniform?”

         
         “How do you know the uniform was a disguise?” he countered.

         
         “Because you don’t move like a military man,” I said. “You . . . saunter.”

         
         At that, he opened his other eye. “Some would call that a noble bearing,” he said. “I know you’re awed, Lockwood, but please
            don’t start simpering. I’m rather enjoying the novelty of dispensing with all the expected niceties and having a straight
            conversation for once.”
         

         
         God help me, I believed him. If Pembrooke’s bowing and scraping hadn’t been proof enough, this man’s boundless arrogance was
            the surest tell of all.
         

         
         His eyes lingered on my mouth as I chewed, and I wondered if he was surprised I had the manners to close it or if there was
            something on my face. Resisting the urge to check, I swallowed the last bit of my meal. “You’re a lot less pleasant than the
            rumors portray.”
         

         
         The seventh Earl of Foxcourt was a noted favorite of the scandal sheets for his good-natured humor, torrid affairs, impeccable
            dancing, and wild reveling. Depending on the week, the society gossips were just as likely to breathlessly report on him saving
            children from a runaway carriage as they were about him climbing out of a third-story window to escape a jealous, knife-wielding
            husband.
         

         
         I could have sworn I heard him mutter, “Bloody ready,” beneath his breath.
         

         
         “Did you really rescue a baker and his ten children from a fire?” I asked. “Because I’d just as soon believe you started it.”
         

         
         “You’ll find not all the stories about me are true.” He shifted, trying to make himself more comfortable despite the bumpiness
            of the road. “Only the worst ones.”
         

         
         I rolled my eyes heavenward at that, ignoring him until he dozed off again. Despite the exhaustion weighing my body down like
            stones, my mind was restless, too wary to follow suit, even for a moment.
         

         
         I set the basket aside and slid closer to the window, lifting the curtain once more to watch the night-cloaked streets of Linden’s outer boroughs. 

         
         There were, indeed, other stories about the Earl of Foxcourt. Hushed stories. Stories even the scandal sheets had one day,
            years ago, decided were best left forgotten in favor of the tales of a fun-loving lad prancing about on an endless lark.
         

         
         I remembered them still, braided as they were into my own sorry tale. I’d stolen glimpses of his life in the trampled, soggy
            broadsheets that littered the rotting woodblock streets of Riverside, in the years we’d lived near the dockyards. The taverns
            in the Brickbats had hosted drunken debates on the topic, and later, I’d caught tantalizing snippets of speculation from ladies
            and gentlemen in Royal Park and from their servants at Creed Garden.
         

         
         The most common rumor was that his father, the Duke of Glenmoor, had murdered his second wife in a fit of rage or exiled her
            and her son once an affair was discovered. He then died himself of some mysterious illness—or curse.
         

         
         The unembellished story, as it were, went something like this: The duke, a close friend of the King’s late brother, found
            dead. The second wife and second son of the Duke of Glenmoor, missing. The new Duke of Glenmoor, the elder son, ascending
            to his place at the head of the family and his seat in Parliament, publicly mourning all three members of his family, content
            to let their memory fade.
         

         
         More mysterious yet: The second son’s return to society alone two years later, a ward of the Earl of Foxcourt, his mother’s
            uncle, the home secretary, and one of the King’s principal advisers. And, finally, his inheriting of his great-uncle’s title
            through his matrilineal line the year past, despite the protests of his elder half brother, after the previous Earl of Foxcourt
            had ended his own life upon falling out of favor with the King.
         

         
         I remembered it all because I, too, had wondered. For years, the mystery had haunted me: Where had the little lord gone, and
            why had he come back? Some of the more superstitious souls in the Brickbats had sworn he’d been spirited away by fairies and
            raised in their hidden world beneath the isle’s ancient mounds, or that the young boy who returned was a changeling.
         

         
         I allowed myself a stolen glance at the man, unsurprised to find him scowling even in his sleep.

         
         Maybe he was a changeling. He was certainly as beautiful as one, in a way that only seemed to confirm that God had favorites. It would
            explain that heartless quality of his and could also be the reason I couldn’t pick up on any sort of essence.
         

         
         Linden’s diabolical stench grew stronger as we neared the city’s center, and still, I watched him. Studied him. He’d schooled
            his breathing, keeping it slow and even, but something in the way his head inclined toward me made me think he was awake.
            That he was allowing my slow perusal for reasons that were entirely his own.
         

         
         As if to prove my theory, he said, eyes still shut, “What were you looking for in the prison records? Or should I ask whom?”
         

         
         I said nothing, letting the curtain fall back into place.

         
         “You strike me as a solitary creature,” he continued. “It was one of the reasons I had a devil of a time finding you until
            I heard whispers of a perfumer at the Midnight Market. Someone from there? Perhaps a customer or . . . a sweetheart?”
         

         
         “The woman I share a table with.” As reluctant as I was to reveal another piece of my life, the arrogance of his expression,
            that aristocratic indifference, made me bite out, “Given that Patricians have the means to pay others to care for them, it
            falls upon the rest of us to look out for each other, as no one else will.”
         

         
         And certainly, no one else had looked out for Arabella. We weren’t friends—that would have meant taking her into my confidence,
            letting down the first of the gates to my heart. And you mustn’t, not ever, Mama had said over and over. You cannot trust another soul with who you truly are. But she mattered to me all the same.
         

         
         If Foxcourt smiled then, I would have kicked him hard enough to scuff those glossy boots. Instead, he only watched me, his
            expression remote. “A rather damning assessment of life, isn’t it?”
         

         
         “An accurate one,” I said, lifting the curtain again to watch the city pass. “Some of us do not have the privilege of living
            our life, my lord. We survive it.”
         

         
         

         Foxcourt House wore the night like the finest sapphire velvet, its candlelit windows watching our approach with an eager glow.

         
         Handsome and well-appointed, the detached four-story home overlooked the famous wooded park at the center of Feygrove Square. The romantic, whimsical style of the home was of the Oswaldian era, when public imagination, desperate to escape the horrors of the latest war with Gallia, had demanded a return to the time of towering castles, dragons, and fairies—without, of course, the pervasive damp and cramped quarters of their inspiration. 

         
         The house must have predated the newer, more symmetrical terraced homes across the square by at least a century. It was defiantly
            original.
         

         
         A tangle of white and pink roses climbed over its gray stone walls, arcing into an abundant bower over the entry. I eyed the
            pale green door with its lion-head knocker before shifting my gaze upward, to where the rather enchanting Foxcourt crest was
            carved into the old stone—a fox with two crossed keys above it, the shield wreathed with oak leaves.
         

         
         It was as pretty a prison as any I’d seen, which was thankfully just the one. I steeled myself all the same. In such a place,
            it would be all too easy to forget my reason for being there—and that I would be leaving just as abruptly as I’d arrived.
         

         
         “I suppose now is the time to impart the rules you’ll observe as a guest—” Foxcourt began.

         
         “Prisoner,” I corrected tartly.

         
         “—in my household,” he finished with a warning look. “While you are in my custody, you are not to leave the property unless
            you are escorted by myself or one of the staff. You will treat them with respect, and they will treat you in kind.”
         

         
         After a long stretch of silence, I said, “That’s it? Two rules? Nothing about keeping my mouth shut or calling you ‘my lord’
            and ‘master’?”
         

         
         “If you insist,” he said dryly.

         
         I glowered at him, and damn him, he enjoyed it.

         
         “One hopes it goes without saying you’ll do nothing to endanger your own life or the lives of anyone in this house until you
            have seen your task through,” Foxcourt finished, tugging at his gloves to straighten them. “After which you will have your
            pardon and be free to do whatever it is you fill your days with, twirling flowers or harassing soldiers or threatening gentlemen
            with pipes. Which reminds me . . .”
         

         
         He held out his hand. With great reluctance, I slid Sweetie out from the hole in my dress and deposited it into his waiting
            palm.
         

         
         “I will be locking up all of the pipes in the household,” he said, then, seeing my mutinous expression, added, “As well as
            knives, letter openers, and anything remotely sharp.”
         

         
         “Almost anything can be made sharp,” I informed him.

         
         “I look forward to your next creative endeavor.” Glancing at it one last time, Foxcourt muttered, “Unbelievable,” before tucking it into his jacket pocket.
         

         
         In the meantime, four shadowed figures had appeared at the top step of the house’s entry. The steely tension of Foxcourt’s
            body eased as the staff lined the steps, surprising me again.
         

         
         The coach rocked as Cartwell stepped down to open the door for us. Foxcourt climbed out, murmuring something to him. I pushed
            off my seat, only to be brought up short by the sight of a gloved hand reaching back in for me. I stared at it stupidly, then
            at Foxcourt’s impassive face. Reluctantly, I wrapped my fingers lightly over his, allowing him to hand me down.
         

         
         “Trying to play the part of the gallant lord now that we have an audience, I see,” I said, releasing his hand. The warmth
            of his grip lingered, even after I discreetly wiped my palm against my skirt to dispel it.
         

         
         “Merely trying to fool them into thinking you’re more of a lady than you are,” he murmured back, casting a quick look around
            at the empty street and darkened homes.
         

         
         If any of the assembled servants noticed my clenched jaw, they were too well trained to remark on it. As we neared, however,
            the older gentleman—the one wearing a dark suit and a full powdered wig—looked close to perishing as he took in the sight
            of me.
         

         
         “Miss Lockwood, may I introduce Fleming, the butler of Foxcourt House; Mrs. Keyes, our housekeeper; and Thomas and William
            Longmount, our footmen,” Foxcourt said, his tone shockingly warm.
         

         
         “It’s a pleasure to meet you all,” I said, trying for a smile.

         
         Fleming nodded, looking as though he were trying to swallow a frog. He was a narrow figure, with all the brittle refinement
            of a porcelain sculpture. His long face had been drawn down by age, drooping the skin beneath his eyes.
         

         
         The footmen, however, only eyed me with curiosity. They had forgone wigs themselves, but their crimson livery was resplendent,
            trimmed with ivory and gold cording marred by the black bands tied around their upper arm.
         

         
         Of course, I thought suddenly. The household was nearly at the end of a year of mourning for the last earl.
         

         
         I would have known the Longmounts were brothers even if Foxcourt hadn’t indicated as much; they had the same golden-blond hair, blue eyes, and impish quality to their faces that made them seem younger than they likely were. Like so many of the boys I’d grown up alongside in the Brickbats, the taller of the two, Thomas, had a brutal scar across the bridge of his nose. 

         
         Strapping and tall, the brothers towered over Mrs. Keyes. Her own blond hair had been salted with white and braided into a
            tight crown around her head. I admired the small, gold-capped hairpins the housekeeper had used to secure it—an unusual bit
            of flourish, given she wore a stiff black dress of crepe and bombazine.
         

         
         I instinctively stepped closer to the woman, drawn by the promise of maternal tenderness, only to be brought up short.

         
         Mrs. Keyes had a soft, round face and an unfailingly serene smile, but a disquieting feeling unspooled in my chest as the
            woman’s gaze passed over me. There was an intensity there that was almost raptorial in nature, like the hawks that frequented
            Riverside, waiting for the easy pickings of the fishing boats.
         

         
         A movement at my left made me glance over to where Foxcourt was gesturing rapidly to Thomas, his large hands smoothly flowing
            from one position to the next. With a start, I realized he was communicating with the footman using signed language.
         

         
         “Yes, of course,” Thomas answered quietly before ducking inside.

         
         My gaze lingered after him. His tone and cadence reminded me of my neighbor in the boardinghouse, Mrs. Gregory, who’d lost
            much of her hearing. While she had taught me a few basic signs, I could tell that she—much like Thomas, it seemed—was pushing
            through any discomfort of speaking vocally for the benefit of the hearing.
         

         
         “I’ll oversee the hot water cans,” Fleming said quickly, fleeing after him. William was the one to open the door to usher
            us in.
         

         
         “I’ve asked him to bring up the second slipper tub,” Foxcourt explained to the housekeeper.

         
         Mrs. Keyes gave me another assessing look. “Yes. I think that wise.”

         
         Foxcourt ghosted a hand over the small of my back again, gesturing toward the slumbering house. I stepped away from him, but
            as I brushed past Mrs. Keyes, the hairs on the back of my neck rose like needlepoints.
         

         
         All the staff had essences that spoke, in part, to their occupations—polish, silver platters, wine, dust, and woodsmoke—but there were surprising notes, too. For Fleming, it was a distinct scent that I’d learned years ago was cat gut used to string violins, as well as something that could only be defined as “dog.” Thomas smelled wonderfully of oil paints and the bristles of brushes.
         

         
         But Mrs. Keyes . . .

         
         She smelled only of blood.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         I finally understood the need for two tubs when I sat down in the first and the water turned the same shade of fermented brown
            as the River Temese.
         

         
         As ridiculous as I’d felt standing back and watching the poor footmen bring up can after steaming can of hot water, even I
            could admit that a quick sponging off or rinse in a hip bath simply wouldn’t cut through the crust of dirt and other unmentionable
            substances on my skin.
         

         
         “There. That’s a bit better, isn’t it?” came Felicity’s soothing voice. “Tilt your head back for me, Miss Lockwood—oh, marvelous,
            not a flea to be seen!”
         

         
         Marvelous, indeed. With a sigh, I closed my eyes, and the maid used a cup of water from the clean tub to rinse my heavy curtain
            of hair.
         

         
         “You can call me Viola,” I said for the fourth time.

         
         “Of course, Miss Lockwood,” came her sweet reply.

         
         Felicity was an unusually tall young woman, with a bright eagerness that radiated from her like a midday sun. I felt warmed
            just being in her presence, letting her happy chatter wash over me like orange blossom toilette water. Even better, it meant
            that I’d barely had to say a word.
         

         
         A smattering of pale freckles dusted over Felicity’s nose and cheeks, and she had lovely jade-green eyes that twinkled, as
            the fairy stories liked to claim. I didn’t have to guess to pin an age on her; she gladly told me she was four months shy
            of eighteen during a story. The overall effect of her was like a ginger note in a perfume: bright and invigorating to take
            in.
         

         
         In fact, the only moment that disposition had slipped was when Felicity had helped me out of my ruined dress and corset. I’d
            stiffened, mortified, as the fabric had all but crumbled in her hands, but her sharp inhalation was worse, and her sweet attempt
            to disguise it with a cough all the more humiliating.
         

         
         Somehow, I’d let myself relax enough under her careful ministrations that I’d forgotten the sorry state of my back, bruised like an apple and crisscrossed with old and new scars. 

         
         My hands curled and flexed again beneath the opaque surface of the water, remembering the gritty feel of the cell’s bars as
            I’d held on to them, bearing each strike of the truncheon with only a whimper.
         

         
         “Shall we move to the other tub?” Felicity asked. “I’ve some lovely oils and cakes of soap for you to choose from—lavender,
            rose, honey?”
         

         
         “Yes . . . all right,” I managed.

         
         I’d recognized the scent of the House of Rosebourne’s offerings the moment I’d stepped into the bedroom. I was used to catching
            the ghosts of Rosebourne scents chasing me throughout Linden. It was said that at least one Rosebourne product, whether it
            was a comb or perfumed gloves, was found in every home from the Brickbats to Summerland Palace.
         

         
         But to see the milled soap and gold-capped flacons laid out on a silver tray like the delicacies they were . . . it filled
            me with a painful swell of emotion. Merely looking at them felt like a betrayal to Mama, but I wasn’t about to send Felicity
            away to retrieve something else to wash with. I wasn’t nearly so ridiculous.
         

         
         “Lavender, please,” I said hoarsely. It would be the strongest of the scents, and I would give my eyeteeth to drown out the
            remnants of Fairgate that clung to me.
         

         
         Felicity came into view again. One strand of her brown hair had escaped her frilly white cap with the effort it had taken
            to gently comb the snarls and knots from my hair. She offered both hands to me, helping me step from the tub onto a towel
            laid out on the carpet and then into the tub beside it.
         

         
         I had the distant thought I should be embarrassed, or at least abashed, to be completely nude in front of a stranger, but
            years of frequenting the public baths had dulled me to it, and I was simply too tired to care.
         

         
         I bit my lip to keep from crying out as the hot water turned the welt around my ankle to pure, flaming agony again. Tears
            pricked my eyes, but I wouldn’t let them fall, wouldn’t upset Felicity with the sight of them. Drawing in a deep breath, I
            let the lavender-scented steam rising from the water fill my chest, holding it there until I was forced to release it.
         

         
         “I’ve always been partial to this one,” Felicity said, handing me a bar of soap and a fresh towel. Her gaze grew distant, as if her mind had left the room ahead of her. “It smells of strolling through a garden in the late afternoon and stopping beside lavender to watch the many busy bees fluttering about it.” 

         
         I paused mid-lather on my arms, looking up at her in astonishment.

         
         “Oh, bosh, I’m sorry, I get carried away at times,” Felicity said, tapping her temple. “I’ve been dreaming up stories since
            I was a girl, and the others have encouraged me to start writing them. Can I tell you a secret, Miss Lockwood?”
         

         
         I hesitated. Nothing good would come of this. Felicity had a way of making you lower your guard without realizing it. With
            anyone else, I would have been wary of it being an act, a careful manipulation, but there was no guile at all in her bright
            gaze.
         

         
         And that was the danger of it. We were not friends. She worked for—and was loyal only to—the man who had made himself my jailer.

         
         “I am writing a novel, you see,” Felicity began, sitting down on the stool beside the tub. “I’m not very far into the story,
            of course. I can’t seem to stop rewriting what I’ve already written, which is a very silly way to never finish it, I know,
            but . . .”
         

         
         The rest of the thought either escaped her or she’d become lost in it. Her expression was so dreamy, it made me regret that
            I couldn’t peer into her mind to see it, too.
         

         
         I carefully worked a cloth over my hands. The scabs on my knuckles looked angrier against the pale skin I revealed. I scrubbed
            at my arms until I realized the dark splotches there weren’t dirt but handprint-shaped bruises. The world turned indistinct
            around me.
         

         
         “Miss Lockwood?” Felicity began, a note of worry in her voice.

         
         “I—yes, you’re . . .” I searched for something to say, wondering at my instinct to ease her. “You’re right about the scent.
            It’s a soliflore.”
         

         
         “A vase?” she asked, confused.

         
         “Yes,” I said. “But in perfumery, there’s another meaning—it’s a scent that captures the perfumer’s interpretation of a single
            flower. It does tell a story. All perfume does. I think you’re right that this is meant to be sun-warmed lavender, rather
            than, say, lavender after rain, or lavender at dawn . . .”
         

         
         Mama had said to me once that essences were like soliflore scents, capturing a glimpse of a single life in the way a soliflore was meant to mark a moment in time. I wondered who had created this particular scent—had it been William Rosebourne himself or one of the perfumers he trained and employed? 

         
         “That is marvelous,” Felicity said, propping her chin up on her hand with a dreamy sigh. “Imagine a scent of an iris given to a secret lover,
            or a carpet of bluebells in an ancient forest . . .”
         

         
         I could, all of them. The notes were arranging themselves in my mind, layering in the way a painter added depth and light
            and texture with each new stroke.
         

         
         Felicity’s smile was encouraging. “What a lovely gift you have.”

         
         My gaze fell back onto my bruised knees. There was that word again. Gift. Another needling reminder that no one in this house knew me, and never would.
         

         
         “Is something the matter?” Felicity asked.

         
         I looked up sharply—not at her soft question, but, rather, with sudden realization. My eyes narrowed in a way that made hers
            flare in alarm.
         

         
         “Whatever is it?” Felicity asked with a nervous laugh. “Goodness, your expression.”

         
         I drew closer to her, not caring how strange it must have seemed. Yes—I was right.

         
         Felicity smelled of warm skin and sunshine, of the lye used to clean garments, and of the House of Rosebourne’s honey soap.
            Lavender oil stained her fingers. But beneath that, there was no essence. No hint of her emotion. Her presence had brought
            to mind ginger and citrus zest, but it hadn’t brought the actual scents to my nose.
         

         
         I stared at her, water dripping down the cooling skin of my back. With Foxcourt, there had been no scent at all—not even the
            scent of his skin. This was different, and yet . . .
         

         
         The scent of blood filled the bedchamber, announcing the arrival of Mrs. Keyes in the doorway. I closed one eye, trying to
            peer through a gap in the silk screen that had been placed between the tubs and the rest of the room. Another shadow moved
            beside hers, and there was a murmur of voices.
         

         
         “—must you—”

         
         “—necessary—”

         
         The second voice was a low rumble, but I recognized Foxcourt’s tenor all the same. My hands curled into fists beneath the
            water again.
         

         
         “I’ll just be a moment,” Felicity said, rising. She quickly replaced the screen after her, leaving me staring at the dancing fairies lavishly embroidered onto the silk panels. 

         
         I strained my ears, trying to hear what Felicity was whispering so fiercely. The floorboards squeaked as she made her way
            back over, muttering beneath her breath. She took a moment to gather herself and fix a smile on her face before she appeared
            at the screen again.
         

         
         “Willie and Tommy will be up in a moment to begin removing the tubs, if that’s all right?” Felicity asked gently. “And Mrs.
            Keyes would like to come in, unless you wish to be alone.”
         

         
         She lingered at the end of the tub, her once clean apron splotched with dirty water. Waiting. It was a long moment before
            I realized she had given me a choice and was expecting an answer. I looked down at the tub again and sighed. I’d never have
            another bath as fine as this one, and I was reluctant to step out of the warm water.
         

         
         “Yes,” I said, “that would be fine. Is there a shift or wrapper I could borrow . . . ?”

         
         She fetched both, leaving me bundled in a pristine white shift that made me nervous to look at it. The thought of ruining
            it in some way, of being made to replace it, made my heart sick.
         

         
         The feeling was only deepened by the realization that lawn fabric could be as soft as this one was—that, at least for some ladies, this was the only sort of intimate fabric that brushed their skin.
            And the wrapper, embroidered with tiny rosebuds—how long had it taken a woman to sew every one, and so perfectly?
         

         
         I ran my fingers along the flowers on the loose sleeves, feeling adrift. The bath, the finery, even this bedchamber, it was
            all so . . . confusing. Complicating.
         

         
         I was a guest, yes, but not one of any stature. As strange as it was, I almost missed my own tattered clothing, because they
            had at least been mine. They had helped to define the rules of Foxcourt’s scheme and my place in it.
         

         
         The wood in the fireplace popped and crackled. Felicity brought over a stool from the nearby vanity, placing it beside the
            fire for me. The footmen came in and set about removing the water and the first tub, stoically trudging out with only a few
            grunts of effort.
         

         
         Within a few minutes the radiant warmth of the fire had dried my hair. As she tidied up the room, I listened to her lovely chirping about the farming counties where she’d grown up. About the pond in the back garden of Foxcourt House and the cunning mews cat that had stolen the last of its fish. About the last Lord Foxcourt’s insistence on installing a system of water closets in the house to use in lieu of chamber pots or an outdoor privy—though I hadn’t truly believed they flushed until she’d ushered me to the one down the hall to demonstrate.
         

         
         Back in the bedchamber, Felicity set about brushing and braiding my hair before helping me clean beneath my broken nails.
            And again, I felt the danger of being lulled into a state of exhausted calm. Perhaps I would have given in this time, had
            it not been for the tinge of blood returning to the air.
         

         
         “Ah,” came Mrs. Keyes’s quiet voice as she crossed the bedchamber. “As I suspected, there was indeed a lovely young woman
            beneath all that.”
         

         
         I tensed but forced myself to say lightly, “It was hard-fought, but Felicity has successfully excavated me from the grime.”

         
         The housekeeper’s smile looked genuine. “Well done, Fizzy.”

         
         The girl beamed as she set about tidying up the area, collecting the oils and soap and removing the screen. Mrs. Keyes held
            a small tray between her hands, and some of my wariness eased when I saw that there was only a teacup, a tin of some kind,
            and bandages resting on it.
         

         
         “I’d like to apply some ointment to your wounds,” Mrs. Keyes said, shifting the tray against her hip. “It should help them
            heal faster and ease some of your discomfort.”
         

         
         There was nothing remotely suspicious in the scent of the ointment or bandages. I nodded. “I would appreciate that. Is the
            tea what smells of honey?”
         

         
         With care, Mrs. Keyes balanced the tray over the end of the remaining tub and handed me the teacup. “The earl requested Mrs.
            Silver make some of her comfort brew.”
         

         
         “Chamomile, lavender, lemon balm, honey . . .” I said, sorting through the blend. But also, “Whisky?”

         
         “Took it upon myself to add a touch of the north, to fortify you,” the housekeeper explained. “I fear this may be unpleasant.”

         
         Stubbing one’s toe was unpleasant. Having whatever malevolent mixture was in the tin smoothed over the bruises and open sores
            on my back was flaming agony.
         

         
         I’d gritted my teeth and braced myself, and still, as she gently applied the salve, I was fighting to not run screaming to the other side of the bedchamber. I curled down around myself further, gripping the fabric pooled around my waist until I’d twisted it into tortured knots. 

         
         Mrs. Keyes murmured a faint “Tch. Poor mite,” as she applied a second layer to a particularly sore spot on my shoulder. “It’s
            a blessing the earl fetched you when he did and spirited you away from that place.”
         

         
         I stared down at the teacup at my feet, my brow creasing. The tart reply was at the tip of my tongue, biting: Well, he did know exactly where to find me, seeing as he put me there himself.

         
         Something about the heartfelt way she’d said it, as if she were truly grateful on my behalf, rankled. It couldn’t be that
            they didn’t know, could it? Foxcourt had obviously told them who I was, or at least why he had brought me here. If they knew
            that much, they must have known—or been able to guess—why I had been in Fairgate to begin with.
         

         
         Then again, I thought bitterly, how often were masters of households in the practice of explaining themselves to servants?
            It hardly mattered what they thought when I wouldn’t be here long. Let them cling to their illusion that Foxcourt was a gentleman.
         

         
         “Miss Lockwood?” Mrs. Keyes began, interrupting my thoughts. Her hands had stilled against my back. “Are you all right?”

         
         “Yes,” I whispered. “Please continue.”

         
         Tremors rippled down my back with each new brush of Mrs. Keyes’s fingers. I reached for the teacup then, letting the warm
            brew spill out over my shaking hand as I took a gulp. It drowned the moan of pain that had been building in my throat, at
            least. The whisky burned, the honey soothed. And still, I didn’t let myself cry.
         

         
         “Steady, Miss Lockwood,” the woman said softly. “Tell me if it’s too much and we’ll give it a rest. If you could survive the
            beating, you’ll survive the healing.”
         

         
         I shook my head, squeezing my eyes shut as the housekeeper stroked the oily salve over my ribs. As much as the ointment stung,
            burning as it sank into the skin, like the whisky numbing my throat, it soon became a kiss of relief.
         

         
         I could take this. I could survive this.

         
         I took another sip of the tea.

         
         “I deserved it, didn’t I?” I asked, staring down into the dark pool at the bottom of the cup. “It’s prison. You’re meant to
            be punished.”
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes’s hands stilled against my skin, her calloused fingers gentling as she resumed her work. “For trying to make a few coins in the way you were uniquely suited to?” 

         
         I could have wept at the incredulity in the older woman’s voice, the forgiveness I hadn’t entirely allowed myself.

         
         “Your employer and the King seem to believe it a crime to do so,” I said, unwilling to keep the bitterness from my tone. “Fairgate
            for the fairyborn.”
         

         
         “My employer,” Mrs. Keyes said wryly, “once thought it wise to race standing on his saddle and nearly broke his scrawny neck,
            calling his judgment into some question.”
         

         
         My brows rose. That sort of honesty was discouraged in servants, who’d frequently rather bite off their tongue than say a
            word against their employer to a stranger. I bit my lip, my thoughts spinning in a helpless circle. Perhaps it was a test
            to see if I could be trusted?
         

         
         The older woman hummed, letting the bedchamber drift back into its warm, contented silence. My gaze flitted around me, absorbing
            the sight of it without lingering on the details the way I had when I’d first come in.
         

         
         Everything the candlelight touched was a soft pink or green of springtime, the sort I’d always imagined the countryside to
            look like. The imposing mirrored wardrobe was carved with delicate fairies, deer, and oak trees, a set with the canopied bed,
            which featured the same sage-green silk as the window curtains. A meadow of little flowers had been embroidered onto the fabric,
            picking up on the soft hues of the plush rugs. A vanity with a mirror had been placed in the corner, its wood darker than
            the other furniture. As if it, too, were a guest.
         

         
         It was embarrassing to realize that, in all my years imagining the life of a toff, I’d never come close to envisaging the utter decadence of it. That everything could be designed with the utmost comfort in mind, that something
            could be beautiful just for beauty’s sake . . .
         

         
         The soul dies without beauty. Mama had said it so often, and I’d never believed her. Now I saw it, what the loss of it had done to her, even as she’d fought
            to hide it from me.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes must have followed my gaze, because she asked, “Is the room to your liking?”

         
         “It’s lovely,” I rasped, hating the burn of tears in my throat. “It’s only . . . I’m not really a guest. None of this is real.
            You didn’t have to go to all this trouble for me.”
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes considered the room. “Why not? It suited his late lordship just fine.”

         
         “Lord Foxcourt?” I set my empty cup on the ground by my feet. “This was his room?”

         
         “Indeed” was Mrs. Keyes’s only reply.

         
         The present Foxcourt hadn’t taken up residence? Though I wasn’t sure why that surprised me. A room this joyful would be like
            poison to the soulless. I supposed he could have redone it to suit his own tastes, but it would have been difficult to repaint
            the walls a dark enough shade of black to match his heart.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes wrapped my chest and back in a loose layer of bandages, “to keep the wounds clean as they heal,” she explained,
            then helped me restore my shift and wrapper.
         

         
         “Shall I see to your ankle?” the housekeeper asked.

         
         I sent up a plea for fortitude to God and nodded.

         
         “Brave girl,” Mrs. Keyes said approvingly.

         
         She reached behind her for another roll of bandages on the tray, only for it to slip on the tub’s curled edge. I glanced back
            as the housekeeper moved with astonishing swiftness, catching and rebalancing it with a single graceful movement.
         

         
         I blinked, then blinked again.

         
         “Blast and cannon fodder,” she muttered as she knelt before me. “Now, where was I?”

         
         It would have been less painful to put the iron manacle back on than endure that initial burn of salve on the ravaged flesh.

         
         I didn’t understand the subtle way Mrs. Keyes’s expression shifted, not until she said, “Chaining you like an animal—it is
            the cruel way of life that the most deserving of punishment never receive it. Even hell isn’t enough for them.”
         

         
         Given the King of hell was said to wield a three-tipped scourge of infernal fire, I thought he was likely to have the damned
            well in hand, but I appreciated the sentiment.
         

         
         “The last Lord Foxcourt used to say that pain was a matter of the mind,” Mrs. Keyes said, “that we decide its control over
            us.”
         

         
         “Spoken,” I said haltingly, “like a man who’d never . . . been flogged . . .”

         
         The housekeeper clucked her tongue in agreement. “Pain is necessary and vital, for it reminds us that we yet live, but it must be experienced to be truly known. I’m nearly finished—breathe in slowly through your nose and out through your mouth.” 

         
         I did exactly that, clenching my hands into fists and pressing them against my eyes. But blocking my sight only strengthened
            my other senses—the smell of my oozing flesh and Mrs. Keyes’s bloodied essence, the taste of the whisky on my tongue, the
            sound of the soft snick of Mrs. Keyes finally shutting the tin.
         

         
         “You’re wrong about one thing, Miss Lockwood,” Mrs. Keyes said as she carefully bandaged my ankle. “There is not a single
            one of us who does not understand how very real this is. You are safe here. You will always be safe here, no matter the circumstances.”
         

         
         How very much I wished that were true. How very, very much.

         
         “Will that one work?”

         
         I glanced at Mrs. Keyes, confused by the question, only to realize that she hadn’t been speaking to me at all.

         
         “Yes, I’ll take some of the others in tonight,” Felicity answered from beside the wardrobe. My gaze landed on the sky-blue
            dress she held up, and my confusion only deepened. “The shoes may be a touch tight, however.”
         

         
         She and Mrs. Keyes exchanged a silent, unhappy look.

         
         “Wait,” I began, rising unsteadily to my feet. “That’s . . . for me?”

         
         “Of course,” Felicity said. Her smile strained somewhat as she added, “It may be some days yet before I’m able to, ah, repair
            the dress you arrived in. In the meantime, we have a few for you to choose from. I realize it’s not the right hour for a walking
            dress, but it will have to do.”
         

         
         She was speaking plainly, in our shared language, but my mind couldn’t grasp the words, couldn’t assign them meaning.

         
         My pulse skipped at the sight of the ivory ribbon trimming the open neck and beneath the bust. It was perfectly in line with
            the day’s fashion, so often modeled by the ladies promenading in Royal Park or visiting the shops, with a high waist and sleeves
            puffed at the shoulder. The fabric looked delicate enough to be torn by my clumsy hands.
         

         
         As Felicity shook it out, I nearly fell to the ground in raptures when I saw that there were azaleas embroidered along the
            bottom of the skirt.
         

         
         How could I wear this? No—that wasn’t the right question.

         
         I straightened, my exhausted mind finally sharpening. “It’s hours past midnight. Why do I need to dress at all?”

         
         “Because, Miss Lockwood,” came a cool voice from the doorway, “your presence has been requested by your new customer.”

         
         My heart sank at the sight of Foxcourt leaning a shoulder against the doorjamb. As his pale eyes met mine, the urge to clutch
            the opening of my wrapper together was overwhelming.
         

         
         One side of his mouth curled up as he pushed away from the doorframe. But when he spoke again, his expression was the only
            warning I required.
         

         
         “Dress warmly,” he said. “We leave in ten minutes.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         Because the night hadn’t been enough of a misery, at some point in the two hours between our arrival and departure from Foxcourt
            House, it had begun to rain. Not the lovely sort of summer shower that came and went in a blink and left every surface of
            the city glittering with a fine coat of dewdrops. The torrential, deep-winter sort that slashed at you like an icy blade.
         

         
         “It’ll clear up within minutes, to be certain,” Cartwell had told us as we’d hurried toward the coach at the front gate. The
            poor man was barely recognizable beneath his wilted hat and heavy cloak. “You can tell by the peculiar slant of moonlight.”
         

         
         In fact, it did not, and soon, even that brief glimmer of warm comfort I’d received began to feel like a distant memory. By
            the time the coach had begun to snake south through the empty Linden streets, I was too exhausted to be anything other than
            direct.
         

         
         “If you won’t tell me where we’re going, you might at least have the decency to tell me who it is we’re meant to see,” I snapped.
         

         
         The coach rocked as it hit a rough patch of road, but Foxcourt’s large body absorbed the movement with ease. I had to grip
            the edge of the seat cushion to keep from being bounced onto the shuddering floor between us.
         

         
         “All in due time,” Foxcourt said, staring out a gap in the curtains. “You need only to demonstrate a bit of patience—a foreign
            concept to you, I know.”
         

         
         The volley of rain against the roof drowned out my huff. I leaned back against the seat with care, inwardly relishing the
            feeling of the short corset supporting my spine as I tried not to wrinkle my fine dress. The fabric was like a cool mist against
            my skin, not woven to last the way my coarse linen gowns were, but to live a butterfly’s brief, beautiful life.
         

         
         My fingers curled, testing the limits of the impossibly soft white kid gloves Felicity had handed me. Handed me, as if they were nothing at all.
         

         
         It was the sort of attire I’d once dreamt of wearing as a little girl. I hadn’t had someone to help me dress since my mother passed, and only Felicity’s undaunted cheerfulness had gotten us both through the awkwardness of it. I’d barely recognized myself in the vanity mirror as she set about pinning my hair and finding a bonnet suitable for the outing. 

         
         Foxcourt, on the other hand, looked very much himself in the shadows of the coach. With a will of their own, my eyes traced
            the bold line of his jaw down his neck, my gaze snagging on his cravat. Or rather, the small dark blotch on the fabric just
            to the right of the knot.
         

         
         At first glimpse, I’d assumed he was wearing the same attire as earlier in the evening, but his shirt looked laundered and
            pressed, and the pattern of his waistcoat was subtly different—the silver vines had leaves on this one. His having gone to
            the trouble of changing made the drop of blood on the otherwise pristine white fabric all the stranger.
         

         
         He must have cut himself shaving, I thought, trying not to imagine the very same jaw shadowed with the first hint of a night beard. I immediately amended the
            assumption, remembering whom I was dealing with. His valet must have nicked him.

         
         A shame the blade hadn’t slipped over his throat.

         
         “We’re passing the orchid trees of Royal Park,” I said, recognizing the scent. “Are we going to an ambassador’s residence?”

         
         That might explain why the King had agreed to issue a pardon.

         
         Foxcourt traced his top lip with the edge of his thumbnail, and for a mortifying moment, I forgot that I was awaiting a response.

         
         “Well?” I prompted.

         
         “Close to the mark,” he said. “But not quite.”

         
         “The princess?” I guessed. “One of the old nob’s jingle-brained advisers?”

         
         “By ‘old nob’ I presume you are referring to our rightful and anointed King,” Foxcourt said dryly. “And on both counts, the
            answer is no.” After a moment, he shook his head, repeating softly to himself, “Jingle-brained.”
         

         
         We descended back into the cold silence, the rain pounding at the windows. It seemed as good a time as any to begin working
            through my ever-increasing list of questions.
         

         
         “Who are you, exactly?” I asked.

         
         To my surprise, he answered drolly: “Hugh Thornton, the seventh Earl of Foxcourt.”

         
         “Contrary to what you may believe, or what your army of governesses may have told you as a child, you are not in fact a witty man,” I informed him. 

         
         “I know a host of people who might disagree.”

         
         “Are they all servants?” I asked, and was surprised when a corner of his mouth twitched. “You know what I meant by the question.
            How did you become involved in . . . this?”
         

         
         “I have been asking myself that very question these last seven days, Miss Lockwood.”

         
         Impossible man. “Are the rumors true about the last Earl of Foxcourt?”

         
         He looked at me alertly then, straightening in his seat. “What rumors?”

         
         There. That was better—I had his attention now. “There were countless rumors of the home secretary paying for information
            in the Brickbats, seeking stories of an embarrassing and scandalous nature about the Patricians these fine inhabitants may
            or may not have served.”
         

         
         “Is ‘inhabitants’ what you call prostitutes in the Brickbats?” he countered lazily. “I’ll add the new term to my running list,
            after swad.”
         

         
         “They said he was a—how did old Barnsford put it? A broker of information. A spymaster, in addition to his other responsibilities with the prisons and public order, of course.”
         

         
         By now, I was learning to recognize when Foxcourt was intentionally guarding his expression, but God, that face was utterly
            impenetrable.
         

         
         Before he could reply, the coach jerked, slowing suddenly. The cobblestones turned to gravel crunching beneath the wheels.

         
         “Finally,” Foxcourt muttered, reaching up to straighten his cravat.

         
         With a last wary look at him, I nudged the curtain aside.

         
         Beyond the glass, a white stone figure glowered down at us from atop his massive marble plinth, one hand gripping his scepter,
            and the other, the sovereign’s orb, the symbol of the divine right of Albion’s kings.
         

         
         Alarm trilled like a bell in my mind as the coach rounded the recently completed memorial to King Augustine and, rather than
            follow the curve of the road to the gloomy Queen’s Park, we took the path that veered left.
         

         
         Directly toward the gates of Summerland Palace.

         
         My horrified gaze darted to the man sitting across from me.

         
         “A word of advice, Lockwood,” Foxcourt said, his mouth twisting into a cruel approximation of a smile. “I wouldn’t call him old nob to his face if you value your life.”
         

         
         

         There was much that could be said about the King of Albion, though the rumor that every horse he attempted to ride threw him
            likely said enough.
         

         
         A vain, proud man, King Alfred III had spent the better part of his reign doing little more than spoiling his beloved court
            with lavish balls, firework displays, and the privilege of magic. The scandal sheets fawned over “Dear HM,” but he was more
            commonly known in the Brickbats as Uncle Talbert, after the old fairy story about an uncle who’d gladly starved his wards
            to buy himself a new coat. That, too, probably said enough. If power were a currency, the King intended to spend it only on
            himself.
         

         
         And, really, I should have known. Foxcourt’s enjoyment of the mystery, his insistence on going out at this hour . . . Who
            else but the King could compel him? He probably wanted a fresh supply of his own bespoke Rosebourne perfume, with whatever
            infernal magic William Rosebourne had imbued it with.
         

         
         Hell’s tits. And I’d agreed to this.
         

         
         I glared past the brass-finial-capped fence that stood between the coach and the looming palace. Shaped like a horseshoe around
            the grand courtyard, each wing was supported by ancient columns, said to have been taken from the temple of the ancient fairy
            sun god Solarius.
         

         
         Rather than approach the central gate and the emerald-green-uniformed soldiers posted there, the coach continued along the
            road, turning when it came upon the one running along the northern face of the palace.
         

         
         Only two of the King’s men were at the discreet entrance, and both rushed out from the cover of their sentry boxes to drag
            it open. The long white plumes of their hats drooped, slapping against their faces with the force of the rain.
         

         
         The gate clanged shut behind us, speeding my pulse.

         
         Foxcourt pulled a fob from his jacket and checked the time as the coach eased through an archway into a short arcade overlooking
            a series of pale fountains and a garden. Ivy climbed the walls, giving the passage a feeling of being half forgotten.
         

         
         Eventually, after another turn, we found our way into a smaller courtyard, this one shielded from the outside world’s view. The coach slowed to a stop near a nondescript door. 

         
         “Here we are,” Foxcourt said.

         
         He stepped out first and, apparently enjoying how much it aggravated me, insisted on handing me down.

         
         I hurried to the cover of the walkway surrounding the courtyard, breathing in the competing scents of heavy rain, wet animal,
            and the ivy’s earthy green.
         

         
         “Return to the house at your leisure,” Foxcourt advised the coachman, his topper doing little to shield his face from the
            slanting rain. “We’ll take one of the palace curricles back.”
         

         
         Cartwell doffed his own hat and was off.

         
         We entered through a deserted servants’ corridor, a fact that I didn’t think to find strange until I saw how easily the earl
            was navigating the maze of nondescript hallways. As if he had come this way, rather than the grand entry, hundreds of times.
         

         
         I stubbornly quickened my pace, but I couldn’t match Foxcourt’s long, powerful strides as we made our way up a flight of stairs,
            then another. My understanding of the situation was upended again, this time by the realization we were staying in this wing
            of the palace rather than going to one of its receiving rooms.
         

         
         “Where,” I panted when we’d turned down the fourth successive hallway, “are we going?”

         
         At my breathless question, Foxcourt finally slowed his determined march. I almost laughed when he abruptly turned to the door
            at his left. Of course it hadn’t been for my benefit. We’d finally arrived at our destination.
         

         
         Foxcourt glanced up and down the hall one last time before he raised a fist to rap lightly against the door.

         
         Unexpectedly, a soft, feminine voice called out, “Come in.”

         
         With one last attempt to smooth a few rogue curls that had already escaped the confines of the bonnet, I followed Foxcourt
            inside.
         

         
         A bedroom, one hardly bigger than my rented room, unfurled around me, and I recoiled at the heat that infused the air and
            the wretched odor it carried.
         

         
         Sickness—desperate, lingering. The smoke from the lit hearth was a relief from the musk of unwashed hair and skin, but it only antagonized the pervasive stink of floral decay, as if a fine bouquet had been left weeks too long in old water. And there, looming like a half-forgotten nightmare, a note of yarrow and angelica. 

         
         My stomach turned over itself. I might have stayed in that doorway, caught in that breathless moment of the past colliding
            with the present, had Foxcourt not placed a firm hand on my back and ushered me forward.
         

         
         The room was crowded further by an overly large four-poster bed. Heavy tapestry curtains hung from the oak frame, concealing
            all but a fleeting glimpse of the frail body beneath the mountain of bedsheets. A young woman sat stiff-backed in a chair
            at the foot of the bed.
         

         
         At the sound of the door opening, she rose and turned, smoothing her gloved hands against the wrinkles in her ivory dress.
            The gold woven through it caught the firelight and gave her light brown skin an almost unearthly glow.
         

         
         Her essence murmured across my awareness: perfumed silk, wax seals, bergamot tea, an intriguing hint of leather, the glitter
            of cold diamonds, and the penetrating woodiness, like ancient trees, of a steely will.
         

         
         I stared at her, my disbelief growing with each soft tick of the mantel clock, cataloging her features the way so many papers
            and scandal sheets had. I hadn’t realized how very young sixteen was until that moment, seeing the softness of her face and
            her unjaded gaze—all radiant hope and untarnished potential.
         

         
         She had the promise of a proud, handsome beauty bestowed upon her by her mother, a minor princess from Vitalia, her face defined
            by her dark brows, her high cheekbones, and the strong point of her chin. Dark springs of hair had been artfully piled high
            on her head and tamed by ivory silk ribbons. Around her neck, a gold key gleamed from its simple chain.
         

         
         I knew who she was even before Foxcourt said, “Your Royal Highness,” and bowed.

         
         After a moment, Foxcourt took my arm in a loose grip and tugged down on it, a silent, unwelcome reminder of protocol. I dropped
            into a feeble attempt at a curtsy.
         

         
         “I was beginning to worry,” Princess Eleanor said. Her voice had a natural husky quality to it, only enhancing her beautiful
            elocution.
         

         
         She swept one of the heavy bed curtains aside, revealing a gaunt man half hidden beneath a pile of heavy bedding. Bringing
            a delicate hand to his shoulder, she gave it a firm shake. “Uncle? They’ve arrived.”
         

         
         Uncle? But that meant . . .
         

         
         I took an unconscious step back, colliding with Foxcourt.

         
         Straggly wisps of white hair draped over the pillow, and a long, braided beard stretched down over the prone man’s chest,
            resting in the concave hollow of his belly. Despite the skeletal quality of his hands, a large signet ring stubbornly drooped
            toward the mattress on his right little finger. The yellow diamond, nearly the size of a grape, winked at me in the flickering
            light. Kingmaker. The mark of his bloodline’s birthright to rule, worn by every king to follow in his stead.
         

         
         I jumped as the man cracked open a rheumy, contemptuous eye.

         
         “Well, come in, girl, and shut the fucking door behind you,” the King of Albion croaked. “You’re letting all the warm air
            out.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
         One thinks, after years of mentally rehearsing any number of impassioned speeches about the equal rights of all men, one might
            be prepared to seize the moment when the opportunity finally presented itself to say such things. To say anything, really,
            other than a soft, stupid “Oh.”
         

         
         Foxcourt was the one to shut the door, leaving me standing there like a fool, my heart beating out a terrible rhythm in my
            chest.
         

         
         King Alfred III, sovereign ruler of Albion and the greater isles, supreme defender of the faith, lay before me, withered to
            a husk of a man. And the god-awful reek of him. His essence was one of metallic pride, sweet wine, velvet, gold, and something unusually bright—bergamot and mint,
            warmed with the spice of ginger—but there was only the faintest hint of it beneath the stench of decay and his notoriously
            rotten teeth.
         

         
         Foxcourt was suddenly beside me again, his eyes meeting Eleanor’s for the briefest moment before executing another bow. I
            hated myself for it, but I bobbed a quick curtsy out of self-preservation.
         

         
         “Your Majesty, Your Royal Highness,” Foxcourt began, and there, for a moment, was a triumphant glimmer in his eyes. “May I
            present Viola Lockwood?”
         

         
         The King feebly struggled to sit up against the swell of pillows. “Took your time with it, Foxcourt. Hoping I’d die in the
            interim, were you?”
         

         
         “Uncle,” Eleanor admonished gently. Foxcourt started toward the bed, only to be called off by a discreet wave of her hand.

         
         “Ah, Elly,” the King wheezed, almost chastened, “it’s only this infernal sickness that’s making me so bad-tempered.”

         
         By the expressions on Foxcourt’s and Eleanor’s faces, that did not seem likely, especially when weighed against the many,
            many satirical cartoons depicting him as a toad wearing an ermine cloak and crown.
         

         
         To my utter amazement, the heir to the throne—not a servant—moved to assist the King, propping his frail body up with the addition of two more pillows. As much as I wanted to despise him, the sight of the King made my stomach clench with unwelcome pity. 

         
         I cast another look around the room, already suspecting the truth of it. We were alone, in a servants’ quarter in some forgotten
            hall of a sprawling palace. Not even a guard stood at the door. There was only us and Eleanor, who now dabbed at her uncle’s
            brow with a tenderness the old nob almost certainly did not deserve.
         

         
         No one was meant to know the King was here—that he was in this condition, where only a month ago he’d been in robust enough health to launch a new warship on the coast.
         

         
         “You’re certain you’ve plucked the right girl out of Fairgate, Fox?” the King began, sweeping a scornful look over me. “Would’ve
            expected Rosebourne’s leavings to be a bit sharper.”
         

         
         Outrage curled like flames in my belly. Leavings. What a perfect encapsulation of what we had been to William Rosebourne. Discarded waste.
         

         
         I drew in a breath, but Foxcourt was quicker, smoother, in his reply. “Believe me, Your Majesty, she’s sharp enough to flay
            a man.”
         

         
         Eleanor’s gaze found his again, disapproving. I was both surprised and amused to find that look was enough to wear away some
            of Foxcourt’s usual sardonic polish as he added, far more mildly, “This is her. I’m certain of it.”
         

         
         In different circumstances, I would have laughed at the set-down the sixteen-year-old girl had given a lord over a decade
            her senior, but there was nothing funny about any of this.
         

         
         A drop of perspiration slipped down my spine as the heat of the room grew intolerable, stewing the stench of illness. I regretted
            that I hadn’t thought to ask for a handkerchief before we’d left Foxcourt House—anything to dull the poisonous scent of yarrow
            and angelica swamping the boiling air.
         

         
         If we didn’t get on with it, I’d sweat through my dress or cast up my accounts all over His Majesty.

         
         “Sharp enough, certainly, to understand I have been brought here to fulfill a request,” I said at last, summoning every diction
            lesson Mama had drilled into me until there wasn’t a trace of east city left in my accent. I wouldn’t give those present another
            reason to judge me if I could help it. “I would very much like to hear how I may be of assistance to you, Your Majesty.”
         

         
         “A proper miss, are you?” The King’s dark eyes narrowed. “I thought you said she’d been knocking about the rookery, Fox.”

         
         “Uncle,” Eleanor interjected with that same serene countenance, “the hour is late and you need your rest. Shall I explain
            the situation to Miss Lockwood on your behalf? I know how tiresome you find such details.”
         

         
         The King’s expression turned petulant. “I can—” The words choked off with wet hacking coughs. Blood splattered from the King’s
            lips onto the coverlet—rancid black blood.
         

         
         Foxcourt pushed off the wall he’d leaned against, alarmed. I drew back another step, but Eleanor only rushed forward again.
            In her hand was a silver perfume flacon, and she moved quickly to pull out its stopper and douse one of a number of folded
            handkerchiefs on the bedside table with it.
         

         
         Mint, bergamot, and ginger swirled around me, tickling my nose, unleashing a warm murmur of magic in my veins. Foxcourt moved
            to my side then, splaying his large hand over the small of my back to prevent any escape.
         

         
         Eleanor pressed the cloth to her uncle’s nose and mouth. He choked in several shuddering gasps, and within moments, the rhythm
            of that breath eased and evened. As she drew the handkerchief away, Eleanor’s dark eyes studied him. “There. That’s put some
            color back into your cheeks.”
         

         
         It had. Whatever magic had been blended into the perfume had an immediate restorative effect on the man. His gaze focused
            as it found mine.
         

         
         “King’s Blend,” he crowed at me. “Your grandsire’s work, of course. It invigorates me.”

         
         “Yes, I can see that,” I said, earning a reproachful nudge from Foxcourt’s hand. I stepped closer to the King, away from the
            distracting touch. “Is this the perfume you would like me to create?”
         

         
         The King flicked his skeletal fingers at his niece, but she had already gone to the fireplace mantel to retrieve a small,
            nondescript wood box. “The . . . Yes, that’s it.”
         

         
         The princess unlatched the box, and its contents flashed with firelight. The faintest suggestion of rose both intrigued and
            startled me; it was heady and pure, but unlike any I’d known.
         

         
         I took the small crystal bottle when Eleanor held it out to me. The crystal flacon was cold and empty, but it had a surprising weight to it. It had to be real gold on the vessel, caging the clear glass in a lavish pattern of vines and thorns. I stroked the edges of the rose crowning the stopper, so lifelike in full bloom that I had to remind myself it would be impossible to dip flowers in molten gold. 

         
         That rose—that sweet rose. I brought the flacon closer, inhaling the scent, begging it to reveal its secret. It was honeyed,
            almost like a centifolia rose, and yet there was an indescribable effervescence to it.
         

         
         In my mind’s eye, a primeval garden spread before me, the golden outline of a woman rising from the tangles of rosebushes
            unscathed, as delicate and beautiful as any of the blossoms around her. Not a woman, an ancient goddess—Venia, mother of the
            fairies, who saw to love, beauty, and healing.
         

         
         As if in answer, a lingering pulse of warmth spread across the glass, absorbing into my skin with a sharp tingling sensation.

         
         Magic.

         
         “Five days ago, my dear uncle was poisoned,” Eleanor explained, careful to measure the King’s response before continuing.
            “We believe it was inadvertently administered by a valet, as he assisted the King with dressing.”
         

         
         “Bloody Gallia,” the King huffed, visibly provoked. “Couldn’t send me to my reward in the war and haven’t ceased trying since.
            Compliments of the deuced DeForests, no doubt. No antidote will take. It’s magic, I know it.”
         

         
         “The DeForests have the same ability as the Rosebournes?” I asked, unable to mask my shock. That would certainly explain William
            Rosebourne’s particular ire for them.
         

         
         Destroyed felt too light a word for what Rosebourne had done to the Gallian perfumers, burning their warehouses and flower fields,
            hiring privateers to seize their shipping vessels, and—if the scandal sheets were to be believed—adding a corrosive acid to
            one of their few remaining batches of perfume.
         

         
         The DeForest perfumes, known for their bold, woody notes, had been a secret indulgence of many Patricians, who paid to have
            them smuggled into the country at eye-watering sums. Almost overnight, the unloyal Patricians had been exposed, burned by
            the acid-laced perfume like a mark of shame. “The Rose-Kissed,” the scandal sheets called them.
         

         
         I drew the bottle away from me, alarmed, but Foxcourt interjected. “The perfume in question was destroyed and the valet dressing him thoroughly questioned. It was delivered to the palace in a Rosebourne flacon.” 

         
         Oh, God. My heart sank as I took in the full horror of the King’s condition. The missing clumps of hair, the sallow and drooping
            skin, and that stench, yarrow and angelica, on every breath. And then there was the man’s blackened fingernails, as if he
            had dipped each in ink . . .
         

         
         A chill skittered through my soul. I wasn’t mistaken. This wasn’t the first time I had encountered this poison perfume.

         
         “How do you know Rosebourne wasn’t behind it?” I asked carefully.

         
         Not carefully enough, clearly. Foxcourt’s intent gaze fell on me again, as if he could peel away my skin and bone. “Why do
            you ask?”
         

         
         I was proud of how quickly my feint came to me. “I’m only wondering why the obvious culprit has been dismissed.”

         
         The King snorted, only to choke on the very same breath.

         
         “Rosebourne’s business thrived with the King’s patronage,” Eleanor said diplomatically, smoothing over the crude sound.

         
         “Only through the King’s patronage,” Foxcourt added, meaningfully. A thoughtful furrow deepened between his brows. “It is a rather
            elegant play on the DeForests’ part to best Rosebourne at his own game and frame him for such an act.”
         

         
         He sounded almost appreciative.

         
         “But then, who would have switched out the real perfume for the poisoned one?” I asked.

         
         “My court is full of vipers and spiders, girl,” the King said. “All of them would, and gladly.”

         
         “That’s not true,” Eleanor said, smoothing his knotted strings of hair from his face. “You are beloved and well respected.”

         
         Foxcourt sent me a sharp look of warning. I bit my tongue so hard I tasted blood.

         
         “I will find the conspirator and root them out,” Foxcourt said. The cold force of his words sent an involuntary shudder through
            me.
         

         
         The King roughly cleared his throat, the sound painful. “Glenmoor and his police will see to any further questioning of the
            staff. You, my boy, have always been better suited for unscrupulous tasks.”
         

         
         If I hadn’t glanced at Foxcourt, I would have missed the nearly imperceptible tightening of his lips, the tensing of his arms
            that made me think he’d curled his hands into fists behind his back.
         

         
         The Duke of Glenmoor. Foxcourt’s half brother. I carefully stowed the observation away to examine again later, returning to the true matter at hand. 

         
         “If this is not the poisoned perfume in question,” I began, setting the flacon down on the bedside table, “what is it?”

         
         The King peered up at me the way one would regard a small, muttonheaded child. “Immortal Rose.”

         
         I let out a shocked laugh—but I was the only one. The faces around me were deathly, irrevocably serious.

         
         “As in the old fairy story?” I clarified. “About Queen Titania?”

         
         “The very same,” Foxcourt drawled. “There is a thread of truth in every legend that keeps it alive.”

         
         “What about that story could possibly be true?” I challenged. “That King Augustine’s wife was a fairy after all? That she
            was saved from an adder’s bite by breathing in the scent of a golden rose that had been born from a drop of Venia’s blood?”
         

         
         As I said the words, that strange dream came over me again, of the golden figure in the garden. The flower was said to have
            been the goddess’s final gift before the ancient fairy gods had receded with the coming of the new faith.
         

         
         “While Queen Titania was not a fairy, she was restored by a perfume your ancestor created, named after one of Venia’s many
            epithets, the Immortal Rose,” Eleanor said. “I believe that’s where your family name was derived from, was it not? The myth
            of Venia being born amid the roses in the garden of the gods.”
         

         
         My mind took in the information layer by layer, the way I would unravel the scent trail of a perfume.

         
         Eleanor gestured toward the flacon again. “The bottle has been kept in the Rosebourne archive for centuries, and in that time,
            the last of the perfume has dried out—”
         

         
         “And become fucking useless!” the King interjected, sending a spray of dark blood and spittle over his blankets.

         
         “I’m sure you understand,” Eleanor said, ignoring the outburst, “that if the poison is magic in nature, the cure can only
            be the same. William Rosebourne believed it was within his power to re-create Immortal Rose, and given—”
         

         
         “The man was blown to high heaven with hellfire,” the King groused.

         
         “—his untimely demise,” Eleanor continued, “the task now falls upon you. I believe Foxcourt has outlined the terms of our
            proposed arrangement?”
         

         
         Arrangement. I fought the urge to glare at the monument to arrogance beside me. What a way to debone the reality to ensure it went down
            smoothly.
         

         
         “Yes,” I said. “I am to create this perfume and will receive a full pardon for my efforts. Should I refuse, I will be returned
            to Fairgate.”
         

         
         Would I, though? Having seen the King in this state, knowing a dark truth being kept from all but those closest to him, would
            I be allowed to live to tell of it?
         

         
         Yes, I realized. I would be allowed to live because I would not be allowed to refuse them. There was not a single doubt in
            my mind that Foxcourt would do whatever necessary to apply the correct amount of pressure needed to break me. However strong
            my will was, he’d already shown his to be an equal match.
         

         
         I could not say no, but every coin had another side, and when I flipped this one, a second truth was revealed: for all the
            King’s power, his stores of treasure, his great many palaces, I had the one thing he could not simply take or demand, as his forefathers had taken everything else.
         

         
         Refusing him would amount to treason, and there was only one end for traitors. But how had Foxcourt so eloquently put it at
            Fairgate? Neither of us will get what we desire.

         
         I had nurtured my hatred of William Rosebourne over the years, all but luxuriating in it. It fed itself on every memory of
            Mama’s gray face the morning of her death. Each time the old scars on my back pulled uncomfortably. On those days I had been
            hungry and cold, and watched innocent neighbors waste away and die of fever, never knowing there might be perfumes to restore
            their health.
         

         
         I had gone to sleep at night imagining how I would take my time carving the heart from Rosebourne’s chest, how his blood would
            no doubt smell of rotted roses. How I would make a cut for each year he’d denied Mama what was rightfully hers and for what
            he had made me—a baseborn child who was the only remnant of an ancient family with a unique gift.
         

         
         The man was already dead, but there was another way to take back what was owed. A way that would give me everything I had
            ever desired: independence, justice for Mama, security.
         

         
         But I would pay for it, perhaps more than I’d ever willingly give otherwise. A perfume that could heal a body of festering, poison, and venom would take its toll on me, in health or in years of my life. It was a devil’s bargain to be sure, but everything had a cost. 

         
         Everything.

         
         “Well?” Foxcourt prompted. “Rosebourne said the perfume could be made again. Is that not the case?”

         
         “If he believed he could re-create it, then yes, I should be able to as well,” I said. The formulation would be a well-guarded
            secret, but I knew where to look for it. The only place for it. “But the creation of such a perfume will take a great deal
            from me, and so I must increase its price.”
         

         
         Eleanor straightened at that, casting a nervous glance at Foxcourt, whose own expression had carefully shuttered. Oh, I would
            enjoy this. Every moment of it.
         

         
         “Ah, and so the blood will out!” the King said with a humorless laugh, a wet, grotesque sound from deep in his chest. “I knew
            there’d be more Rosebourne in you than that infernal hair. Go on, tell me what it is you want.”
         

         
         “Being freed from prison and granted a pardon isn’t enough?” Foxcourt cut in icily.

         
         I took a deep breath. My courage had never failed me before, and it wouldn’t now.

         
         “Your Majesty, if I create this perfume for you, I would like my pardon, yes,” I began. “But I would also like you to legitimize
            me as Rosebourne’s rightful heir and ensure that I am able to inherit the whole of the Rosebourne fortune and company holdings.”
         

         
         The intensity of their combined shock turned the air leathery. In that moment, I was certain I could have knocked the earl
            over with a single tap on his shoulder.
         

         
         Foxcourt was the first to recover. His voice was low, grinding. “I beg your pardon . . .”
         

         
         The words faded beneath the King’s tortured laugh.

         
         “Impertinent chit!” he said, his brown teeth bared in a loathsome smile. But he knew what I did. His life was in my hands,
            and whether he lived or died rested solely in a fateful swirl of oils and magic.
         

         
         “That is, of course, within your vast influence and power,” Eleanor said, coming to stand beside me. Her face betrayed none of it, but her essence was salted with desperation now. “It would be a simple matter of signing documents and would be the best way to ensure you also continue to receive the King’s Blend perfume. How clever of you to hold out for such a beneficial agreement, Uncle.”
         

         
         “Yes, well,” King Alfred muttered, “my wisdom has always been remarked upon.”

         
         “Quite” was Foxcourt’s dry reply.

         
         I looked upon Eleanor with a new appreciation, meeting her tentative smile and nod with one of my own. The broadsheets had
            remarked upon what an accomplished horsewoman the princess was. At the tender age of sixteen, she was already proving to be
            a deft hand at maneuvering ill-tempered creatures.
         

         
         It would be her hands I’d place my trust in, and I had to hope that, beneath the fine silk gloves and her soft skin, there
            was steel hidden there.
         

         
         “Then yes,” I said, folding my hands together in front of me. “We have a bargain.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         
         After the stifling misery of the King’s sickroom, the palace’s servants’ corridor felt like cold satin against my flushed
            skin, but it did little to slow my galloping heart.
         

         
         He had agreed.

         
         Impossibly, that wild, unthinking urge—that shameless ask I had never once dared to even entertain before—had paid off. Or would, just as soon as I upheld my end of the deal. A formality soon dealt with, because I would
            be as dead and damned as William Rosebourne before I let the opportunity slip away.
         

         
         A warm smugness curled like a contented cat in my chest. Rosebourne must be writhing in the flames of hell at the mere possibility of his legacy falling into the hands of an unwanted sideslip.
         

         
         The inheritance would change my life. I could pay for my own protection, against not just the past, but anyone who might harm
            me. It would allow me to change the lives of countless others for that matter. All the vast Rosebourne resources would be at my disposal; the notion that it was for a gutless king hardly
            seemed to signify. I would hold my nose, offer what the magic would demand, and I would be free.
         

         
         Immortal Rose. A perfume of legend that would begin my own.

         
         As my mind dreamily sorted through the faded notes that had clung to the flacon, the stench of the King’s poisoned body dissipated
            like his foul breath in the air. Still, it trailed after me like a second shadow as I followed the earl and princess down
            the hall.
         

         
         My effervescent joy must have registered like a fly buzzing at his ear. His pale gaze flicked back over his shoulder, meeting
            mine for the briefest moment. It was a look that vowed, We shall speak of it later.

         
         I smiled serenely in return, which appeared to be far more effective at harassing him than even an east city greeting.

         
         Now you know what it feels like, I thought, being hemmed into a decision you might not have otherwise made.

         
         Like a child, it would be good for him to not get his way for once. And far better, it had given me a sense of power after he had gone to such lengths to strip that autonomy from me. 

         
         Foxcourt’s attention returned to Eleanor with a snort at something she’d said, winning a laugh from the willowy girl. My smile
            hardened, stiffening as my teeth set against one another.
         

         
         What a handsome pair the two of them made, with their well-honed elegance and long, graceful lines. An ode to centuries of
            unearned privilege and careful breeding, even. If Eleanor had been a few years older, or at least at her age of majority . . .
         

         
         I stomped out the thought like I would a roach. If they were to be a pair one day, what did it matter to me? Let them make each other miserable for as long as they both should live. It
            was only that it was . . . vexing.
         

         
         Vexing to see her obvious, openhearted adoration of him and the reassurance he seemed to provide to her. Vexing to see him
            treat her with gentle courtesy when he’d barely mustered anything beyond amused contempt for me.
         

         
         I strained my ears, quickening my pace to catch the tail of their quiet conversation.

         
         “If they bother you so much,” Eleanor was saying gently, “simply tell ready to stop.”

         
         There was that word again—or not a word, but a name? If not ready, then perhaps . . . My brows rose sharply as the realization finally pieced itself together.
         

         
         To society, there was only one Reddy of note: Samir Reddy, the young, infamous owner of the Aruval Group, which imported everything
            from spices to lumber.
         

         
         “—uncle was right to encourage it,” Foxcourt murmured. “It’s better to have the Patricians assume they know my character.
            It makes my work easier in that regard.”
         

         
         Well, well. It was gratifying to know that anything likable about Foxcourt was fiction, a character dreamt up by the scandal
            sheets in need of a lovable rake—or perhaps by Reddy as a tool to humiliate him.
         

         
         But Foxcourt had only taken advantage of it, as he took advantage of everything and everyone else. Again, vexing.

         
         The rain had let up by the time we reached the first level of the servants’ wing. Yet, rather than find that shadowed hall
            back out into the courtyard, Foxcourt and Eleanor veered through a set of open doors beside it, into a sparsely decorated
            parlor.
         

         
         A lonely, white-haired figure waited by a leaking window, painting shapes into the pooled rainwater on the sill with childlike abandon. The diminutive man stood no taller than my shoulder and was dressed in the royal household’s violet livery, which, on a clearer day, would have been a near match to the sky as it lightened with the first hint of dawn. 

         
         I glanced toward the earl, brows raised in silent question. His rose in return. Patience.

         
         “Excellent, you received my message,” Foxcourt said as he shut the door behind us. “I apologize for the hour, Vernon, but
            I’m sure you can appreciate the need for discretion.”
         

         
         The man was all gangly limbs as he whirled around, green eyes wide, face flushed with embarrassment. He’d gathered his equanimity
            again by the time he’d executed his perfunctory bow. “Your Royal Highness, my lord. It is an honor—why, is that Miss Viola
            Lockwood? It is!”
         

         
         My exhausted mind caught up to the moment. “Vernon!”

         
         It was difficult to say who among us was the most astonished, though I might have put a coin on the unflappable Foxcourt.
            He pivoted between us like a weathervane, his jaw clenched. Eleanor, for her part, only looked charmed.
         

         
         “You’re already acquainted then,” she said, smiling. “Linden grows smaller by the day.”

         
         “Indeed,” Foxcourt ground out. “Perhaps an explanation is in order?”

         
         I wasn’t inclined to give him one, but Vernon had always been so pleased to be of assistance.

         
         “Before finding employment at the palace, I worked in the Durand household, you see,” he said, taking my hand to bow over
            it. “Following Mr. Durand’s death, I then moved with Mrs. Durand into their daughter’s household, but the Radcliffes already
            employed a stable of valets. The youngest son, Mr. Oliver Radcliffe, kindly recommended me for a position here.”
         

         
         Vernon smiled knowingly at me, and I returned it. For all that life had tried to break Oliver’s spirit, it had never managed
            to harden his heart.
         

         
         “Oliver Radcliffe is a friend of mine,” I explained, solely for Eleanor’s benefit. “I became acquainted with him through Vernon, who frequented the florist stall I worked at to make purchases for the Radcliffe household. He realized Oliver and I might share an interest in fragrance.” I turned back to him, squeezing his hand before releasing it. “I’m ashamed to say I’d forgotten you were employed here, but it is lovely to see you again.” 

         
         Vernon beamed. “And you as well!”

         
         “Splendid,” Foxcourt said flatly. “Then with the pleasantries over, we’ll move on to the matter at hand.”

         
         “Please, Vernon, Miss Lockwood, sit,” Eleanor said, ushering us toward one of the ruthlessly stiff settees. “We will not take
            up too much of your time, Vernon. I know you have duties to attend to with His Majesty.”
         

         
         Vernon did as the princess bade him to, occupying the seat across from her. Foxcourt remained standing behind Eleanor, his
            hands clasped behind his back like a loyal guard.
         

         
         “Miss Lockwood will be assisting us in the restoration of the King’s health,” Eleanor explained. “She is a descendant of the
            Rosebourne line.”
         

         
         Vernon’s eyes widened with astonishment, his face white—a typical reaction to discovering a fairyborn. “Are you truly?”

         
         My lips set in a grim line. “Unfortunately.”

         
         “Oliver always said you had a special gift,” Vernon said after a moment. “He—”

         
         “Miss Lockwood,” Foxcourt interrupted, motioning toward the other end of Eleanor’s settee. “Please do sit. I’ve asked Vernon
            here so that you might ask him about the poisoning. I don’t anticipate this will take long.”
         

         
         Not a question, but a command. I fought not to roll my eyes. A stubborn impulse to refuse burned in me, but I didn’t want
            to embarrass or distress Vernon by being rude.
         

         
         With a harsh breath, I sat down, keeping my gaze on Vernon. The last five years had done little to change him. He’d always
            been a fascinating study in contrasts: he had the rich voice of a young man, but the lines of an elder who had already lived
            a long life. And while he possessed a stoat’s narrow, pinched face, his green eyes were like that of a rabbit: alert, a little
            frightened, and almost innocent.
         

         
         “There we are,” Eleanor said. “Vernon is now my uncle’s senior valet and most trusted groom.”

         
         “The Groom of the Stool,” Vernon said, proudly.

         
         I smiled, nodding as if I had half a hope of knowing what that meant.

         
         “He sees to the King’s most private, personal needs and more,” Foxcourt clarified. I felt his amused gaze on the back of my neck like he’d rested his gloved hand there, but even that sensation dissolved as the meaning of his words sunk in. Most private, personal needs.

         
         Oh . . . oh, no.

         
         Suddenly Oliver’s help no longer seemed like such a kindness. Not even lye and a hearty scrubbing would have been enough to
            dispel the cursed image of this poor man kneeling worshipfully before the King’s royal chamber pot.
         

         
         “I am blessed by His Majesty’s favor, to be certain,” Vernon continued, all but vibrating with pride and pleasure.

         
         “Yes,” I said through a rigid smile. “How wonderful.”

         
         And, in a strange way, it was. I appreciated anyone who took pride in their work, especially while in the company of people
            who did little to no labor themselves. That pride was all over his essence, bringing a metallic tinge to otherwise pleasant
            notes. 
         

         
         There was the starch, warm wool, and shaving soap, of course, but also something green and floral—something I knew I had smelled
            before but that was difficult to name now with my mind fading into a haze of exhaustion. A sticky sweet pudding—no doubt a
            rare indulgence. 
         

         
         And . . . my brow furrowed. At its heart was a cold, wintry scent. If not some old pain, then perhaps a nod to having grown
            up in the north, where the sun set early and the wind whipped with lashes of ice.
         

         
         “Vernon was one of two people present in the bedchamber the morning my uncle collapsed,” Eleanor continued.

         
         The man’s expression fell like a curtain. “Yes. A terrible, terrible day. I am at your service, Miss Lockwood.”

         
         The floor behind me squeaked as Foxcourt began to pace. The steps filled the silence like the tick of a looming clock.

         
         While I knew what perfume had likely been used, my curiosity, as usual, got the best of me. “Could you tell me how you believe the King was poisoned? Does he apply his own perfume?”
         

         
         Vernon’s face turned ashen. “No, that responsibility usually falls to his valets. The fragrance is applied to his clothing,
            rather than his skin, as he prefers.”
         

         
         Responsibility. The divinely appointed ruler of Albion couldn’t even splash a bit of perfume on himself? How had the kingdom survived this
            long?
         

         
         “The clothing is chosen and laid out the night before,” Vernon continued, glancing toward Eleanor and waiting for a nod before divulging more. “I always ensure it has been done before retiring for the evening. A valet named Milton was responsible for the task that evening.” 

         
         “And he’s innocent?” I asked.

         
         “Yes,” Foxcourt said firmly. “Everyone with access to the King’s chamber was questioned with the use of one of your grandfather’s
            perfumes, Crown of Veracity.”
         

         
         Vernon’s smile became a grimace.

         
         Finally, I twisted around, leveling Foxcourt with a look of disbelief. “You actually used that god-awful perfume on them?”

         
         Mama had written of her disgust for the perfume in her journal, horrified at witnessing the cruel way it forced the truth
            out of its scenters. When asked a direct question, if they dared to withhold the truth, or, worse, lied, the perfume made
            it feel as though a crown of burning thorns was piercing their scalp and lodging into their skull.
         

         
         “Hugh!” Eleanor straightened, her eyes narrowing. “You said it wouldn’t harm them!”

         
         “And it didn’t,” Foxcourt said unrepentantly, “because they told the truth.”

         
         The princess blew out a hard breath. “I do not like to be lied to.”

         
         “I’m aware,” Foxcourt said. “But it was the only way to verify their accounts. They eagerly volunteered to be subjected to
            what they believed to be an old fairy perfume to prove their innocence.”
         

         
         Ah, but of course. The House of Rosebourne’s magic perfumes were not to be revealed to lowly maids and other attendants. They
            were only allowed to suffer its ill effects.
         

         
         Vernon gave a weak noise of agreement, looking as if he might dispute that account.

         
         “When you inspected the clothing the night before the poisoning,” I said, turning my attention back to the poor man, “did
            you detect any unusual scents?”
         

         
         “No,” Vernon began slowly. “Though I’m afraid to say such scents were not wholly unusual—that is . . .” He cast an anxious
            glance toward Eleanor.
         

         
         She held up her hand, gesturing for him to continue. “I appreciate your instinct to protect his privacy, but we are past the
            need for it now. Please speak freely.”
         

         
         Still, he hesitated.

         
         “Was the odor sweet in the way of rotting fruit?” I asked, and felt Foxcourt’s eyes flick to me once more. “Or sweet and sour
            as a candied lemon might be?”
         

         
         Vernon thought for a moment before answering, “Neither.”

         
         “A perfume changes as it’s worn,” I explained. “The top notes disappear first, then the heart notes, and as the hours wear
            on, usually only the deeper base notes are present. I’m trying to confirm my suspicion about the perfume, but I caught a mere
            hint of what I believe to be the top note.”
         

         
         Vernon nodded, considering this. “Milton described it as being like the licorice tea his mother drank.”

         
         I sat back at that, trying to recall the odor wafting off the King. There had been a sickly-sweet note like licorice in the air, but it was sometimes difficult to parse from what was merely decay. In
            perfume, that licorice note was usually anise—but there was no star anise oil in the poison. Not that I could recall.
         

         
         Foxcourt inhaled sharply. “You’re sure?”

         
         “Why?” I asked. “Do you recognize it?”

         
         His gaze slid toward me. “Yes. There are several DeForest perfumes that carry a licorice-like scent.”

         
         Until that moment, I hadn’t considered similarities between the old DeForest fragrances and the Rosebourne scents to be anything
            other than two rival perfume houses attempting to best each other. But knowing the truth of the DeForests now, it was remarkable
            there weren’t more commonalities between their offerings.
         

         
         These perfumes had been passed down through the descendants of fairies. Many of the formulations likely stretched back thousands
            of years in the fairy realm, as shared knowledge. While each family may have perfected or toyed with the original formulations,
            both were likely working from a shared trove of scents.
         

         
         The Rosebourne perfumes always had the barest hint of rose woven into their base, the way a painter would sign their masterpieces.
            Perhaps anise was used by the DeForests in the same way.
         

         
         “And you weren’t affected by the poison?” I asked, my gaze falling to the hands folded in his lap, to his well-manicured fingernails.

         
         “Not at all. I cannot make sense of it,” Vernon said. “I would give anything to change places with him, to have been struck
            down by the scent before it had the chance to affect him.”
         

         
         Sadly, I didn’t doubt that. But Vernon’s life was just as important to me as the King’s. “I believe you.”

         
         “Could such a perfume be tailored to affect only one person?” Eleanor asked.

         
         “Yes, but to do so, you’d need a drop of that person’s blood,” I explained. “Even still, the magic can affect others to a
            lesser extent. The only person completely immune to its effects is the perfumer who made it.”
         

         
         “Really?” Foxcourt asked, intrigued.

         
         “Then it wouldn’t rule out one of the DeForests as the culprit who applied the perfume,” Eleanor said with a swiftness that
            impressed me. “But then how would they have gotten inside the palace? How would they have gotten the King’s blood? Only someone
            close to him could have managed that.”
         

         
         “Was he cut while one of his valets shaved him?” Foxcourt asked. “Or perhaps he broke a wineglass?”

         
         “No.” Vernon paused, then straightened. “But he did cut his hand while hunting this past week.”
         

         
         Eleanor and Foxcourt shared a look.

         
         “What?” I asked, exasperated by the silent communication. Foxcourt only waved an infuriatingly dismissive hand.

         
         “You’re certain you’re all right?” Eleanor asked the valet, her expression tight with worry. “It truly didn’t affect you?”

         
         The older man’s smile returned, his eyes softening. “You are too kind, Your Royal Highness. Yes, I am certain. And if I may
            speak freely . . . it is with some regret that the other gentleman who was present that dreadful morning remains hale as well.”
         

         
         My mind latched on to that statement. Interesting—a rival servant or a hated courtier, perhaps?

         
         “Yes, it’s curious, isn’t it, that he was there at such an hour,” Foxcourt said wryly. “It seems he has been spending more
            time at the palace.”
         

         
         Eleanor’s hands, delicately folded in her lap, tightened around each other.

         
         “The household has taken notice, certainly,” Vernon said, in that light-footed way servants had of dancing around a truth.
            “Perhaps it might be useful to you, my lord, if I were to keep you apprised of other such changes, as well as the whispers
            one hears.”
         

         
         Foxcourt was silent for a tense moment. “Yes. That would be quite useful, as I suspect no correspondence from the princess
            leaves the palace without being first read.”
         

         
         Eleanor looked positively gray now, and it played out in her scent: disgust, dread, and fear. I watched her, more alarmed by their implications with each passing moment. 

         
         Eleanor may have been the presumptive heir to the throne, but she was still a woman. Royal ladies were hostages to their supposed
            good fortune, traded away to foreign courts, or reduced to broodmares, or simply puppeteered by the men around them. Eleanor
            was on the cusp of marriageable age. The wolves were no doubt circling.
         

         
         Finally, I couldn’t take another moment of this cloak-and-dagger nonsense. “Who are we speaking of, exactly?”

         
         “It is not for you to know,” Foxcourt said coldly. “Your focus is to remain on your task.”
         

         
         If it hadn’t been for Vernon’s presence, I might have picked up the small statue of the dancing fairy on the table before
            me and thrown it at his head.
         

         
         “Yes, of course,” I said acidly. “How foolish to wonder who wished such a slow, painful decline on the King.”

         
         In the silence that followed, I realized my mistake. Foxcourt came around the back of the couch at once, his expression frighteningly
            alert. Eleanor was watching me closely, too, looking almost afraid to summon the question now rising in her.
         

         
         Hell’s tits. I hadn’t meant to tell them that I’d recognized the perfume; the implications were terrible.

         
         “You know more about this poison than you’ve let on, Miss Lockwood,” Foxcourt said. The leather of his gloves creaked as his
            fists clenched at his sides.
         

         
         “You never asked if I recognized it,” I shot back, feeling my own anger rise. “In fact, my thoughts have mattered very little to you in all
            of this.”
         

         
         “That certainly hasn’t stopped you from shamelessly turning the King’s misfortune to your advantage,” Foxcourt scoffed.

         
         I inhaled sharply. This nib had the gall to slap my hand and deride me as grasping when he was the one to have brought me into this?
         

         
         “Miss Lockwood,” Eleanor began, her fingers knotting in her lap, “you said it would be a slow decline . . . ?”

         
         The hope in her voice cooled whatever heat had been building in my blood. At the edge of my vision, Vernon leaned forward,
            eager to hear the answer himself.
         

         
         “It’s only, I wonder . . . how slow will it be?” the princess continued softly, disarming my temper and Foxcourt’s dark mood in an instant. The severity of the earl’s stance eased, and something like concern stole into his expression. 

         
         “You can tell me the truth, Miss Lockwood. I assure you, I can handle the knowing of it.” A small, pained smile touched Eleanor’s
            lips. “I am quite adept at receiving bad news, you see.”
         

         
         I hesitated then, not because I didn’t believe her, but because I did. She had lost both of her parents before her fifth birthday,
            had seen the late Queen—by all accounts a second mother to her—stolen by her tenth.
         

         
         I had grown up in the gutters of Riverside, and she had flourished like a hothouse flower within the glittering halls of this
            palace, but I saw myself in her then. The way she had set her shoulders back, her hands gripping each other as if she might
            have a hope of bracing herself. I saw the girl I had been at sixteen, asked to face a terrible truth, to accept and endure
            it with a stoicism that had aged me far beyond my years. Her courage broke my heart.
         

         
         “I believe it may be similar to one known to the Rosebournes as the Gravekeeper,” I said into the silence. “The darkened fingernails
            are the most telling side effect. And if I’m correct—if they are similar—and it’s already been five days since the poisoning, there is only a week left before he is beyond saving.”
         

         
         I had anticipated the silence that followed. The salty kiss of desperation. Leathery shock. Even the wintry brush of despair.
            Vernon’s distress was so palpable, it was as if another soul were in the room with us, writhing in the throes of horror.
         

         
         “But,” I added quickly, “the King’s Blend may give us more time. It’s difficult to tell.”
         

         
         Certainly the last person who’d suffered the poison had been far worse at this point; the King seemed almost in decent health
            by comparison.
         

         
         But as Eleanor turned her huge eyes toward Foxcourt, it was none of those emotions that played out across her face or layered
            into her essence.
         

         
         It was fear.
         

         
         “It will be all right,” Foxcourt told her, with a gentleness I would never have thought him capable of. “That is more than
            enough time.”
         

         
         “But—” Eleanor choked out, silenced by the clatter of horse hooves and rattling carriage wheels in the courtyard beyond the
            window.
         

         
         “Who could it be at this hour?” Vernon asked.

         
         Foxcourt was at the curtains at once, edging the tasseled fringe back just enough to glimpse the new arrival. He swore under
            his breath.
         

         
         “My lord!” Vernon chastised. “There are ladies present.”

         
         “Not for long,” Foxcourt said, coming around to my side. Before I could lodge a protest, he had my arm in hand, and I was
            rising from the couch. The heat of his body radiated against mine as he drew me toward him.
         

         
         “Wait here with Vernon until you hear the carriage depart,” Foxcourt said gently to Eleanor. “Lock the door behind us.”

         
         She nodded, her fingers curling like claws against the velvet settee. It was enough to put me on guard, even before her pleasant
            essence was tainted with the scent of mulled wine.
         

         
         Hatred. No—loathing.
         

         
         Before I could ask why, Foxcourt had dragged me to the entrance. I cast one last bewildered glance back at a shocked Vernon,
            who dutifully shut the door behind us.
         

         
         “What the bloody hell—?” I began.
         

         
         Foxcourt hushed me, continuing our purposeful stride through the darkened servants’ corridor at a near run. My narrow skirt
            strained against my legs, but he didn’t relent, not for a moment. We made a left, heading the opposite way we’d gone to see
            the King.
         

         
         His expression stilled my tongue—the tension there he couldn’t disguise. The steadiness of his grip, his unerring focus, was
            enough to tell me that we were fleeing not for his sake but for mine.
         

         
         My pulse rose as the tinge of a new scent sharpened from possibility into reality behind us. I craned my head around, searching
            for its source.
         

         
         A tall man, dressed resplendently in a powder-blue striped silk waistcoat and matching tailcoat, appeared at the juncture
            of the two halls, humming softly to himself as he turned to head in the opposite direction, either to retrace our path to
            see the King or to head deeper into the palace. 
         

         
         Despite the growing dark gulf of distance between us, the man’s smug essence flooded the corridor: cold crystal, raw silk,
            the pipe smoke of a gentleman’s club, and leather that suggested a whip rather than reins. I couldn’t decide if the sharp
            bite of bergamot was an expensive perfume or merely his unyielding confidence, but, in truth, I didn’t want to linger to find
            out.
         

         
         In that sliver of a moment, just before I turned around, our gazes clashed. His top lip curled disapprovingly, as if disgusted I had dared to appear in his presence. 

         
         There was something unsettlingly lionlike about his face, the way his long nose balanced the sharply defined bow of his lips.
            His blond brows were a shade darker than his hair and sat flat across eyes that were small but a bright shade of turquoise.
         

         
         As that mesmerizing gaze flicked away, I had the unnerving feeling of having been summarily devoured and my bones spat back
            up.
         

         
         “Who was that?” I gasped.

         
         Foxcourt’s face was shadowed. “God willing, you’ll never find out.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         
         The man’s essence pursued us through the last of the labyrinthine halls, all but chasing us out.

         
         The unanswered questions pattered against my every thought, matching the force of the rain against the stately Royal Mews.
            Warm hay and damp horse blanketed the muggy air as I eyed the small curricle with growing weariness. It was a two-seated carriage
            that sat high on two large wheels—the sort toffs loved to race each other in, heedless of the rest of us who could be crushed
            beneath them.
         

         
         My nerves prickled at the thought of being made to sit beside Foxcourt, even for the short duration of the ride to Foxcourt
            House. Yet even that misery paled in the face of the suffocating amount of polish some helpful fiend had doused the carriage
            in, scrubbing it until it gleamed like a newly minted coin in the nearby lantern’s light. Not even pressing a hand to my nose
            and mouth could stifle the sneeze that burned up my throat and erupted out of me.
         

         
         The bleary-eyed groom startled at the sound, but Foxcourt merely went about checking the straps and harnesses, stroking a
            hand along each horse’s flank as he worked. Eyes and nose burning, I moved past the men, climbing into one of the waiting
            seats without Foxcourt’s assistance.
         

         
         The horses pawed at the stone ground, as impatient as I was to leave the palace. After raising the curricle’s hood in anticipation
            of the rain, Foxcourt climbed up beside me and took up the ribbons. I ignored his look of disapproval, and soon enough, we
            were off.
         

         
         An exhilarated laugh bubbled in me as Foxcourt deftly navigated us out of the mews, through a nearby gate, and onto the empty
            street. Within a few moments, the rain eased, before mercifully halting altogether. Still, a deep gray clung to the sky like
            a wet wool blanket, dampening the vibrancy of the coming dawn.
         

         
         And yet, even those storm clouds seemed positively joyful compared to the one glowering on the seat beside me. It was a wonder the lightning strike of his furious gaze hadn’t reduced the road to a smoking pile of rubble. 

         
         With anyone else, I would have known exactly what he was feeling with a single breath. Being forced to decipher Foxcourt’s
            moods was like reading tea leaves, deriving meaning from the smallest of unconscious tells. It was maddening and tiring, and
            to the part of me that had never cowed in the face of a challenge, strangely exhilarating.
         

         
         “Who was that man?” I asked again.

         
         Foxcourt’s jaw worked back and forth. “It’s not for you to worry about.”

         
         The sharp words were clearly meant to nip the bud of the conversation before it could bloom. Unfortunately, he was speaking
            to me, and just then, very little would have brought me more joy than aggravating him.
         

         
         “Eleanor—”

         
         “Her Royal Highness,” Foxcourt interrupted, “is also not your concern.”
         

         
         I released a shuddering breath. Exhaustion already had my temper on a short leash, and the stench of the polish was making
            my eyes water. It drowned out even the heady blossoms of the orchid trees that lined Royal Park to my right.
         

         
         “Who do you believe poisoned the King?” I pressed. “Is it him? Is that why you told Eleanor to lock the door? And if that
            is the case, don’t you think it is for me to worry about?”
         

         
         Foxcourt said nothing.

         
         “I see,” I began bitterly. “I’m to know nothing beyond what task I’ve been given as your prisoner—”

         
         “My prisoner?” he ground out. “Would a prisoner be allowed to negotiate an eye-watering reward for herself with a king?”

         
         “What does it matter to you?” I challenged. “You’ll get what you want out of me regardless.”

         
         I didn’t need to smell his disgust to feel it simmering between us. “Did it ever cross your covetous mind, even once, to do
            something simply for the good of the kingdom?”
         

         
         I sent him an incredulous look. “Of course not. What has this kingdom ever done for the good of me? Only the rich and titled can afford to work for charity, my lord.”
         

         
         His eyes found mine with his next harsh breath, but he had no answer to that. A little thrill of victory moved through me
            at having outmaneuvered him.
         

         
         “And anyway,” I continued, rubbing at my burning nose. Another sneeze was coming on too quickly to stop it. “You don’t care that I’ve asked for the inheritance. You’re irritated that you didn’t anticipate I’d ask for it, and that you didn’t know Vernon and I were acquainted.”
         

         
         There was a telling beat of silence before Foxcourt answered, a touch too coolly, “Is that so?”

         
         “Yes, because you cannot fathom, let alone tolerate, anything being outside of your control—” I sneezed. Bloody polish.

         
         “Bless you,” Foxcourt said begrudgingly.

         
         Whorls of early-morning mist caressed the green of Royal Park as we rolled steadily alongside it. Somehow, the light’s gray
            pallor drew out the glory of summer from the leaves and flower beds, making their scents sweeter and their colors more vibrant.
            There was a magic to these quiet hours, when the world stilled and seemed to recall what it had once been before: a land not
            of men but of fairies.
         

         
         “I’ll need to go to Briarwood Palace today to retrieve a few things,” I said into the silence.

         
         “What things?” Foxcourt asked.

         
         “That is for me to worry about, not you,” I said, mocking.

         
         His mouth flattened into an obstinate line. Good. Let him remember that there would be no peace between us after all he had
            done to me.
         

         
         “Tell me,” he insisted, looking more surly by the moment.

         
         I smirked. Not used to being denied, was he? The suspense would be healthy for him, then. And, in truth, I wanted to keep
            my objective from him for as long as I possibly could. Once I had my hands on what I was looking for, there’d be a risk of
            him taking it or holding it over me in some way.
         

         
         At the sound of the curricle’s wheels spitting up gravel, Foxcourt cast a distracted look toward the one on the left, his
            frown deepening.
         

         
         “My plan is to depart from Foxcourt House around luncheon,” I answered instead, “and to return before supper, for you to snap
            the shackles back on.”
         

         
         “I will make the arrangements for us,” Foxcourt said, in a voice he clearly believed brooked no arguments.

         
         “You misunderstand me,” I told him. “I am going alone.”

         
         “Then you misunderstand me,” he bit out. “I will be accompanying you at all times.”
         

         
         “And yet you’d have me believe I’m not your prisoner—” I sneezed before I could stop myself—then sneezed again and again,
            until my face ached and my eyes watered freely.
         

         
         “What the devil is the matter with you?” Foxcourt demanded, glancing between me and the road.

         
         “Charming,” I bit out. “It’s the linseed oil they used, if you must know—but back to my point, I am more than capable of taking care of myself—”
         

         
         Foxcourt’s sharp inhalation was the only warning I received.

         
         His hand shot up, pushing back the curricle’s hood, and then I was falling, my chest throbbing from the force of his shove.

         
         I gasped as I landed flat on my back in the cold mud. The soft pink blossoms of the orchid trees shivered, sending a scattering
            of leftover rain and petals over me.
         

         
         I bolted upright at the sound of a metallic groan, twisting around in time to see that Foxcourt had somehow managed to dislodge
            the horses from the curricle. They carried on down the street, dragging the steel shaft between them, as Foxcourt leapt to
            the ground. His hat gone, his face wild, he bolted for me.
         

         
         “Get down!” he barked.
         

         
         “Have you lost your—”

         
         The words choked off as he threw his massive body over mine. My cheek pressed to his soft, superfine jacket, my hands instinctively
            wrapping around the narrow taper of his waist. The heat of him thawed even the cold grip of the mud soaking through my dress.
            In the silence, I couldn’t distinguish the sound of his racing heart from mine.
         

         
         It was only when I felt his lips move against my loose curls that I realized the fall had dislodged my bonnet—a bonnet that
            was now as ruined as this dress I’d be responsible for replacing.
         

         
         Gathering my wits back to me, I shoved at the wall of him, only for Foxcourt to curl around me tighter.

         
         The explosion tore through the peace of the morning, shattering the body of the curricle and sending a tower of fire blazing
            toward the heavens.
         

         
         My ears rang, and my nose filled with smoke as burning debris pelted the ground. Foxcourt grunted, his body straining as though
            he’d absorbed a blow. No more than a moment later, the smell of singed fabric stained the air.
         

         
         And still, he didn’t move.

         
         “You’re hurt,” I said, trying to push him off me to see. His grip on me turned desperate. “Foxcourt!”
         

         
         He came back to himself all at once, drawing in a wheezing breath as he pushed himself upright. Cold air rushed between us, but it was the sight of him that chilled me. 

         
         “My—” His voice was hoarse. He took in the scene with unfocused eyes, blinking. “My apologies, I—”

         
         I staggered up to my feet, gripping him by the shoulders to keep him from escaping. The back of his jacket was singed, torn,
            and ragged in several places. I brushed ash and wood splinters from it, unable to tell if the latter was from the curricle
            or the ruined remains of the nearby trees. There didn’t seem to be blood, at least—the man had the old god of luck on his
            side.
         

         
         “I’m fine,” Foxcourt said gruffly, shrugging away from my touch. “Are you all right, Lockwood?”

         
         I stared at him. “You’re the one who was nearly flayed and seared like a cut of beef.”

         
         Behind us, the trunk of one of the orchid trees gave out beneath its own weight, cracking like a bone before it slammed to
            the ground. I winced, surveying the others tipping dangerously or uprooted entirely. Ash and scorched black blossoms swirled
            around us.
         

         
         My heart was skipping too quickly for me to catch my breath, struggling to release that delayed terror. The claws of realization.

         
         We would have died.

         
         We should have died. Exactly as William Rosebourne had been sent to hell before us.
         

         
         “Someone . . . in the stables,” Foxcourt was muttering to himself. “Today—no—”

         
         “How did you know?” I demanded, gripping one of his lapels to force him to look at me. “At least tell me that, damn you! I
            deserve answers—who is trying to kill you? Unless . . .”
         

         
         His unfocused eyes sharpened as they met mine. What little blood was left in my head promptly drained, and a terrible feeling
            of vertigo swept over me.
         

         
         “Unless they’re not trying to kill you at all,” I forced myself to say.
         

         
         Unless they were trying to kill me.
         

         
         Smoke curled around us, veiling the park. Foxcourt drew in a ragged breath, and for a moment, I was sure he would find a way
            to slither out of answering.
         

         
         “The linseed oil,” he said finally. “It was the same with Rosebourne’s coach.”

         
         I stared at him in shock.

         
         He witnessed it. The realization seemed to emerge with the morning. He saw Rosebourne die. And if he hadn’t . . .
         

         
         We would be dead as well. I would be dead.
         

         
         “The poisoner . . . it would seem they know about Immortal Rose,” Foxcourt said. “He will do everything in his power to stop
            you from making it, as he stopped William Rosebourne.”
         

         
         I forced myself to draw in a breath. Another. The words swirled in my mind like the ash around us. The moment came into terrifyingly
            stark relief.
         

         
         “What was that you were saying before,” Foxcourt mused as the ash whirled around him, “about being able to take care of yourself?”

         
         “Yes, well,” I said acidly, smoothing a muddy white curl out of my face, “you neglected to mention that explosives would be part of the terms of my freedom. How easily mortal peril slips from the mind.”
         

         
         “They won’t stop at explosives,” Foxcourt said, surveying the destruction around us. “So, the question becomes: Are you still
            willing to see this through?”
         

         
         “I never give up,” I told him.

         
         He seemed to take it as the warning it was, his lips curling.

         
         Perhaps it was only the high-strung feeling of my blood still being up or merely the elation of having survived bubbling over
            like the froth of sparkling wine, but, for once, the smile didn’t exasperate me. It felt . . . intimate, almost. Something
            shared, rather than inflicted.
         

         
         “Even if I were to say that you could walk away now and be free, with no consequences?” he said quietly, running his thumbnail
            along his top lip.
         

         
         He had directed the question to the fallen tree beside us, not to me. And, again, I resented not being able to detect his
            essence. There was no way to know for certain if that look on his face was regret or guilt—two foreign emotions to a toff.
            To know if that door was truly open to me now to run.
         

         
         I slammed it shut regardless.

         
         “You would never allow me to,” I scoffed. “And they’ll need to do far worse to frighten me into walking away from the Rosebourne fortune.”
         

         
         “You’ll inherit nothing from the grave,” he warned.

         
         I gave him an arch look. “Then next time, you had better look under the bloody carriage before we set off.”

         
         “Does this mean you’ve accepted that you need my help?”

         
         Hell’s tits. That smile was lethal to virtue.

         
         “It means I’ve accepted that you’ll serve nicely as a shield,” I said. After all, what good was pride to the dead? Better him than me. “And anyway, I’m harder to kill than you think.” 

         
         God knew Riverside had taken a stab at it, and the Brickbats had come lumbering up after it with a club. All my broken pieces
            had been welded back together, stronger than before. Not even Fairgate had shattered me.
         

         
         The meeting point of life and death was primal instinct. Even now, it made me too aware of myself, of my body. The frazzled
            curls stroking my cheeks and neck, my shift brushing against my legs, the way each breath I drew strained my corset. I knew
            he saw all of it. And still, he didn’t look away—as if he didn’t dare to. As if a cloak had been lifted, and he was truly
            seeing me.
         

         
         My pulse, which had finally slowed, began to climb once more, and my stomach tightened.

         
         Don’t be ridiculous, I told myself. He didn’t know me, and he never would. By this time next week, we would be strangers.
         

         
         Less than a memory.

         
         Foxcourt pulled back suddenly, letting out a deep, rasping cough. He turned his back to me, revealing his ruined jacket once
            more, and braced a hand against the tree that still stood behind him. Lingering raindrops glittered in his dark hair as he
            bowed his head, his body convulsing with each hacking breath. We wouldn’t get far on foot, and I doubted he wanted to be discovered
            like this.
         

         
         “The horses are long gone,” I said, shielding my eyes as I stepped onto the road. The rain and mist had swept away any hint
            of them. I rubbed at my arms, trying to drive away the chill of the cold rain and mud. “I’ll go find help.”
         

         
         We weren’t near enough to any residences for anyone to have witnessed the blast, though surely someone would have heard it.

         
         “No,” he bit out. “No. We’ll walk to—to Foxcourt House. It’s not far.”
         

         
         Foxcourt gritted his teeth, patting at his jacket with his free hand. From a hidden pocket, his trembling fingers pulled out
            a handkerchief and a small black bottle—a flacon of Rosebourne perfume. He dropped the latter into the muddied grass with
            a curse.
         

         
         I retrieved the bottle for him. The first hint of the perfume revealed itself before I removed the stopper. It was an invigorating
            herbal blend of rosemary and peppermint, with a warm, sweet shimmer of magic.
         

         
         He gripped my wrist, lifting the bottle toward his face and inhaling deeply. A powerful shudder rolled through him, and his eyes fluttered shut. 

         
         A breath later, the telltale warmth of magic curled in my own chest, shimmering through my blood. Unable to resist its drugging
            pull, I trailed some of the perfume up my forearm, until my skin felt encased by sunlight. The magic spread sparkling tendrils
            through me, pushing out the smoke from my lungs, easing the ache in my throat. My exhaustion receded, leaving me clearheaded
            and steadied.
         

         
         I reached for the earl before he could pull away, turning his gloved hand up toward me. He tried to tug it free, but just
            then, I was stronger. I pushed the layers of ruined clothing up his arm, and heat—the magic, no doubt—kissed my cheeks, gifting
            me an almost drunken feeling of power as I revealed him: the hard muscle, veins, a dusting of dark hair. A spark seemed to
            leap from my fingertip as I drew a featherlight touch of the perfume onto the hot velvet of his skin.
         

         
         Foxcourt pulled his arm back as though I had scalded him, clearing his throat roughly.

         
         “The Healer’s Hand,” he said, and I was relieved to find that he sounded more like his usual ornery self.

         
         His gray gaze was clearer now, too, darkening to that of cut steel as he surveyed the burning wreckage of the curricle. Foxcourt
            smoothed a hand back over his mussed hair, and it was impossible to tell if he was angrier at himself or whoever had attempted
            to kill us.
         

         
         A morbid curiosity overcame me. “Why did it take so long to detonate?”

         
         “There was most likely a fuse hidden near one of the wheels, as it was on your grandfather’s coach. The park’s gravel can
            spark if it strikes the wheels with enough force, lighting the fuse. The earlier rain meant less loose gravel, but we were
            likely saved by the simple luck of a long fuse.”
         

         
         “And the linseed oil?” I was almost afraid to ask.

         
         “I believe the fuse was coated with it, as was the explosive’s casing. Boiled linseed oil can waterproof cloth while still
            remaining highly flammable,” he said. “There . . . wasn’t much left of Rosebourne’s coach to study.”
         

         
         I sidestepped that dark thought. “Foxcourt, who is behind this? Why won’t you just come out with it?”
         

         
         “Because all you truly need to know,” he said, the words searing, “is that I will do everything in my power to protect you.”

         
         “Until I’ve completed Immortal Rose,” I finished. When this business between us would, mercifully, be at its end.

         
         He nodded, scrubbing a hand over his face. “We’d best make for Foxcourt House.”

         
         I gave him a doubtful look. “Are you certain you’ll be all right to walk?”

         
         “Lockwood”—he lowered his hand—“do you really believe I’d risk lying at a time like this?”

         
         “I suppose you’re right,” I said, giving him one last narrow look. It wasn’t a show of martyred stoicism, then. “Besides,
            when has a man ever suffered in silence?”
         

         
         A bark of surprised laughter made me turn, but Foxcourt had already moved past me, walking stiffly in the direction the curricle
            had been heading. Realizing I wasn’t behind him, he glanced back.
         

         
         “Well?” he called, arching a brow.

         
         It was strange the way my heart fluttered then, alive with dread and anticipation, making each step toward him feel more fateful
            than the last.
         

         
         “I will protect you,” Foxcourt murmured as I walked beside him. “You need only to concern yourself with the perfume.”
         

         
         And, together, we made our way through the waking streets of Linden.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part Two
The Queen of Flowers

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         
         Of all the many ways I’d been rudely woken over the last week—bellowing from the street below my flat, the slam of cell doors,
            the reek of a poxed guard striding down the hall—it was the sudden smell of fur and a warm, wet tongue licking my nose that
            startled me most.
         

         
         My eyes snapped open, and for one disorienting moment, I couldn’t recall where I was or why my body ached like I’d parted
            company with a horse mid-gallop.
         

         
         But, of course, I hadn’t fallen. I’d been pushed.
         

         
         From a rapidly moving curricle.

         
         Which had then unceremoniously exploded.

         
         After I had somehow negotiated a new life for myself with a dying King.

         
         And before that, there had been Fairgate and a haughty stranger with a bargain I couldn’t refuse. Somewhere in the mix, there
            had been not one, not two, but three baths.
         

         
         Rather eventful, the prior evening. Or had it been morning? God, what time was it?

         
         The sunlight was warm and golden, signaling late morning. I sat straight up, letting the bedclothes pool in my lap. While
            most Patricians woke near luncheon after a night of soirees or operas or whatever frivolity the Season offered, I hadn’t slept
            past sunrise in . . . well, ever.
         

         
         The bedchamber around me was somehow even grander in the daylight, its colors darling and softer than a young lady’s dreams,
            every surface all but glittering with remembered delight of the pile of coins that had been spent on it.
         

         
         And then my gaze fell to the other side of the bed, where it met the suspicious regard of the tiny creature draped over the
            pillow beside my own. As the sun danced through the waving branches of a nearby tree, I could have sworn its enormous watery
            brown eyes gleamed with a hint of red.
         

         
         “Good morning?” I tried, swallowing against the dryness of my throat.

         
         The dog—a spaniel—huffed, crossing one thin leg over the other before lowering its head onto it. Barely larger than a loaf of bread, its white-and-chestnut coat had been brushed to glossy perfection, with a pink bow tied on each long ear. I reached out to stroke the soft curve of her head, only to rear back as the fiend snapped her teeth at me. 

         
         “I bite back,” I warned. The dog returned to her comfortable repose with a huff. “Well, aren’t you just a prime article?”

         
         She didn’t even smell like a dog to me; the rose-sweetened scent of the house clung to her, along with the lather of the honey soap used for her
            most recent bath. The very soap favored by the humans of the household. But there was also something else there, too—jagged
            and musty, like old bones—that must have been her adorable personality shining through.
         

         
         I shifted, stretching my legs out beneath the cool linen sheets and coverlet. A fresh twinge of discomfort accompanied the
            odd feeling of bandages tightening across my back.
         

         
         Right. The dratted ointment.

         
         I reached down, brushing the bandage around my ankle. Felicity had insisted on changing it last night after I’d gotten yet
            another scrubbing and wide-eyed questioning about why the earl and I were covered in soot and mud.
         

         
         The thought of Foxcourt seemed to dim even the daylight pouring through the windowpanes. A memory of his pallid face as he’d
            thrown himself over me flashed in my mind.
         

         
         I had gladly handed him off to Mrs. Keyes and the footmen for their care and cooing, though he’d seemed hardly worse for wear.
            And here I’d thought all the soft-soled aristocrats had the constitutions of newborn hedgehogs.
         

         
         My hand rose, reaching for the familiar weight of Mama’s pearl pendant, only finding bed-warmed skin and the soft lawn of
            my night rail. I closed my eyes and sighed. At least I hadn’t had it at Fairgate. It would have been ripped from my neck in
            an instant. If I could just return to my lodging and retrieve it, I’d feel better. But there was no way of going without bringing
            Foxcourt there, too. I knew that now.
         

         
         I forced my eyes back open.

         
         Unless . . . I looked to the window, surprised to find that it had swung open at some point in the night. I gauged the distance
            between the sill and the nearest tree branch.
         

         
         The dog growled.

         
         “I was only considering it,” I informed her. It made me feel better, somehow, to know that I could. Foxcourt would never have to know until the necklace appeared. And it would mean being able to bring Mama’s journal here
            as well. While I had committed most of her notes to memory, I had a feeling I’d have need of it eventually.
         

         
         The dog swiveled her head toward the door, and a moment later, there was a knock and Felicity’s head, frilly cap and all,
            poked inside. Her cheeks were flushed a lovely rose, and her green eyes shone brightly—until her gaze landed on the dog.
         

         
         “Brigadier, you goblin! How did you get in here?” she said, setting a pitcher of water down beside the basin on the dresser.

         
         Brigadier? I blinked. Well, she did have a commanding presence, I supposed.
         

         
         “It’s all right,” I began, but Felicity had already crossed the room, fearlessly snatching the snarling, beribboned demon
            off the pillow and setting her down outside the door. She shut it firmly, but not before giving the creature an admonishing
            shake of the finger.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry, Miss Lockwood,” Felicity continued, flapping her hands in helpless irritation. “I fear Slip and Sneak have been teaching
            her all sorts of unhelpful tricks, including how to open doors. She’s a right terror.”
         

         
         I swung my legs around, planting my feet on the plush carpet. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I asked, “Slip and Sneak?”

         
         Felicity straightened like she’d touched a hot fireplace poker. “Oh—I mean, that is—it’s what we call, erm, called Tommy and
            Willie. They’ve always been imps, see.”
         

         
         I did. It fit the Brothers Longmount somehow.

         
         “Is Brigadier Fleming’s pet?” I asked, remembering his essence.

         
         “He cares for her now, but she was Lord Foxcourt’s prized princess,” Felicity said, her voice softening. “You’ll never meet
            a stranger, more spoilt creature, I’m afraid—sniping and biting everyone who spares her a look she doesn’t like.”
         

         
         “She’s better mannered than some people I know, then,” I said.

         
         Felicity laughed. “You say that, but if she gets out, she’ll chase deliverymen halfway down the street until they refuse to
            return. And she won’t eat unless it’s from the palm of your hand and you give her a little tune. Have you ever heard of such
            a thing? Fleming is the only one who’ll do it, and she doesn’t seem fond of his singing—though I can’t say many of us are.”
         

         
         I found my opinion of the butler warming considerably, despite the way he’d acted the night before. “Is there a song she likes in particular?” 

         
         “She seems to enjoy the old fairy ballads,” Felicity said with a shake of her head. “The more depressing, the better.”

         
         A breeze snuck through the window, ruffling the bed curtains. Felicity turned to me. “Tried to escape last night, did you?”

         
         I paled. “No, of course not—”

         
         “I was only teasing,” she said, latching it. “It’s an old house and it seems to have its moods. You’ll notice these things
            after a while—the way the walls hoot like an owl when the wind comes from the south, the drawings on the old nursery’s walls,
            that if you stand in front of a particular door on the third floor and whisper it’ll carry all the way down to the entry . . .
            and then there’s the fox family that likes to use the jib door as a den. Lord Foxcourt used to say that if kits emerged in
            the summer it’s a sign of a good year to come.”
         

         
         My smile strained. I wouldn’t be here long enough to notice half of what she’d mentioned. I searched for a clock. “It must
            be so late . . .”
         

         
         “Hardly, given your adventures last night,” Felicity said. Her eyes softened with worry. “You’re certain you’re well?”

         
         “I’m in one piece,” I assured her. “Though I feel terribly guilty about the dress . . . I promise I’ll replace it.”

         
         Felicity drew back. “Of course not. Everything in the trousseau was purchased for your use. It’s all yours.”

         
         “I beg your bloody pardon,” I sputtered. “Trousseau?”
         

         
         “That’s what it would be called, wouldn’t it?” Felicity began, suddenly fretful. “I’ve been studying Miss Mannerly’s Guide for Proper Ladies for a character, and the wardrobe was referred to that way.”
         

         
         “I think it is more commonly referred to that way for brides,” I managed to get out.

         
         Felicity nodded, reaching into her apron’s pocket for a piece of foolscap and a nub of a pencil, quickly making a note of
            it.
         

         
         “Felicity,” I began, “exactly how many dresses do I have at my disposal?”

         
         “Only a handful, I’m afraid,” Felicity said, restoring her paper and pencil to her apron. “Now that I know your measurements,
            I’ve sent word to the modiste to order a few more practical options in darker colors—I thought it wise, given you’ll be working
            with oils.”
         

         
         “And riding in exploding coaches,” I said.

         
         She snorted. “Speaking of which, I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve asked her to remake that lovely blue dress. It suited you
            so well.”
         

         
         It really had been lovely. “Here’s to hoping it survives longer than the last one, then.”
         

         
         Felicity made the sign of the holy wheel and winked.

         
         “Who is the modiste?” I asked.

         
         “Madame Audette—do you know of her?”

         
         She had been a mainstay on Bridle Street for decades, even crafting gowns for the late Queen. Passing her shop had been like
            stealing a glimpse of heaven.
         

         
         “Yes,” I said wryly. “I think I’ve heard of her.”

         
         I was only surprised Foxcourt had gone to such a renowned dressmaker for his prisoner.

         
         Felicity crossed the room to the large armoire situated between the two windows. Turning the brass key in its lock, she threw
            the doors open with a soft hum and began her assessment.
         

         
         Last night, from the angle of the bath, I hadn’t been able to see inside the wardrobe. Now, the room seemed to spiral around
            me as I came to stand beside her.
         

         
         The handful of dresses inside, folded neatly, were sumptuous. Pale creamy-white muslin confections, soft rosebud-pink and
            butter-yellow silks, a modest earthen-brown walking dress. There were even two with patterns: a lilac morning dress with green
            and white stripes, and a walking dress lavished with elegant florals.
         

         
         The garments had been perfumed heavily with a sweet lavender scent, a signature of Audette’s. But far more intriguing to me
            were the dyes and the lingering essences left by the hands that had woven and delivered the fabrics to the modiste’s shop
            on Bridle Street—the so-called Bride Street, where the young ladies of society flocked to prepare for their season.
         

         
         I ran a hand over each shelf in disbelief, eyes widening as I found the small pile of delicate blouses, fichus, and chemisettes
            to layer with. There was a cloak, as well as a cropped jacket and a long pelisse. Too much. It was . . .
         

         
         Too much. I couldn’t begin to wrap my mind around it all.
         

         
         “How do ladies wear so many dresses?” I asked, amazed.

         
         Felicity lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Well, they’ve their morning attire, walking gowns, dresses for promenading and riding in carriages, and then there’s the riding habits, and dresses for dinner, and, of course, ball gowns . . .” 

         
         It occurred to me then that Mama must have had a wardrobe larger than the room we’d shared, and yet I’d only ever seen her
            in two or three wool dresses.
         

         
         My mind tallied up the cost for the fabric, the accessories, and the shoes, goodness. The sum at the bottom of the mental ledger would have had me reaching for smelling salts, if I’d had them on hand.
         

         
         Felicity smiled at my stupefied reaction. “His lordship has excellent taste, doesn’t he?”

         
         All at once, the pit of my stomach filled with cold ash.

         
         “Could you gather the names of all of the shops and modistes?” I asked, turning away from the lovely assortment before it
            softened my heart. Curse my unbelievable weakness for beautiful things. “I would like to settle those accounts myself.”
         

         
         “I . . .” Felicity watched me for a moment, her expression thoughtful as she chose her words. “Of course, Miss Lockwood.”

         
         “Please,” I nearly begged her. “Call me Viola.”

         
         That brought her up short again, but perhaps hearing the embarrassing crack in the words, she nodded. “Certainly. What would
            you like to wear today . . . Viola?”
         

         
         I managed a smile. “You choose.”

         
         Felicity all but skipped over to the wardrobe, selecting a few things with obvious delight.

         
         I performed my morning ablutions and dressed in a clean chemise. Felicity helped me into another new, wonderfully comfortable
            short corset and slipped the petticoat over my head to drape around my waist. After fastening the tapes and helping me tie
            the garters on my stockings—silk stockings that were like a sweet prayer on the skin—Felicity placed a thin chemisette around my neck, fluffing its ruffle with delight.
         

         
         Finally, she held up the dress she’d chosen for my inspection. I gave the gorgeous butter-yellow walking dress a morose look,
            inwardly cursing the earl for his good taste. The delicate fabric had been woven with a floral pattern that gleamed as the
            light struck it. Expensive cording, dyed to match, lined the high bust and tufted sleeves.
         

         
         My mood only worsened when I gazed upon my reflection in the bedroom’s tall mirror. The shade was perfect, bringing a natural warmth to the otherwise sickly pallor of my skin. Though my cheeks had thinned, and my eyes were underscored by dark circles, I looked more alive, if not every bit a lady. 

         
         “I . . . think the pelisse may be in order for the day,” Felicity said carefully. “It will give you some warmth if the rain
            starts up again, but it will also give you some . . . coverage.”
         

         
         It was only when Felicity helped me into the long overcoat, and I felt the silky fabric brush the bandages covering my back,
            that I realized some of them must have been visible.
         

         
         “Perfection,” Felicity declared, fastening the delicate buttons of the long over-jacket. “How pretty you look!”

         
         I returned my attention to the mirror, and a little sigh escaped me.

         
         “Oh, do you not like it?” Felicity asked, deflating. She was discreetly pinning the bodice to better fit the hollows that
            hunger had left on my body. “We can try another.”
         

         
         “No,” I said, rubbing at my suddenly aching temples. “That’s not it . . . I just . . .”

         
         How could I possibly explain the rush of emotions pouring through me? The way they’d seized even my confidence. Because despite
            the bruising and exhaustion, the person staring back at me was a vision of everything that might have been, had fate unspooled
            differently. She was a vision of what could be, what would need to be, when I took control of the House of Rosebourne.
         

         
         And still, I couldn’t reconcile the image of that woman with myself.

         
         “You know,” Felicity began, retrieving the last of the pins she’d clenched between her lips as she worked, “I was quite out
            of my depth when the late Lord Foxcourt—God rest his soul—hired me. I had none of what you’d call ‘town polish’—I hadn’t any
            notion that’s what such manners were called. And, as it should be quite obvious by now, I have only the barest grasp on what
            it is to be a lady’s maid.”
         

         
         I twisted around to look at her in earnest. She answered my question before I could ask it.

         
         “Lord Foxcourt had been told about me by an acquaintance in Northbrook—my village, that is. He wrote to me, and it was a miracle
            of the highest order the letter reached my hands before my father’s.”
         

         
         Felicity stepped back, disguising the ripple of emotion on her face by pretending to study her work.

         
         “My childhood was . . . quite peculiar, you see,” Felicity said, now forcing the brightness into her tone. “I saw glints and glimmers here and there, especially in the nearby woods. I heard little whispers in the leaves and faint songs carried on the wind. I adored them. I knew all the old stories, of course, but these were gentle beings. They were my friends.” 

         
         “The second sight,” I said, my shock turning to awe. So Felicity was fairyborn herself then, and possessed the ability to
            see magic in its truest form.
         

         
         “Not exactly,” Felicity admitted, motioning for me to sit at the vanity. “It’s more that magic has no effect on me.”

         
         Oh, that would account for her lack of essence. If she was invulnerable to magic, my own would be useless in reading her. Perhaps
            it was the same for Foxcourt? It was an easier explanation to swallow than him being a changeling.
         

         
         “That’s remarkable,” I told her. One heard murmurings of fairy sightings, especially in Albion’s ancient forests, but they
            had always seemed just as likely to be tales to sell papers. Having grown up in colorless, overcrowded streets, I was beyond
            envious of that touch of whimsy in her childhood.
         

         
         Felicity nodded, though she didn’t seem as convinced. “They were nothing like those cold, trickster fairies, you see. They
            were little greenlings who tended to the forest. I felt so very sorry for them, dreaming up a succession of more tragic twists
            of how they had been left behind by the other fairykind.”
         

         
         I smiled. She had a soft heart, one this city hadn’t yet hardened.

         
         “I didn’t understand I was seeing through their glamours and that no one else could,” Felicity continued, picking up a silver
            hairbrush. “I learned rather quickly not to speak of it, especially once I realized I could sense which villagers had fairy
            relics and even fairy blood, as I can feel it in you. My father was a religious man, and he . . . well, it was all devilry
            to him. Not fairies, but demons. He tried everything to save my soul. Prayer . . . the rod.”
         

         
         A terrible image of suffering formed in the silence, the stillness of her hands. My heart ached.

         
         “It is a story with a happy ending, I promise. Lord Foxcourt knew what I was and had use for me,” Felicity said, seeming to
            reclaim some of her usual brightness.
         

         
         More use for her than a lady’s maid? I bit my tongue, letting her finish.

         
         “And so, a farmer’s daughter fled on a mail coach in the dead of night and found herself in Linden for the first time.” Felicity smiled again. “I tell you all of this not for your sympathy, though it’s appreciated, but to encourage you to think about your situation differently.” 

         
         “How so?” I asked.

         
         “We can choose to be anyone we wish to be,” Felicity said. “At first it may seem as though we are playing a character, but
            with enough time, we become it. We will that character into being, and in that way, we write our own narrative. The past is
            only a backstory, unless you allow it to wield the quill.”
         

         
         My hands folded together in my lap as she brushed through my curls. If only it were as easy as she said; in the world I would
            be entering, the past was everything. Lineage was destiny. It was the source of all privilege, wealth, and power that mattered.
         

         
         But . . . I could try. What did the opinion of the Patricians matter to me, when I had so little respect for them? I would
            never be one of them, no, but I would never wish to be. They had bought their bespoke magic scents from William Rosebourne,
            and if they wished for more, they would have to come to me. And I would choose who received a bottle.
         

         
         Mama had told me once that a true lady was marked not by her finery, but by her courage and kind heart. If I couldn’t have
            the former, I could at least cling to the latter. They had been my constant companions these last twenty-five years.
         

         
         “I’m glad that you’re here,” I told her, meeting her gaze in the mirror, “and that you’re safe.”

         
         “I’m very fortunate to have a new life here,” Felicity said, “and I’m grateful the earl cares about our well-being—what, you
            don’t agree?”
         

         
         Apparently, I hadn’t hidden my disdain as well as I’d hoped. “I’m relieved to hear that he isn’t a beast to everyone he encounters.”

         
         Felicity’s brow creased. “Forcing you to accompany him last night was rather uncalled for, especially after your ordeal—”

         
         “An ordeal of his making,” I muttered.
         

         
         She had started to lift the brush to my hair, but at that, she lowered it again. “What do you mean?”

         
         The scaly bastard. He really hadn’t told them. “He was the one who arrested me and sent me to Fairgate in the first place. You really didn’t know?”
         

         
         Felicity’s lips parted, her gaze drifting from the silvered glass, drawn astray by the dark story playing out in her mind. She drew in a breath and held it for a long moment. I should have kept my mouth shut—seeing the surprise and hurt in her expression made me regret the impulse. 

         
         “No,” Felicity said as she brought the brush to my hair. “No, I didn’t know that.”

         
         Within minutes, Felicity had my hair brushed into a gleaming curtain and twisted into place. She attacked the heavy mass of
            it with more hairpins than I had ever seen in my life. The simple ritual seemed to steady us both, and soon, the brightness
            had returned to Felicity’s face.
         

         
         “I’ve never seen hair this shade,” Felicity marveled as she mastered the uncooperative curls. “Strawberry blond with threads
            of white gold.”
         

         
         “I expect I’ll have more white hairs by the end of this,” I told her. At her confusion, I explained the bargaining nature
            of the magic.
         

         
         Felicity was torn between fascination and outrage. “The beautifying one? You give up a part of yourself for it?”

         
         “Far be it for me to deny the brimstone-eyed society matrons of a youthful flush.” Seeing Felicity wince at the description,
            I added, contritely, “I may need to borrow Miss Mannerly’s . . . It’s been quite a while since I was taught anything about etiquette and society.”
         

         
         Felicity grinned. “I will be your tutor then. We can go through Miss Mannerly’s each morning, and in exchange”—she glanced toward the door, as if to ensure no one was on the verge of bursting through it—“will
            you tell me everything about the explosion? The tremendous sound of it, how very scalding it must have been—erm, if it’s not
            too terrible to recall, of course. I’m rather hoping to include one in my novel, you see.”
         

         
         I let out my first real laugh in an age.

         
         At last, a bargain I was glad to agree to.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         
         As a child navigating the Riverside docks or the winding lanes of the Brickbats, I had used my nose as much as my eyes to
            guide me, marking turns and locations by the scents that clung to the air the way one might add notations to a map.
         

         
         All of Foxcourt House, however, carried the same lovely bouquet of wild roses, candle wax, starched linen, and sweet pastries,
            with warm traces of fire smoke.
         

         
         That was the thing about an old house like this one, of course. Like Felicity had said, it had a soul of its own, an essence
            comprising all the generations that had lived beneath its roof.
         

         
         I had only a shadowy memory of the various halls and stairs, and the house was rather rambling, its sections feeling cobbled
            together with what felt like a child’s whims. But really, how difficult could it be to find the morning room? I’d only need
            to follow the scent of fresh bread and jellies.
         

         
         Felicity had murmured an excuse about needing to speak to the cook, Mrs. Silver, leaving me to gather my courage in the bedchamber.
            Alone for the first time since leaving Fairgate, I seized the opportunity to explore the house at my own pace, without being
            surveilled by Foxcourt’s watchful eyes. And if I happened to delay our unhappy reunion, all the better.
         

         
         I moved through the third-floor hall at an unhurried pace. The elegant array of decor and art had a pleasantly cluttered feel
            to it, as if the family’s belongings had been gathered over several lifetimes.
         

         
         On a green marble table was a sculpture of Summerland Palace, one that appeared to have been constructed entirely out of wooden . . .
            toothpicks? I leaned closer, marveling at the detail. The friezes on each of the three wings of the palace had been painted
            on, but it was a near likeness. Catching a bright glimpse of color at the edge of my vision, my gaze drifted up from the model
            to the dramatic painting hanging above it.
         

         
         The scene was of a ship—I’d been inside enough of them with the man who’d raised me to recognize a captain’s quarters. A man with bronze hair clutched at the front of his sapphire uniform, blood spilling from the weapon lodged in his neck. His body was falling, one hand desperately gripping the table before him to stay upright. 

         
         There was something in his gaze that unsettled me, unlocking some terrified human instinct. The terror of mortality. And there,
            across the vast expanse of the map-strewn table, was death itself: the famous assassin, the Black Needle, little more than
            a shadow as he retreated into the cannon smoke filtering through the portholes.
         

         
         He had killed his way up the ranks of Gallia’s army until finally reaching Auguste during a decisive battle near the isle
            of Rocheblanche in the Narrow Sea, cutting off the general’s plan to invade and seize the isle, as well as his ascent to ultimate
            power. That single death had ended the Gallian Revolutionary Wars, ultimately restoring the overthrown Gallian monarchy and
            no doubt sparing tens of thousands of lives from years of battles and conquests.
         

         
         “The Death of General Auguste by Bernard Cullings.”
         

         
         I leapt like a spooked cat at the sound of Mrs. Keyes’s voice, my hip bumping painfully into the table. The toothpick palace
            gave a violent jolt that rattled its fragile foundations. Panicked, I reached out to steady it, but the housekeeper was quicker,
            halting its swan dive to the floor with two outstretched fingers.
         

         
         “My God,” I said, pressing a hand to my hammering heart. “I was so lost in my own thoughts I didn’t notice you there.”

         
         Mrs. Keyes gave a pleasant smile, but the look in her eyes was as sharp as it had been when we’d met on the house’s steps.
            “Are you an art lover, Miss Lockwood?”
         

         
         “I don’t know nearly enough about it to claim that title, I’m afraid,” I said. “Though I appreciate it.”

         
         “Then perhaps you might ask Tommy for a tour,” Mrs. Keyes suggested lightly. “His knowledge of the house’s artwork is quite
            extensive, being something of an artist himself.”
         

         
         I gave her a tight smile. “I wouldn’t want to trouble him.”

         
         “It wouldn’t be any trouble at all,” she assured me. “Unless you’re worried about his hearing?”

         
         “No,” I said quickly. “I only meant it’s not necessary. I’m sure he has many other things to occupy his time.”

         
         “None that he would enjoy quite this much,” she said. “And as for his hearing, he is not entirely deaf, though he lost much of it after an illness as a child. He reads lips quite expertly.” Mrs. Keyes swept her gaze over the painting one last time before turning to me. “Shall I take you down to breakfast?” 

         
         Biting back a sigh, I nodded.

         
         Through the meandering halls, Foxcourt House came into full bloom around me. There was no other way to describe it. Moving
            deeper into the house gave one the feeling that they were passing through a garden. What walls weren’t painted a pastel shade
            were papered with a riot of floral patterns. The rugs covering the floor had to have been woven centuries before any of the
            house’s occupants were born, but they were still as bright as the walls.
         

         
         It was only here and there that the house’s exuberance was dimmed by evidence of mourning. A small altar of remembrance had
            been placed near the front door, with a fresh stick of sacred incense burning below a marble carving of God’s Wheel, the symbol
            of a faith that had crushed the ancient one beneath it. And there was the portrait of the last Lord Foxcourt on the landing
            of the stairs, still veiled in black tulle.
         

         
         I glanced up at it as we went by, trying to peer through the shroud to see the man hidden beneath. But the King’s rumored
            spymaster remained veiled in mystery.
         

         
         This is what I knew for certain about the late Lord Foxcourt: he’d never married nor had children of his own. Beyond one overlarge,
            spoilt ward and a small, spoilt spaniel, of course. He’d been a collector of intriguing pieces of history and art, certainly.
            A savant of whimsy, surprisingly.
         

         
         I turned in a full circle as we reached the dark wood entrance hall, trying to drink in the sight of everything. It was the
            lovely, comfortable home of a man willing to sing to a dog to encourage her to eat, not one who stalked the halls of power
            and entertained royalty, politicians, and masters of the business realm alike. Or, maybe, he’d simply felt he had nothing
            left to prove to any of them.
         

         
         “This way, Miss Lockwood,” Mrs. Keyes said from a few doors ahead. “His lordship prefers to take breakfast in the drawing
            room, where the light is best.”
         

         
         I nodded distractedly. All the essences drifting through the house were recognizable save two. One I suspected to be Mrs.
            Silver, but the second . . .
         

         
         The sweet scent of puff pastries had intensified to such a degree that I could all but imagine a river of sparkling sugar leading from the kitchen to the breakfast table. It was a worthy distraction from the mysterious second essence, and the deep voice that carried from the open doors just to the right of the entry. 

         
         I smoothed my hands down over my skirt, only to catch myself. My appearance hardly mattered to Foxcourt, and his opinion of
            it mattered to me not at all.
         

         
         “—ought to have responded,” an unfamiliar voice carried down the hall. “He is too skilled at turning situations to his advantage,
            and you gave him the perfect avenue to do so.”
         

         
         Awareness sparked in me. He—the poisoner?
         

         
         “I realize that,” came Foxcourt’s terse reply. “But I cannot let it distract me.”

         
         My stomach rumbled with anticipation. The air grew sweeter still as Mrs. Keyes showed me into the elegant drawing room.

         
         The room was the soft, muted blue of a robin’s egg, and everything inside of it looked to be about as fragile as one. The
            walls were covered in swirling vines of white plaster that instantly recalled the delicate icing piped on the cakes in the
            windows of Bridle Street’s bakeries. But the ceiling—that was covered in a florid mural of fairies dancing about a maypole, gaily wrapping ribbons and golden threads of magic around
            one another.
         

         
         I glanced down at my arms, just to be certain there were absolutely no traces of filth left on them. I had never felt so awed
            and utterly diminished by a space in my life. Standing on the threshold left me feeling like the street urchin called in to
            clear the chimney.
         

         
         Felicity’s voice drifted back to me. We will that character into being, and in that way, we write our own narrative.

         
         The woman who would inherit the House of Rosebourne Perfumery belonged in spaces such as this—she owned spaces such as this. I pushed my shoulders back, mimicking Mama’s flawless posture, and assessed the two figures at the table.
         

         
         Seated in front of one of the tall windows was the source of the second essence: a young man who looked to be about Foxcourt’s
            age, amusing himself by tossing a scone up and catching it as he considered a document on the table in front of him.
         

         
         Full-bodied cheroot smoke clung to his essence. Unusual spices, given the kingdom’s proud preference for bland food, warmed my nose: cumin, turmeric, coriander. Sweet, grassy lanolin oil lay just beyond that, as did ash and soot, brandy-soaked linen, the musk of old books, and something heavy, thunderous . . . a secret that refused to be known. 

         
         The young man’s clothing was finer than even Foxcourt’s, immaculately cut with a flourish of color in the paisley pattern
            of his waistcoat. The tight curls of his hair were cropped close to his scalp, and he’d grown a dark beard that most gentlemen
            would consider unfashionably short but suited the strong planes of his face. His warm brown skin was a welcome change from
            the usual Patrician palette, which consisted of varying shades of milk.
         

         
         I tensed at the sight of Foxcourt’s dark head bent over a freshly ironed newspaper, but he was wholly absorbed in whatever
            he was reading.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes cleared her throat meaningfully.

         
         Both men looked up in surprise and promptly stood. With only the most fleeting glance to acknowledge my existence, Foxcourt
            sat back down. Reddy, however, remained standing until Mrs. Keyes had guided me over to the seat across from him, then he
            moved to push my chair in. He grinned broadly at Mrs. Keyes’s look of approval.
         

         
         “I see one of you retained the manners I attempted to instill,” Mrs. Keyes said, with one last pointed look in Foxcourt’s
            direction as he returned his gaze to the papers.
         

         
         My lips parted to introduce myself, only to remember Mama’s lesson that I shouldn’t. A lady was always introduced to a gentleman. The person of lower rank was introduced to the one with superior rank, single women introduced
            to married women, and . . . my brow furrowed. Drat, why hadn’t I paid better attention? Introductions had only ever seemed
            like yet another way for the Patricians to tie themselves into torturous knots. Maybe they enjoyed the pain of restraints.
            Arabella had certainly indicated some of the gentlemen did.
         

         
         Arabella, I thought miserably. I hadn’t any idea what had become of her.
         

         
         Reddy was still smiling at me as he reclaimed his seat. Finally, Foxcourt rolled his eyes and sat back from the broadsheet.

         
         “Miss Lockwood, this is Mr. Samir Reddy,” he said drolly. “Ignore him.”

         
         A little victorious smile quirked my lips. I’d guessed correctly.

         
         “Reddy, Miss Lockwood is the guest I told you about,” Foxcourt finished.

         
         A guest, was I? I supposed that was a better introduction than the woman I imprisoned, freed under duress, and now, regrettably, must keep alive.
         

         
         “Miss Lockwood,” Reddy said with another bow. He had a lovely baritone voice that seemed entirely too smooth for his own good.
            “What an unbridled pleasure to meet you at last.”
         

         
         “The pleasure is all mine,” I said. “Call me Viola, please.”

         
         “He absolutely will not,” Foxcourt said sharply, snapping the next newspaper open in front of him. “Eat something before you
            fall over.”
         

         
         “You’re one to talk,” I muttered, eyeing him discreetly. Behind me, Willie, who had been doing his best impression of a bored
            statue, chuckled.
         

         
         Foxcourt’s fingers tightened on the newspaper. His long, bare fingers.

         
         I looked away, surveying the beautiful spread of pastries and the tea service, both overwhelmed and ravenous.

         
         Reddy looked between us. “I feel as though you may have forgotten a very important detail in your recounting of the morning’s
            events, Fox.”
         

         
         “I told you everything worth mentioning,” came Foxcourt’s reply from behind the paper.

         
         “Did the idiot injure himself?” Reddy asked me instead.

         
         Foxcourt lowered the paper in warning, but I’d already answered. “Didn’t he tell you? He was nearly cooked like a Midsummer
            roast.”
         

         
         Reddy’s gaze turned speculative.

         
         “Don’t you dare breathe a word of it to the scandal sheets,” Foxcourt told him sternly. “I cannot have them asking questions
            about which young woman I was accompanying.”
         

         
         “So as not to upset your harem of rumored lovers?” I asked innocently.

         
         Reddy choked on his next bite of scone. I serenely prepared my cup of tea—a splash of milk and a sprinkle of sugar.

         
         “So as not to have anyone uncover your identity before you’ve completed your work, Miss Lockwood,” Foxcourt said tersely,
            his gaze slicing over to Reddy. “Don’t you have somewhere more important to be?”
         

         
         “Nowhere half this entertaining,” Reddy said, reaching for the jam and clotted cream. “Say, Fox, haven’t you heard that men
            are allowed to forgo pride for a few days when they’ve been heroically injured? It’s the only reason to fling yourself at
            danger, really.”
         

         
         I sat back, watching the silent looks exchanged between them as if I were the sole audience member at a play. Restored by my few sips of tea, I pondered Reddy’s presence here. If he was a guest at the house—a true guest, not my incarcerated variety—wouldn’t someone have mentioned it? And Mrs. Keyes’s earlier comment about teaching them both manners . . . I was curious against my will now. 

         
         “I’m fine,” Foxcourt insisted, thoroughly exasperated. “Mrs. Silver’s salve has done the trick, and sadly for you, Lockwood, you will
            not be able to escape my presence today.”
         

         
         Reddy sent a knowing, almost conspiratorial look to me across the tarts.

         
         “Stop looking at her like that,” Foxcourt groused from behind his raised paper.

         
         “You forgot to mention how lovely—”

         
         Foxcourt’s paper lowered. Reddy’s mouth closed.

         
         “Exactly how much do you know about what’s . . .” I began. “About my situation?”

         
         “Everyone in this house knows everything, Miss Lockwood,” Reddy said, amused.

         
         “Not everything,” I said pointedly to Foxcourt.
         

         
         He gave me an infuriatingly bland look. I wondered then if Reddy knew what he had done to me, because his brow arched with
            exquisite irony.
         

         
         “Are you a member of this household?” I asked Reddy.
         

         
         “I was until about three years ago,” Reddy said. “When, to my surprise and great delight, the house across the park became
            available.”
         

         
         “Which had nothing to do with you ruining Lord Tavenstock’s fortune by undercutting his investments in steel,” Foxcourt ventured
            dryly. “Reddy and I attended school together, Miss Lockwood.”
         

         
         “Where we absolutely despised each other,” Reddy interjected. “You may think him a bore now, but back at Rexford—”

         
         “My uncle welcomed him here after his parents’ unfortunate deaths,” Foxcourt continued, “as his father was a friend.”

         
         “What a generous way of saying he was one of Foxcourt’s favorite sources of whispers on trade,” Reddy said, though his smile
            had lost some of its shine. “I think the old man felt rather guilty, seeing as he’d been the one to convince my father to
            take the trip to deliver the King’s message to the sultanate.”
         

         
         I set my teacup carefully onto its saucer. His parents had perished in a storm while out at sea, on a return journey from Bharat, where it was said they had gone to explore new trade opportunities. The story had burned through town for weeks, fed by gruesome speculation and half-hearted hope, until it was obvious that his parents had not been spared the storm’s wrath. 

         
         “I’m very sorry,” I told him sincerely. “Both for your loss and the fact that you were forced to live with this limp nib.”

         
         Foxcourt’s glare could have iced hell. “What is a nib?”

         
         I smiled innocently. “Exactly what a nib would ask.”

         
         Reddy broke into a full belly laugh. “I can tell we’re going to be the very best of friends, Lockwood.”

         
         I’d value a friendship with such an established businessman, especially when it came to quickly learning the ropes of the
            House of Rosebourne and its accounts. A true friendship at that, rather than the euphemistic sort. Though . . .
         

         
         I gave him another appreciative look, which he heartily returned. Not out of the question by any means. An unmarried woman
            need not be lonely, so long as both parties were discreet.
         

         
         Foxcourt folded his paper and tossed it aside with a muttered “Unbelievable.”
         

         
         I sipped at my tea in the silence, letting my gaze drift again to the painted scene above me. Remarkable how toffs could festoon
            their homes and palaces with depictions of fairies even as they left the fairies’ descendants to rot in prison. But so long
            as fairies stayed in the purely decorative realm of art and allegory, not even the Church bothered itself with the hypocrisy.
         

         
         Fleming’s essence heralded his approach. I glanced over just as his narrow form appeared in the doorway. As his gaze shifted
            to Reddy, a remarkable transformation took place. The softening of his eyes took decades off his appearance. “Ah! Good day,
            sir.”
         

         
         “I always know it will be when I have the pleasure of seeing that impeccably powdered wig, Fleming,” Reddy said.

         
         Fleming looked flustered but pleased. “You really should use the front door so that I have the privilege of announcing you.”

         
         “And ruin the fun of surprising you?” Reddy scoffed. “Never.”

         
         “Use the front door,” Foxcourt ordered without looking up from his letter.

         
         “Do you ever let anyone make their own decisions?” I asked, amazed.
         

         
         Foxcourt’s gaze was piercing. “And risk them making the wrong choice? Is that also the behavior of a nib?”

         
         Oh, that arrow had struck true, hadn’t it? And now he was slyly trying to figure out what it meant.

         
         “Why don’t you tell me?” I said, smiling at his obvious irritation.

         
         Reddy shook his head as he rose. “Well, thank you for the day’s amusements, Fox. I’ll cherish the happy memory as I go over
            my deadly dull reports.” He gave me a bow and another fond smile. “Lockwood, it’s been a pleasure.”
         

         
         “I hope to see you again soon,” I told him, wondering if that was too forward for the new, more ladylike Viola Lockwood. “Even
            prisoners are allowed the occasional visitation, after all.”
         

         
         Foxcourt lowered his letter, exasperation pouring from him.

         
         Reddy winked. “You may count on it. This one does need the occasional help from his charming friend, whether he wishes to
            concede to the fact or not.”
         

         
         “Who said I even think of you as a friend?” Foxcourt muttered.

         
         “Eleanor, your only other friend, and I have outvoted you on it,” Reddy informed him.

         
         Foxcourt stared at him. “I believe you were taking your leave of us. Don’t allow us to delay you a moment more.”

         
         I took the opportunity to edge the afternoon broadsheet toward me, searching for the report of what they’d been discussing
            before I’d come in. The paper still felt warm and had a slight sandy cast of pounce, as if it had only just arrived from the
            printer.
         

         
         Forgetting my self-consciousness, I closed my left eye to better scan down the columns of reports and advertisements. Seeing
            nothing of note, I unfolded it and would have continued reading, if Foxcourt hadn’t interrupted me.
         

         
         “Page three,” he said. “You’ll enjoy it. My idiocy is thoroughly excoriated for leaving a bottle of gin too close to a lantern
            in my curricle, disturbing the peace of the morning.”
         

         
         I frowned. It was cunning to play the fool so others wouldn’t suspect you of pulling strings behind that curtain, but it also
            took a remarkable lack of pride to suffer the indignity. Something I would never have expected of him.
         

         
         “It is often better to be underestimated than admired,” he said in answer to my questioning look.

         
         “Is that why Reddy places those ridiculous stories about you?” I asked, enjoying his look of surprise that I’d pieced as much together. “I must say, I’m rather disappointed you never squared off against a dastardly lord in Royal Park.” 

         
         “I try to leave dueling to the idiots,” Foxcourt said. “I find it helps cull their numbers.”

         
         “Shame.” Realizing I was smiling, I pressed my napkin to my mouth. “I suppose I should be grateful we won’t have to waste
            time fending off your lovers.”
         

         
         “On the contrary.” Foxcourt tilted his head, regarding me with a smirk. “I never said all of those stories were untrue.”
         

         
         I tried not to shift in my seat, my cheeks warming uncomfortably. Bothersome man—but one surprisingly willing to engage in
            a bit of coarse banter. That he could provoke such a reaction, that he had to have that face and a forelock that curled cavalierly over his brow.
         

         
         I willed the rebuke to my mind, letting it flood my body like ice. Not him.

         
         Not ever him.

         
         “Are you still intending to pay a visit to Briarwood Palace?” he asked. “Though I would strongly advise against announcing
            yourself as its future heir.”
         

         
         “I have no intention to.”

         
         At least not until I had the funds to pay for my own protection. Moreover, I needed to be in control of whatever stories would
            be fed to the newsmen, rewriting as necessary. I wasn’t foolish enough to believe it wouldn’t be a scandal of the highest
            order that Mama hadn’t died, as Rosebourne had claimed, but by measuring out the details as I would drips of oil into perfume,
            I might be able to evoke sympathy rather than scorn.
         

         
         “Am I allowed to know what it is you need there?” Foxcourt asked. “It may help decide how we arrive.”

         
         It would be now or later, I supposed. “I am looking for a very old book—the Treasury, as the family calls it. It contains
            all the formulations for the known magical perfumes. If your theory is correct, Immortal Rose will be among them.”
         

         
         Mama had spoken of it repeatedly. She’d begun her journal as a new Treasury, for my benefit. Rather than a record of her days, it served to catalog what formulations she could recall, as well as other instructions. The only thing she had been careful not to include were the bargains—those she taught to me directly or I had to intuit on my own. 

         
         “And you know where they might keep such a book?” Foxcourt asked.

         
         “Yes,” I said. If Rosebourne had truly been as set in his ways as Mama believed.

         
         “Excellent, then I have one final question for you,” Foxcourt said. “How do you feel about breeches?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         
         As it turned out: splendidly.

         
         “Are you quite finished?”
         

         
         Foxcourt’s exasperation did nothing to stop my next experimental long stride, relishing the freedom of movement. The tassels
            on my too-large boots gave a charming little twirl as I kicked one leg out, then the other, simply because I could.
         

         
         It was a testament to the past and present Lord Foxcourt’s peculiar work that no one, even the buttoned-up Fleming, seemed
            the least bit scandalized by my gentleman’s attire.
         

         
         I twisted around to admire myself in the hall mirror, tugging at my linen jacket and striped waistcoat. They still smelled
            of the cedar chest they had been stored in following the late Lord Foxcourt’s death—that and the man’s fascinating essence:
            Vanilla planifolia, dribbling ink, the house itself, damp night, and what was either gunpowder in truth or merely a long, deep-seated anger.
         

         
         “Thank goodness you’re close in size to his late lordship,” Felicity said, chasing after me to snip the thread she’d used
            to tailor the jacket. “You make a darling lad.”
         

         
         I glanced in the mirror again. I did look rather jaunty.
         

         
         A movement in the glass made me turn just as Tommy sidled up beside where Foxcourt leaned against the wall. He stooped, slipping
            a small missive into a satchel at his feet. Foxcourt’s nod of acknowledgment and the quick thank-you he signed had me curious.
         

         
         “Do you really think the disguises necessary?” Willie asked, scratching at the neck of his stiff livery collar. “Seems a bit
            much. I could—”
         

         
         “Yes, it’s unfortunately necessary,” Foxcourt interrupted. The way his brows rose, almost in warning, deepened my frown. Rude,
            as usual. “The house is being closed in advance of the estate moving through probate. The perfumery’s shareholders have asked
            the new City Police to guard the house against thieves in the meantime.”
         

         
         “Really?” I’d forgotten that the new police would be out on the streets this week. “We’ll see how long they last at their
            posts.”
         

         
         The newly formed police had the rare honor of unifying all of Linden against them. No one wanted yet another arm of the government skulking about, prying into matters of a personal nature—their mere presence was a threat to our freedom. 

         
         And yet, somehow, over the last few months, the home secretary had convinced the upper echelons that the police were a necessary
            evil to combat Greystone’s growing power and his gang’s penchant for larceny and violence. The old borough watchmen and Reed
            Corner Runners were too ineffective on their own.
         

         
         Or perhaps the Patricians had simply realized they would not be the ones the police would be bothering.
         

         
         “They’ll last,” Foxcourt said, pushing off the wall to place a top hat firmly over my pinned-up hair. “The home secretary
            has too much riding on its success to allow them to fail. At least Briarwood Palace will keep its treasures.”
         

         
         “If the police don’t nick the goods themselves first,” Willie muttered.

         
         I couldn’t have said it better myself. Some of the police were former soldiers, but who knew where the rest had come from.

         
         Foxcourt checked his fob, his silver spectacles sliding down the bridge of his nose. I had to admit that I had been wrong;
            Foxcourt was such a tall, striking, dark-haired figure, I was certain he wouldn’t be able to vanish into his disguise as a
            stiff-shirted solicitor. Just then, however, I nearly forgot whom I was looking at; it was as though he’d slipped inside another
            skin entirely.
         

         
         Foxcourt had used wig powder to lighten his hair to a steely gray, and someone had drawn a distractingly large mole on his
            cheek, which I supposed was the point of it. Even his manner of movement changed, becoming stiffer, his shoulders sloping
            as he curled over a walking stick.
         

         
         “I think a limp would suit,” Mrs. Keyes told him, as if well-versed in the crafting of a disguise. I watched, utterly captivated,
            as he demonstrated one for her. “You need to put more weight on it—yes, like that.”
         

         
         My brows rose until I was sure they’d disappeared beneath the rim of my top hat.

         
         “We’d best be off,” Foxcourt told me as he straightened.

         
         “Good luck,” Willie said, giving me a wink. “If you’re uncertain of what to do or say, just be insufferable, like most solicitors
            are.”
         

         
         “Right,” I said, amused.

         
         We were posing as solicitors from the House of Rosebourne’s legal firm, Hornsby & Featherson, as no one would question their appearance to take a supposed inventory of the house. One hoped. 

         
         Foxcourt led me through a short servants’ hall, following the fading trail of pastries to the spiced heart of the house. I’d
            expected to finally meet the mysterious Mrs. Silver and thank her profusely for her clever little sandwiches and delectable
            baked goods, and was sorely disappointed by the sight of the empty, cooling kitchen.
         

         
         It was a cavernous, impeccably kept space. Copper pots and pans gleamed from their rack near a surprisingly modern stove.
            My nose sorted through meals consumed long before I’d arrived: spicy lamb, vegetable stew, and beef.
         

         
         How strange that Foxcourt looked perfectly at home in this space and now seemed ready to use the door out into the back garden.
            Half the toffs in Linden probably couldn’t find the kitchens in their homes even with the threat of murder hanging over them.
            The other half would have been quickly driven out by staff protective of their realm within the house.
         

         
         But like the rest of Foxcourt House, there was a strange sense of melding here, as if the service and family worlds had relaxed
            and naturally folded into each other.
         

         
         A bitter herbal scent asserted itself then like a piercing wail. I examined the racks of drying herbs and flowers, searching
            for its source—it reminded me of unripe tomatoes, with a hint of floral delicacy . . . My eyes trailed over a large oak cabinet
            in the far corner of the room, and the brass lock fixed on its latch.
         

         
         The memory slipped into place at the front of my mind, stilling even the glee that had bubbled in me at my disguise. I knew
            that scent. I’d smelled it before, in one of the Radcliffe & Sons apothecaries. Oliver had swiftly warned me away from it.
         

         
         Nightshade.

         
         It was a highly poisonous plant, rarely used and only in the smallest of doses, with the utmost care and reluctance, to treat
            certain maladies. And yet, there was so very much of it here.
         

         
         “Come along, Lockwood,” Foxcourt said, holding the door open to the back garden. “Unless you’ve lost your courage?”

         
         I gave him a surly look. “Perhaps you ought to try a more tolerable personality to go with your disguise.”

         
         “After you,” he said, sweeping his hand toward the waiting garden, and I was a moment too late in grasping his double meaning.

         
         A riot of floral scents greeted me at the door. I should have known Foxcourt House’s exterior would be as wild and rambling
            as its interior. My feet slowed on the gravel path, my eyes and nose at odds over which could take in the sprawling flower
            beds around me first.
         

         
         Rather than manicured to perfection, the flowers had been left to grow in as they would, tangling colors and textures. Beds
            of bright hyacinths, irises, peonies, and primroses lined the borders of a small kitchen garden. A carpet of violets had seeped
            into the bluebells as they raced to meet the rose shrubs in full bloom.
         

         
         And there, at the center of it all, was the small pond Felicity had spoken of last night, nestled beneath the sweeping arms
            of a weeping willow. A small, whimsical stone statue of two frogs in a lily pad boat had been placed at its center.
         

         
         Tearing my gaze away from it, I found Foxcourt watching me, his expression unlike any I’d seen him wear before. Expectant,
            almost. It certainly couldn’t have been hopeful. He turned away before I’d completely unraveled it, stirring that annoying
            need of mine to decode him.
         

         
         “My great-uncle was an avid gardener” was his only comment.

         
         An avid gardener, I thought, and home secretary and . . . a spy? That would explain the presence of nightshade—but in the
            kitchen, beside the parsley and sage used to season his dinner? Entrusted to his cook? Within reach of a housekeeper who smelled
            of blood?
         

         
         Suspicion rolled around in my mind like a loose billiards ball, but I forced it to still.

         
         The law of the Brickbats boiled down to this: Pay no mind and be paid no mind, see no evil and have no evil enacted upon you.
            Their business was their own, as mine belonged solely to me.
         

         
         And whatever the reason for it, I would not reside in this house long enough for the poison to be used on me.

         
         

         Linden rolled past in a blur of midday activity, looking refreshed after yesterday’s rain. The cool air whipped my cheeks
            pink, the usual reek dulled to something approaching lovely by the wisteria- and rose-covered shops.
         

         
         I took it all in as if for the first time as we sped toward Queen’s Park in a hackney coach. To be fair, it was the first
            time I’d ever ridden in one. Paying for a ride anywhere in the city had always been well beyond my means.
         

         
         “First time in a hack?” Foxcourt guessed from his seat across from me.

         
         I scowled. “Stop doing that.”

         
         “Doing what?” he asked, a touch too innocuously.

         
         “Presuming to know my mind,” I said. “It’s . . .” Unnerving. “. . . annoying.”
         

         
         Even more so because it was impossible to return the favor. I may as well have been deciphering the forgotten fairy language.

         
         “Then you may wish to do a better job of disguising your feelings,” he said, crossing his ankle over one knee as he reclined.
            “We’re nearly there. I’d advise you to let me do most of the talking.”
         

         
         I lowered my voice, doing my best imitation of him. “But of course, Master of Disguise.”

         
         He preened at that, damn him.

         
         “Are you not even a little worried about being recognized?” I asked. “Wait, what am I saying? Your fellow peers would deem
            you charmingly eccentric.”
         

         
         The Patricians forgave their peers anything short of murder and unfashionable clothing.

         
         “You are very sure of your sweeping judgments about the Patricians,” Foxcourt noted, “though you’re soon to join their ranks.”

         
         I snorted. “I will never be one of them. For one thing, the Rosebourne wealth wasn’t built on bloody conquests and the suffering
            of innocents in the old colonies.”
         

         
         The best thing one could say about King Alfred III was that he hadn’t fought the independence movements on the western islands
            and the far-flung Newland. After the Gallian Revolutionary Wars, there hadn’t been the appetite for the deaths of more young
            men, and it had allowed for beneficial trade deals to be struck. The lords who’d owned land or foreign investments were compensated
            handsomely for the loss of them—using funds originally meant to rebuild Linden’s crumbling slums.
         

         
         Foxcourt’s gaze never strayed from the path ahead. “And you’re so very certain William Rosebourne didn’t source material collected
            by enslaved peoples in Gallia’s colonies?”
         

         
         My heart stopped dead in my chest. “Did he?”

         
         “It was only speculation,” Foxcourt said, the sun glinting off his borrowed glasses. “Merchants have ways of disguising the
            origin of raw materials to circumvent bans on imports from those islands, especially sugar and tobacco. I can find out for
            you, if you’d like.”
         

         
         “Yes,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “Please do. I would be grateful.”

         
         He nodded.

         
         “I have to say, I’m surprised,” I told him. “Not even a word of defense for your fellow Patricians—not even to choke up the
            well-chewed argument that the House of Lords prohibited slavery a decade ago?”
         

         
         Foxcourt’s jaw tensed. “There’s nothing defensible about any of it. It was despicable then as it is now.”

         
         It was some time before either of us spoke again. The exuberant green of Queen’s Park, just south of Summerland Palace, ushered
            us toward its imposing gates.
         

         
         I had only just inhaled the scent of the oaks and cut grass when Foxcourt asked suddenly, “What is the difference between a nib and nob?”
         

         
         I couldn’t bottle my shocked laugh. “Has that been bothering you this whole time?”

         
         “Yes,” he said, looking cross. “You called His Majesty a nob and myself a nib. Tell me what the difference is.”

         
         There was very little difference, but he didn’t need to know that. Especially when it made him look so peevish. I had the
            sudden image of him as a lordling being told no by a governess.
         

         
         “It could have been worse,” I said idly, dipping back into the extensive cant vocabulary the Brickbats had blessed me with.
            “I could have called you a rag-gorgy.”
         

         
         “Is that the same thing as a ragamuffin?” he asked dourly. “Because if so, I must strenuously protest that characterization.”

         
         I gave him a mysterious smile of my own.

         
         

         Briarwood Palace had originally been built as a dower house for Queen Juliana—the loveliest sort of bribe from her newly crowned
            son and his future prince consort to vacate Summerland Palace and take her gossiping vultures with her. The expansive brick
            home was smaller in size and stature than Summerland Palace, of course, but I’d always appreciated its elegant lines and careful
            symmetry. Its two wings curved around the lower, private half of Queen’s Park, crowning a tidy, meticulously kept garden.
         

         
         After Juliana’s death, the palace was passed to lesser royals who could no more afford its upkeep than the rest of their lavish lifestyles. It was quietly sold to pay off the remainder of their monstrous debt to one George Gaius Rosebourne, William Rosebourne’s father, who was said to have taken one look at the roses carved into the windows’ white keystones and declared the palace his family’s destiny. 

         
         And now, I realized with a twinge of nerves, it would be my own.

         
         I’d known that, of course, but conceptualizing something was entirely different from having it spread before you, as real
            as a heartbeat. I felt embarrassed that I’d been so quick to skewer Foxcourt for his unearned advantages, when I was on the
            cusp of receiving a terrifyingly massive one.
         

         
         “Admiring your future property?” Foxcourt drawled as the hackney shuddered over the white gravel of the drive.

         
         I lifted a shoulder, feigning indifference. “Is it so wrong?”

         
         The Rosebourne family had taken up residence in the palace’s east wing and converted the west wing into a workshop and perfumery
            school. The solarium on the ground level there had likewise been transformed into a shop open every day save holy days, royal
            weddings and funerals, and the King’s birthday.
         

         
         As the business had expanded, Mama had explained, production of their perfumes and other toiletries had been moved to a larger
            factory in Riverside, where raw materials of flowers, fruit, oils, and alcohol could be brought in easily from arriving ships
            and products could be sent out into the world. We had been quite careful not to live too close to it in those lost years.
            Not that the man who had raised me could have afforded to.
         

         
         I flung his face from my mind as the hackney slowed. Foxcourt leaned forward to look out the window, muttering something to
            himself at the sight that awaited us. The east wing’s porte cochere was lined with hedges for privacy.
         

         
         And a half dozen men in dark uniforms.

         
         The City Police. I bit my lip as I eyed them. The long navy frock coats with their brass buttons closed to the neck—the cost
            of paying and clothing them had been another sore spot for the residents of Linden—gave them a severe look. Their top hats,
            trimmed with that same navy wool, did nothing to soften their assortment of crooked noses and scars. They were as bluff as
            bull beef. Former soldiers and pugilists, by the look of them.
         

         
         One of the police stepped out in front of the hackney just before it entered the portico. “You there—stop!”

         
         “They’ve business here, they say,” the jarvey bit back. “Talk to the fellow.”

         
         Foxcourt set both feet down on the floor of the coach, reaching for his satchel and his walking stick. Clearing his throat,
            he opened the door and said, in a shockingly nasal voice, “What is the meaning of this? What gives you the authority to stop
            us?”
         

         
         “The home secretary and His Majesty’s government,” the police officer sneered back.

         
         “We are solicitors representing the interests of the House of Rosebourne,” Foxcourt said, making a show of struggling to step
            down from the coach. I followed, trying not to cringe back into the compartment’s safety. It was as if a lifetime of imaginary
            and real crimes was tattooed on my body; I couldn’t look at any of the police without feeling like my skin was tightening
            over my bones.
         

         
         But Foxcourt, damn him, was only cantankerous and imperious. “Here! From the shareholders.” He reached into his satchel, retrieving
            the missive that Tommy had placed in it no more than an hour before.
         

         
         The man ripped the wax seal open, his top lip curling as he read through it. With a grunt of annoyance, he flung the paper
            back at Foxcourt, who let it fall to the ground between them. I was the one who retrieved it, fighting to mask my shock at
            what looked to be House of Rosebourne letterhead.
         

         
         
            It is with our authority as shareholders that we ask Mr. Nelson Finch and Mr. Franklin Greenly of Hornsby & Featherson to
               be admitted to Briarwood Palace to take inventory of the late William Rosebourne’s holdings, as well as to remove necessary
               documents . . .
            

         

         How in God’s name had Foxcourt arranged for this?

         
         “Becksford!” the policeman barked at the door. The other uniforms fell away like a pack of street dogs, disappointed there
            were no scraps left for them.
         

         
         An elderly butler wearing full mourning attire and a haunted expression appeared in the doorway as summoned.

         
         “Solicitors,” the policeman said. “Said they’ve business here.”

         
         “I see” was the butler’s terse reply. He stepped back, holding the door open.

         
         As Foxcourt spoke quietly to the jarvey and handed over his coins, my gaze remained fixed on that open doorway. A cool, wintry breath escaped the house, filling my lungs. The portico, the policemen, the hackney—all of it faded to a blur of color as I started toward the entrance. 

         
         I had, of course, seen Briarwood Palace from across the park. Once or twice, I had even allowed myself to pass by the storefront,
            breathing in the heady fragrances as customers came and went. Each time, it had felt like a dare to Rosebourne himself—to
            see me, to recognize me. But I had never seen him, and now I never would.
         

         
         Foxcourt’s labored gait and the scrape of his walking stick on the gravel were the only indications he was behind me. The
            butler glanced at my face as I offered him the letter stating our purpose; rather than look at it, his attention lingered
            on me, just long enough for my head to begin to pound with unease.
         

         
         “Well?” came Foxcourt’s terse, nasal voice. “Are we to be admitted?”

         
         The butler finally tore his gaze away, glancing at the letter before offering it back to me. “Of course. Where would you like
            to begin?”
         

         
         “The study.” It was easy to lower the pitch of my voice when it felt like there was a stone wedged in my throat. “Please.”

         
         “Very good,” Becksford said. “If you’ll follow me?”

         
         I passed through the curtain of cool air hovering in the doorway.

         
         My hands clenched and unclenched at my sides with each step into the cavernous marble entry of Briarwood Palace. As the door
            shut behind us, we were sealed inside of the house’s oppressive calm and deep silence.
         

         
         Forcing my chin up, I swept my gaze around in quick strokes, as if the shallow glances would somehow help to inoculate myself
            against the house’s chill. The amount of stone and the glittering crystal dripping from the unlit chandeliers and sconces
            gave one the feeling of leaving the outside world of summer and entering an endless winter.
         

         
         The scent of Briarwood Palace only intensified that impression. Musty hints of the house’s age wove through lingering tendrils
            of perfumes I recognized. But more than anything, the house smelled of the sharp bite of coming snow—of the deep, enduring
            sadness of grief.
         

         
         Aside from the inobtrusive lidded vases with their rose and lavender potpourri, it seemed William Rosebourne had kept his home only lightly scented, likely to avoid antagonizing his superior sense of smell. It was what I had done in my own room, albeit with simple pots and my own dried herbs. 

         
         I looked back, surprised to find Foxcourt ambling behind me with his cane, his gaze fixed on me even as he allowed for a polite
            distance between us. The realization he was allowing me my space left me all the more disoriented.
         

         
         I had the strangest sense of having been here before, but . . . of course not. I had visited Briarwood Palace only in my imagination,
            reading Mama’s words in her journal or falling asleep to her stories of it. She had described a palace of glass and the way
            its immense size only deepened the distance between her and her father as the years passed.
         

         
         The hair on my arms rose as I took in the ghostly shapes of the furniture hidden beneath their protective cloths. The hearths
            were cold and dark behind their screens.
         

         
         No. It wasn’t a home at all. Save for the insistent click of my boots on the marble floor, we were submerged in an almost
            otherworldly silence, that devastating stillness of the dead.
         

         
         The chill deepened as we entered the main hall, skittering painfully across my skin. I caught myself glancing down at my covered
            arms, sure I would see the filth of the Brickbats and Fairgate seeping through my jacket sleeves.
         

         
         Worse than an interloper, I was a secret shame never meant to be brought to light. Every object, every statue with its unseeing
            eyes, every brass inlay, every ornamental molding, felt accusing.
         

         
         This is not for you, the house whispered around me. This was never meant for you.

         
         Becksford slowed as we turned down another sumptuous hall, having already seen what lay ahead.

         
         “—didn’t take nufin’!”

         
         A man—a footman by his impressive livery—had a child by the scruff and was shaking him with enough violence to set my teeth
            on edge. The young boy was a winter’s day—that was to say, short and filthy. He looked as though he’d climbed down through
            one of the chimneys. Which, I realized in growing horror, he likely had. The soot-stained scamp swung his arms wildly, trying
            to dislodge himself.
         

         
         “Becksford!” the footman called. “This rat lifted a silver off me.”

         
         The butler looked to the sky as if silently praying to be struck down. “Are you quite certain?”
         

         
         Foxcourt appeared at my side then, feigning difficulty in bending down. As he rose, he reached an arm out, and a silver coin
            appeared in his hand as if summoned by magic. My lips parted in surprise.
         

         
         “Is this perhaps yours?” he asked, some of Foxcourt’s cold precision slipping through his nasal tone. “Rather careless to
            have dropped a week’s wage.”
         

         
         The footman’s eyes latched on to the coin. He released the boy, tossing him to the floor like rubbish. I took a step forward,
            only to be stayed by the inconspicuous pressure of Foxcourt’s other hand.
         

         
         “Here you are,” Foxcourt said, pressing it into the other man’s outstretched palm.

         
         The footman huffed, giving him a speculative glance before sauntering past the butler with a rude cluck of the tongue.

         
         Oh, yes. He would be the first set out on the street once I was in control.

         
         “I need to return to my duties in closing the house,” the butler said after a moment. “The study is just at the end of the
            hall, the last door on your right.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” I murmured as he hurried away.

         
         The chimney sweep tried to make his own escape, only for Foxcourt to catch him by the shoulder. He leaned down, murmuring
            something to the boy my ears couldn’t catch. The child gave him a look of extreme skepticism but nodded all the same, dashing
            off.
         

         
         Foxcourt met my astonished gaze. “What is it?” he asked.

         
         I cleared my throat. “Don’t . . . do that.”

         
         His inky brows drew together. “Do what, precisely?”

         
         “Be nice,” I said. “It doesn’t suit you.”
         

         
         It was confusing. An act.

         
         “Afraid you might start liking me, Lockwood?” he asked, warm and deep, like a bracing glass of whisky.

         
         I strode past him. “No chance of that.”

         
         Light pooled on the marble floor from the skylights, and I found myself instinctively seeking out their warmth to drive away
            that creeping chill. We were nearly to the study when I felt icy eyes fix upon me. I spun, coming face-to-face with a portrait—an
            entire hall of portraits positioned to gaze out through the windows opposite them to the gardens below.
         

         
         I absorbed the Rosebourne ancestors the way one tracked the progress of the sun—with awareness, but never risking a direct look. As the bloodline stretched on, the portraits became more refined. Larger, too. The quality of their clothing noticeably improved, the surest marker of how the family had grown its fortune. 

         
         And yet each had that same look of reproach that said, You do not belong here. You are not one of us.

         
         “My uncle was fond of saying that doubt is poison to dreams, and the deadliest is poured from our own hands,” Foxcourt said,
            again with that infallible reading of my thoughts. “So many people will try to force you to drink from its cup. You cannot
            do the work for them by lifting it to your lips.”
         

         
         I turned to him, surprised. “I cannot imagine you ever doubting yourself, even for a moment, you’re such a boor.”

         
         He flashed a grin. “I never said he gave the advice to me. But regardless, I’ve found spite to be a suitable antidote. It rather keeps one going, even after the poison has set in.
            You might consider trying it.”
         

         
         I had spite enough to last me a dozen lifetimes. “I’ll take that under advisement.”

         
         By the fifth portrait—a blond-haired woman who had the dead-eyed look of someone being held against her will—glittering jewels
            began to appear. That had to be George Rosebourne’s mother, Daphne. My . . . I almost couldn’t comprehend it. My great-great-grandmother.
         

         
         George was depicted with his lovely wife in the next painting, standing at the window of one of the sitting rooms we had passed.
            Diamonds kissed the shadowed hollow of Henrietta’s throat, dangled from her delicate earlobes, and glittered like a scattering
            of stars in her upswept hair. Beside them, her face turned away to gaze at the garden around her, was Iris, my grandmother,
            who had died giving birth to Mama, younger than I was now.
         

         
         The impressive line of portraits ended abruptly, the final two shrouded.

         
         The tulle covering the first portrait still reeked of dye, so dark that it shadowed the man beneath it. He stared boldly at
            the viewer, his dark eyes furious, his strawberry-blond hair gleaming like a fox pelt. He leaned a hand against a table littered
            with crystal perfume flacons, dressed in a suit fit for the King himself.
         

         
         Mama had always described her father as being as abrasive as the stench of pure alcohol, and even as a far younger man, I
            saw that in him. His posture was of someone braced for battle.
         

         
         And to his right, the final portrait in the long succession was of a young raven-haired woman with hazel eyes, dressed serenely in a buttercup-yellow dress, holding a rose by the stem as she lounged on one of the many silk chaises we had passed by. A small pearl flower pendant rested at the base of her throat. 

         
         The shock of her beautiful face, as young and fresh as the rose in her lap, hit me like a fist to the throat.

         
         Mama.

         
         I had no image of her left to me, and it had been so very long since I’d seen her face that memory had begun to diminish the
            details of it. The precise way her eyes crinkled as she smiled, the long, delicate line of her neck, and how very dark her
            hair had been before the magic had stripped it of its color.
         

         
         The phantom scent of her essence warmed the air around me as her arms once had, the sweetness of her love for me undercut
            by that sharp, wintry pain. My eyes burned as my throat worked painfully. The tulle that shadowed her was faded to a bleak
            gray and tattered, as if it had been draped there for decades.
         

         
         Anger rose, tangling with that acute pain. As if her beautiful face had been too difficult to look upon.

         
         “She was lovely,” Foxcourt said quietly behind me.

         
         Good God, was there any escape from this man and his bloody incisive gaze? I spun on my heel, heading blindly for the closed
            door at our right. If he was so interested in making a study of me, he could bloody well carve open my chest and save us both
            the trouble by observing my trembling heart directly.
         

         
         The familiar, comforting scent of old books enveloped me, doused with heady pinches of florals, herbs, whisky. It was the
            only expected thing about the room.
         

         
         As I stepped inside, my feet came to an abrupt halt. The study looked as if it had weathered the worst of summer thunderstorms.
            Books had been tossed from the shelves and lay scattered over the floor.
         

         
         “Lockwood,” Foxcourt began as he shut the door behind us.

         
         I spun right with a gasp as a shadow burst forward from behind the leather sofa. Before I could so much as step back, Foxcourt’s
            arm locked over my chest, spinning us both toward the door.
         

         
         But there was no explosion. No gunshot. Not even the whisper of an unsheathed blade. I strained, twisting around in Foxcourt’s unyielding grasp. The dark figure tore out of the room, lurching through the open window. 

         
         “Stop!” I shouted, but the figure, their lower face covered by a mask, had vanished into the bright wash of sunlight.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         
         “Foxcourt,” I gasped out, pushing back against the immense weight curled around me. “Foxcourt—he’s gone.”
         

         
         His breathing stirred the loose curls near my ears, and, for a moment, I was caught by the sensation. Shaking myself, I drove
            my elbow back into his gut, earning a grunt.
         

         
         Bloody enormous man. I’d barely jostled him.

         
         It took several moments of silence before Foxcourt finally relented and released me.

         
         Air flooded back into my lungs, cooling the heat in my cheeks. He stood and crossed the room in three long strides, leaning
            out the window. It seemed God had a sense of humor, or at least poor timing; a policeman chose that moment to stroll by, whistling
            as he went about his patrol.
         

         
         Foxcourt flung the window shut in disgust. “Did you get a look at the thief?”

         
         “Not a good one. They were wearing a mask,” I said. “Average height and build, I’d say. No scent.”

         
         That made three people I couldn’t detect a scent from—it was utterly provoking.

         
         Foxcourt looked thoughtful as he tossed his walking stick onto one of the leather chairs, surveying the chaos around us. Hundreds
            of books had been tossed carelessly to the ground, many resting on warped pages. Entire shelves had been cleared, as if the
            thief had been looking for something.
         

         
         Or one book in particular.

         
         “It’ll be nearly impossible to tell if they took anything,” Foxcourt said, crouching to pick up a volume. He turned it over
            in his hands, his brow furrowed in thought.
         

         
         “They left empty-handed,” I said. I was all but sure of it.

         
         I made my way to where the thief had been hiding, drawn by a tantalizing ribbon of scents. Flowers, herbs, and resins . . .
            it could only be one thing.
         

         
         A small cabinet built into the bookshelf was ajar, a brass key tucked into its lock. Inside, Rosebourne had assembled dozens of small brown apothecary bottles in tidy rows, like regimental soldiers. All were unlabeled—and why wouldn’t they be? He could have distinguished each with a simple breath, as I could. 

         
         “Lockwood?”

         
         I glanced back, realizing belatedly Foxcourt had said something to me. Seeing he had my attention, he repeated his question.

         
         “You’re certain?”

         
         “As far as I could see and smell, yes,” I said, turning my attention back to the bottles. Nothing seemed to be missing. “But
            given the focus of their search . . .”
         

         
         “They were after the only book in a rival perfumer’s study worth finding,” he finished, tossing the book back into the pile.

         
         Reaching into the depths of the cabinet, toward the heavier scents, I plucked a reeking bottle of civet musk from its line,
            marveling at the amount that swirled around inside the glass. When it came time to set it back down, I hesitated, my fingers
            curling tighter around the bottle’s neck . . . because, really, what use did Rosebourne have for it now?
         

         
         I turned a greedy eye back onto the oils again, assembling a small collection of them at the shelf’s edge. Jasmine grandiflorum,
            tuberose absolute, orris root, and ambergris . . . God, the cost of the ambergris alone would be in the hundreds of gold marks.
            Almost faint with giddiness, my mind calculated the sum of the bottles as I retrieved the satchel I’d dropped and began carefully
            placing them inside it.
         

         
         “I believe that is considered stealing in most civilized countries,” Foxcourt said dryly. “The state of the study will be
            hard enough to explain without them noticing they’ve been robbed.”
         

         
         “They are being requisitioned in the name of His Majesty the King,” I said tartly.

         
         He snorted, amused. “Then by all means, proceed.”

         
         Remembering the scent of Immortal Rose that had lingered in the flacon, I took the centifolia rose oil for good measure, hastily
            rearranging the bottles to fill the gaps.
         

         
         “If you’re quite finished with your larceny, I’d like to retrieve what we actually came for.”

         
         One by one, Foxcourt picked up the few remaining items that hadn’t been knocked off Rosebourne’s massive oak desk, studying each in turn. A crystal paperweight. A half-full teacup, the liquid long gone gray with curdled milk. A pipe spilling out unspent tobacco. 

         
         Marks of a life abbreviated unexpectedly.

         
         William Rosebourne’s essence hung over the dark space like a fearsome specter—the smoked wood note that clung to the entire
            study, with its hint of jammy rose that was found at the base of most House of Rosebourne perfumes. And was that metallic
            pride, or merely the abundance of marks he carried on his person? The rusted metal of guilt.
         

         
         I met Foxcourt at the desk, running my fingers over a tray of silver buttons with their flower emblems. I’d forgotten—in addition
            to scented gloves, handkerchiefs, lockets, rings, and combs, the House of Rosebourne had recently begun offering scented buttons,
            which featured a backing of cloth where perfume could be applied.
         

         
         Foxcourt lifted the tobacco pipe. “Don’t get any ideas.”

         
         I rolled my eyes, reaching around him to feel beneath the desk’s central door, hunting for the hint of metal I smelled there.
            “There should be a . . .”
         

         
         The hidden compartment slid open under my finger’s urging, and the key’s slight weight dropped into it. Just as Mama had told
            me it would, in that singsong way she had of telling stories: A little snick does the trick.

         
         Facing the fireplace directly across from the desk, I counted three bookcases to the left and three shelves down. For fortune favors thee, and six is twice the luck of three.

         
         The rhyme was almost unnecessary; the smell of the brass keyhole subtly placed on the underside of the shelf was like a candle
            in the dark. If the thief was one of the DeForests, if they truly had the same abilities as the Rosebournes, it was odd that
            they had missed it—then again, there were any number of brass objects scattered over the shelves.
         

         
         The key slid in and turned with a satisfying click. Foxcourt let out a hum of gratification that resonated with the smug swell
            of pride in my chest. There was a single beat of silence where our gazes caught and held. His eyes gleamed like a wolf’s sighting
            its next meal, and I knew I had to be wearing a similar expression for his lips to curl into such a wicked smile.
         

         
         If it were anyone else . . . anyone but him . . . I might have acknowledged the thrill of excitement that passed between us.
         

         
         Gripping the shelf, I gave it a hard yank. While the bookshelf jolted, it slammed shut again with the force of its immense
            weight.
         

         
         I jerked as my back met the solid wall of Foxcourt’s chest again. His arms bracketed mine, gripping the shelf just above my
            hands. Our bodies collided as he dragged it open.
         

         
         “What the devil is this made of?” he said, reaching a leg around me to toe a stopper down, holding the door open.

         
         “Iron,” I said, peering into the darkness. A narrow set of stairs led down into the shadows awaiting us below. The scent of
            magic shimmered up, pouring over me like golden honey. Cold iron to hide the way and to lead the fairies astray. “It blocks the scent and sensation of magic from escaping the family archive.”
         

         
         Foxcourt was handy, at least, quickly finding a candle to light.

         
         “Magic doesn’t have a scent,” he said as he struck the flint to ignite the wick.

         
         “And how would you know?” I asked pertly.

         
         He gave me a dubious look. “Because it’s absurd.”

         
         “More or less absurd than scenting someone’s feelings or their life’s story?” I tried to take the candlestick holder from
            him, my nose wrinkling at the smell of tallow. For all his wealth and the refinement of his nose, William Rosebourne had apparently
            been a miserly old bastard.
         

         
         Foxcourt resisted my grip. “I go first.”
         

         
         I stepped back, hands rising in surrender. “Be my guest. It’ll make it easier to kick you down the steps.”

         
         He started through the passage, only to stop, blocking the way forward with his arm. “I’ll allow you to go first—”

         
         “Allow me?” I echoed, scathing.
         

         
         “—if you tell me what the scent of magic is.”

         
         I shook my head in amazement. This man truly could not stand a single secret to be out of his reach, even as he jealously
            guarded his own. “Like if sunlight were a sparkling wine.”
         

         
         He only looked more annoyed. “Sunlight doesn’t have a scent, either.”

         
         “Are you always this literal?” I asked, plucking the candle from his hand and ducking beneath his arm. By his disgruntled
            expression, yes. Yes, he was.
         

         
         Within the first few steps, I almost regretted not allowing Foxcourt to go first. With the poor sight in my left eye, it made my vision in the dark an altogether more uncertain prospect. I muddled on, the candle flame trembling in my hand as I used my other to feel along the curve of the wall as the steps twisted down and down. 

         
         The air took on a noticeable chill, deepening the sense that we were passing out of our world and into ancient memory. That
            we had stumbled upon a fairy mound said to lead to their otherland.
         

         
         But no, that was ridiculous. The darkness and cold air were by design. As I leaned out over the last curve of the spiraling
            steps, the reason became plain: shelves of perfume flacons lined the walls of the small chamber below.
         

         
         I slowed as I came off the last step, lifting the candle to better illuminate both the bottles and their shelves’ labels.
            Many were empty, having finally evaporated or been used to the last drop. Even then, their bottles arrested me. An artisan
            had blown the glass into unusual, willowy shapes and into flowers I both did and didn’t recognize. Their glass turned pearlescent
            under the caress of the candlelight.
         

         
         For there you’ll find a treasure below of legends past and truths you’ve yet to know.

         
         Their scents murmured faintly, dimmed by time and the wax sealing their stoppers. Each was a whisper, a glimpse of a life
            I hadn’t lived: secrets in the shadows, eternal days in the sun, the memories of trees. I could scarcely wrap my mind around
            it.
         

         
         This was my inheritance. Not the palace above us or the tens of thousands of pounds hidden away in bank vaults. This. I would spend hours—days—down here as soon as I was able.
         

         
         Foxcourt tapped one empty space we passed. I doubled back, standing on my toes to read the inscription pinned to the wood.
            Immortal Rose.

         
         “That would have been too easy,” I muttered.

         
         There was a small table and a single chair positioned at the center of the chamber. And there, spread open like an invitation,
            was an immense leather-bound volume.
         

         
         I stopped before it, carefully setting the candle down.

         
         “This is it, I presume?” came Foxcourt’s distant voice.

         
         The pages breathed out warm magic, illuminating every part of my soul as it melded with the scent of ink and old blood. Exactly
            how Mama had described, but somehow, inconceivable.
         

         
         I leaned forward, daring to stroke a light finger down the purple flower that had been painted onto the open pages in vibrant metallic inks. Its long stem was woven through lines of elegant, spidery penmanship. A flutter low in my stomach, of some unknowing recognition between myself and that writing, made the hair on my arms rise. 

         
         This was the hand of the fairy who had brought the magic of perfume into our world. Into the Rosebourne bloodline.

         
         To capture the scent of the violet flower, I read, gather the following . . .

         
         Of course—of course. Setting aside magic, the allure of the Rosebourne perfumes for today’s society came principally from William Rosebourne’s
            vision of layered scents, the balance and interplay of musk and flowers and fruit achieved by no other perfumery. He’d understood,
            long before his peers, the experience of perfume also included the aesthetic of its vessel—that he could convey a story through
            it, make it desirable and collectible, rather than force his customers to buy their perfume in simple apothecary bottles and
            transfer them to flasks at home.
         

         
         But what the House of Rosebourne had originally been known for was its ability to capture the scent of mute flowers. Those
            delicate lovelies like violets, lilacs, and lilies of the valley that either refused to give up their natural scents or were
            too delicate to go through the extraction process necessary to distill them into oil.
         

         
         I’d always thought that, perhaps, the Rosebournes had used magic to extract those fragrances, but no—if this precise formulation
            was any indication, they did what other perfumers attempted to do: re-create the scent of one flower using a precise blend
            of others. Fascinating.

         
         “Lockwood?” Foxcourt began, rudely shattering my trance. The magic dancing along my skin quelled, as if sensing we were not
            alone in each other’s company. “Are you quite all right?”
         

         
         “More than all right, I’d say.”

         
         The pages were so very delicate, yellowed and brittle by the centuries. Hesitating, I turned to a random page, voraciously
            poring over the entry for a perfume to soothe nightmares. A drop of lavender oil best drawn at morning. Another, different hand—who?—had carefully added beneath it, years later, Lavandula x heterophylla is sweetest. A night’s sleep in exchange.

         
         Never one for maudlin moods, I was surprised at how deeply the sight of it touched me. It often took hundreds of flowers to
            create a mere ounce of oil. And here, the knowledge of hundreds of years, distilled into a single volume.
         

         
         It’s ours now, Mama, I thought. At last. A day hadn’t gone by where she hadn’t thought of or mentioned the Treasury, wishing she had spent more time with it. 

         
         Some unacknowledged tension deep within my chest diminished, because I knew for certain now that none of this was a dream.
            That the next hand to write a notation within these pages would be mine and mine alone. I was a Rosebourne.
         

         
         His patience stretched to its limit, Foxcourt leaned over my shoulder to see for himself. I smiled at his noise of disbelief.

         
         “But . . . it’s blank,” he said, sounding dumbfounded.

         
         He reached for the book, only to draw his hand back. Foxcourt was no fool, I’d give him that. One never knew what might happen
            when you touched a fairy relic not meant for your taking.
         

         
         “No,” I said, my eyes drinking in the midnight ink. “It’s most definitely not.”

         
         “There’s nothing there,” he insisted. It came to him then; realization lit his eyes. “Unless . . .”

         
         “It’s written with fairy ink,” I finished, heaving the heavy book shut. And our family’s blood, so that only we may read it, Mama’s voice whispered in my mind. And that begged another question, one that sent a shiver of unease through me.
         

         
         Whoever had tried to steal it, whether it was the DeForests or some other enterprising thief, knew of the Treasury’s existence
            but hadn’t known that secret.
         

         
         I was the only one left who did.

         
         “Now,” I began, struggling to lift the massive tome into my arms. “How are we going to get this out of the house unnoticed?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         
         I should have instead worried about how long it would take for us to get home. Foxcourt had paid the hackney’s jarvey to wait
            for us, and as it pulled into the porte cochere, it blocked the police’s view of our satchels stuffed with documents and ledgers,
            as well as the cumbersome tome.
         

         
         But rather than return to Foxcourt House the exact way we’d come, the coach was taking a rather torturous route through Linden’s
            darkening streets.
         

         
         “This is the second time we’ve passed down Prince Street.” I sat back from the window, exasperated. “This is a scrap—the jarvey’s
            pulling one over on you.”
         

         
         Foxcourt’s gaze never strayed from the other window, his expression dark. “I asked him to if he thought we were being followed.”

         
         “Followed?” I echoed. “By whom?”

         
         “The police,” Foxcourt said, rubbing his thumbnail over his top lip. “The jarvey is—he worked for my great-uncle for a time
            and can be trusted. He’ll take us back when it’s safe.”
         

         
         It was another hour before we turned back toward the house, and the knot in my gut finally released. I was so amazed at my
            relief to see the mews and the gate to the house’s back garden, I let Foxcourt hand me down.
         

         
         “Where’ve ye brought me?” came a small, peevish voice.

         
         Right. Him.

         
         We had a third passenger for our journey back to Foxcourt House, one who seemed distinctly unimpressed with his surroundings
            for a boy who spent most of his days negotiating suffocatingly narrow chimney flues.
         

         
         “Off with you,” the jarvey said, gesturing toward Foxcourt. The boy had sat up front with him, and it had done little to air
            out his desperate scent.
         

         
         “My liege,” Foxcourt said sardonically, offering his hands to help the boy down from the stand.

         
         The urchin was little more than a rumpled ball of wool and soot as he stared at the earl. The whites of his eyes narrowed. “Are ye dicked in the nob?” 

         
         I bit my lip at Foxcourt’s expression, trying not to laugh. Another winsome child spat out by the Brickbats.

         
         “I’m beginning to feel that way, yes,” Foxcourt said, clearly intuiting the meaning. “I cannot begin to imagine why I thought
            it was a good idea to bring you home for a bath and warm meal.”
         

         
         In truth, I couldn’t, either, but I could—begrudgingly—think ever so slightly better of him for having tried, even if he was
            only doing this for self-aggrandizement. Frankly, Foxcourt would have an easier time trying to domesticate a feral cat.
         

         
         So many of the children who managed to escape orphanages and workhouses spent years running wild through the rookery’s streets,
            until they were swept into Greystone’s Stone Sloggers or forced into unsavory and dangerous work. Many became accomplished
            thieves, like the notorious Tremont Terrors, whose legend still echoed through the Brickbats nearly ten years after they’d
            disbanded. Most children were simply left to their fates like all the rubbish tossed from windows. Forgotten or ignored by
            the men in power—there was little difference in the end, when so few survived to adulthood.
         

         
         The boy gripped his seat. “Are ye one of them ‘mercy me’ spoil puddin’ types who’ll blather about God and pray over me while
            I eat stew?”
         

         
         “No chance of that,” Foxcourt said.

         
         Still, the little urchin resisted. “Are ye a snatcher then? I’ll warn ye, I’ll fight.”

         
         Foxcourt looked mystified by this. I almost envied him for that ignorance.

         
         “He’s not a snatcher,” I promised the boy. “Just a scrub and a hot plate. This is an earl’s house, you know.”

         
         The boy avoided Foxcourt’s hands entirely as he leapt down from the perch. He gave the back of the house an assessing look,
            wiping at his dripping nose. “Seen nicer.”
         

         
         I couldn’t resist. Even if the boy told others of this, very few would believe it. “This is, in fact, the earl in question
            you’ve just insulted.”
         

         
         The child balked, peering up at Foxcourt. “Then why’re ye dressed like a piss prophet?”

         
         “A physician,” I helpfully translated.

         
         Foxcourt’s expression turned withering. “What a delightful turn of phrase.”

         
         Behind him, the jarvey muffled his laugh with a cough. I took another look at him then. He was small in stature and, save
            for a bushy beard, utterly unremarkable—the sort of man your eyes would pass right over and who’d slip from your mind with
            your next thought.
         

         
         “I’ll be off then,” the jarvey said. “Until later, Fox.”

         
         “Just a moment,” Foxcourt said. As he turned to discuss something with the coachman, a telltale glint entered the boy’s eyes.

         
         I caught his wrist just as his hand subtly darted toward Foxcourt’s nearest pocket. My brows rose in warning. The boy pouted.

         
         “Do you have a name?” I asked, releasing him.

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         “Maybe is an unusual name.”
         

         
         He heaved out a sigh, mumbling something that sounded, horrifyingly, like Theophilus.
         

         
         The boy stared at me, bracing for my reaction.

         
         Oh, God, his name truly was Theophilus.

         
         “Ye can call me Theo,” he offered.

         
         “Come along then, young Theo,” Foxcourt said smoothly, waving him toward the tall gate leading into Foxcourt House’s back
            garden. As he scurried forward, Foxcourt touched my arm, slowing me.
         

         
         “Snatcher?” he asked, his voice a hair above a whisper.

         
         “The scourge of the Brickbats,” I said. “Men said to steal children off the street. The assumption is that they’re sold to
            factories or brothels, but none are ever seen again. It’s been happening for years.”
         

         
         His hand fell away. I’d truly shocked him. Good. The whole of Albion needed to be.
         

         
         “Why haven’t I heard of this?” he demanded, as if I could answer that question for him.

         
         “I don’t know,” I said coldly. “Why haven’t you?”

         
         You couldn’t uncover problems when you didn’t seek them out. As always, it had been left to the Brickbats to mete out its
            own justice. Anyone suspected of snatching children floated belly down in the Temese by sunrise.
         

         
         Foxcourt set his jaw, watching as Theo bounded up through the sprawling flower beds. The boy gaped as though he’d never seen
            the likes of daffodils before. Likely, he hadn’t.
         

         
         “I will take care of it,” Foxcourt said.

         
         I shook my head. “Parliament won’t do anything. The best we can hope for now is one of the new police proving useful and stopping it.” 

         
         He looked at me then, his eyes as intent as I’d ever seen them. “I will take care of it.”

         
         “No one man can fix the problem,” I countered.

         
         There was that arrogance again, that haughty defiance of someone who couldn’t abide being told what he could not do. “We’ll
            see, won’t we?”
         

         
         And God, did I want to believe him.

         
         

         I knew the time had come at last to meet the elusive Mrs. Silver when the savory delight of fish, wine, and mushrooms greeted
            us at the door leading in from the garden.
         

         
         The kitchen had come alive in our absence, thrumming with activity. The oven and stove breathed out hot gusts, carrying the
            promise of another delicious meal. A low murmur of laughter eased some of the worry from my shoulders as surely as if someone
            had come to take my coat.
         

         
         Reddy stood beside the statuesque woman commanding the array of copper pots on the black stove, looking perfectly relaxed
            in his dishabille, wearing only his shirt and waistcoat. As the cook lifted a wooden spoon, he blew on the offering to cool
            it, then dutifully opened his mouth.
         

         
         Curled in a basket near a door that likely led to the servants’ hall, Brigadier lifted her head in interest at the tantalizing
            smell. Foxcourt shut the door behind us, and at once, the spaniel leapt from her nest of blankets, her nails clicking against
            the tile as she bounded past Theo and me with a happy whine. She danced around Foxcourt’s feet, her tail wagging so hard she
            nearly toppled herself. The moment he reached down to pat her on the head, she flung herself to the ground belly up.
         

         
         Theo hung back, staying a shy step behind me as the others turned to us. Reddy nearly choked on the spoon at the sight.

         
         “Willie told me, but I thought surely not . . .” Reddy circled us, his eyes sparkling with mirth as he conducted his inspection.
            “I must say, the gray hair really brings out the dreadful pallor of your skin, Fox.”
         

         
         “How I live for your flattery.” Foxcourt plucked the thin frames from his face with a scowl. “Why is it you always seem to
            turn up when there’s food to be had? You’re worse than a street cat.”
         

         
         “Because he knows where to find the best meal on this side of the Narrow Sea,” came the cook’s voice, lilting with the remnants of a distinctly Gallian accent. “And that there will always be a seat for him.” 

         
         Foxcourt gave a rare, genuine smile, shocking me nearly senseless as he bowed in greeting. “You look well this evening, Mrs.
            Silver. As I don’t believe you’ve had the opportunity to become acquainted, may I introduce—”
         

         
         As flummoxed as I’d been by the earl’s deferential greeting to his servant, I was left utterly speechless as the cook turned
            to me with an exuberant “At last!”
         

         
         Her white lace-edged cap framed one of the most devastatingly beautiful faces I had ever laid eyes upon. Every feature, from
            her doe-like eyes to her straight, pretty nose to her bow-shaped lips, was in perfect balance, and though it was clear she
            was well into middle age, her brown skin remained lineless, save for the crinkles of pleasure as she smiled.
         

         
         “Oh, my dear, what a pleasure it is to meet you—how lovely!”
         

         
         I was just able to drop my satchel and set the Treasury down on the nearby table before I was swept up into her embrace. Behind
            her, Theo’s eyes bulged in alarm as Mrs. Silver grasped my hands and leaned down to kiss the air on either side of my cheeks,
            in the Continental style.
         

         
         Her essence was unlike anything I’d ever encountered before, alluring and terrifying all at once. She smelled of silent midnights,
            moon-blooming flowers, and the deep, dark earth from which things were born and others buried. Thyme, mint, parsley, and countless
            other herbs flavored it. Nightshade, too.
         

         
         Nightshade most of all.

         
         Behind her, the open cabinet and its shadowed bottles loomed. How strange it was not to feel in danger, even as every instinct
            in me was prickling with awareness that something was not right.
         

         
         “I—yes, how do you do?” I managed. “I’ve been hoping to meet you and thank you for all of the delicious meals you’ve provided.”

         
         Mrs. Silver placed a hand over her heart in an utterly Gallian pose. “Oh, what a dear you are, but I fear the pastries this
            morning may have been a touch over-browned—”
         

         
         “They were as flawless as always,” Foxcourt said dryly. “Modesty may be the only thing that doesn’t suit you, madam.”

         
         She clucked her tongue at him, eyeing him with a surprising amount of censure. Foxcourt seemed surprised by it, too, his lips
            parting.
         

         
         “And this exhaustion does not suit you, mon chou,” she told him, with a thread of ice running through the words. “Though perhaps you deserve it?” 

         
         Admittedly, my grasp on Gallian was shaky at best, but had she really just called him—the Earl of bloody Foxcourt—my cabbage?
         

         
         Foxcourt blinked, clearly taken aback by Reddy’s sympathetic look. Obviously, I’d missed something.

         
         “Ah,” he said after a moment.

         
         Mrs. Silver whirled back toward the stove with a sharp noise of disapproval as Reddy tried to sneak another taste of the soup.
            “If you want more you must stay and eat like a civilized young man,” she told him, shooing him away from the pot.
         

         
         “If only I could,” he said mournfully. “Would you see me out in the streets, staggering and delirious with hunger as I conduct
            my business? I know your heart isn’t so cruel, Mrs. Silver.”
         

         
         She stared at him a moment longer, her lips pursed as she fought her smile. Finally, the cook let out a soft harrumph and told him, “I shall make something for you that you can carry as you scurry about, then.”
         

         
         Reddy gave her his most beatific smile. “You are a goddess, Mrs. Silver.”

         
         “And you are incorrigible,” Foxcourt said.

         
         “I’m incorrigible?” Reddy scoffed, nodding toward Theo. “I’m not the one who seems to have picked up Foxcourt’s unfortunate habit
            of bringing home strays. What’s the plan for this one, then?”
         

         
         “He’ll be washed, fed, and become your hall boy,” Foxcourt said, drawing Theo forward by his shoulders. “I hope you don’t
            mind another mouth to feed, Mrs. Silver.”
         

         
         She smiled. “I would be glad to.”

         
         “My—” Reddy seemed flabbergasted by this. “I’ve no need of help. I have old Aimes and Mrs. Porter.”
         

         
         “Aimes sleeps most of the day and Mrs. Porter brings you food only once a week,” Foxcourt said. “You need to build a household,
            and Theo needs work that doesn’t involve him being suffocated within a flue or tragically falling from a roof.”
         

         
         Reddy’s eyes narrowed. “You cannot appeal to my compassionate heart because I don’t possess one.”

         
         Mrs. Silver swatted him on the shoulder with a rag.

         
         “He thinks if I have my own household I’ll stop turning up at this one,” Reddy told her. “You’d really deprive yourself of my delightful company?” He turned to Theo. “Say, wouldn’t you much rather work in a great big palace? I know a princess.” 

         
         Theo swung his gaze up toward Foxcourt so quickly he sent a shower of soot down onto the floor. Brigadier sneezed.

         
         “That is a possibility,” Foxcourt told him. “It’s your choice.”
         

         
         The boy seemed to consider this, then shrugged. “It’s working for one toff or ’nother. Less to clean in a smaller house.”

         
         Reddy shot him a look of utter betrayal before turning to Foxcourt. Suddenly he seemed altogether more serious. “He is a child.”
         

         
         And in a perfect world, a child would need not ever work. In our world, however, working in a household like Reddy’s would
            earn Theo a good wage, grant him the opportunity to learn more valuable skills, and provide a safe bed to sleep in.
         

         
         “I’m not!” Theo insisted, jutting his chin out. “I’m grown enough to know I’ll work harder than the likes of ye ever has!”

         
         Reddy sputtered.

         
         “There will be no decisions made until after dinner,” Mrs. Silver said firmly.

         
         Her declaration was underscored by a door scraping open again. The Longmount brothers emerged from the servants’ hall, hastily
            straightening their livery.
         

         
         “There you are,” she said, stirring one of the pots. “Willie, Tommy, can you please see that this young man is scrubbed within
            an inch of his soul and find him something better to wear?”
         

         
         “Of course,” Willie answered, exchanging a curious look with his brother. As he shifted a crate, his coat sleeve rode up,
            revealing a curious hint of a black tattoo snaking down over his forearm.
         

         
         “Cor!”
         

         
         The room’s attention swung back to Theo, whose focus had latched on to the footman’s arm. His eyes widened until I feared
            they might truly bulge out of his skull.
         

         
         “Language,” Foxcourt chided.

         
         “Cripes,” Theo amended, still staring at Willie. “You’re—”

         
         “Going to scrub you until you’re as pink as a wee piglet,” Willie finished, gripping the boy’s shoulder.

         
         Satisfied, Foxcourt looked to the cook again, who seemed to be doing her best to ignore him. “Mrs. Silver—”

         
         “Yes, I will send up a tray to you both so that you may rest and change,” she said tersely, tossing a small scrap of fish to Brigadier. “And you will allow our guest a moment to rest.”
         

         
         Between the dying King and the narrowly foiled attempt on my life, there was simply no rest for the weary, or a woman impatient
            to get on with it. I was more than keen to pore over the Treasury and start my work. The sooner Immortal Rose was complete,
            the sooner I’d be out of this house and out of harm’s way.
         

         
         “I’m fine, truly,” I said. “In fact, I think—”

         
         Mrs. Silver turned to me, her eyes glinting as they reflected the fire burning in her stove.

         
         “All right,” I said meekly.

         
         After a moment, Foxcourt gave a stiff bow.

         
         “My lord,” Mrs. Silver said coolly, “a member of the staff would like to speak to you in your study, after.”

         
         “I expect so,” he said with a small sigh.

         
         “Looks like the day was a success, at least?” Reddy said, nodding to the Treasury as I retrieved it. He leaned a hip against
            the worktable, crossing his arms over his chest. “I had quite a busy day as well, I’ll have you know. First, I treated myself
            to a few flavored ices—the shop on Bow Street was so overflowing with ladies in their finery, I was nearly swept away by a
            tide of pastel skirts and just about lost my eye to a parasol—”
         

         
         “Really?” Theo asked, intrigued. “Which one?”

         
         Fleming chose that moment to enter the kitchen. “Oh! Good evening, my lord, Miss Lockwood.”

         
         Theo wheeled around, his jaw falling open. “Miss?”
         

         
         Unable to resist a well-timed bit of theatrics, I pulled off my topper. Theo gasped like a society matron, nearly keeling
            over.
         

         
         “Why didn’t ye tell me?” he demanded of Foxcourt. “I’m no rantipole. I’d’ve doffed my hat to the lady!”

         
         “You aren’t wearing a hat,” Foxcourt reminded him, sitting on the edge of the staff’s table.

         
         “Still!” Reddy said, in mock outrage.

         
         “Still!” Theo echoed, in genuine outrage.

         
         “I’ll just go up, shall I?” I said, edging toward the door. I was desperate for a moment to myself, if only to escape the
            nightshade coiling in my lungs.
         

         
         As the door swung shut behind me, I freed a breath, passing a hand over my face. And still, the scent of the nightshade clung to my skin, and I wondered then if there was even poison in the cabinet at all or if it had been Mrs. Silver’s essence all along. 

         
         A cook named Mrs. Silver. A housekeeper named Mrs. Keyes. A maid chosen for her immunity to magic. And Theo’s reaction to
            the Longmount brothers . . .
         

         
         “Cor,” I heard the boy swear again from inside the kitchen, “what sort of house is this?”

         
         I gripped the banister, forcing myself to climb.

         
         Yes, I thought, unease spreading in me like a spill of poison, my question exactly.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Fifteen

         
         “I promise you, it was done with good reason—”

         
         Foxcourt’s defensive tone stopped me on the bottom step of the stairwell.

         
         I hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, of course.

         
         Really, they should have known that voices would carry through the tiled entry, helpfully bouncing between the walls. If they
            hadn’t wanted the entire household to know their business, they might have tried shutting the study door.
         

         
         “What reason could there have possibly been? What could justify this?”
         

         
         Felicity.

         
         Somehow, I hadn’t thought she’d be the one who wanted to speak to him—and never would I have imagined her chastising him. She wasn’t shouting, but the quiet anguish in her tone was even more devastating. For a servant to dare address her employer
            in that frank, condemning matter—a lord, no less—my breath caught at her courage.
         

         
         I braced for Foxcourt’s excoriating response, wrapping my shawl tighter around my shoulders to march forward and deliver a
            tongue lashing on her behalf. If he threw her out, I would hire her to work for me at the House of Rosebourne in an instant.
            No one would ever be allowed to hurt her again; she’d never want for anything.
         

         
         But when the earl spoke, his tone was shockingly patient and . . . contrite. “She ran at the first attempt my man made to speak to her—it would have taken days to track her again, and by then, it might
            have been too late for His Majesty. It seemed she’d require some convincing to agree to this task.”
         

         
         Hell’s tits. They were talking about me.
         

         
         I sat down heavily on the step. The man who had shown up at the flower stall, making inquiries about me . . . he hadn’t been
            sent by who I’d thought. There had been no reason to run, to leave Linden.
         

         
         “But you don’t know that,” Felicity continued. “You knocked down the door before you ever tried knocking. You know how they treat the prisoners at Fairgate. She was there for only two days, and they beat her as they would a murderer. They beat her.”
         

         
         “Fizzy—” he began again.

         
         “No,” she interrupted, sounding furious and near to tears. My throat ached in sympathy. “No, my lord. I will not hear your excuses,
            nor will I work for anyone who condones such cruelty. If that’s to be the way of it, I will leave this house tonight and never
            come back.”
         

         
         My father was a religious man . . .

         
         I pressed my fingers to my lips, trying to restore some feeling to my face.

         
         He tried everything to save my soul. Prayer . . . the rod.

         
         “I wouldn’t ask you to,” Foxcourt said, shocking me to my soul. “I made you the same promise as my uncle.”

         
         “And yet you have broken it,” Felicity said. “You must make it right with her.”

         
         “I aim to make amends,” Foxcourt said. “If she’ll allow it.”

         
         If she’ll allow it. I didn’t want his kindness or his pity, I only—I only wanted to complete this perfume and take the inheritance promised to
            me. None of this mattered. None of it.
         

         
         No, that wasn’t entirely true. That Felicity had spoken up for me, when I’d never ask it of her . . . that Foxcourt had listened to Felicity, treating her with kindness rather than imperious disdain . . . that meant something to me, even as it left me adrift in my confusing rush of emotions.
         

         
         This household was like a mirror world in the fairy stories, where things seemed correct, but nothing was quite as it should
            be, rank included.
         

         
         “Good,” Felicity said, the tremor in her voice easing. “Thank you.”

         
         Sensing the conversation was at its end, I rose, intending to climb back into the darkness of the landing. But as Felicity
            emerged, her cheeks shining in the candlelight, she made for the servants’ hall into the kitchen and didn’t seem to notice
            me at all.
         

         
         With a shuddering breath of my own, I moved into the entry, only to be brought up short by Foxcourt’s exhausted voice again.

         
         “I suppose this is why Mrs. Silver could barely stand to look at me?”

         
         Aside from the faint scent of blood, there had been no indication Mrs. Keyes was in the room at all until she spoke. “Celine will forgive you, of course, but Felicity is right. You promised that things would change—not just in keeping us fully apprised, but the delicacy in which matters would be handled.” 

         
         I drew in a sharp breath. Matters? I’d suspected the entire household was aware of the work the late home secretary and now Foxcourt did, assisting as necessary.
            But this made them sound almost like coconspirators.
         

         
         “I can’t abandon everything he taught me,” Foxcourt pushed back. “Uncle sacrificed everything for the kingdom. He was willing
            to do whatever it took to keep Albion safe, and I am cut from the same cloth.”
         

         
         “He fought alone, and he died alone,” Mrs. Keyes said, with that same calm. “The world will greedily take whatever you offer
            it, my boy. If you continue to sacrifice parts of yourself, soon all you’ll have left to offer are your heart and your humanity.”
         

         
         “Better mine than Eleanor’s,” Foxcourt said. “She’s sixteen, Keyes. She’ll be his prisoner.”
         

         
         “As Miss Lockwood is yours?”

         
         My brows rose at that.

         
         “The situations have nothing in common,” Foxcourt growled.

         
         “Then prove it,” Mrs. Keyes finished. “You are not working alone, nor should you. This will take all of us. And that includes—”
         

         
         “I know,” Foxcourt bit out. “I know.”
         

         
         “Good.” The floorboards of the study creaked again, indicating Mrs. Keyes was moving toward the door. I bolted back up the
            stairs, my heart racing. At Mrs. Keyes’s appearance in the hall, I made as if I were coming down the steps for the first time.
         

         
         “Good evening, Miss Lockwood,” Mrs. Keyes said, looking not at all convinced by my act.

         
         “Good evening,” I said. And thank you.

         
         The housekeeper smiled. “I expect you’ll be working late into the evening. Don’t hesitate to call for tea or any other reinforcements.”

         
         I would certainly make my own tea rather than drag her or anyone else out of bed to boil some water for me, but I nodded anyway.

         
         At the door to the study, I smoothed a hand back over my hair. After eating, I’d washed my face, tamed my hair, and changed
            into a simple white muslin dress and shawl. Now I wished I had donned the old suit of armor that guarded the second floor’s
            landing.
         

         
         Foxcourt sat behind the imposing oak desk at the far end of the room, one hand pressed to his face, the other gripping a quill. He sighed heavily, slumping back against the chair. 

         
         “Foxcourt?” I called.

         
         He straightened up like a shot, his hand falling back to the desk. He reordered his expression in its usual mask of cool neutrality.
            “Lockwood. Good. It’s past time to get to work.”
         

         
         I rolled my eyes, stepping into the warm space to shut the door behind me. But he wasn’t wrong.

         
         I’d left the Treasury on a table near one of the room’s two windows earlier, but this was the first good look I was getting
            at the handsome, well-appointed space. The leaf-green bookshelves lining the walls were stuffed to capacity with books, their
            leather spines painted gold by candlelight and the glow of the fireplace. Two worn chocolate leather chairs and a midnight-blue
            settee had been artfully arranged in front of the latter. The room was so disarmingly inviting, I was tempted to take the
            Treasury and curl up on a chair. A grandfather clock, whimsically carved to resemble a tree, ticked thoughtfully in the corner,
            an empty cushion for Brigadier left on the floor beside it.
         

         
         Foxcourt said nothing as I circled the room, glancing at the shelves. As I neared the chair to the left of the fireplace,
            my nose caught a faint, sweet stench beneath the fire’s smoke. I placed a hand on the back of the chair, breathing in deeply.
         

         
         “What is it?” Foxcourt asked, a strange note in his voice.

         
         Shifting the heavy chair along the patterned rug, I concentrated on a faded dark spot near its edge, the source of that rank
            syrupiness. The notes were nearly gone, as if someone had tried to scrub them out, but the house, clearly, remembered. Old
            blood and the reek of desperation—anguish. Agony.

         
         And licorice.

         
         Foxcourt watched me intently, retreating behind that mask of impassivity. Yes, something terrible had happened at this very
            spot.
         

         
         “Who died here?” I asked, a shiver passing up my spine. It had not been a good death. Not a gentle claiming or a swift one,
            but I knew—as soon as I saw Foxcourt’s face, I remembered. “Your great-uncle?”
         

         
         He came around to the front of the old desk, sitting on the edge of it, his arms crossed over his chest. He was silent for
            a long while. Debating. Weighing if he could trust me.
         

         
         “He was poisoned,” Foxcourt said. “Possibly by a DeForest perfume.”

         
         “Yes,” I said, breathing in again. “I can smell the last traces of the licorice.”

         
         Foxcourt was striking in nearly every light, but something in the fire’s glow harmonized with his soul, making him seem otherworldly
            then. There was that hint of the changeling I’d once believed him to be, that lingering mystery, that devastating perfection
            drawn into sharper relief by the way the shadows had intensified around him.
         

         
         “By the time we found his body, the perfume’s scent had faded,” Foxcourt said. “He ended his own life with his pistol. I believe
            the perfume drove him to it, but he had recently fallen out of favor with the King. It was all too easy for the broadsheets
            to leap to the conclusion that was why he’d done it. But he had enemies, many of them, and . . . I thought I recognized it.
            The scent. I couldn’t tell if it was truly there or simply the product of a paranoid mind.”
         

         
         My hands felt nerveless. “You’d smelled it before?”

         
         Foxcourt tilted his head, his gaze drifting to the ostentatious molding on the ceiling. His throat worked as he swallowed.
            “It was the same one that Glenmoor used on my mother.”
         

         
         My knees turned to sand beneath me. If I hadn’t been gripping the chair, I might have fallen to the floor. I could barely
            find the words to speak as I lowered myself unsteadily onto its arm. “Your . . .”
         

         
         The Duke of Glenmoor—his half brother?
         

         
         “It causes excruciating pain,” Foxcourt said, his attention fixed on his quill, the way his other hand was stroking it. “The
            affected seem to . . . it drives them to . . .” His throat worked. “. . . want to end that pain, in the most immediate and
            final way.”
         

         
         Nausea rose in me, swift and brutal. I chose my words with equal care to his. “And it was the same . . . for your mother?”

         
         After a moment, he nodded. “I believe so.”

         
         “Why would Glenmoor do such a thing?” I asked. “My God, how do people not know about this? The scandal sheets and newspapers
            treat him as if he hung the moon.”
         

         
         “Building orphanages named for the beloved late heir and ingratiating yourself with Parliament by paying off debts will do
            wonders as a character reference,” Foxcourt said.
         

         
         “And now he’s home secretary . . .” I stood and began pacing, only to whirl back to him. “You think he murdered your uncle
            in order to take the position for himself.”
         

         
         Surprise flickered on Foxcourt’s face. “Yes.”

         
         I couldn’t stop my gasp any more than I could escape the realization braiding itself together with vicious clarity. “You think Glenmoor poisoned the King. That’s who was at the palace, wasn’t it? And he . . .”
         

         
         The blood drained from my face. She’ll be his prisoner.

         
         “You’re nearly there,” Foxcourt said softly. When I couldn’t bring myself to say it, he glanced at me expectantly, waiting
            for my guess. Or . . . hoping for it?
         

         
         “He was named regent in the event of the King’s death, by Parliament’s vote and the King’s wishes,” I said. “If the King dies
            now, before Eleanor is eighteen, he’ll have power over her.”
         

         
         “He’ll have power over the entire kingdom,” Foxcourt said. “He will be the one to make the most important decisions, including
            trade agreements with Gallia.”
         

         
         I began pacing again. “You think he’s in line with Gallia?”

         
         “I think they supported him financially,” Foxcourt said, “with the hope of him serving as their own puppet. A great deal of
            damage can be done in two years, including asking Parliament to extend the regency until Eleanor is twenty-five or until she’s
            married—all the while refusing every marriage offer to her, as he must be the one to approve it.”
         

         
         I pressed a hand to my stomach, feeling as if I might actually vomit. All women were prisoners of our society, whether they
            recognized it or not. Even Eleanor, the heir to the throne of Albion, had been reduced to a game piece in the hands of men.
         

         
         “Eleanor is young,” Foxcourt said, “but she has a vision for the future of our kingdom, one in which the fairyborn aren’t
            punished for their existence and women aren’t constrained at every turn. But under Glenmoor’s thumb, subject to his cruel
            whims—it would be unsurvivable.”
         

         
         His eyes were imploring, all but burning with the unspoken. Do you understand?

         
         Because this—this was the root of it all, of every decision he made, of why he had imprisoned me, of why I’d been drawn into this conspiracy.
            This was what drove him.
         

         
         Protecting Eleanor from the very man he believed had taken both his mother and his great-uncle from him.

         
         Foxcourt nurtured his secrets and guarded them jealously. It had cost him something to reveal all of this to me, including
            his dangerous suspicions about Glenmoor. Whether he had come to trust me or not, I could recognize this for what it was: a
            peace offering. The act of a partner, not a jailer.
         

         
         Amends.

         
         I turned back to him. “You say that, but regardless of Eleanor’s wishes, it’s Parliament who writes the laws.”
         

         
         “But the monarch who gives assent to them,” Foxcourt countered. “And approves appointments. And dictates the very pulse of
            society. The queens of our country have always been legendary, and her reign will be no different—when it is time for it. She will change things for the better.”
         

         
         I was ashamed to realize I’d never thought about it that way. As archaic as the institution of monarchy was, as much as it
            reinforced the rigidity of societal inequality, Albion had yet to see someone attempt to wield it as a force for change rather
            than the status quo.
         

         
         “You care about her greatly,” I noted.

         
         “She is like a sister to me,” Foxcourt said. “Reddy and I have known her since she was a child, and we have seen her lose
            everything. I won’t let Glenmoor take her freedom, too, nor will I stand idly by as the traitor ascends to the height of power.
            I’ll die before I allow it to happen.”
         

         
         One only had to look at him to know that every steel-edged word was true. His fury radiated from him, a streak of ice in the
            warm study.
         

         
         There were so many questions I had, but only one I lacked the courage to ask. There had been an unusual momentum to our conversation,
            an almost exhilarating sense of unraveling. I couldn’t risk touching the jagged piece of his soul that would send him retreating
            back through an opaque veil of secrets.
         

         
         But the question was there all the same, and it burned in me. Why would Glenmoor kill your mother?

         
         And why had he never found justice for her?

         
         “If Glenmoor is truly a monster,” I asked instead, “if he’s responsible for your mother’s and great-uncle’s deaths . . . why
            would the King ask Parliament to make him regent? Surely there are others in the line of succession ahead of him.”
         

         
         “There are,” Foxcourt said. “But none who have become like a son to the King. But I’ve sensed a shift in the last few months—the
            King is less effusive about Glenmoor and more timid in his decisions. I suspect Glenmoor may be manipulating him through blackmail
            or some other lever.”
         

         
         “Could it be a perfume?” I asked. Mama had told me of one, that it was the sole perfume from the Treasury’s pages even her
            father had refused to blend.
         

         
         “I don’t know,” Foxcourt said, retrieving the quill he had set down onto his unfinished letter. “But I am working to find out.” 

         
         I nodded as I turned to the table where the Treasury waited. “Then I’d better get to work as well.”

         
         

         But as the hours passed and the pages turned, I was no closer to finding Immortal Rose in the Treasury. I only sank deeper
            into a bleak mire of helpless anger and despair.
         

         
         “Have you found it?”

         
         I looked up at Foxcourt’s question. “No. Not in the five minutes since you last asked.”

         
         “It’s been ten,” he said, folding his finished letter. “And I’m only wondering about the murderous expression on your face.”

         
         I turned that very expression on him, unamused, but for the first time, my ire wasn’t directed at him.

         
         “Well?” he pressed. “What is it?”

         
         “I haven’t found Immortal Rose yet, no,” I said. “But I’ve come across what appears to be the King’s Blend perfume, or rather Breath of the Gods, for the revitalization of the body and mind. This is quite the scent: mint, bergamot, and a few other surprising notes.”
         

         
         “Such as?” Foxcourt prompted.

         
         “The fairy flower sweetfeather,” I said.

         
         His brow creased. “From the old ballad?”

         
         Cinnamon, sweetfeather, and thyme, to make the fairy wings shine . . .

         
         “Yes,” I said, picking up one of the reference books on fairy lore I’d been consulting—a journal of a half-mad man who claimed
            to have once visited the fairy realm. “Sweetfeather has healing and invigorating properties, though it’s generally accepted
            to be extinct in our world.”
         

         
         Naturally, if anyone were to have access to it, it would be the King and the King alone.

         
         “Then how in God’s name was Rosebourne making it for him?” Foxcourt asked.

         
         “There were a number of rare oils in the archive.” My bitterness was sour on my tongue. “And because sweetfeather contains
            magic, there is no bargain required of the perfumer or the intended recipient. A bargain could substitute for it, I expect,
            but there’s none listed here—unlike many other entries.”
         

         
         All the bargains had been written in an entirely different hand from the one that had transcribed the formulations. Given the darker ink, it had been years, if not centuries, later. Meaning . . . what, precisely? That they had been devised only after the fairies had left Albion and their floras had withered to dust and memory? 

         
         It felt like a strange, cruel corruption of the art, blending pain and loss into the formulation as surely as the distilled
            oils.
         

         
         The flare of anger lit in my chest again. After so many years of lessons from Mama, after reading her journal countless times,
            there had never been any indication there was another way to create the perfumes outside of that sacrificial exchange.
         

         
         “And that is a problem how?” Foxcourt pressed, unable, ever, to leave something alone.

         
         “Because until I read the entries in this book, I had no idea that these fairy plants were the original source of magic for
            the perfumes,” I said, my throat tight, “nor did I know that the bargain could be made with the customer rather than myself.”
         

         
         That I needn’t have carved off pieces of myself for people who did not deserve them.

         
         Foxcourt rose from the desk and drew closer. “I don’t understand—bargain? You referenced a cost to the King, but I thought
            you were speaking of the materials needed.”
         

         
         I let out a bitter laugh, the pages of the Treasury blurring before me. “Magic is not an infinite well to be drawn from. It
            is a transaction—alchemy. A perfumer might distill these fairy plants, and if I’m understanding this correctly, the resulting
            oil would infuse the perfume with the plants’ inherent magic.”
         

         
         “All right, I’m following,” he said.

         
         “But I was raised to believe the perfumer must offer the source of this magic something of equal value to draw upon it, to shape the magic. For example, if I was asked to create
            a perfume to attract the love of someone, I would need to offer the magic my own love or attraction for someone, or someone
            else’s love or attraction to me.”
         

         
         Foxcourt absorbed this silently for a moment. “Or the customer would.”

         
         “Yes,” I said, tasting that bitterness again. “Though I suppose they’d pay to avoid that.”

         
         “Or if you wanted to create a perfume that enhanced the wearer’s beauty . . .” Foxcourt continued, his presence lingering behind me. A ghost of sensation brushed one of the loose curls at the nape of my neck. “. . . a perfumer might offer something of their own beauty to their magic.” 

         
         I took a steadying breath, tucking one of the loose white curls behind my ear.

         
         “And you are upset because the King sacrifices nothing of himself for his blend, and he has access to such a rare fairy flower
            when so many do not.”
         

         
         “Yes—no.” I pressed a hand to my brow, rubbing at it.

         
         “Which is it?” he asked.

         
         The pressure at my back eased as he stepped off to the side, resting a hand against the table to lean over and examine the
            Treasury. A wicked little pleasure curled in me as he let out a noise of irritation, seeing nothing but blank pages.
         

         
         “Yes and no,” I clarified. “I am upset about that, of course. But I am also . . .”
         

         
         It felt like a betrayal to think it, never mind put voice to it. And to him of all people. But in a week’s time, God willing, I would never see this man again. What did it matter?
         

         
         “I’m frustrated that my mother’s kind heart refused to ask that of anyone she made these perfumes for.” The words tumbled
            out of me. “That she saw her own life as somehow less valuable than theirs. That she never told me of this, as if she expected
            me to feel the same.” My gaze traced the long seam of his jacket sleeve up to his thoughtful face. “And I don’t.”
         

         
         Foxcourt let out a soft hum as he pulled back. “Good.”

         
         “Good?” I echoed, twisting around in my seat to watch him stroll around the edges of the room, examining the shelves. “This
            from the man who asked why I couldn’t simply make the perfume for the good of the kingdom?”
         

         
         “For the kingdom, not a vain peer trying to steal someone’s affections.” His feet slowed, his body tensing. Whatever emotion he might have
            felt was struck away by sheer force of will. “In any case, it would seem that Immortal Rose might only require a fairy flower.”
         

         
         “That only creates a different problem,” I reminded him, “seeing as many such flowers have gone extinct without the fairies
            to cultivate them.”
         

         
         “I suppose that’s bound to happen when a new faith arrives and deems one a demon,” Foxcourt said.

         
         “The attempted massacre by the new mortal King rather decided it for them,” I agreed. “Thankfully our society has moved on to merely imprisoning their descendants for something entirely outside of their control.” 

         
         Foxcourt’s hand closed around a volume on the nearest shelf, and he yanked it out with a touch too much force. “Indeed.”

         
         It was nearly eleven o’clock, and I was too tired to play out the same argument between us again. Instead, I gestured to the
            portrait on the wall in front of me.
         

         
         “Speaking of murderous expressions,” I began, “I can barely focus with you and Reddy glaring down at me. You look as if you
            want nothing more than to strangle each other—was that the case, or did you simply irritate the artist?”
         

         
         “Both.”

         
         I risked a glance toward Foxcourt, only to find he was already watching me. That attention was like nothing I’d ever known,
            complete in a way that made me too aware of myself, of the way a glimmer of heat chased the chill over my skin.
         

         
         The painting depicted the two young men, their faces fuller versions of themselves, seated on either side of the settee in
            this very room. Both wore their haughty disdain as confidently as their silk waistcoats.
         

         
         “We were not fond of each other,” Foxcourt clarified, returning to his pointless perusal of the books. “More specifically,
            it was utter loathing broken up only by brief periods of muted malice, usually through peace treaties brokered by Mrs. Silver.”
         

         
         I let out a startled laugh. “Surely you jest.”

         
         “Not in the slightest,” he said, his mouth twisting with amusement. “I resented him for dividing my uncle’s attention, and
            he resented me for having gotten a head start on learning my uncle’s unusual work.”
         

         
         “So,” I began, considering the portrait again, “in a word, you were competitive. Why didn’t your uncle put a stop to it?”

         
         “Why would he?” Foxcourt asked, shrugging. “He always believed two blades sharpened each other.”

         
         “But clearly something did change between the two of you—or is all the brotherly ribbing merely an act?”

         
         “It’s not an act,” he said, idly swapping the position of two books. “It changed our second year at Rexford, owing to the
            Night We Do Not Speak Of.”
         

         
         I laughed again, only to realize he was serious. “What happened?”

         
         “The only decree of the Night We Do Not Speak Of,” Foxcourt said, without a hint of remorse in his smile, “is that we do not speak of it.” 

         
         With a roll of the eyes, I pointedly returned to the Treasury. The time was beginning to catch up to me, and I wanted to compile
            the list of additional oils I’d need to begin work in the morning. It would give me an excuse to return to my flat for my
            oils and Mama’s necklace—or write to Oliver, asking him to retrieve them for me.
         

         
         The thought of Oliver was a hard kick of guilt to the chest. God, I hadn’t even told him I’d been released from Fairgate.
            For all he knew, I was still locked in my cell.
         

         
         “Is it necessary to have this many volumes and field guides on plants?” Foxcourt grumbled.
         

         
         “If his garden is any indication, yes,” I said. “Though I suppose they were also useful in his—how did you put it? His unusual work?”
         

         
         Foxcourt scoffed. “Such as sending coded messages through the language of flowers?”

         
         “Maybe,” I said slowly, seizing the opportunity as it presented itself. “But there are any number of poisonous plants he could
            have deployed as a means to an end.” My fingers wove together tightly in my lap. I fought to keep my voice neutral. “Nightshade,
            for example.”
         

         
         My heart seized in the beat of silence that followed, but he didn’t take the bait. Of course not.

         
         “My uncle didn’t like poisons, perfume or otherwise,” Foxcourt said slowly. “He always felt that if you were going to take
            a man’s life, it was important to leave no doubt in his mind who had stolen his last breath.”
         

         
         And yet he had died of one. The irony was cruel, but when was it not?

         
         “Not all poisonous plants are deadly,” I pointed out. “There are a number of them that simply cause rashes. Others, like lily
            of the valley, can cause upset stomach and vomiting if consumed.”
         

         
         I paused, remembering suddenly that I was meant to be practicing a more ladylike sensibility.

         
         Foxcourt chuckled softly. “Is that why you worked for a florist? To learn how to poison your enemies and get away with it?
            If so, I know of someone who might be able to help you with that.”
         

         
         I gave a decidedly unladylike snort. “Don’t tempt me.”

         
         The bloody man. That had been a shrewd ploy to get information about me if I’d ever heard one. But it unsettled me, again, to find that he hadn’t been far from the mark—that he knew me well enough after only a few days to guess I’d never do something to simply do it. 

         
         There had been a purpose in taking that work beyond the pay and floral castoffs. It had allowed me to handle and understand
            the scent profiles of any number of plants and flowers, including more exotic varieties. A few years in the flower stall had
            refined my nose and the scent catalog of my memory to what they were today.
         

         
         We retreated again into silence. I flipped through the fragile pages as quickly as I dared, keeping my left eye shut to read
            the smaller inscriptions and faded ink. I drew the candle nearer to me, but even the addition of that light wasn’t enough
            to sharpen the words on the page. It would have to wait until the better light of morning.
         

         
         But I didn’t want to have to wait until morning. I wanted to be done with this, to hand him his bloody perfume and be on my way. Done with
            him, and the way I felt him drawing nearer, his body and his mind.
         

         
         The floorboard creaked as he took a step toward me, but I knew by the subtle shift of pressure, by the deeply unfair way his
            presence had of quickening my pulse. Mastering it like a conductor would an orchestra. A step closer, and my heartstrings
            began to trill. Another step, and the drumming began in my ears, at my throat, my wrists.
         

         
         The uncertainty of what he might do lingered like a soft breath between us. I glared at the passing pages of the Treasury,
            but it was a pointless rebellion. Every other part of me was engrossed in tracking him as he came closer, the delicious warmth
            of his body at my back again, stirring a flutter low in my belly, lighting my nerve endings like wicks.
         

         
         My chair creaked as one of his hands gripped it, his knuckles brushing my shoulder.

         
         “Do you mind—” I began.
         

         
         A small gold object flashed at my right. I pivoted, instinctively seeking out its irresistible glimmer.

         
         Dangling from Foxcourt’s hand was a gold chain, and from that, a small glass lens encased in a gold frame. The handle was
            exquisitely shaped with the goddess Venia’s luxuriant form; the drape of her one-shouldered gown and the vines and flowers
            around her had been rendered with staggering detail. The swiveling loop at the base, where the chain was attached, was etched
            with roses.
         

         
         My mind went utterly blank at the sight of it.

         
         “Do I mind what?” Foxcourt prompted, amused.

         
         I only half heard him; I stared at the glinting object in rank astonishment. My hand rose of its own accord, as if enchanted.

         
         “Don’t tell me you’ve never seen a quizzing glass before.” Foxcourt lifted the chain out of my reach, forcing me to look at
            him.
         

         
         “Of course I have,” I said.

         
         All the fashionable ladies wore them, whether they needed the visual aid or not. I had simply never seen one so beautiful
            or delicately made in my life. The ones the Radcliffe & Sons apothecaries sold were simple and silver-framed.
         

         
         He lowered it slowly into my upturned palm, the long chain coiling there with noticeable weight.

         
         Real gold, I thought, my mind instantly calculating the cost like the magpie I was.
         

         
         “Do you ever ask for help when you need it?” he said, sounding almost cross.
         

         
         I looked up sharply at that, my daze at its end. “I do not need this. Here—take it back.”

         
         “You do,” he said, his voice gaining that imperious, all-knowing edge I despised. “Just take the blasted thing, will you?
            It’s not as though it’s encrusted with diamonds. I found it in the desk drawer. After watching you struggle to read whatever
            text is on those pages for the better part of the last hour, I rather thought it might speed up the process and save us both
            the misery of sitting here a moment longer than we need to.”
         

         
         “Then do not let me keep you, my lord,” I said snidely. “I know how gentlemen of your rank enjoy your evening revelries.”
         

         
         Foxcourt only stalked back to his desk, reclaiming his seat and his quill. “If you require a more powerful lens, I will send
            Tommy for others to try. Or if you prefer spectacles, that can be arranged.”
         

         
         Anything to speed the creation of Immortal Rose, of course, and end this prison sentence.

         
         I gripped the quizzing glass until I felt Venia’s form dig into my palm. He had prepared a neat little trap with this; either
            I didn’t use it, and I proved him correct that I refused to ask for help, or I did use it, and I had to suffer knowing it
            had come from him and that he had seen me struggle and pitied me.
         

         
         With a sigh of surrender, I lifted the lens to my left eye. The words on the page sharpened as if by magic. It was the final
            insult that Foxcourt had, of course, somehow given me the exact strength of magnification I needed.
         

         
         The words swam in my vision. I gritted my teeth, swallowing until the lump in my throat eased away. I would not thank him.

         
         “I will take care of it and return it upon completion of the perfume,” I heard myself say, letting the formality of my tone
            rebuild whatever distance we’d lost this evening.
         

         
         He did not look up from his work. “I would rather know who struck you.”

         
         My thumb stilled where it had been stroking the wreath of roses around the lens. “No one.”

         
         The older the lie, the easier it slipped off the tongue. I turned the pages of the Treasury again, wishing I could vanish
            into them. A flicker of temper stirred. Was it not enough that he knew about my vision? Did he have to have this, too?
         

         
         “You have a scar just beneath it,” Foxcourt pressed, “and your vision in your other eye seems adequate.”

         
         The next page fell open.

         
         “Who was it?” Foxcourt demanded.

         
         “It doesn’t matter now,” I answered, sitting back against my chair. I quickly scanned the page, defeat rising in me like a
            spring tide.
         

         
         He looked infuriated. “Of course it matters—”

         
         “No,” I interrupted. “It doesn’t. The man is dead, and we have a far bigger problem.”

         
         Foxcourt went still. Some part of him, I think, already knew.

         
         “‘The magic of Immortal Rose must be derived from the divine nectar of the flowering Afallach tree,’” I read, “‘for there
            is no other with its capacity to cure the deadly kiss of poison and the cruel sting of venom. It grows in the garden of the
            Summer Queen in the eternal lands and must be stolen, for she jealously guards it and will accept no price.’”
         

         
         Foxcourt rubbed a hand over his mouth, saying nothing. His eyes were wary. Guarded.

         
         “I’m telling you the truth,” I insisted.

         
         My hold on the quizzing glass relaxed as Foxcourt’s expression turned rueful.

         
         “No, I was only thinking,” he said, “it would be something as impossible as a quest to a mythical land.”
         

         
         He believes me. Some part of me had expected it would be a fight, as everything else was between us.
         

         
         “There might be an oil of it in the archive,” Foxcourt pointed out. “Rosebourne seemed to believe beyond a shadow of a doubt he’d be able to make it.” 

         
         “Then let’s hope so,” I said, “because otherwise, there’s a single alternative left to us.”

         
         Whether it was that small show of faith or my desperation to hold on to the dream of the Rosebourne inheritance, I knew I
            had to read the final line inscribed in a more recent hand.
         

         
         “‘If the nectar cannot be retrieved, there is but one terrible bargain to be made,’” I said, my voice scarcely a whisper.
            “‘For the price of saving a life can only be the loss of another of equal worth.’”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Sixteen

         
         It took Hugh the lengths of two streets to realize he was being followed, and a third to do something about it.

         
         There was a subtle art to tailing someone, of rendering yourself so completely inconspicuous, you ceased to be anything other
            than a shadow in the periphery. It was nearly impossible to avoid triggering a person’s primal instinct that they were being
            hunted; the trick of it was to make them doubt their own mind.
         

         
         Like a fine blade, the skill had to be sharpened slowly, over time. It had taken Hugh years of practice to become halfway
            decent at it, enough that his uncle and Reddy wouldn’t immediately mark him. His unusual height had made the challenge that
            much more frustrating, until he’d learned how to use that to his advantage, too.
         

         
         His pursuer was doing little to hide the scuff of their light steps. Hugh strained his ears, judging the closing distance
            between them by the sound of their flapping cloak.
         

         
         Amateur. Glenmoor must be getting desperate, to hire a street thug to do his despicable business. Good.
         

         
         Hugh fought a smirk as he left the tony streets of Feygrove Square and slithered into the curving crescent lanes of Old Temple.

         
         The borough had risen from the ashes of a rather suspicious fire and been reborn with brick terraced homes built by new-money
            merchants. Though the title for the city’s worst slum had been unceremoniously passed to the Brickbats, this area had once
            been known as the Thieves’ Den, owing to the alleyways and blind turns created by the unusual arrangement of streets radiating
            from the ruins of the temple to the fairy sun god Solarius. It was to his advantage now.
         

         
         The moon was in its waning phase but still too bright for his liking. Slowly, subtly, Hugh increased his speed to lengthen
            the gap between him and his pursuer. He stepped right into the first alley and flattened his back against the sheltering curve
            of the wall. Flicking his right hand, he unsheathed the knife hidden in the grip of his walking stick and palmed it.
         

         
         The steps hurried toward him—closer—closer still—

         
         His blood was hot, his mind narrowed on that single instinct to survive. He played through all the scenarios: how the man might grab him, how he would shift his strategy if the man had a gun, the
            soft points on the assailant’s body unprotected by the thick cloak.
         

         
         The stench of sweat and damp wool arrived a moment before the man’s hulking form did. Hugh sprung forward, allowing shock
            and momentum to do the work for him. He felt the man’s gasp leave him, how his pulse jumped as he snatched the assailant by
            the throat, slamming his back into the wall. Brick dust shivered down over their boots as the man struggled, his eyes flaring
            from within the depths of the hood.
         

         
         The man made a single, desperate jab of his rusted knife, but the killing point of Hugh’s own weapon had already found the
            sliver of space between his ribs. He shoved forward, driving the blade directly into the man’s heart.
         

         
         Blood poured over the assassin’s lips as they babbled wordlessly, painting his chin crimson. He stared at Hugh, his eyes flared
            with pain and the terror of mortality.
         

         
         “I want you to remember that you had a choice in this,” Hugh said, giving the knife a little twist. “That we both might have
            gone about our business this evening without the need for such unpleasantness.”
         

         
         The life dimmed in the man’s eyes. As many times as he had seen it, Hugh still had to steel himself for the moment the man’s
            soul finally peeled away. The body sagged as if registering the loss of it.
         

         
         Hugh slid his knife free with a wet suck of blood and stepped back, allowing the man’s body to slump to the ground. The death
            had been quicker and cleaner than the man had likely deserved.
         

         
         Disgust shuddered deep within his chest, stirring his uncle’s voice from the depths of memory. Taking a life will leave a stain on your heart, even the necessary deaths.

         
         Perhaps that was true, but it hardly mattered when Hugh had ensured his damnation years ago. Just then, the more pressing
            stain was on his coat sleeve and gloves.
         

         
         He tugged off the latter with a cluck of the tongue, depositing them on the body before retrieving a second pair from his
            greatcoat’s pocket. Nothing to do about the sleeve, but then, that’s why he always wore black.
         

         
         Still, why send an assassin at all? Hugh had narrowly evaded the policemen the duke had installed at Feygrove Square tonight. It had been an unusually inelegant effort to intimidate him on Glenmoor’s part. But this attack . . . 

         
         Gritting his teeth, Hugh pushed the man’s hood back, studying his unfamiliar face. Opened his mouth, checked his ears, searched
            the pocket of his cloak. He unknotted the rough wool, pushing the blood-soaked fabric away from the man’s chest.
         

         
         Then, of course, he saw them.

         
         The crushed flowers pinned to the man’s tattered shirt, elegant and taunting: a rose and a violet.

         
         The night air turned to blades in Hugh’s lungs.

         
         He knew. Glenmoor knew. Not just that Hugh had found another perfumer to save the King and threaten his plans. Glenmoor knew about
            Viola. Her name. Her identity. And he wanted Hugh to know as well.
         

         
         How, damn it? Hugh had been so bloody careful every step of this. He’d been certain the curricle’s explosion had been meant for
            him.
         

         
         He ripped the violet from the man’s chest, crushing it in his hand. He’d made light of the insipid language of flowers not
            even an hour before, but the message here was clear: Nothing is out of my reach. Not you, and not her.

         
         Hugh pushed to his feet. Fury burned in him, threatening to erupt into a bigger catastrophe. The violet wept within his grip,
            crushed so easily.
         

         
         Why was he surprised? Why hadn’t he learned by now that Glenmoor would always remain just that half step ahead of him, no matter
            how careful Hugh’s plans and preparations were? He breathed in raggedly, counting each sawing inhalation as Uncle Giles had
            taught him. You must master your temper before it masters you.

         
         He willed the feelings away, the frustration and guilt and fear, boxing them into smaller chests in his mind. Steadier, he
            looked down at the dead assassin once more, hating the pity he felt for the man.
         

         
         Hugh would never be able to match Glenmoor’s callous disregard for what he saw as the lesser value of others’ lives, and that
            was why Hugh continued to fail. That was why he had never anticipated Glenmoor would sacrifice a man’s soul to send a message.
         

         
         A distant whistle had Hugh spinning back toward the entrance to the alleyway. Before he’d put a thought to it, he seized the man by the shoulders, dragging him deeper into the lane’s waiting darkness. His eyes shot to the pool of blood at the alley’s edge just as a man in a dark uniform strode by, a lantern swinging at his side. 

         
         Hugh held his breath, calming in the shadows’ embrace. The policeman slowed, making the puddle grasping for his boots glint
            sinisterly. After a moment, however, the policeman continued past them, still whistling “The Black Needle” to himself.
         

         
         With a harsh breath, Hugh fell back against the alley’s wall. If he couldn’t get Glenmoor out of the home secretary’s office—and
            he had tried—Hugh had to find a way to wrest Glenmoor’s control of the police away from him before the duke turned them into
            his own private army.
         

         
         If it hadn’t happened already.

         
         Feeling cold to his bones, Hugh retrieved his card case from the inner pocket of his coat. He took a small amount of pleasure
            in flicking through the calling cards there: identities, past and present; his own cards; and, finally, the expert replicas
            Tommy had made of the duke’s notoriously gaudy ones.
         

         
         He plucked one from the case and slid it into the pocket of the nameless man’s cloak. Giving it a little pat, he stood. Whoever
            found the body would know precisely where to return it—and to whom.
         

         
         Glenmoor would worm his way out of it, of course, but there was nothing that rankled the bastard more than mess and minor
            inconveniences.
         

         
         Still. A rather inauspicious start to the night’s work.

         
         Hugh ensured the dark street was empty before he swept back into it. He glanced at his pocket watch. He had two objectives
            to complete before the sun rose, and he was already late to the first. There was still time to make the meet—less time than
            he would have liked. But then, that was what Lockwood seemed bloody determined to be: an ink spill over his best-laid plans.
         

         
         He’d told her more than he’d intended to; he might not have said anything at all, if Keyes hadn’t looked at him with such
            blatant disappointment. The sort that made him shrivel back into the tearful boy he’d been, terrified she might leave him,
            too. It was unfair of her. Hugh had only done what Uncle Giles had countless times: contained the information to only those
            who needed to know it.
         

         
         Of course he regretted misjudging the situation with Lockwood. Of course Felicity would be upset by it all. That was why he hadn’t told any of them. It wasn’t shame so much as . . .
         

         
         He sighed. No, it was shame. He felt its heartless sting even now. It had to be why he’d told Lockwood about his mother—that truly had been something
            Lockwood hadn’t needed to know, not to complete her task.
         

         
         Keyes had been right about one thing, at least. Lockwood wasn’t a prisoner. She’d shown him trust by bringing him into her
            family’s hidden archive. The very least he could do was trust her with his suspicions about Glenmoor. They were descending
            into this darkness together.
         

         
         And the truth was she was nothing he’d expected her to be. She had a seemingly insatiable, maddening need to possess what
            others would keep from her, whether it was the impossible knowledge of perfumes or a vast fortune. That drive, it echoed with
            something in him.
         

         
         More surprising still, he hadn’t needed to protect her from the terrifying truth; she’d simply taken it all in stride with
            the same aplomb she’d used to negotiate with the divinely anointed King of Albion. Though she liked to play the streetwise
            miss, he could hear the pains her mother had taken in her upbringing. She spoke with the elocution of a lady, even as she
            had the mouth of a sailor.
         

         
         Lockwood was like Knights and Knuckers, the exasperating children’s game his uncle had insisted they play as some misguided
            lesson in managing a loss of control. Each roll of the dice was an invitation to chaos, a chance to win or lose.
         

         
         It incensed and intrigued Hugh at every turn that he couldn’t immediately anticipate Lockwood’s responses, that he hadn’t
            yet—yet—decrypted the pattern of her. But there was something addictive about it, too. The danger of that challenge was like a yawning
            chasm widening at his feet, beckoning him forward toward the exhilaration of falling. Hugh had to take care to live only at
            that edge, enjoying the temptation but not the weightless plunge.
         

         
         He hurried past the shadowed temple ruins, his steps at a quick clip as he navigated the borough’s knot of streets. By the
            time he reached his destination, he was a minute early to the meet.
         

         
         Fleetwood was a broad lane of austere storefronts and offices; it was a place of business, where one was neither expected
            nor invited to linger. Better yet, the street was awash in Hugh’s favorite sort of scattered darkness, which promised anonymity
            and plausible deniability. He followed it to its end, before turning onto Bridle Street, winding through the back channel
            of an alleyway until he found the door marked for deliveries, left ajar.
         

         
         Unsurprisingly, it was Audette herself who met him there, as long-necked and elegant as a swan, her downy white hair pinned back in such a way to suggest wings. Madame Audette could claim the bone structure of a Gallian aristocrat and possessed the unimpressed gaze of one as well. But when she spoke, her true self, Sally Williams, slipped through with her rip-roaring Riverside accent. 

         
         “Yer late.”

         
         “Madame Audette, a pleasure as always to be in your presence,” he said smoothly. “I take it my man is already here?”

         
         Madame Audette lashed out an arm, gripping the doorframe to block his path into the back room of the shop. “This here is the
            last time, ye hear me? Consider me account with the old canker sore closed. Kicked up his ’eels, he did, and ’e took the debt
            I owed with ’im.”
         

         
         Hugh’s smile sharpened dangerously. “Of course.”

         
         The modiste had been one of Uncle Giles’s best sources of information on the Patricians. He’d played the long game of funding
            the early years of her shop, of putting her name in the Queen’s ear, knowing modiste shops were the conduit through which
            all society gossip flowed.
         

         
         Hugh followed her into the back room, its shelves overflowing with bolts of fabric. Dress forms with half-finished gowns circled
            the dark space like wraiths, waiting to judge and shred his soul for what he was about to do. He thought about asking for
            a candle, but no—this was business best left to the dark.
         

         
         Whimpering filled the silence. Hugh reached into his coat for a handkerchief, pressing it to his nose and mouth as he rounded
            the last of the shelves and came upon the two men waiting for him: a pale-faced gentleman sweating through his shirtsleeves
            and bound to a chair with rope, and Stratford.
         

         
         “Ah, there you are,” Stratford said, a handkerchief pressed to his own face. “Was worried I misheard you earlier about the
            time.”
         

         
         The Roach, Reddy called him, for his dark hair and beady eyes, as well as his ability to slip into places he neither was wanted
            nor belonged. But also, Hugh suspected, for his innate ability to make one feel slightly repulsed and want to look away. That, too, was a gift in spycraft. The false beard he’d worn earlier when he’d played the role of a jarvey
            was gone, and now it was as if he were a different man altogether.
         

         
         “No little miss tonight?” Stratford said, sounding disappointed. “I liked her.”

         
         “You applied the Crown of Veracity?” Hugh asked instead of answering.

         
         The perfume, which demanded the truth from its scenter or else dealt immense pain, was the most useful in his repertoire for this exact purpose. 

         
         Stratford nodded, returning the small black perfume flacon to him. “Already started questioning him. Seems you were right
            about his connection to Glenmoor’s secretary—”
         

         
         The bound man whimpered at the duke’s name.

         
         “—he’s been importing Gallian contraband for the duke for the better part of a year,” Stratford finished. “But he only has
            dealings with the secretary.”
         

         
         Of course. Glenmoor never dirtied his own hands if he could help it.

         
         Hugh turned back to the merchant, a Mr. Joseph Angleson of Bonding Street. “What sort of contraband do you import for the
            Duke of Glenmoor?”
         

         
         The man was well into his graying age, and for a moment, Hugh feared the perfume might bring on an apoplexy. Angleson’s eyes
            bulged, and a sound like an unoiled hinge escaped him as he tried to resist the effects of the perfume.
         

         
         “The pain will worsen as you resist and if you lie,” Hugh warned him, using his foot to turn the man’s chair to face him.
            He leaned down to the merchant’s level. “What contraband? Silks?”
         

         
         He suspected that was how Gallia was paying Glenmoor for his services and intelligence, allowing the duke to pass off the
            finer Gallian silk as having come from the silk mills he owned. The connection had to have been made a year before, when the
            duke’s private secretary had gone to Gallia for some unknown end. Hugh had chased that lead for six months before Angelson’s
            name emerged in connection to it.
         

         
         “No, no—” The man shuddered, spittle and sweat spraying from him. “Wine, artwork . . .”

         
         “Perfume?” Hugh asked, and was surprised when the man shook his head.

         
         Interesting. He was getting the DeForest perfumes another way, then.

         
         “He—he mostly—” Angleson shuddered again. “The secretary, he uses the ship mostly for passage to Gallia or to hold meetings.”

         
         “Meetings, eh?” Stratford said. “Did you hear any of their names?” He began to list off courtiers and known Gallian spies.
            “Debelle? Chalier? Jouve?”
         

         
         “DeForest?” Hugh interjected.

         
         The man’s eyes widened. “Yes—that one—one of the cabin boys, he accompanied him to a meeting with a DeForest.”

         
         There were only a handful of DeForests left, as far as Hugh knew. And none with the fairyborn magic. Rosebourne had been thorough
            in that matter. “To one of their estates?”
         

         
         “No—they went to the Archives Nationales,” Angleson said.

         
         Hugh and Stratford exchanged a speaking glance.

         
         “What were they looking for there?” Hugh demanded.

         
         “I don’t know,” Angleson said. “Records of some kind. A store of old perfumes. Please—you must believe me. I didn’t want to
            bring in his contraband, I would never have avoided the duties owed. It’s only, he—the duke—he found out about my desertion
            in the war. He said he’d arrest me, hang me. He’ll do it if he knows I told you any of this.”
         

         
         Glenmoor would, and gladly. Still, there had to be more to the shipments themselves. He wanted his own eyes on them.

         
         “I can protect you,” Hugh told him. “But I need to know when the next shipment of goods for Glenmoor arrives.”

         
         Angleson wheezed out a pained breath, still foolishly fighting the perfume’s thrall. “I don’t . . . I don’t . . .”

         
         Stratford gripped the man by the waistcoat, shaking him. “You do know.”
         

         
         Sweat or tears slid down the man’s full cheeks, indistinguishable from each other. “Th-the Cecilia. She’s expected tomorrow at half past midnight. M-moored at East Basin Dockyard.”
         

         
         Hugh asked him a few more questions, but by the man’s paling color and the unhelpfulness of his answers, the tap of useful
            intelligence had run dry. But this was something. His heart kicked in his chest as he gestured toward Stratford, leading him away from Angleson.
         

         
         “You making for the ship tomorrow, then?” Stratford asked, lowering his handkerchief now that they were at a safe distance.

         
         Hugh nodded. “Do you have plans?”

         
         Of course not. Stratford was one of the few spies who hadn’t shifted their allegiance to Glenmoor at Uncle Giles’s death.
            He was everything his great-uncle had valued, packaged in a short, dour-faced man: unflinching loyalty to Albion, no emotional
            attachments to friends or family, and dogged in the pursuit of intelligence.
         

         
         He was everything Hugh ought to have been. What he could still be.
         

         
         “I’ll be in touch,” Hugh said, heading for the delivery door. “Douse him with Spring Renewal and cut him loose where you found him.”
         

         
         The second most useful perfume in his arsenal: it would leave the man’s memory muddled on where he had been, what he had said,
            and whom he had seen.
         

         
         Stratford nodded. “Off to the next?”

         
         “Always,” Hugh confirmed, turning back suddenly. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen Reddy lurking about?”

         
         “Not tonight,” Stratford said. “But he’s been hanging about Fenwick’s lately.”

         
         Hugh sighed, making for the door again. That was what he’d been afraid of.

         
         

         Two streets up to the east was Fenwick’s, his own gentleman’s club, which would no doubt be starting to shed its lords at
            just this hour. Hugh felt reasonably confident in his disguise—the night beard he’d grown in would be more than enough to
            outwit the foxed lords stumbling out to their coaches. It was a risk . . . but it seemed the night for them.
         

         
         His stomach knotted, twisting as the classical face of the club came into view. He hadn’t been back since Rosebourne’s death,
            but he’d heard it had opened its doors again after three paltry days of “respectful” mourning.
         

         
         The familiar hackney coach had stopped just short of the black scar the blast had left in its wake. With a deep sigh, Hugh
            began his approach.
         

         
         The driver had tilted his gaze up, marking the constellations just visible through the hazy cover of clouds. Hearing Hugh’s
            steps, he straightened, putting on an exaggerated east city drawl as he turned: “Where to, guv?”
         

         
         The question withered on Reddy’s lips.

         
         “Straight to hell,” Hugh said dryly, prying open the door and climbing inside before the other man could stop him. Reaching
            forward, he slid the window open between Reddy’s seat and the passenger compartment.
         

         
         “Get out,” Reddy ordered, strangling the ribbons in his fists. “I’m working.”

         
         “I thought you’d finished with this,” Hugh said.

         
         “As you’ve finished with Glenmoor?” Reddy hissed back. “I’ve the right to use the hackney as I see fit, don’t I? I store it
            at my mews.”
         

         
         His tone dared Hugh to say something more of it. But there were certain lines they both knew not to cross; what barbs would scar, rather than merely cut. The ghost was with them, hovering like a shimmer of moonlight, waiting for an acknowledgment that would never come. 

         
         Reddy had sworn he was done with it, that he’d accepted the viscount’s story.

         
         “God forbid a man indulge in a bit of espionage to break up his boredom,” Reddy muttered.

         
         It was a terrible lie, but it wasn’t worth the damage of unraveling it simply to be proven right.

         
         “Boredom?” Hugh echoed incredulously. “You’re bored of running a global shipping empire? You have people you can pay to collect
            whispers for you now.”
         

         
         Reddy scoffed, the unusual tautness of his expression easing. “They wouldn’t know what to listen for.”

         
         The hackney coach had been one of his great-uncle’s prized tools for collecting information, whether it was business plans
            or useful rumors. He’d sent both young men out time and time again, until they knew the lay of the city’s streets and they’d
            learned the way to be so invisible Patricians would speak as though they weren’t there.
         

         
         He and Reddy had made a competition out of who could collect the most useful morsels of intelligence—then again, they’d made
            a competition out of most things.
         

         
         “Who tattled on me?” Reddy twisted around to glare at him through the window. “It was the Roach, wasn’t it? I thought I saw
            him skittering about.”
         

         
         Hugh snorted. “We questioned the asset tonight.”

         
         Quickly, concisely, he filled Reddy in on the relevant details.

         
         Reddy’s eyes strayed to the blood-damp sleeve of Hugh’s coat, marking it with a purse of the lips. He also knew better than
            to ask.
         

         
         “A DeForest and the Gallian National Archives, eh?” Reddy shook his head. “What sort of records would they be looking for?”

         
         “I don’t know yet, but I need to see what—or who—is on that ship,” Hugh said. “I still think there’s something to the silks.”

         
         “You know I think Glenmoor’s a hell-born fiend,” Reddy began, “but is it truly so hard to believe that his factories would
            be able to produce such high-quality silk? All the informants you’ve sent in have confirmed as much, haven’t they?”
         

         
         It was a point of pride among the Patricians that they never be expected to sully their hands with any form of labor or trade. Most stubbornly insisted on deriving their wealth from tenants and landholdings alone, refusing to confront an ever-changing world with even basic investments in industry for fear of being seen as uncouth and grasping by their peers. 

         
         And within a generation, they would find themselves in dire straits—many already were, Hugh knew. He’d used it to his advantage;
            it was the most reliable form of leverage over a man’s soul.
         

         
         Hugh’s father, however, had been forced to evolve. The Glenmoor estate was situated on a darkly picturesque but defiant stretch
            of land that had refused all attempts to cultivate it into farm- and pastureland. Sensing the shifting winds of modernity,
            Hugh’s parents had invested in several factories and mines.
         

         
         To the surprise of all, the present—and notoriously rank-conscious—Glenmoor had recently developed a deeper interest in the
            struggling silk mills in that portfolio.
         

         
         “Mrs. Silver still hasn’t heard back from her sister, I take it?” Reddy said.

         
         Mrs. Silver had written to her sister on the day of the King’s poisoning in that coded way they had of communicating with
            each other. The vicomtesse was a dependable source of information within the Gallian King’s court and could be relied upon
            to sniff out any connection Gallia had to Glenmoor or the poisoning.
         

         
         “Nothing yet,” Hugh said. “It’s only been a week, but we can’t wait for her response before making a move.”

         
         “Why yes, of course I’ll use my vast array of connections to ensure you can see what is on that ship,” Reddy deadpanned. “How
            very brave of you to finally ask for help, Fox.”
         

         
         “If you aren’t otherwise engaged this evening, I have some plans that may be of interest to you,” Hugh said, his mouth lifting
            with a smirk.
         

         
         “After the stunt you pulled with that adorably foulmouthed orphan, you are now officially out of favors,” Reddy said sourly.
            “You know I’m not going to make that child do a lick of work. He’s been put up in a bed fit for a king and fed enough sweets
            by Mrs. Porter to give him a stomachache.”
         

         
         The point wasn’t for the child to do work. Reddy had the means to support the boy and provide an education for him—his friend
            had the means to support an army of orphans and did, though he hid those donations unaccountably well, as if embarrassed by
            his own generosity.
         

         
         It was simply that in the last few years, Hugh felt Reddy had become . . . unmoored. There was a sense of the man drifting through his days, without the person who had once anchored them. He needed more people relying on him outside of his work. He needed more people to care for him. It would keep him rooted when the next storm threatened to carry him off into darker horizons. 

         
         “Shame,” Hugh said, making as if to reach for the door. “I thought you would enjoy slipping into Briarwood Palace to filch
            something Lockwood needs for this deuced perfume.”
         

         
         Reddy’s jaw sawed back and forth. He sent an accusatory look through the window, along with a suffering sigh. 

         
         “Damn you,” he said. “You know I can’t resist a spot of midnight burglary.”
         

         
         And with a crack of the ribbons, they were off.

         
         

         “I suppose this is what I don’t understand,” Reddy whispered as he hauled himself through the window Hugh had unlatched with
            his penknife. He dropped lightly into the waiting study. “Lockwood says that, per this mysterious book only she can read, Immortal Rose needs some imaginary fairy nectar, and you simply believed her? You?”
         

         
         Hugh leaned back out to ensure the patrolling police were well away before he shut the window once more and closed the velvet
            curtains.
         

         
         “Yes,” Hugh said, having already had this argument with himself. “She has no reason to lie. Lockwood wants her inheritance
            more than her next breath.”
         

         
         He gestured toward the room and its refined, if not opulent, decor. Even Reddy, himself no stranger to gold, had gone a bit
            saucer-eyed at the palace as they’d approached on foot.
         

         
         “So then take the second option,” Reddy said. “Finish off some horrendous criminal who committed unspeakable acts and make
            the bloody perfume.”
         

         
         “I’m not certain killing off a criminal already destined to die would work,” Hugh said. “The book says it needs to be a life
            of equal worth.”
         

         
         Reddy arched an ironic brow.

         
         “Don’t say it,” Hugh growled, lighting the same candle he’d left on a nearby shelf. “His Majesty acts in accordance with the
            law always. He is the law, for all intents and purposes.”
         

         
         “Funny how that works,” Reddy muttered. “And anyway, I was going to suggest Glenmoor.”

         
         Hugh turned toward him, speechless.

         
         “Don’t tell me you didn’t think of it,” Reddy said. “Two birds, one stone. If he’s been appointed regent, that is a life nearly
            equal to that of a king, no?”
         

         
         No . . .

         
         No.

         
         “Lockwood won’t kill anyone,” Hugh cut in as he stalked across the room to the desk. “I saw it in her face.”

         
         “Not even for all this?” Reddy swept an appreciative gaze around, giving a low whistle of approval at the cabinet of expensive wines and liquors.
            “I say, it could give a man ideas.”
         

         
         Hugh’s hand stilled where he had been fiddling with the hidden compartment’s latch. “Don’t tell me you’re reconsidering your
            sworn allegiance to bachelorhood.”
         

         
         Reddy lifted a shoulder in a careless shrug, picking up a statuette of Venia to inspect it. “An alliance between my business
            and hers would be something for the ages, wouldn’t it? And even you must admit she’d be a joy to wake to each morning and—”
         

         
         The latch gave a hard click under the force of Hugh’s grip. The key clattered to the floor before he could catch it.

         
         “Yes, if you don’t mind getting mauled by her claws over the breakfast table,” Hugh muttered, stooping to retrieve it.

         
         From a purely objective viewpoint, Lockwood didn’t possess the great beauty that might inspire rapturous sonnets or drive
            a lover to the heights of madness and obsession, both of which sounded rather tedious. But . . . even he couldn’t deny she
            was lovely in the natural, effusive way of a wild rose at full bloom. She was thorned, to be certain, and that baited a man’s
            prideful need to possess something dangerous. To tame it.
         

         
         But Lockwood would never be tamed.

         
         She had the look of an ancient pagan queen with that hair, he decided. Her great big hazel eyes were so deceivingly innocent
            in appearance until she fixed you with a challenging gaze—and when had Hugh ever denied himself the pleasure of a challenge?
         

         
         “She is rather a vixen, isn’t she?” Reddy mused affectionately. “I’d suffer a few gouges if it meant marrying someone who would keep
            both life and my bed play interesting.”
         

         
         “She—” Hugh bit back his sharp tone. “I’d prefer not to speak of any woman in such a disrespectful way, if it’s all the same
            to you.”
         

         
         Reddy laughed at that. “When did you become so missish?”

         
         “At about the point you became a rake of the first order.”

         
         Reddy sent him another amused look as he sat on the arm of the leather sofa, content to watch as Hugh felt around the shelves
            for the keyhole.
         

         
         “She has the right demeanor to make a success of all this,” Reddy pointed out. “If she can manage to overcome her illegitimacy
            and ingratiate herself with the serpents of society.”
         

         
         “She will,” Hugh said. “She has something they all want, and they’ve sideslips of their own. If she makes their perfumes,
            they won’t care she was born outside of wedlock.”
         

         
         Lockwood had fairyborn magic, but her true power in society would lie in the fact that she’d be a curiosity to the Patricians—an
            irresistible blend of money and intrigue and tragedy. Hugh didn’t doubt for a moment she’d find a way, though whether she’d
            be willing to play society’s skull-numbing games was a different question.
         

         
         He was beginning to suspect—indeed, hope—that she had inherited some of her grandfather’s ruthless edge. That willingness
            to do whatever was necessary and navigate outside of society’s rules—how very, very rare that was. Hugh wouldn’t have known
            what to do with a petal, but he’d been playing with knives since he was a child.
         

         
         “You could cultivate her as an asset,” Reddy said, though his tone suggested something else entirely by asset.
         

         
         No, that was—no. Lockwood would never make for a truly good informant, let alone a spy. In his line of work, being forgettable was the height
            of success, the most supreme of compliments. There was simply nothing forgettable about her.
         

         
         And that hair. That fire-kissed hair shot through with bolts of pure snow white. It caught the eye in an instant. Worse still, there was
            a menacing little curl that seemed prone to escaping her coiffures, resting against the soft nape of her neck. It had become
            an unwelcome fixation, something to ponder as he lay in bed glaring up at the ceiling.
         

         
         “She can’t follow orders, which immediately rules out any use I might have of her,” Hugh said, before tossing a pointed look
            over his shoulder. “And she seems decidedly against marriage as a concept. I doubt she’ll risk relinquishing control of the
            House of Rosebourne to any husband.”
         

         
         “Shame,” Reddy said. “Though I still think there’s a chance of convincing her—I can be very persuasive.”
         

         
         Finally, Hugh located the bloody keyhole and jammed the key in, giving it a twist until he heard the hidden door’s inner lock release. 

         
         Reddy let out a happy sigh. “I adore a hidden doorway.”
         

         
         “If you are quite done making calf eyes at it . . . ?” Hugh groused, struggling with its immense weight.
         

         
         “You have it in hand, as always,” Reddy said, though he deigned to lower the doorstop and take the candle.

         
         Hugh had little need of it as his eyes adjusted to the shadows of the stairwell, though he kept a hand to the wall all the
            same, remembering how Lockwood, out of sheer bloody stubbornness, had done the same rather than ask for more light.
         

         
         The cold, still air brought with it hints of greenery and herbs, smelling more like an apothecary to him than a perfume archive.
            Lockwood would no doubt be able to use her clever nose to distinguish each thread of the muddled mass of them.
         

         
         And that thought stirred another—of the list, in careful penmanship, Lockwood had written of the oils she claimed to still
            need.
         

         
         “It’s rather dungeon-like, isn’t it?” Reddy said as they stepped down into the crowded chamber.

         
         “What do you know about the Radcliffe family?” Hugh asked instead of answering.

         
         “The bell maker Radcliffes or the apothecary Radcliffes?” Reddy asked, inspecting one of the tulip-shaped flacons.

         
         “Apothecary,” Hugh answered, quickly scanning the shelves for any sign of the nectar. “Lockwood is insisting one of the sons
            fetch the supplies she needs. I’m to send a note to him in the morning.”
         

         
         “Which one?” Reddy asked curiously. “That family has an overabundance of strapping boys, all trying to prove themselves to
            dear Papa.”
         

         
         “Oliver,” Hugh said. “The youngest, I think.”

         
         “Hmm, he’s the one I haven’t met,” Reddy said. “Seemed a bit sickly, from what his brothers said. I’ve worked with them to
            source a few products they carry: medicines, teas, and the like. They indulge in a little sly importation fraud from time
            to time like the rest of us, but nothing that would be a cause for concern. Unless you harbor a violent dislike of Gallian
            bonbons and sweetmeats.”
         

         
         Hugh’s mouth set in a hard line. So, nothing useful then.

         
         “You seem, dare I say, disappointed to have to send a missive to this Oliver Radcliffe,” came his companion’s sly observation.

         
         Bloody Reddy.

         
         Hugh’s jaw set. “I only care about the sort of people I invite to my home, and the less people who know of her work, the better.”

         
         “Could we not just take what she needs from here?” Reddy asked as they reached the shelves of raw oils.

         
         “She claims only he knows ‘the particular balance of perfumer’s alcohol I need,’ among other things,” Hugh said. “I suppose
            I’ve no argument if it hurries the perfume along.”
         

         
         Reddy paused beside the shelf to his left, clucking his tongue. “No chance of that now.”

         
         Hugh’s lungs seized as he circled around to Reddy, exasperation writhing in him as he spotted the label Nectar of the Afallach Tree and the empty space above it. “Damn it all . . .”
         

         
         Reddy drew the candle closer. “Yes, agreed, but look—look at the dust.”

         
         The shelf was caked with a thick layer of it, save for a perfect, small circle where the bottle had sat. It had been there. Very recently.
         

         
         “Maybe he moved it to a workshop to make the perfume?” Reddy suggested.

         
         There was a chance of that, of course, however unlikely. The image of the thief flashed in Hugh’s mind, only for him to dismiss
            that in short order, too. Now, as he gazed around the chamber, he looked past what was there and sought what wasn’t.
         

         
         “A number of oil bottles are missing,” Hugh said, taking quick stock of them. “Heatherbore, moonflower, silverbranch, and
            sweetfeather . . .” All fairy flowers or herbs. “They might have been used up, or . . .”
         

         
         “Traded or sold?” Reddy suggested, catching the drift of his thoughts. “But why?”

         
         Why, indeed? Hugh could think of only one thing that might convince the old man to part with such valuable oils, and recently.
            “Rosebourne was looking for her.”
         

         
         “Who?” Reddy asked, blinking. “Lockwood?”

         
         Hugh nodded. “That’s what he wanted in exchange for making Immortal Rose—for me to find her. He might have asked someone else
            first, before he knew he needed the nectar for the King.”
         

         
         And so, the question became: Who had it now? And what would it take to get it back?

         
         They returned up the steps into the study. It was more of a relief than he cared to admit, working alongside Reddy again. His uncle had trained them both well enough that Hugh didn’t need to ask the other man to search the desk for records or recent correspondence they might have missed earlier. Reddy simply did, humming to himself as he leisurely gathered a pile. 

         
         “Reddy,” he said suddenly.

         
         His friend glanced up from his work. “Yes?”

         
         God, he would live to regret this. He knew he would. And yet, he couldn’t help himself. It had been bothering him all day,
            like an itch he couldn’t reach. He knew a great deal of cant—well, a passable amount. Enough for disguises. He couldn’t have
            a gap in his knowledge.
         

         
         “What,” Hugh began, “is the difference between a nib and a nob?”

         
         Reddy stared at him a moment, then it dawned on him. His lips compressed as he smothered a laugh. “You know, Fox, I think
            it’ll be good for you to live with a bit of mystery.”
         

         
         “I’ll find out,” Hugh groused. “Eventually.”

         
         Reddy only hummed an annoying little hum, and Hugh regretted not foisting a second orphan on his conscience and household.

         
         But on the subject of orphans . . .

         
         “There’s another matter I’ve been meaning to ask you about,” Hugh began.

         
         “I do think all that black makes you look more sallow than mysterious, yes,” Reddy said.

         
         Hugh was tempted to point out the scandal sheets Reddy adored would beg to differ. “Have you heard anything about so-called
            snatchers in the Brickbats?”
         

         
         Reddy canted his head to the side. “No, but I absolutely do not like the sound of that. Did you ask Slip and Sneak?”

         
         “They claim it’s more of an old wives’ tale to scare children from straying too far from home,” Foxcourt said, “but that children
            did go missing from time to time.”
         

         
         “For reasons I’m sure I don’t want to know,” Reddy said. “Should I make some discreet inquiries?”

         
         That was the advantage Reddy had existing at the edge of the Patricians’ world. He moved between the levels of society with
            far more freedom and, outside of the Patricians, with significantly less scrutiny.
         

         
         “Yes,” Hugh said, grateful. “You might start with your new hall boy. He’s the one who brought the matter to my attention.”

         
         “Yes, about that,” Reddy said, glaring at him. “Take him back. Now.”

         
         “I already have a full staff,” Hugh told him. “Half of whom are rather livid with me just now. Felicity of all people gave me a scolding—I haven’t been dressed down like that since Nanny Agatha found me rummaging around her trunk for sweets.” 

         
         Reddy clucked his tongue, sympathetic. “Don’t let them guilt you. You did what you had to—what Foxcourt would have done. There
            wasn’t time to work out the details.”
         

         
         Hugh nodded, relieved to hear someone agree with him. But still, that cold stone of memory sat heavy in the pit of his stomach.
            His mind prickled with the beginnings of a notion.
         

         
         You must make it right with her.

         
         Reddy had returned to the window. Seeing Hugh had lingered near the study door, he asked, “Was there something else?”

         
         It was a terrible idea, of course, but lately those seemed to be the only sort he had. She had looked upon it with such longing
            . . . That seemed like permission enough.
         

         
         Damn it all.
         

         
         “Yes,” Hugh said at last. “There’s one more thing.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Seventeen

         
         If there was a single thing to recommend the day, it was the prospect of finally seeing Oliver.

         
         I woke to an oven-hot room, having sweated through my night rail. Even Felicity had seemed wilted as she’d come in, pronouncing
            it a boiler of a day.
         

         
         And so, I’d powdered myself with more talc than usual as I’d dressed, hoping it might help absorb my sweat and salvage my
            appearance into something presentable.
         

         
         No chance of that. By the time Foxcourt handed me into the coach, my lilac dress was splotched with dark stains and clinging
            to me.
         

         
         These unpredictable, wretched flares of temperature always stirred the good people of Linden into a febrile state of irritation,
            myself included. But that wasn’t the worst of it.
         

         
         The worst of it, of course, was the unholy smell.

         
         It was as if we were trapped beneath the armpit of a rotting body. The strength of the city’s fetid reek had shoved me back
            a step with the force of a thrown fist.
         

         
         I was no stranger to discomfort. It had formed the foundation of my existence for as long as I could remember, and I’d always
            credited it fairly with sharpening my drive, to find new ways to cut opportunity from life’s bones.
         

         
         But just then, as I bounced on my seat with each dip in the cobblestones—who had thought bloody cobblestones a good idea?—not
            a single part of me felt well. The sores on my back and ankle stung under drips of sweat, and what little breakfast I’d managed
            to choke down was threatening to make itself known again.
         

         
         More ominous, however, were the blurred spots in my vision and the pain stabbing at the back of my left eye. It could mean
            only one thing.
         

         
         I shifted uncomfortably on my seat, consoled, at least, by the drop of sweat that had collected on the bow of Foxcourt’s top
            lip. Another traced a sleek path from his temple, down over the strong plane of his cheek, to that stubbornly masculine jaw—
         

         
         I blew out a harsh breath, averting my gaze to the covered window. Well, he’d at least been forced to forgo his usual demonic black attire, which was very likely his own version of suffering. Confronted by the revolting heat, he’d surrendered to a light gray linen jacket and waistcoat that made him seem altogether too soft. 

         
         I closed my eyes and focused on breathing through my mouth, not that it helped. Taste and scent were sisters, after all. I
            could make it through the next hour. I could. I wanted to see Oliver, to assure him I was well—not that I was positively glowing with good health and humor just then,
            but I was at least no longer covered in Fairgate’s filth.
         

         
         “What is it that you’re reading so intently?” I asked irritably into the silence. The fact that this infernal man could read
            in a moving coach without wanting to cast up his accounts only deepened my annoyance.
         

         
         “Some of Rosebourne’s recent correspondence,” Foxcourt said, not looking up from the missive. His voice seemed deeper, more
            honeyed, in the heat somehow. My fingers curled.
         

         
         Yes. Right. He’d told me this morning he’d gone back to Briarwood Palace without me, only to discover the nectar had been there. My irritation at being left behind was second only to knowing the nectar had vanished.
         

         
         “I believe that is considered stealing in most civilized countries,” I said pointedly.

         
         A droplet of sweat slid down to kiss the curve of his faint smile. “They were requisitioned in the name of His Majesty the
            King.”
         

         
         “I’m not sure why Rosebourne would sell such a rare, valuable oil,” I said, stifling an unwelcome smile. “It seems more likely
            he used the last of it.”
         

         
         “That could be,” Foxcourt conceded. “There was nothing about the oil in the ledgers and other records we took yesterday afternoon.
            I’ve already made some inquiries.”
         

         
         There was still a chance then, however small, that the second, unfathomable option to infuse Immortal Rose with magic would
            not come to pass.
         

         
         “What about the Midnight Market?” Foxcourt asked suddenly. “Are there any vendors there who might be able to procure it?”

         
         “No,” I said. “There were certainly some fairy relics being sold there, but all the herbalists claiming to have fairy flowers
            were frauds.” And the next market wouldn’t be for another two weeks.
         

         
         “I see,” he said.

         
         “I may have some names,” I said cagily. All of which were listed at the back of Mama’s journal. “But I’ll ask Oliver first.
            He’s in and out of markets, pawnshops, and florists to source rare oils and medicines for his father’s apothecaries.”
         

         
         My stomach heaved as the carriage slowed and lurched forward again, battling through the congested streets. The stench of
            humanity and horse sweat festered in my nose.
         

         
         “Who is Oliver Radcliffe to you?”

         
         I startled at the question. Foxcourt seemed pensive as he lowered the letter into his lap, as if he’d confused himself by
            asking.
         

         
         “Oliver is a trusted friend,” I said. “As I told you.”

         
         “Oliver, is it?” Foxcourt interrupted, his voice sharp enough to cut glass, and just as sardonic. “Rather familiar, don’t you think?”
         

         
         “He is a friend. One I’d hoped might simply deliver the supplies to Foxcourt House.” I dabbed at my face with a handkerchief. “Why do we have
            to engage in this subterfuge?”
         

         
         “Because Glenmoor has police watching the house to report on all comings and goings from it,” Foxcourt said, plucking up a
            letter from the stack beside him and making a show of returning his attention to it. “And because I do not invite strangers
            to my home.”
         

         
         “I am a stranger,” I reminded him.
         

         
         “You are the exception,” he said curtly. “To my every rule.”

         
         My lips parted. I drew in a sharp breath and regretted it. We were passing through a street of butchers and tanners.

         
         “Oliver is as trustworthy as they come,” I told him. “If you could show him a measure of respect, I would appreciate it.”

         
         His eyes flashed. “Do you ever refer to him as Mr. Radcliffe?”
         

         
         “In polite company, yes,” I said, feeling my temper prickle dangerously at his implication. “But he has been my friend for
            years. Does that not grant me the privilege of using his given name?”
         

         
         “Ah, yes,” he said, mocking. “Your dearest friend.”
         

         
         The words knocked me back against my seat. For a moment, I forgot even the vile stenches percolating around us.

         
         The letter had crimped under the force of his grip. He appeared to be reading, though his eyes were fixed on the very center
            of the page.
         

         
         “Are you . . . jealous?” I asked in disbelief.

         
         He turned the letter over with enough force to tear the page, fuming, “You flatter yourself to think so.”

         
         That was not a no, was it? I looked at him in astonishment.
         

         
         “What a mood you’re in this morning,” I said. “You’re acting like a petulant child.”

         
         “Petulant child!” He tossed down the letter, as if to call me out.

         
         Or kiss you. The thought came, wild and unbidden. The heat of my anger felt different from the sweltering air swirling between us, throbbing
            with some kind of want I couldn’t name. His eyes held a scalding intensity, flashing like silver mirrors.
         

         
         “You’d like it if I were jealous, wouldn’t you?” he murmured, his gaze dipping to my mouth. A fluttering began low in my belly
            again, my pulse beating like hummingbird wings.
         

         
         Not him. Never him.

         
         I couldn’t take another insufferable moment of this. “Stop the coach. I’ll get out and walk.”

         
         “You don’t even know where we’re going,” Foxcourt said.

         
         “I don’t care,” I told him, pushing up on unsteady feet to knock on the window behind him. If Cartwell wouldn’t stop, I’d
            simply fling myself out the door. “I’ll go anywhere as long as it’s not with you—”
         

         
         The coach wheels hit a divot in the road, launching me forward with the momentum of a bullet. I gasped, my hands shooting
            up to avoid crashing headlong into the window and seat.
         

         
         A firm grip caught me about the waist and held me upright.

         
         Breath shuddered in and out of me. The warmth of his gloved hands seeped through two layers of clothing. My face tipped down
            toward Foxcourt’s, his brow furrowed in a way that begged to be smoothed by soft fingers. His hands flexed around my waist
            almost imperceptibly, his arms and broad shoulders tensing as another jarring bump threatened to dislodge me.
         

         
         “Sit. Down,” he got out between clenched teeth.

         
         “Let. Go,” I said through the same.

         
         We glared at each other. It was impossible to tell who relented first—if I moved back and he released me, or he released me
            and I moved back. I dropped ungracefully into my seat, my breath as uneven as my pulse. My stomach rioted again as the carriage
            finally slowed.
         

         
         Lifting the curtain, I glimpsed the seafoam-green storefront of the original Radcliffe & Sons Apothecary location at the less
            fashionable end of Royal Park, and the figure that hurried out its door toward the coach. My heart gave a little leap at the
            sight of him, looking splendid, almost radiant, despite the churning midday heat.
         

         
         I felt Foxcourt watching me as Cartwell hurried down to open the door for Oliver, imparting a friendly greeting.

         
         The door swung open, and Oliver stood there in his blue brocade jacket and waistcoat, peering into the darkness, his eyes
            passing right over me—only for his gaze to double back. Widen.
         

         
         A low, humorless laugh bubbled up in my throat.

         
         He hadn’t recognized me.

         
         “Get in, Radcliffe,” Foxcourt ordered. “Before the sun turns you any pinker.”

         
         “I—yes, good afternoon, my lord,” Oliver said, hugging a leather case to his chest as he scrambled into the carriage. There
            was a moment of indecision as he looked between us, as if weighing the cost of impropriety against his desire, before he swept
            into the space I’d made beside me. He set the case down and reached for my hands as Cartwell shut the door behind him.
         

         
         “You look so very well,” he told me earnestly. A warm glow formed at the center of my chest at the compliment. “You’re all
            right? Truly?”
         

         
         His hat cast a shadow over his face, one that only seemed to deepen his expression of relief. My heart wrenched painfully
            at the sight of it.
         

         
         “She’s sitting in an earl’s carriage, not a Fairgate Prison cell,” Foxcourt said, rudely intruding on the moment. “So, I would
            say yes. She is perfectly fine.”
         

         
         As Oliver’s initial relief gave way, a nutty scent, confusion, wove through the beginnings of something like gunpowder.

         
         “Are you angry with me?” I asked as the coach set off. “I wanted to tell you that I was all right, there just wasn’t time
            for it.”
         

         
         “Never,” Oliver said, his hands squeezing mine. “I could never be angry with you.”

         
         “Nominate the man for sainthood,” Foxcourt muttered, plucking another letter up from the pile.

         
         “I was worried,” Oliver continued, ignoring him. “The prison governor apparently left his position, and the new one had no
            record of you.”
         

         
         I resisted the urge to glance over at Foxcourt. He’d claimed my record would be expunged only after the creation of the perfume.
            And why in the world would the prison governor have left the prison?
         

         
         “Well, my freedom came in advance of a pardon,” I said, “which I’ll receive once I’ve completed this perfume.”

         
         “That’s wonderful.” Oliver’s smile tensed. “You weren’t in need of rescue after all.”

         
         I shifted, my remorse as powerful as the scent of the benzoin oil escaping the case at his feet. I owed him so very much for this—in coin and in goodwill. Though not rare, the oil had traveled across the world to arrive on Albion’s shores, and the price per ounce reflected its journey from the Far East. I trusted only Oliver’s superior nose when it came to selecting batches of oils I couldn’t make myself. 

         
         “Thank you for gathering all of this,” I told him. “I’ll reimburse you, of course.”

         
         “Is it for one of your, ah”—Oliver paused, cutting a quick glance at Foxcourt—“more unusual blends?”

         
         “One of her magic perfumes, yes,” Foxcourt said impatiently. “How curious you should know about it.”
         

         
         His piercing gaze flicked over to mine, triumphant, as if he’d proven something to the both of us. I gave him an even look
            in return, the stabbing behind my eye now throbbing in time with my pulse. I gritted my teeth.
         

         
         “The King has been generous with his pardon because the perfume is for an important client,” I told Oliver carefully.

         
         Even if Foxcourt had allowed it, I wouldn’t have told him the truth. I couldn’t involve him any further in this.

         
         “I see,” Oliver said carefully. “I didn’t recognize the combination of oils from any of the perfumes in your mother’s journal.
            It’s something else, then?”
         

         
         “Yes, I’m afraid so,” I said, then steered us onto safer ground, where I wouldn’t need to lie to him. “Were you able to find
            levant rose absolute of good quality?”
         

         
         “I thought you already had a bottle of rose oil,” Foxcourt said.

         
         “Levant roses and centifolia roses are completely different,” I told him, irritated by the implication of his words, “and
            this perfume calls for both. Each variety has a unique scent—you might discover this yourself if your nose wasn’t constantly
            thrust into other people’s business.”
         

         
         Oliver let out a shocked, strangled laugh, his eyes darting to mine nervously at the utter disrespect. I gritted my teeth
            at Foxcourt’s sly smile; all I’d done was entertain him and shock the one gentle soul I’d ever want to be a true lady for.
         

         
         Hell’s tits—I’d remember my manners once my head ceased to feel like a rotten melon on the verge of bursting open.

         
         “The rose is the queen of all flowers,” Oliver offered awkwardly. “There are as many variations as there are women in the world, all beautiful and beguiling in their own way.” He returned his focus to me. “Is the levant rose in the heart notes of the perfume?” 

         
         The House of Rosebourne had developed and taught a new structure of perfume based on how quickly the layers of notes faded:
            the top notes, the heart notes that were revealed once the initial impression had faded, and the base notes, which were often
            heavier scents that carried longer on the skin and added depth to the perfume.
         

         
         “Yes, it’s rather interesting,” I told him, grateful to finally have someone to talk to about this. “Looking at the notes,
            it feels as though it’s trying to capture a sort of mythic accord—the fantasy of a golden, divine rose. The essence of Venia
            herself.”
         

         
         Oliver leaned in, his eyes widening. “I suppose that’s why you asked for jasmine and orange blossom. I was surprised there’d
            be two such animalic notes, but it follows if the aim is to embody the dual aspect of the fairy goddess of love and healing.”
         

         
         My smile turned genuine. I knew he would understand. “There’s actually very little—”

         
         “Animalic?” Foxcourt interrupted. “What does that mean in this context?”
         

         
         And with that, the small rush of enjoyment was gone, and my patience was at its end. I turned slowly to him, my head throbbing
            with each small movement.
         

         
         “Carnal,” I said. “Is that clear enough for you, my lord? Many white flowers carry an unusual note, one variously described as the
            essence of filth, decay, and the scent of lovers.”
         

         
         It was one reason my white floral perfumes had found a home in several brothels through Arabella’s connections. There was
            something wonderfully, terribly alive about that note within the flowers’ otherwise graceful offerings. The contrast between the beauty and the more indecent element
            asked the scenter to return to the fragrance again and again to understand its draw.
         

         
         Mama had always said it was the truth of life in a drop of oil. A pristine flower was only so a moment before it began to
            fade. To seek to understand the duality of that scent was to confront the mystery of our own mortality. Most perfumes were
            born of death—flowers were destroyed to make the necessary oils and animals killed for their musk. It was cruel, but truthful.
            The most remarkable perfumes brought together the purity of nature and man’s darker and, yes, carnal nature.
         

         
         Foxcourt stared at me, saying nothing.

         
         “Oliver,” I said, remembering the other point I’d had in meeting him. “I’m wondering if you know of anyone who might have or be able to procure oils made from fairy flowers and plants. Perhaps one of the pawnbrokers you’ve become acquainted with has a collection they don’t advertise to their typical customers?” 

         
         Oliver blinked. “Goodness. One hears rumors, of course . . . Is there something in particular you need?”

         
         Foxcourt opened his mouth to interject, but I wasn’t a fool. I trusted Oliver, but that trust didn’t extend to every soul
            alive he did business with.
         

         
         “An assortment, such as . . .” I racked my memory for some of the oils I’d seen listed in the Treasury. If word of this somehow
            got back to Glenmoor, he wouldn’t know exactly which we needed. “. . . sweetfeather . . . Queen’s Delight . . . and the nectar of the Afallach tree.”
         

         
         Perhaps the heat had made him momentarily forget himself, but I could have sworn Foxcourt’s lips curled in a smile.

         
         Oliver repeated the names to himself. “Where should I send word if I find them?”

         
         “Foxcourt House,” the earl said. “Hand deliver it yourself.”

         
         “Or meet with Vernon,” I told Oliver. “Whichever you feel is most discreet. He’ll get word safely to us.”

         
         Oliver’s shocked delight deepened the leather in his essence. “Vernon! Truly? I’ve been meaning to visit with him.”

         
         The coach came to a final, halting stop.

         
         “Look at that, we’ve returned to your father’s shop,” Foxcourt said. “Thank you for your assistance, Mr. Radcliffe. Should
            anything else be required, I’ll send word. If you care for Miss Lockwood, you’ll not speak of this meeting to anyone.”
         

         
         “What does that mean?” Oliver asked me, alarmed. “I was afraid for your reputation if you were staying in a bachelor’s home—are
            you telling me that your life is in danger?”
         

         
         “I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “Thank you again for this—and really, any haste you can give to finding the fairy flower oils—”

         
         “I’ll do everything in my power to find them.” He clasped my hand again, and my stomach turned at the wet fur scent of his
            fear. The door opened behind him, allowing a blinding flood of heat and light to invade the darkness.
         

         
         “I’ll come for you, at any time, anywhere,” Oliver told me in an ardent voice. “My offer still stands. Remember that.”

         
         “Good day, Mr. Radcliffe,” Foxcourt said coldly.
         

         
         And then, like a fading dream, Oliver was gone.

         
         “You were unbelievably rude,” I managed to get out. “You didn’t have to treat him in such a high-handed manner when he was
            trying to help us.”
         

         
         “In case you’ve forgotten, we are on a rather tight schedule.” He pulled the coach’s curtains shut, sealing us in darkness.
            His voice was infuriatingly cool. “You may wax poetic about perfume with Oliver when we’ve found the nectar and Immortal Rose
            is complete.”
         

         
         “Do you always sneer at other people’s pleasure?” I asked him. “Perfume is the meeting of art and science, the sacred and
            the profane, and the self and the world. It’s not something frivolous.”
         

         
         “I never said it was,” he said, in that same remote tone.

         
         He didn’t have to, but it was abundantly clear he didn’t understand that without beauty, without love, without the poetry
            of the soul, life was meaningless survival. There was a reason babies were anointed with sacred oil, the scent of which was
            so powerful, so beautiful, it drew the eyes of God. And that was to say nothing of holy incense—frankincense, myrrh, oud—all
            of which expressed a language so holy it couldn’t be spoken.
         

         
         “You exist as a man in this world and you have countless ways to define yourself,” I said. “For many young women, whose lives
            are restrained and ordered from the moment they are born, perfume is more than a rare choice offered to them—it is a declaration
            of how they wish to be perceived. It’s a small measure of control they take back.”
         

         
         “Is that so?” Foxcourt said as he gathered the stack of correspondence in his lap.

         
         “Scent is the most important sense,” I pressed on. “It keeps us from eating food that has gone off and adds to the enjoyment
            of dining. It stirs memory. It locates us in the world. Isn’t there a scent that means something to you? One that you love?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Foxcourt said. “I long to smell Immortal Rose.”
         

         
         I sat back in my seat, my head throbbing like hammer strikes. “You’ll have your bloody perfume. Believe me, I want nothing
            more than to be finished with you—”
         

         
         He looked up at that, his gaze quicksilver. “With me, or with the perfume?”
         

         
         I clenched my jaw, unable to speak with the sharp stabbing behind my eye. I pressed a hand to my face, willing it to fade.

         
         “What’s the matter with you?” he asked, leaning toward me. “You’ve gone as gray as cod.”

         
         “Being made to speak with someone as loathsome as you will have that affect,” I snapped.

         
         There was a beat of silence. “Ah.”

         
         That single sound was enough to stir a flicker of guilt. I shoved it down ruthlessly. He’d been terrible. He was terrible.
         

         
         Foxcourt knocked against the coach. I lowered my hand as Cartwell slowed us to a stop.

         
         “What are you doing?” I asked.

         
         “Removing the irritant,” he said, reaching for the door. “Cartwell will see you home safely.”

         
         “Wait,” I began. “Foxcourt—”

         
         But he was already outside, shutting the door. I lifted the curtain as we set off again, watching Foxcourt’s tall figure cut
            through the milling crowds.
         

         
         I leaned my head back against the seat, shutting my eyes again. Bloody man—and they said women were prone to dramatics. But, at least, I didn’t have to bother trying to disguise my discomfort anymore.
         

         
         At Foxcourt House, Cartwell handed me down himself with a look of concern I waved away. I barely heard him say he would bring
            in the satchel of supplies after he’d seen to the horses.
         

         
         For once, the house was mercifully quiet, as if lulled into a drowsy reverie by the heat. Hearing voices in the study, I hurried
            up the stairs, my skull throbbing with each step. The hall blurred dangerously around me, the last warning I’d have before
            the megrim rendered me all but unconscious.
         

         
         Somehow, I made it to my bedchamber, collapsing back against the door as I shut it. My stomach turned, nausea rising. This
            time, however, it was soured by deepening guilt.
         

         
         “Stop it,” I muttered, pressing my fists against my forehead. The pressure almost helped. “He deserved it.”

         
         Loathsome had been a rather cruel choice of word, maybe, but he’d been a churl all morning. Surely he’d been called worse, and with
            good reason.
         

         
         But it had been unmistakable—that carefully managed Ah. He hadn’t been able to strip it entirely of hurt.
         

         
         I released another shaking breath, and when I was sure my stomach wouldn’t betray me, I straightened, lowering my hands.

         
         And came face-to-face with my mother.

         
         In the unreality, I doubted my own eyes. But no, she was there. The portrait of her from Briarwood Palace, in which she looked
            so very young and proper. So luminous in the midday light, it was as if she had been born of it.
         

         
         Her secretive smile bade me forward. My darling.

         
         My sputtering pulse made my skin feel as though it belonged to someone else as I took a tentative step forward, my hand rising
            from my chest to press softly against my lips.
         

         
         My God, she had been so beautiful. So full of promise, like a rosebud readying to bloom.

         
         The sight of Mama’s face blurred as tears pricked my eyes. I drew nearer to the easel, a storm of feelings raging in me: confusion,
            longing, grief, disquiet, and gratitude.
         

         
         Gratitude most of all.

         
         I knew exactly who had done this, who had brought her back to me.

         
         My knees turned soft. I sat heavily on the chaise.

         
         I aim to make amends. If she’ll allow it.

         
         Damn him. Damn him.

         
         Guilt tore at me. I wanted to believe it was a manipulation, but to have it displayed here, on a fine brass easel, was a gift.
            A comfort.
         

         
         One thing I knew for certain: Foxcourt had seen the yearning in me, despite my best effort to hide it. He had seen me, and that was why it had always been safer for me to be alone.
         

         
         Even now, I could feel myself softening to the possibility of this place, to these people, to him, and there were few things more dangerous to a woman than an unguarded heart.
         

         
         I had been carrying the weight of my secrets for so long, and I had done it alone. I had worked hard for everything I had,
            fought and clawed for every scrap of freedom and peace the world was willing to toss to me. The thought that there might be
            people willing to share that burden now, who would look after me . . .
         

         
         That was a soft life, a sweet dream meant for someone else. None of this was real. It couldn’t be. People would always disappoint
            you in the end. Security, independence—that was safety. I would be beholden to no one. I could protect myself from any nightmare
            that tried to catch up to me.
         

         
         Whatever happens, you cannot tell anyone what you are, Mama’s voice whispered in the darkness. He will find you, and he will take you.

         
         I leaned toward the painting, close enough to ghost a finger along the smiling curve of her mouth. What a cold, biting irony
            to be in the position to regain everything denied to her, and to be the reason she lost it in the first place.
         

         
         “I love you,” I whispered to her. “I’m sorry.”

         
         And now there was nothing left to do but complete the perfume, and live.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Eighteen

         
         When I woke hours later in the darkness, the heat had broken and so, too, had my megrim.

         
         I opened my eyes to a spill of moonlight, momentarily disoriented to find myself on my back, gazing up at the canopy of the
            bed. My head felt like cork as I forced myself to sit up, swallowing to ease my dry mouth and throat. When had I moved from
            the chaise to the bed—when had I loosened my corset and dress?
         

         
         A lone glass of water had been left on the bedside table. I drank it greedily in the darkness, silently thanking whatever
            angel had left it for me. Felicity, maybe, looking in on me. My quizzing glass had been left just beside it, and I used it
            to read the small clock on the mantel. Nearly eleven.
         

         
         Damn it all—I’d lost a day of work when we had none to spare. The King had already passed into the gauntlet of the poison’s
            second week, and even with the King’s Blend to mollify the worst of its effects, his body would only continue to weaken as his lungs slowly drowned in his rotting blood.
         

         
         There was no point in going back to sleep now; I was wide-awake, and the Treasury was waiting for me in the study. Hopefully
            Cartwell had remembered to bring the supplies into the small still room off the kitchen.
         

         
         My stomach growled.

         
         And if I happened upon a bit of cheese and bread as I passed through the kitchen, marvelous.

         
         Finding the slippers Felicity had left near the bed, I righted my dress and corset. My scalp, sore from sleeping on hairpins,
            ached as I hastily brushed out my hair and braided it over my shoulder.
         

         
         I relit the candle at the bedside and ventured out into the dark house.

         
         The third-floor hallway was wreathed in shadows and infinitely more mysterious. Ensconced in my candle’s comforting glow, I felt like a ghost myself, observing a world through a glimmering veil. The staircase whimpered as I made my way down it carefully, not quite trusting my vision to gauge the distance of each step. 

         
         Unable to resist, I made a hasty visit to the unexplored second floor of Foxcourt House only to be wildly disappointed by
            the discovery of well-dressed guest rooms, each with an impressive loyalty to a different shade of sunrise.
         

         
         How curious that unlike Briarwood Palace, the paintings that adorned the walls of the house weren’t portraits of distinguished
            ancestors but, instead, landscapes of far-off places in the world. Continents that had existed only in my imagination and
            in the black-and-white texts of books. Ancient oceans and devouring storms. Cities so unlike the one I had grown up in.
         

         
         How very, very big the world was, and how very small my life had been in it.

         
         Several of the art pieces were paired with ceremonial weapons, baskets, masks, pottery, and more, which I suspected had been
            gifts from visiting dignitaries or had been collected by the last Earl of Foxcourt in his role as a diplomat. 
         

         
         Again, I found myself lingering on the landing, gazing up at the man’s portrait. The black tulle shroud turned his expression
            sphinxlike. He had a genteel face and eyes that were surprisingly kind. A glittering, laughing sort of blue. The artist had
            depicted him in front of a window overlooking a garden, rather than in uniform or in the hallowed halls of Parliament. A thin
            white flower was pinned to his lapel.
         

         
         “—come now, you must cease this ridiculous behavior at once.”

         
         Foxcourt. An echo of my earlier remorse stirred.
         

         
         “It’s nearly midnight, how long will you persist in this?”

         
         A warm shiver passed up my arms. His voice was low and soothing, cajoling even.

         
         Leaning over the banister, I looked either way down the hall. The half that comprised the study, morning room, and dining
            room was dark, but a suggestion of light had slipped down the short hallway that led into the kitchen.
         

         
         I strained my ears for the response from whomever he was meeting with, but none came.

         
         I bent, removing my slippers so they wouldn’t scuff against the floor and give me away. Careful to skip the bottom step—the
            only one that shrieked with any weight put on it—I crept forward over the cold tile.
         

         
         The door into the kitchen was open a sliver, just wide enough to make out Foxcourt’s dark shape. He had dropped into a crouch, addressing someone I couldn’t see past the broad width of his shoulders. 

         
         “Fine. ‘Marius and Cassia,’ then?”

         
         And I stood there, dazed, as the earl, with no other warning or preamble, launched into the preeminent tragic fairy ballad
            in a warm, smooth baritone:
         

         
         
            Come, children, and listen fair,

            for spring blooms ever near,

            and with it, an old curse awakens

            of star-crossed lovers long forsaken.

         

         I edged closer to the door, hugging my slippers to my chest. The house seemed to shiver as the rich velvet of his tone passed
            through it.
         

         
         He had a beautiful speaking voice; it stood to reason that his singing voice might be as well. And it was—as clear as a midsummer
            sky, with all the purity of a church bell. It was a voice for God, as the old priest in the Brickbats would have said, rising
            heavenward, sweeter for the fact it had been secret. It was a voice I would have followed blindly off a cliff’s edge, lured
            only by its sweet promise.
         

         
         Foxcourt shifted then, dropping one of his knees to the tile. I leaned forward, careful not to disturb the door. At the sight
            of him feeding Brigadier another scoop of food from his hand, I had to bite my tongue to keep my laughter from escaping.
         

         
         
            The tale is one of mortal woe,

            of bargains betrayed long ago.

            Man must not heed the world that beckons,

            for fate is for fairies and love is for legends . . .

         

         “. . . are you quite finished now?”
         

         
         Brigadier’s tail swished madly as she devoured the last few morsels of meat he’d offered her. I pressed my fingertips to my
            lips, helpless to stop the smile there. A few more verses, and I was ashamed to admit he might have had me eating from the
            palm of his hand as well.
         

         
         “Whether or not you finish is entirely up to you,” Foxcourt told her sternly, rising from his haunches to lean against the staff’s table. A scattering of candles outlined his profile in gold. “But I’d rather not sing about a man who drowns himself after a fairy strangles his love, if it’s all the same to you.” 

         
         Brigadier let out a soft whine.

         
         Foxcourt returned it with a stern look.

         
         I was genuinely unsure who would triumph in the battle of wills.

         
         “I will let you sleep in my bed tonight—and only tonight—if you finish eating the rest of this,” Foxcourt said at last.

         
         The dog launched herself at the bowl, loudly devouring the remainder of its contents like a slobbering goblin. My stomach
            growled in response, but even that noise was lost to the wet inhalation of food.
         

         
         I stifled a laugh as I bent to put my slippers back on. It would have been delicious to have barged in then, to let Foxcourt
            know without a shadow of a doubt I’d heard it all. But the thought of Mama’s portrait stilled my hand and my tongue. I could
            show him mercy.
         

         
         For now.

         
         I would have to be satisfied with knowing I’d stolen a secret from a master of them. But the longer I stood there, the harder
            it became to fully vanquish the hope that he might sing a few more lines. The thought of never hearing his lilting voice again
            sent an odd surge of panic through me, as if mourning something that should never have been mine to begin with.
         

         
         I gave him the gift of a few moments of ambiguity over whether I had heard him. Counting to thirty in my head, I drew in a
            deep breath and pushed the door open.
         

         
         Foxcourt didn’t startle—of course not—but I knew I’d managed to catch him by surprise. It was all in the way he straightened,
            his hand instinctively smoothing back the waves of his dark hair. He had the beginning of a night beard, making him look disarmingly
            roguish in the low light. The appraising glance he swept over me made my toes curl in my slippers.
         

         
         “You should be asleep,” he said at last.

         
         “As should you,” I said. Eleven o’clock was only the beginning of a night’s festivities for most toffs, but Foxcourt wasn’t
            dressed for his member’s club or a fete.
         

         
         I peered at him through the darkness. I couldn’t begin to guess what he was dressed for. He wore a shirt dyed black, long black trousers, a black silk cowl around his neck, and boots with such a soft
            sole they made nary a whisper of sound as he came toward me.
         

         
         “And you are”—he stopped before me, his throat working to muster the word—“well?”

         
         With a snort of irritation, Brigadier trotted between us, her nose turned up like a duchess. On her way, no doubt, to warm
            Foxcourt’s bed.
         

         
         “Vi—Lockwood?”

         
         I started, realizing I’d never answered him. “Yes,” I said. “I’m well now. I . . . apologize if I was curt earlier.”

         
         There. I’d said it.

         
         His lips twitched. “I deserved a rap on the knuckles. The heat put me in an abominable mood. I take it the effects were somewhat
            worse for you. Was it the smell?”
         

         
         I nodded. “It brought on a megrim.”

         
         He took another step, passing into the little cocoon of candlelight with me. When he reached for the holder, I let him take
            it. Why the deuce did I feel so nervous looking up at him now? I knew how to handle the exasperating, sardonic Foxcourt, not
            this softer, shadowed version of himself.
         

         
         “Does it happen often?” he asked, setting the candle down on Mrs. Silver’s worktable.

         
         “Not as often as it used to,” I said. “I had more as a child. I suppose my nose has become somewhat accustomed to the city
            on its worst days.”
         

         
         He nodded, absorbing this. “And I forced you out into it when Radcliffe could have met us here.”

         
         The surprising note of remorse in his voice turned the hushed world hazy.

         
         “Well . . .” I began, somewhat unevenly. “How would you have known?”

         
         “I should have,” he said quietly. “I ought to have anticipated it.”

         
         As he anticipated and took care of nearly everything else, I realized. This wasn’t merely a man who despised surprises. He
            saw them as personal failures. What a cruel way to punish yourself.
         

         
         He was close enough now to reveal the outline of some hidden chain and pendant beneath his thin shirt. My own hand reached
            for Mama’s necklace before I remembered.
         

         
         “Are you . . . hungry?” Foxcourt asked into the silence.

         
         My stomach answered for me with a pitiful rumble. I flushed, and a small smile touched his lips.

         
         “As the lady commands, then,” he said, looking relieved to finally have something tangible to do.

         
         I watched, amused, as he hastily assembled a cold plate, moving with practiced adeptness around the kitchen to gather what
            he needed: a crumbly wedge of cheese, blueberries, and half a loaf of bread.
         

         
         “How efficient of you,” I noted as he set the plate down on the worktable.

         
         “Water?” he queried. At my nod, he went off to fetch two glasses and poured water from a covered pitcher.

         
         Oh dear, I thought. A girl could grow dangerously accustomed to being served by a toff.
         

         
         “Mrs. Silver learned the best way to keep from being woken at all hours of the night by Reddy and me rummaging around for
            food was to leave it where it was easily discovered, even for two twits,” Foxcourt explained, circling around to the other
            side of the worktable. “There was a time the two of us were eating more food than the rest of the household combined.”
         

         
         He passed the glass of water to me, and I took it gratefully, giving a mock toast. To my delight, he returned it, then watched
            as I drank half of it. That seemed to satisfy him enough to turn his attention to the plate between us, plucking a blueberry
            from it.
         

         
         “No wonder the two of you are taller than most knights of the rainbow,” I noted, breaking off a piece of cheese.

         
         “Knights of the rainbow?” Foxcourt paused, then guessed, “Footmen?”

         
         “Yes,” I said, “because of the array of colors of their livery. There you are, a new bit of cant for you.”

         
         “Even a nib can learn,” he said.

         
         “You still haven’t the slightest notion what that means, do you?” I asked, forgetting myself enough to lean forward and rest
            my forearms against the table.
         

         
         “On the contrary, thanks to the delightful introduction Theo gave me to ‘dicked in the nob,’ I now take nob to mean ‘head’ and nib to be something like ‘tail.’”
         

         
         I shook my head. “Not even close, I fear.”

         
         He looked a bit sour at that but simply tore off a chunk of the bread for me. I made a sandwich with another bit of cheese,
            already feeling better. Apparently, it showed.
         

         
         “Your color’s improved,” Foxcourt noted.

         
         “I certainly feel improved,” I said, trying not to fluster under his close attention.

         
         “Have you never thought of moving away from town to the country?” he asked, leaning his own arms on the table in a mirror
            of my pose.
         

         
         I made a very ungraceful face. “I don’t love something less for being imperfect. Besides, there’s twice as much animal droppings
            to be found—or so I’ve heard.”
         

         
         “You’ve never been?” he asked, surprised.

         
         “I’ve never had the means or reason to,” I said. It had always simply been another advantage the Patricians had over the rest
            of us. Mama had wanted to leave Linden, for the country or for another city, but marrying, and then illness, had trapped us
            here.
         

         
         “I’m afraid to say the air is clearer and quite endurable, even with the presence of farm animals,” he said.

         
         “And?” I countered. “I have never shied from a challenge.”

         
         Even if that challenge was breathing bleak, reeking air. I’d learn to hold my breath for an hour before I ever let it defeat
            me.
         

         
         “Yes,” he said, his eyes softening in a way I didn’t understand. “I know.”

         
         Feeling a flutter of something unwelcome in my chest, I returned my attention to the plate between us, rolling a blueberry
            beneath my finger. “Thank you for my mother’s portrait.”
         

         
         Now it was his turn to be absorbed in studying the food. He shifted, and I could have sworn the tips of his ears went a touch
            pink.
         

         
         “Of course,” he told the cheese, a bit gruffly. “It’s yours, or soon to be, anyway.”

         
         Ah. “Well . . . thank you regardless.”

         
         Foxcourt nodded, drawing in a soft breath. It was a moment before he looked up and met my curious gaze. My finger stilled
            against the blueberry.
         

         
         “Tell me if something is the matter,” he said roughly. “I cannot help you otherwise.”

         
         “I do not need your help,” I reminded him, surprised by how soft the words were as they escaped.

         
         His bare hand rose toward me, crossing that distance between us. He hardly seemed conscious of it.

         
         “Yes,” Foxcourt murmured, shocking me into stillness as his thumb, calloused and warm, gently brushed a crumb from the corner of my lips. “But you’ll have it regardless.” 

         
         Unspent breath burned in my chest, and I found myself leaning forward into that touch rather than away from him. His eyes
            were still fixed on the point where his thumb rested, his other fingers curling petal soft around my jaw.
         

         
         The door to the back garden creaked open, and we flew back from the worktable as quickly as if someone had tossed a lit firework
            onto it.
         

         
         Reddy’s eyes landed on the abandoned plate of food with unerring accuracy. “Oh, thank God. I’m famished.”
         

         
         Foxcourt cleared his throat, moving to refill our water glasses. “Good evening to you as well.”

         
         Reddy was dressed in his usual fine attire, including a topper and greatcoat, as if he was on his way somewhere more important
            or returning home from it.
         

         
         Mid-bite of bread, he gave a little bow in my direction. “Glad to see you up and about, Lockwood. You had the household worried.”
            His eyes lit suddenly, as if something had sparked. “Say, if you’re feeling well—”
         

         
         “No,” Foxcourt said flatly, handing my water glass back to me. “Absolutely not.”

         
         “What?” I asked.

         
         “We need a third,” Reddy argued. “The Roach never showed at the meet—”

         
         “He didn’t?” Foxcourt interrupted. “That’s not like him.”

         
         “There were a number of police about, it might have sent him scurrying,” Reddy said, with a dismissive wave. “Regardless,
            I told Carrington that I’d be making an introduction, ergo I need someone to introduce. And being the clever lad I am”—he
            popped a blueberry into his mouth—“I never specified if that someone was a man or woman. Lord So-and-So of Nowhereshire can
            just as easily be the widow Lady So-and-So seeking to move some of her dearly departed husband’s contraband from one coast
            to another.”
         

         
         “No,” Foxcourt repeated firmly.

         
         “Fox wants to search the ship and cargo Glenmoor has smuggled in for evidence that the duke’s aligned with Gallia,” Reddy
            explained to me, propping a hip against the table and momentarily blocking Foxcourt’s exasperated face from view. “I’ve arranged
            a meeting with the ship captain as a distraction, but also to inquire about anyone importing or moving fairy relics, including
            flowers and the like.”
         

         
         My heart leapt at the prospect. I turned back toward the earl. “Is that why you’re dressed to heave a cough?”

         
         “Rob a house,” Reddy helpfully clarified for Foxcourt. “Didn’t you say that Lockwood can tell when someone’s lying? Wouldn’t
            that be a rather invaluable skill to have while prodding the old sea dog for answers?”
         

         
         “It would indeed,” I said. And it would be worth sacrificing a few hours of blending the other oils in the dark. After all,
            I couldn’t complete Immortal Rose until we found a source for the nectar, and speaking to the captain might turn up just the lead we needed.
         

         
         “Isn’t it considered bad luck for a woman to turn up on the docks?” Foxcourt asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

         
         “It’s bad luck for them to be on ships,” I corrected. “Otherwise the markets and half the brothels in Riverside would shutter.”
         

         
         “It’s dangerous for a woman regardless,” Foxcourt countered. “These sailors are a rough sort—”

         
         “I was born in Riverside,” I told him. “I am a rough sort.”
         

         
         That stilled his tongue, at least. Reddy’s grin deepened. “What do you say, Lockwood? Are you up for a bit of mischief tonight?”

         
         “Are you up for a bit of mischief, my lady,” I corrected in a crisp, refined tone I’d heard countless Patricians affect. “I suppose it’s for my jailer to decide.”
         

         
         Foxcourt made a noise of protest as we both turned to him. The question in my heart was reflected in his troubled eyes: Why
            would I ever want to do this?
         

         
         Not for him, certainly. But perhaps to restore the balance between us, after his unexpected kindness. To ease that strange feeling
            of vertigo I had looking at him now.
         

         
         Foxcourt took a deep breath. “We cannot delay more than a few minutes—”

         
         I spun toward a smirking Reddy. “I need only one. Restrain him, if it comes to it.”

         
         Reddy gave a mock salute with the last bite of cheese.

         
         I undressed and redressed as hastily as I could, retrieving the finer, claret-colored silk dress from the wardrobe. My usual
            dresses were simply constructed, designed to be donned without the help of a maid, sister, or partner, but Madame Audette’s
            were altogether more elegant beasts, with frills and laces and delicate constitutions. Twisting and tugging, I managed to
            get my tapes knotted without tearing the dress.
         

         
         Fastening my stocking garters and ankle boots, I turned back to the wardrobe, tugging out a suitable hooded velvet evening cloak that hopefully conveyed disgustingly wealthy woman without the good sense to wear a humble disguise.
         

         
         I was breathless by the time I burst back into the kitchen.

         
         Reddy stood near the door, staring at Foxcourt in bewilderment. He must have been out in the garden a moment before; the smell
            of fresh, damp flowers brightened the kitchen’s herbal notes.
         

         
         “I’ll pin my hair up in the coach,” I said, gesturing to my braid.

         
         Foxcourt snipped a length of twine and turned, holding something out to me: a small posy of flowers—a rose, lavender, and
            a sprig of honeysuckle had been bound and placed in a silver pin. Such little bundles and bouquets had been used for hundreds
            of years to drive away the foul odors of cities, but it wasn’t until he took a step toward me that I understood.
         

         
         The flowers were for me.
         

         
         The gentle halo of scent caressed us as he gently shifted my braid, affixing the posy to the cloak, just above my heart.

         
         “There we are,” he said, stepping back to assess his work.

         
         “What?” I could scarcely find enough breath to ask. The world was shifting beneath me, turning upside down and inside out.

         
         “An abundance of caution, given how odorous the Temese can be,” Foxcourt explained, his face cool and beautiful in the dim
            light. “Now, shall we?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Nineteen

         
         Foxcourt hadn’t been entirely wrong to worry about the effect the smell of the Riverside dockyard would have on me. It was
            only for the wrong reason.
         

         
         Old ghosts stirred as the first waves of the distinct stench of the wharves reached us. It was the perfume I would blend to
            capture man’s ambition—tea, gunpowder, cloth, sugar, rum, and tobacco, layered with the sweat of the lightermen and quayside
            laborers, and the salted breath of the waiting sea.
         

         
         As a little girl, I would sometimes slip away from Mrs. Rhodes, who was meant to be watching me, and make my way down to the
            docks to see the newly moored vessels. Each yearned to tell their story, of the battles survived and storms weathered. Even
            furled, the sails carried tantalizing hints of faraway lands and unfamiliar seas. Of an endless sky.
         

         
         Now, the scent didn’t bring with it the possibility of escape, but the prison of the past.

         
         A desolate feeling spread through me as we rolled by the worn faces of lodging houses and pubs and market squares. Memories,
            agonizing and gray, eddied around me as we approached the entrance to the dockyard, trying to stake their claim on my heart.
         

         
         The River Temese was as black as an underworld river, throwing off even the moon’s light as it crawled slowly by. It was calmer
            than I had seen in some time, as if wanting to have a look back at me. To welcome Riverside’s lost daughter home.
         

         
         The past is only a backstory, unless you allow it to wield the quill.

         
         I dug deep into myself, until I found that thread of resolve again, the pattern of the new life I was weaving.

         
         I was born here, but I would not die here. I would never belong to it again.

         
         “Second-guessing your decision, Lockwood?” Foxcourt asked lightly. Surrounded by the soft blue satin of Reddy’s carriage, the intensity of his focus conspired with his black clothing to give his air an edge of wicked intent. My eyes were drawn to him, even as he threatened to melt away into the darkness. 

         
         “No,” I lied. “Only playing through the story again to ensure I have it.”

         
         The man had more than teeth in his head. I knew he wasn’t convinced, but he didn’t press the matter. As the wheels struggled
            and clattered against the rough road, the falsehood seemed to fester between us.
         

         
         I fingered the velvety petals of the white rose in the posy, focusing my attention on its delicate scent and away from the
            looming river and its sprawling dockyard. The water teemed with the city’s filth and refuse and, as Arabella had once so eloquently
            put it, reeked like the Devil’s own piss.
         

         
         Arabella. I closed my eyes briefly, fighting a sigh. In the rush of everything that had happened, I hadn’t had a moment to worry after
            her. The guilt ate at me now; Riverside had once been her home, too. She’d needed more than luck and a caring mother to survive
            it.
         

         
         The coach stopped short of the gated entrance of the dockyard, cuing the one following at a distance to do the same. Reddy
            had hired several of his company’s lightermen to serve as eyes in the nearby warehouses and sheds, in the event of any trouble.
            I suspected that fact, and not any of the arguments Reddy and I had made, had persuaded Foxcourt it was safe to allow me to
            come.
         

         
         “This must be the quietest wharf in the city,” Foxcourt noted, lifting the coach’s curtain.

         
         “It’s been like this since the Stone Sloggers claimed it as part of their territory,” Reddy said with a dismissive wave.

         
         I was so startled, there was no hope of guarding my expression. “Since when?”

         
         “A month past,” Foxcourt replied, studying me. “Why? Have you had past dealings with them?”

         
         I forced myself to swallow, willing my voice steady. “Not directly. But the Sloggers have managed to terrify even the Brickbats
            into obedience.”
         

         
         They’d gotten their name from their leader, Greystone, and their proclivity for wearing spiked silver knuckles. But they fought
            with whatever vicious, cold bit of metal was available to them: steel-tipped boots, canes, knives, belt buckles. In ten years,
            they’d decimated or devoured the city’s other gangs and had claimed tens of thousands of pounds of stolen goods.
         

         
         “Well, I have had dealings with Robert Greystone, and it’s not an experience I’d recommend, nor an acquaintance I’d wish to deepen,” Reddy
            said. “Thought the man would pluck the eyes right out of my head and eat them like grapes when I told him I wouldn’t smuggle
            guns for him.”
         

         
         I swallowed. “I’ve heard it said he’s soulless. That he killed a thousand men last year.”

         
         “How very industrious of him,” Foxcourt scoffed, deeply unimpressed. “He’s certainly been busy mythmaking, at the very least.”

         
         “That’s half the battle in a street war,” Reddy pointed out. “But I wouldn’t take the quiet as a bad omen. Most of us are
            routing ships away from this dockyard, knowing the Sloggers skim a neat twenty percent off the top of everything that comes
            in under the guise of ‘protection.’ I suspect that’s why Glenmoor is still mooring his hired ships here—cheaper to bribe the
            Sloggers than the customs men, and the former has run the latter off.”
         

         
         At the sound of the other coach pulling away, Foxcourt reached for the door, exchanging another speaking glance with Reddy.
            Turning to me, he paused. “If you feel at all uncomfortable,” he began, “do not hesitate to stay in the coach.”
         

         
         “Oh, Fox,” Reddy said with a mocking swoon, “I didn’t know you cared.”

         
         Foxcourt scowled at him, but that bit of humor had settled my nerves.

         
         “How much time do you think you’ll need?” I asked instead.

         
         His lips curved at the show of defiance. “An hour, if you can give it to me.”

         
         “Anything of value is likely to be kept in the scarrow vault,” I told him, on the chance he didn’t know. “The walls are said
            to be as thick as a bull.”
         

         
         Foxcourt’s brows rose. Apparently, he hadn’t known. “Noted.”

         
         “If you’re caught, we’re leaving you for dead,” Reddy informed him. “And I’m not fishing you out of that godforsaken river.”

         
         Foxcourt pulled the cowl over the lower half of his face, his eyes glinting with silver sparks. They seemed to burn through
            my cloak, falling over my skin like stardust.
         

         
         As he opened the door and leapt out, even the moonlight appeared to bow to him, retreating behind a cloud and allowing him
            to disappear entirely into the night’s gloom.
         

         
         “Dramatic bastard,” Reddy said fondly.

         
         I couldn’t argue with him . . . but neither could I seem to catch my breath. There had been nothing innocent about that look.
            That confident excitement that blazed from him, irresistible, as if designed by God for the sole purpose of igniting mine.
         

         
         My heart gave one of those terrible, portentous flutters as the coach staggered forward and we left him. If he was caught
            by one of the quayside laborers, or even one of the Sloggers keeping watch . . .
         

         
         Not him. Never him.

         
         Horror wound through me, trailing the realization. That voice, that warning, that reminder—it had changed. No longer tinged
            with the acid of hatred, it had softened with something that sounded, alarmingly, like fear. I licked at my dry lips, thoughts
            unraveling at dizzying speed. When had it happened? How had I let it happen?
         

         
         I did not need him to protect me, and certainly didn’t want him standing over me as I worked, and yet—

         
         And yet.

         
         I was afraid for him. I could diminish it, call it worry, but the truth was as sharp as a hyacinth note. Somehow, in such
            a short amount of time, I had grown accustomed to him and his presence; it had ceased to be infuriating and become a reassurance,
            a touchstone as my life reordered itself in rapid, chaotic strokes. As if, after years of flying through life’s winter winds,
            he had offered me a safe place to land.
         

         
         In a cage, I reminded myself.
         

         
         And that was entirely it, wasn’t it? My hands bunched the soft fabric of the cloak. The cloak he had purchased in the days
            between him personally seeing to my arrest and manipulating my time spent at Fairgate. It was unforgivable.
         

         
         But this was the same person who had saved an orphan from being flogged, sung a fairy ballad to a petulant dog to encourage
            her to eat, and taken Mama’s portrait for me.
         

         
         It was maddening. Confusing. All of it.

         
         All of him.
         

         
         I glared past my reflection in the cool glass, searching the darkness for an answer it couldn’t give me.

         
         “Your father was a captain, wasn’t he?” Reddy asked into the silence, saving me from the dangerous path my mind was courting.

         
         “The man who raised me, yes.” Thank God this hatred was easy—a simple, snarling thing. “He was, until rigging struck him and he could no longer work, let alone lead a crew. Then he was reduced to a mean drunk.” 

         
         How different our lives would have been had he never woken up from the blow. We had passed his favorite haunt on our way in,
            the Sea Serpent, and my memory had been callously quick to fill my nose with a phantom of its vomit-ridden stench.
         

         
         “I’m sorry” was Reddy’s only reply. It came as an immense relief when my bitter words merely settled between us again like
            disturbed dust.
         

         
         He pushed his curtain aside as his coachman made excruciatingly slow progress down the wharves. As the flash of distant lanterns
            moved over a ship’s deck like fireflies, a belated question occurred to me.
         

         
         “Won’t Glenmoor be suspicious that you’re making inquiries with one of his ship’s captains?” I asked. “Your friendship with
            Foxcourt is hardly a private one.”
         

         
         “The only surprise would be if Glenmoor didn’t already know and have eyes on the meeting,” Reddy said. “We have some deniability
            with your presence, however, so keep your hood up and wits about you. Don’t let anyone get a good look at you.”
         

         
         “He wouldn’t try to intervene or alter the plans for his cargo?” I asked. That seemed entirely foolish to me, and the Duke
            of Glenmoor did not strike me as a foolish person.
         

         
         “We’ll find out momentarily, though I suspect Fox wanted him to agonize over the possible reasons for the meeting,” Reddy
            said, letting the powder-blue satin fall back into place. “The turmoil of uncertainty is a fine distraction, and something
            His Grace bitterly despises.”
         

         
         “That seems to be a family trait then,” I said, and noticed Reddy did not dispute this.

         
         Instead, his eyes met mine, surprisingly serious. “A word of advice, Lockwood—don’t allow yourself to be drawn too deeply
            into this cruel game. They are the only ones who seem to know the rules.”
         

         
         Too late for that. “The rules seem to be revenge. I can’t say I blame Foxcourt for it.”

         
         Reddy looked truly shocked. “He told you.”

         
         “About his great-uncle and mother?” I clarified. “Yes. What I don’t understand is Glenmoor’s ire for Foxcourt, and why he
            poisoned his mother.”
         

         
         “It’s rooted in what it nearly always is—entitlement and inheritance,” Reddy said. “Glenmoor has a pathological need to be perceived as superior to others and a cruel streak as wide as the Narrow Sea. Fox’s mother came into the marriage with a large dowry, which allowed them to make investments to save the failing estate. When the late duke died, Glenmoor was incandescent with rage to discover that the money, and those investments, weren’t entailed to the estate. He felt they were his by right of primogeniture.” 

         
         A drip of cold horror moved along my spine. “And he believed killing the duchess would allow all of it to remain with the
            estate?”
         

         
         Reddy stared at me a moment, then shook his head. “I see Fox is still being a bit economical with the truth. Glenmoor didn’t
            merely want to kill her—he tried to kill Fox, too. Hasn’t stopped trying since.”
         

         
         Appalled, I whispered, “He was a boy. A child.”
         

         
         “Who stood to inherit what Glenmoor wanted,” Reddy said. “The contract specified that if the duchess passed before her children
            reached their age of majority, her fortune would be given to her uncle, the then Earl of Foxcourt, for safekeeping on their
            behalf. It was altogether more ambiguous on what would happen if there was no heir to inherit, allowing Glenmoor to argue
            before the probate court that it should remain with the estate. But good old Foxcourt intervened and, contrary to the duke’s
            claims, proved that Hugh was still alive.”
         

         
         I worried my lip between my teeth. “My God, as if he doesn’t already have enough as a duke.”

         
         “If you ask me, Glenmoor is as furious about not being able to finish off Fox as he is about losing the blunt.” Reddy gave
            a humorless laugh. “There’s . . . something inhuman about him. A void in the soul, as if some cold darkness opened inside
            of him, and now nothing can fill it. The only thing that seems to bring him satisfaction is toying with Fox and taking from
            him: his uncle, his uncle’s role in the government, the King’s affections . . .”
         

         
         “Everything,” I finished.

         
         “Everything,” Reddy agreed. “It’s impossible to tell if Glenmoor fought to be named regent because he feels he’s the only
            one deserving of it, or because he knows controlling Eleanor will torment Fox.”
         

         
         The chill deepened. “Both, likely.”

         
         “There are already too many lives caught up in this,” Reddy began. “The King. Eleanor. All of Foxcourt House. You must swear
            to me you’ll finish this infernal perfume as quickly as you can and be done with this darkness.”
         

         
         “Has it ensnared you?” I asked, almost too soft to be heard over the slowing clop of the horses’ gait. The shouts of sailors and laborers rose, heralding our arrival to the ship. 

         
         “I rather threw myself at it,” Reddy admitted, collecting his walking stick and hat. “But a different shadow staked its claim
            on me first.”
         

         
         I smoothed a hand down the front of my cloak, shaking loose a petal from the rose.

         
         “Reddy,” I began, “who did you lose?”

         
         The words slashed through him like a bolt of lightning. He turned his face into the shadows as the carriage came to a final
            stop. “We’re speaking about you.”
         

         
         “It’s too late to warn me off now,” I told him. “I’ve been in the darkness from the moment I accepted Foxcourt’s offer, and
            to get what I want, I have to trust him to see me through it.”
         

         
         The words were out before I could stop them, ringing with a truth I hadn’t fully acknowledged to myself.

         
         Reddy’s grin flashed in the dark as the coachman opened the door.

         
         “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Lockwood,” Reddy murmured as he climbed out. “It’s hard to hate the bastard once he lets you
            know him. Believe me, I tried.”
         

         
         

         In the low lantern light, Captain Algernon Carrington looked more like a creature that might dwell in the deep rather than
            sail the waves. He smelled like one, too. His essence clung to him like a barnacle: that sulfuric brine of ocean water, raw
            fish, tar and pitch, old parchment that unfurled around him like maps, and gunpowder. Less blood than I might have imagined,
            though that was hardly reassuring.
         

         
         Wiry gray hair, bleached white by the sun, rose in tangled curls about his head, as if caught in some unseen drift. His eyes
            gleamed black like a shark’s, and he was as massive as one. A lifetime working the decks had created limbs as thick as the
            barrels his men were unloading behind us. The harsh sun had baked his once white skin to a lined leather carved with a great
            many scars.
         

         
         His smile was worst of all—it was a true pirate’s smile. He had hunted, been hunted, and survived it all. Even the man who
            had raised me would have pissed himself when confronted by this towering monument to the fabled age of pirates.
         

         
         In a word, he was terrifying. Or rather, he would have been, had it not been for the click of the knitting needles in his hands. The beginnings of a hat? A scarf? A charming noose? It fluttered in the night’s gentle breeze, as red as a spill of blood. 

         
         “What a delightful . . . blanket?” Reddy ventured into the silence.

         
         The captain gave him an evil glare. “It’s a sweater for me grandson, ye addle-pated lubber,” came his guttural voice. “Is
            this the chit, then?”
         

         
         Reddy eased a step closer to me as I tightened a hand around his arm.

         
         “I see your manners haven’t improved in the last year, Carrington,” Reddy said. “This is the lady in question, yes.”

         
         “They might’ve improved had you kept me in your fleet,” Carrington ground out. “Angleson’s a clodpole with the ambitions of
            a mouse. My crew and ship are wasted on him.”
         

         
         “Better investment to buy and maintain my own ships, I’m afraid,” Reddy said smoothly. “Nothing personal, of course—that’s
            why I’ve recommended you to her ladyship. That is, if you don’t have an exclusive contract with Angleson?”
         

         
         The captain sucked on one of his remaining teeth, his black gaze slashing toward me. “Not exclusive, no. But I’ve a family.
            Very little could entice me to work double tides.”
         

         
         If there was one thing my so-called father had taught me, it was that rough characters like Carrington only respected a nerve
            that matched their own. I drew up to my full height, polishing my accent until it was as pristine as a diamond. “I see now
            this will be a waste of time, Mr. Reddy. He will be of no help to us. I’ve heard it said that a sailor carries his grudges
            to the seabed.”
         

         
         Barrel after barrel was removed from the ship behind the captain’s immense, rugged body. He had met us at the end of the gangplank,
            staying near to the ship like a hovering society mama over her debutante.
         

         
         Carrington straightened from where he’d been leaning against a post to have a better look at me, but his hands never stopped
            their oddly hypnotizing knitting. He flashed his brown teeth in what I assumed was meant to be a smile.
         

         
         “I fear that to be true, yer ladyship,” he said with a wheezing laugh. His scent, however, had turned tart, like sour cherries,
            with curiosity. “Though it’s also said a sailor may change ’is whims with the wind.”
         

         
         I lined up my cannons again, knowing exactly where to strike his pride. With a look to Reddy, I added in an airy tone, “We
            will have to speak to the other captain tomorrow. He may be more accommodating.”
         

         
         “Now, now, let us not be hasty,” Carrington said, finishing another row. The tart scent sharpened. “Tell me more of this cargo.”

         
         Within the shadow of my hood, I fought a smirk. Reddy began to answer, but Carrington shot him down with a look. “The lady
            can speak for ’erself, as we’ve established.”
         

         
         “I most certainly can,” I told him. “The cargo is objects of a”—I paused dramatically—“a peculiar and illicit magical origin,
            if you take my meaning.”
         

         
         “I do indeed, m’lady,” Carrington said, his needles click-click-clacking.

         
         “My husband had procured a great quantity of such relics before his untimely death,” I said, bowing my head. “God rest his
            soul.”
         

         
         Carrington made a half-hearted symbol of the wheel with his knitting needles. “I perceive yer dilemma.”

         
         I nodded. “I fear that, should the ship be intercepted, such objects will be destroyed.”

         
         “Mm,” Carrington agreed.

         
         We were not going to be able to extend this conversation to an hour if the dratted man couldn’t be bothered to muster more
            than a few words of reply.
         

         
         “Do you have experience transporting such delicate materials, Captain?” I asked.

         
         “I do,” he said, and it was the truth, by the smell of it.

         
         “To be frank with you, Captain, the material in question is extremely rare—preserved flora and herbs that many would be desperate
            to get their hands on, for their healing properties,” I said. “Some have been distilled into oils, but others remain in their
            raw form.”
         

         
         “I may be familiar with such cargo, yes,” Carrington said, too stubborn and too wise to be completely led. The sun hadn’t
            melted his mind yet, it seemed.
         

         
         “Am I to know how you mean to go about hiding it on your ship,” I began, “or am I to pay you and merely hope for the best?”

         
         The captain lowered his knitting needles.

         
         Reddy let out a pained laugh. “Of course he’s to be trusted. I wouldn’t have recommended him otherwise. A captain must be
            allowed his secrets.”
         

         
         Now it was my turn to glare at him. Unhelpful, to say the least.

         
         “I’ve a method for slipping them into the kingdom,” Carrington said after a moment. “’Asn’t failed me yet. Made a dozen runs over the years with the likes of what ye speak. Ground plants, oils, all of a—how did ye put it?—peculiar and illicit nature.”
         

         
         “For whom?” I pressed. “I would like the name of whoever is importing such materials.”

         
         Carrington had walked right into it and, by the looks of it, resented me for it immensely.

         
         “Come now, Captain,” I cajoled. “I’ve the mind to establish a partnership that will stretch for years and keep you and your
            grandson in many knitted sweaters. I must have assurances from someone who has worked with you in the past.”
         

         
         Carrington let out a noise that could only be described as a growl.

         
         “Well!” Reddy said with forced brightness. “I told you she’s persistent, did I not?”

         
         “Persistent would be one word for it,” Carrington groused. “I cannot give you a name, as I would not give yours. I swear on the heart
            of the sea and God’s own teeth.”
         

         
         A plan unfurled like a sail in my mind. And as surely as if it had caught a healthy gust of wind, I knew at once how to get
            the answer we needed and buy Foxcourt time for his search.
         

         
         “But you would have to give me a name, wouldn’t you,” I heard myself say before I could stop myself, “if I challenged you to the Drink of the
            Deep and bested you?”
         

         
         The captain stared at me in utter astonishment, which seemed to be a novel emotion for him. “You . . . would . . .”

         
         There’d be trouble if word of this spread to the police or to any Stone Sloggers lurking about, but that was a problem for
            the future Viola Lockwood, after she’d gotten what she’d come here for.
         

         
         “I beg your finest pardon,” Reddy said, his eyes gleaming with something like panic. “The what of the what?”

         
         “Do you forfeit then, Captain?” I asked. “I must say, I wouldn’t hire any man who retreats from a direct challenge.”

         
         Carrington turned his astonished gaze on Reddy now.

         
         “I haven’t the slightest notion what we are talking about,” Reddy informed him. “If someone could be bothered to explain it,
            I would be indebted to them.”
         

         
         “My father was a sailor in His Majesty’s navy,” I told Carrington primly. “I know the ancient code of the sea. Here are my proposed terms: If I win, you will give me the name of the customer who has asked you to import fairy plants in the past. If you prevail, I will advance you the payment for the first shipment. Do you accept the challenge, or do you forfeit?” 

         
         Reddy made a high, pained noise at my side. He looked on the verge of heart palpitations.

         
         Carrington’s laugh began in a low rumble, like distant thunder. By the time he’d thrust his knitting at a passing sailor,
            it was a deep, belly-shaking laugh. The dock shuddered with it.
         

         
         “Ye’ve nerve for a lass, I’ll grant ye that,” Carrington said, his black eyes pitying. “I accept, and may God help you.”

         
         He turned to bark orders at several of the men lingering on the deck. Others gathered, intrigued by the commotion.

         
         “Finish at pace!” a bald, sun-scorched man—the first mate?—bellowed to the crew and laborers. “We’re for the Bitter End!”

         
         The cheers echoed down to us from the deck.

         
         Marvelous. Smugglers with standards. The Bitter End was one of the few pubs in Riverside where one was only half as likely
            to be robbed and murdered.
         

         
         Reddy gave me a long-suffering look, steering me toward the coach. “Fox is going to kill me, isn’t he? If this lot doesn’t
            do the job first.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty

         
         It was a credit to Captain Carrington’s size and hardiness that he lasted as long as he did.

         
         I saw the end of the contest at the bottom of my twelfth glass of rum, watching the distorted image of the man sway as he
            tried, desperately, to locate his lips with the rim of his glass to finish the two fingers he’d been poured for the round.
            A funerary pall had spread over his crew at the thirteenth, their jovial encouragement and backslapping giving way to looks
            of disbelief and horror. Many themselves had overindulged, trying to match our rounds.
         

         
         By the fourteenth drink, I had that wonderful, warm, boneless feeling of giddiness that alcohol brought on and a rather full
            bladder. Carrington looked near to tears when I asked to relieve myself.
         

         
         When I slid back into my seat, picking up my glass to begin again, he tipped forward . . . forward . . . forward . . . until
            his forehead met the table with a hard thunk that made the men around him jump.
         

         
         I met Reddy’s gaze over his head. He ran a hand over his face, somehow looking both mortified and amused by the proceedings.
            How? he mouthed to me.
         

         
         “My God . . .” Carrington moaned to the battered wood tabletop. “What . . . are . . . ye . . . ?”
         

         
         “Rather disappointed, I must say,” I murmured into my drink as I finished the last of it.

         
         The rum had burned my throat the first two rounds, but now gave a pleasant, glowy sort of feeling in my stomach. The first
            mate hovered nearby, looking as though he’d been cracked over the head. I merely held out my palm.
         

         
         He slapped the foolscap with the name into it with a noise of disgust. I’d forced Carrington to write it before we’d begun,
            knowing what the end would be.
         

         
         “What sort of lady are ye?” the first mate demanded.

         
         “One who’d suggest removing your captain before he embarrasses himself in front of all of Riverside,” I said with a sweet
            smile. “Ta, now.”
         

         
         I waited until he and two other men had bodily lifted their captain out of his chair before I attempted to blow the sagging frilly edges of the mobcap up from where it had drooped into my face. I had asked Reddy to procure one for me so I could remove my hood, knowing damn well that my hair was too memorable to risk anyone taking notice of it. Judging by the faint scent of roast and herbs, he’d bought it off the proprietress of the pub. 

         
         Reddy’s essence drew close behind me. “You’re looking quite pleased with yourself, my lady.”
         

         
         “I suppose I’ve given myself away by coming here,” I murmured. A lady would, of course, never darken the doorstep of any sort
            of establishment like this one. “Has it been an hour?”
         

         
         “That and change,” he confirmed ruefully.

         
         I held up the folded foolscap to him, feeling the first burst of giggles well in me as he plucked it from my fingertips. Plucked was a rather silly word, wasn’t it? Then again, so was rum—yes, more rum. To drown the giggles, and because it was so lovely and warm.
         

         
         The pub took on a glossy sheen, its edges relaxing with my body. The air was suffused with drink, sweat, smoke from the hearth,
            the innumerable candles scattered over the tables. My mouth watered with the lingering scent of a roast. The walls were laden
            with an odd assortment of pastoral art and defaced portraits of strangers, a wall of men’s gloves tacked up like hunting trophies,
            a rusted suit of armor.
         

         
         The whole of the pub was tidy and comfortable, and its occupants a pleasing mix of sailors and pink-cheeked tradesmen. Many
            were in quality attire—Fleetmill jackets and Corby boots, even—and everyone seemed to know everyone else, as if the pub were
            a beloved little secret between them.
         

         
         The man with the fiddle finally realized that his melancholy fairy ballads of stolen love and curses weren’t having the desired
            effect. Struck with sudden inspiration, he worked his bow over the strings as if to set them aflame, and as the merry tune
            filled the air, cheers erupted.
         

         
         I grinned as a deep baritone at a nearby table thundered out the first verses of the flash ballad.

         
         
            In a time of war when all seemed lost,

            And Old Albion had paid the cost,

            God sent his shadow to change the tide:

            A bonny lad with a long black needle at his side.

         

         God, I adored “The Black Needle.”
         

         
         
            By the land and by the sea,

            No man, no soldier, no general could flee

            The God-touched one so braw and lethal

            As the one we call the Black Needle.

         

         The ballad had been a mainstay of pubs and gatherings since before the war’s end and, conveniently, was structured in such
            a way that more verses could be added as the Black Needle increased his deadly tally. It was a rare day you didn’t hear at
            least one person humming it on the street.
         

         
         I closed my eyes and swayed to the music, pressing the warm rim of my glass to my lips. I was enjoying myself immensely now.

         
         The ballad had an oddly cheerful melody, given each successive verse cataloged the most noteworthy murders and, more specifically,
            when and where said needles were applied—in the heart while driving a cart, in the head while asleep in bed, in the belly while eating mint jelly. It had a way of worming into one’s mind and overstaying its welcome.
         

         
         I grinned as he reached my favorite verse.

         
         
            Upon the roof no soul saw him creep,

            To stick the admiral in his sleep,

            And while old Proulx snored in bed,

            The needle did lance his haughty head.

         

         It was hard to say what, exactly, it was. A shift in the air like the first hint of a storm. The now familiar weight of his
            gaze as it fell over me, surely. And there, as if my mind had conjured him from the languid shadows of my heart, was Foxcourt.
         

         
         He occupied the seat across from me. The rum brought another pleasant rush of heat as my heart fluttered. It made his unbearably
            handsome face glimmer in the low light, as if it had been kissed by fairy dust.
         

         
         A small smile, almost boyish, touched Foxcourt’s decidedly unboyish lips as he arched a questioning brow at me.

         
         I finished the last of my rum and set my glass down. He had removed his cowl and allowed his shirt to gape open at the neck, revealing a tantalizing hint of dark hair and muscle. The night had unraveled him, it seemed, from gentleman to pirate. 

         
         My brow furrowed as I turned to look for Reddy.

         
         “He took himself home,” Foxcourt explained. “I do believe you have done the impossible and shocked him—I would expect him
            to come up to scratch and offer marriage by morning.”
         

         
         I sobered in an instant. If anything was going to roughen the silky contours of my mood, it was the threat of matrimony.

         
         Foxcourt chuckled at the sour face I made, reaching for the captain’s abandoned glass and giving it a sniff. “Rum?”

         
         “Drink of the—” I had to press my lips into a tight line to stop the giggle. “Drink of the Deep.”

         
         I had expected anger—irritation at the very least—at what he no doubt saw as a foolish risk, but just then, Foxcourt looked
            as relaxed as I felt. He slid an arm over the back of his chair, lifting the glass to his lips to take an experimental sip.
            My eyes dipped to the hollow at the base of his throat again, then down farther still, to the muscles that shifted beneath
            the soft lawn.
         

         
         “Do you know,” he began, “I was rather beside myself, not knowing where you and Reddy had gone, until people started bellowing
            down the streets about a lady drinking a captain under the table. Was it fourteen glasses or forty? There was little consensus
            on that.”
         

         
         “Fourteen,” I informed him smugly, leaning back against my seat. The mobcap slumped over my left eye, forcing me to shove
            it back up again. “I could have done forty.”
         

         
         “Mm.” Again with that warm, amused hum. “This is one of those rare instances I might have preferred you be a fainthearted
            miss. It would have spared you the splendors of the Bitter End.”
         

         
         “I haven’t had the luxury of being timid,” I informed him.

         
         Foxcourt had never looked more appealing than he did now, his dark hair tousled, the hard lines of his face softened with
            the scruff of a night beard, his big body sprawled out in his chair, unthreatened by any of the men around us. In fact, he
            looked utterly satisfied with himself, his top lip wet with rum, tantalizing. I had the sudden sense of what it would be to
            suck it between mine, how he would taste . . .
         

         
         The curve of his sinful mouth deepened. I felt it flutter my soul as surely as if those lips had smiled against my skin. The
            liquid heat in my belly spread through me. I pressed my thighs tight together beneath the table, but there was no quelling
            it, no mistaking it.
         

         
         Hell’s tits, I thought miserably.
         

         
         This was hell, wasn’t it? That my body could heat and melt for one it could never—would never—have. Was it that, then? The allure of
            the impossible?
         

         
         “I fear you may be a legend around these parts for years to come,” Foxcourt said, hooking a booted foot over his knee. He
            seemed unaware that it had begun to bob in time with the ballad. He seemed unaware of anything but me, in fact.
         

         
         A flush touched my cheeks, and I fanned it with my hand. I should have taken off my blasted cloak.

         
         “Rather warm in here,” I muttered, only a bit pathetically.

         
         “Is it all alcohol you’re immune to, or only rum?” he asked curiously.

         
         “All of it,” I said. Though immune wasn’t entirely correct. “It makes me silly more than anything.”

         
         Silly was the only word for the way my eyes kept returning to that hollow at the base of his throat.
         

         
         “Is that true for all fairyborn?” he asked.

         
         “I only know it was true for my mother and me.”

         
         Foxcourt’s eyes dimmed, lowering to the table. “I suppose that’s why the fairies drink only their own wine in the old stories.”

         
         “Or—” I began, only for him to raise a hand, silencing me.

         
         
            Wearing a uniform stolen true,

            He became one of the enemy crew,

            And when Captain Durand went to the head,

            A needle did paint his fine coat red.

         

         “That one,” he said, closing his eyes with relish. “That is my favorite verse.”
         

         
         I let out an unladylike snort he seemed to enjoy. Foxcourt inclined his head, listening to the ballad as it spun on and on,
            his fingers tapping against the table in time to the singing men. Above us, a light pattering of rain became a torrent, thundering
            through even the riotous song.
         

         
         “Did you find what you were looking for?” I asked him.

         
         He nodded, frustration creeping into his expression. “It was exactly what the informant claimed. Gallian wine and a few antiques.
            Nothing in such great quantity that it would pass as payment.”
         

         
         “Did Reddy give you the name?” I pressed. When he held up the folded foolscap, I asked, “Did you recognize it?”

         
         “I’m not certain,” Foxcourt said, the line of his jaw tensing. “There are any number of people with the name Dobbin in our kingdom, let alone Linden.” 

         
         “Dobbin?” I echoed. The name tickled my memory, but it was a moment before I recalled why. “Spelt with two b’s and an i?”
         

         
         The list in Mama’s journal, of the shops and vendors she had purchased oils from in the past. Or had it been mentioned elsewhere,
            with one of the formulations? Damn it all, I’d read it enough times. Why couldn’t I remember?
         

         
         He set his empty glass down. “You know of a Dobbin?”

         
         “I might,” I said. “I’d need to check my mother’s journal to be sure. We’ll . . . we’ll need to go to my boardinghouse to
            retrieve it.”
         

         
         A few days ago, the thought of Foxcourt in my home would have filled me with revulsion, if it had crossed my mind at all.
            The thought of bringing anyone there did. And so I hadn’t. I had never wanted to bare that part of myself to anyone.
         

         
         Foxcourt’s cool, assessing gaze would see it all: the way I lived, my oils, how very few possessions I had to my name, and
            no doubt countless other little tells about myself.
         

         
         Why—why—then did it feel safe to do so?
         

         
         “All right,” he agreed. His eyes drifted up to the roof, where the passing storm was drumming in time to the music. “But perhaps . . .
            after the rain?”
         

         
         “No sense in drowning ourselves,” I concurred, reluctant to surrender the warmth in my chest to the damp night air. Besides,
            a summer storm tired itself out in minutes, not hours. We could wait a few moments more, especially now that we had a lead
            on the nectar.
         

         
         It was worth it to see Foxcourt like this—at ease, almost leisurely. I wouldn’t have believed the uptight toff capable of
            relaxing, if I hadn’t witnessed it with my own eyes. The change was so remarkable, it felt as if he were someone else entirely.
         

         
         Or maybe that was only a product of my earlier conversation with Reddy, who had given me a different lens to see him through.

         
         “Reddy thinks that the duke’s actions are to punish you for surviving,” I said softly, “for denying him what he desires.”

         
         Foxcourt’s lips compressed. “Reddy needs to keep his thoughts to himself.”

         
         “Do you agree with him?” I asked.

         
         “Not entirely,” Foxcourt said. “I don’t think it’s as simple as him resenting my existence, because by all accounts, he’s been like this since he was a child. His key has always been a need to be admired as superior to all others. It would be ridiculous and far less frightening if he possessed empathy.” 

         
         “His key?” Something in the way he had said it had nudged at my curiosity.

         
         Foxcourt had been rubbing his thumb along the edge of the empty glass, slowly teasing out unwelcome images in my mind of where
            else he might draw those lazy circles. At that, he paused, licking at his lips, as if inwardly repeating the words he’d spoken
            back to himself.
         

         
         I leaned over the table, whispering playfully, “Your secret is safe with me.”

         
         “I know,” he said, softly. “It’s only that you’ll hate it.”

         
         “Well, now you simply must tell me,” I said. “I find I need a new reason to hate you.”

         
         “Because you’ve forgiven me of the first?” he asked. It might have been the drink softening the edges of my thought, but I
            could have sworn he sounded almost . . . hopeful.
         

         
         “No, but you are chipping away at my resolve there,” I admitted.

         
         He didn’t smile, as I might have expected—might have hoped, because I found I rather liked that smile when it was unguarded.
         

         
         No more rum, I ordered myself. Ever. Ever.
         

         
         Foxcourt braced his arms on the table and leaned forward, until our faces were mere inches apart, and I could see the slivers
            of blue in his eyes.
         

         
         “Every person I encounter is like a letter written in code, waiting to be deciphered,” he said. “Most code breaking involves
            looking for a pattern or a key that unlocks the contents in their entirety. People are very much the same. In time, they learn
            how to disguise their pain and longings, but there’s always something that explains why they are the way they are—some event
            or belief. Once you find it, you can often predict how they’ll respond to any situation.”
         

         
         Forgoing manners entirely, I set my elbow on the table, resting my chin on my palm as I studied him, disarmed by the wary
            hope in his face as he drew in a breath and held it, waiting to see if I would understand.
         

         
         Wanting me to.

         
         “I told you that you’d hate it,” he said, lowering his dark, spiky lashes.

         
         “No,” I countered. “I see the truth of it. I was thinking it’s similar to what I think of as a person’s essence—there’s often something in that scent that reveals something deeper about them. It’s usually only an impression, though, and not especially helpful.” 

         
         His gaze sharpened, intrigued. “Impression?”

         
         “Well, for instance—Fleming plays the violin, doesn’t he?”

         
         “Yes,” Foxcourt answered, surprise flickering over his face. “He plays once a month with a quartet and for us on holidays.”

         
         “I can smell the strings of his instrument. That’s definable,” I said. “But then you have someone like Reddy.”

         
         All at once, Foxcourt’s entire bearing turned cautious. He managed an interested “Oh?”

         
         “I know he buys his boots from that shop on Terrace Street and that he prefers his cheroots with a hint of clove and so on,”
            I said. “But then there’s a heaviness that underscores it—something churning, like a midnight storm. Whatever it represents,
            that’s his key, isn’t it?”
         

         
         The earl was momentarily speechless, his throat working as if to swallow the secret back into the vault of his heart. “I couldn’t
            betray his trust,” he said, finally. “Ask, and he may tell you.”
         

         
         “I just might. Perhaps I’ll try your tactic of remaining aloof,” I said. “It’s an effective way to unnerve someone and get
            them to prattle on and fill that silence with clues about themselves while you protect your own key.”
         

         
         And I suspected I knew exactly what event had created Foxcourt’s key. The reason he fought so hard to control everything around
            him, to anticipate every need. It had to be connected to Glenmoor, and to his mother.
         

         
         Where did you go those months when you vanished as a boy? I was desperate to ask him. Who decodes you?

         
         Foxcourt chuckled, looking a little too pleased. “Noticed that, did you?”

         
         “I fear you’ve become predictable, my lord,” I said, that little laugh rocking me like a wave beneath a boat. “What do you
            think caused the duke’s key?”
         

         
         “I don’t know that it was any one thing,” Foxcourt said. “My father was frequently away, and his first wife had little interest
            in children, especially after her first and only nearly killed her. Monsters have been born from less, I suppose, though few
            are as conceited.”
         

         
         “Are you so certain it actually is pride and arrogance?” I asked, curious. “It strikes me that someone with that sort of key—needing validation from others—might actually be quite emotionally fragile underneath it all.” 

         
         “Not fragile enough,” Foxcourt said dryly.

         
         There was much I could have said to that, including that it must have rattled Glenmoor to see another son—a rival—born to
            a woman who wanted that child. Afraid he might pull back if I tried to dig deeper, I changed tack.
         

         
         “I suppose you’ve already figured out my key,” I said.

         
         His smile returned, warm and intimate. “Every time I think I have it, you surprise me.”

         
         Neither of us seemed to want to acknowledge that our hands were a scant hair from each other on the table. I’d need only to
            let my smallest finger drift just that little bit to the right to hook over his. There was a healing scab on it, I saw. Bruising
            on the others. I didn’t know why I was surprised; he might have been a toff, but he was a man who courted fights. Relished
            them.
         

         
         “Yes, well,” I said, after I’d mustered a bit of steadiness, “I live to confound and torment.”

         
         “On the contrary,” he murmured. “I find you endlessly fascinating. Maddening.” The edge of his finger ghosted along mine.
            “Enthralling.”
         

         
         Had he—had he breathed out the last, or had I only imagined it? My thoughts vanished like watercolors soaked with rain. That
            heat was winding through me again, dark tendrils of it spreading out over my skin in sinuous paths. Over my breasts. Over
            the soft skin of my thighs.
         

         
         Emotion had built to a nearly intolerable degree, shuddering with promise as he leaned that little bit closer—or had I? One
            moment I’d been part of the world, and now it was only the two of us, sharing breath. His knee pressed against mine below
            the table. His pupils flared as his gaze lowered to my lips.
         

         
         A frightening stab of yearning overwhelmed me, and I was powerless against it. The thought blazed through my mind like a star.
            I want you.

         
         But the words that emerged from my trembling lips were “I hate you.”

         
         He smiled, pulling back, neatly tearing through the moment that had settled over us. “Then we are in accord, madam.”

         
         I wondered if the disorientation I felt now was what I would have felt, had I been able to drink myself into oblivion. I surfaced
            roughly, as confused as if I had found myself in a new world. Even the air felt different against my flushed, sensitive skin.
         

         
         It was a moment before I realized he’d been speaking of his feelings for himself, not me. I floundered, fighting the absurd
            instinct to disagree despite having been the one to voice it first. Because of course I didn’t hate him. Not in the way I
            should have. I hated my changing feelings and what it did to my pride to admit that my body responded to his as surely as
            if they were connected by some unseen tether. Even as one of us pulled away, it only brought the other nearer. It was utterly
            provoking.
         

         
         Fascinating. Maddening. Enthralling. Exactly what I might have said about him.
         

         
         My gaze slid away as I muttered, “Cunning bastard.”

         
         “Clever chit,” he answered good-naturedly.

         
         That was exactly what we were, having stripped ourselves of the expectations and rigorous, inane rules of society. The fact
            that those rules were now starting to make an alarming amount of sense only made me resent him more.
         

         
         A woman could be told a thousand times that God and man alike measured her value in the purity of her body and heart, and
            forget every instance when faced with a charming smile. I understood now why courting built in a protective distance; with
            your body burning with desire, it was nearly impossible to remember the consequences of drawing dangerously closer, of giving
            in to temptation.
         

         
         A handsome man was a temptation. A handsome man with a sly smile and a ruthless edge was an enemy to virtue.

         
         Virtue is nothing but another way for men to leash a woman, Mama’s voice rose in my mind.
         

         
         I had never once desired to be kept, having seen what happened when a woman surrendered her autonomy for the supposed protection
            of marriage. Society was a garden in which no unruly flowers would be allowed to grow. But to be wanted . . . to be seen . . .
            to be known . . .
         

         
         That was something else entirely, wasn’t it?

         
         Finally, after nearly ten minutes of the Black Needle killing his way across Gallia and the Narrow Sea, the fiddler collapsed
            into a seat to rapturous applause and calls for an encore.
         

         
         It occurred to me that one of us should have suggested venturing out, given the late hour and the way the occupants of the
            pub were growing restless, each small jostle and slurring word a spark that threatened to explode. But neither of us did.
         

         
         The music spun up again at a thumping, stomping pace, and empty tankards were replaced with fresh offerings, and the loamy dark ale spilled forth to stain shirts and the already sticky floor. 

         
         “What does happiness smell of?” Foxcourt asked suddenly.

         
         “Are you asking out of genuine curiosity or to find a new line of mocking?” I asked.

         
         He gave a wry smile. “Call it professional interest.”

         
         “As an avid collector of secrets?” I finished for him. Some of the defensive tightness in my chest eased.

         
         Foxcourt didn’t protest that characterization. If anything, he seemed to have taken it as a compliment.

         
         This was far safer ground for us to dwell on, at least.

         
         “Like honeysuckle,” I said, “or sun-warmed grass. It’s lovely.”

         
         His expression softened. “I meant to you. I seem to recall a lady giving me a rather impassioned, if not slightly nauseated, speech about the connection between scent
            and memory.”
         

         
         And just like that, the safe ground crumbled beneath my feet.

         
         “Violets,” I heard myself say. “It smells of violets. They were growing in the window box of the boarding room I took. It
            felt like a sign from Mama it was meant to be mine. And it was.”
         

         
         “But you don’t wear that scent as a perfume,” Foxcourt said, his brows drawing together. “In fact, you don’t wear perfume
            at all.”
         

         
         “Noticed that, did you?” I said, trying and failing to capture his arrogant tone from earlier.

         
         Noticed. He noticed.

         
         “I’ll use coffee grounds or a mask or even a small posy like this one as a temporary measure to help with overpowering scents,”
            I said, softly touching the flowers. “But wearing perfume, even a strongly scented soap, can inhibit the purity of other scents
            while I’m working. It also can interfere with my ability to pick up on what others are feeling.”
         

         
         He nodded. “Entirely reasonable.”

         
         “Even if I wanted to wear it, a violet is what you might call a ‘silent’ flower,” I added. “It cannot be distilled into an
            oil by current methods, it can only be replicated using a blend of other flowers. And yes, I acknowledge the irony of my mother
            naming me after a mute flower.”
         

         
         “Perhaps she was thinking of its other traits,” Foxcourt said, leaning back against his chair as he regarded me. “They’re
            resilient things, violets. As persistent in growing up through the cracks of a street as they are in woodlands and gardens.
            They survive even the harshest winters.”
         

         
         A flush rose from my chest at his words. I tried to dispel it with a sardonic reply. “Don’t forget they also symbolize modesty, innocence, and faithfulness. But to most, they’re just bothersome weeds, impossible to drive out.” 

         
         It had felt imperative I make the joke before he could, as if it might somehow sting less. I had spent my childhood unwanted,
            and that feeling had never entirely left me.
         

         
         “They are rather difficult to kill,” Foxcourt noted. “I approve.”
         

         
         I only shook my head, my gaze drifting idly around the pub. The rain had eased, and, really, we needed to leave. But that
            loose-limbed feeling was still with me, and I felt calm now for the first time in days. I was loath to spoil it.
         

         
         Something in the way Foxcourt shifted, lowering his foot back to the ground, made me glance at him again.

         
         “My uncle once told me that he thought of their scent as quite melancholy, as it reminded him of twilight, just before night
            comes,” Foxcourt said after a moment, looking a bit tortured. Clearly it had been an effort to dig that treasure up from his
            memory and offer it to me freely. “But he thought that scent was all the more precious because it rarely lasted as long as
            the sky held that final hint of color.”
         

         
         “That’s a perfect description of it,” I said. “It’s a cool, powdery scent—I’ve always felt that coolness is what made it feel
            despondent. Sadness, especially grief, smells of snow.”
         

         
         I’d always wondered if that was the true reason my mother named me Viola.

         
         Foxcourt stilled, his eyes turning wary, as if I’d stumbled upon something not meant for me. “Snow.”

         
         “Yes,” I said, wondering at his reaction. “Your uncle was a remarkable person.”

         
         “You would have enjoyed each other immensely,” Foxcourt admitted after a moment, rasping a hand over his jaw. “I used to find
            it all very trying when he spouted on about the vibrancy of eglantines and the grace of larkspur, but it’s remarkable what you miss when you’re faced with the prospect of never having it again.”
         

         
         The truth of his words resonated in me, echoing painfully. Each day since Mama’s death had brought with it some new reminder
            of what I had lost, adding another crack in my heart.
         

         
         “You realize you’ve only proven my point,” I said, trying for a light tone. “Scent does evoke strong emotion in you, whether you acknowledge it or not. It revives memory and returns the dead to us, if only for a moment.” 

         
         “I wouldn’t go quite that far,” he said. “I miss being able to discuss matters with him. He had a knack for looking at a situation from a thousand
            different angles.”
         

         
         “Ah,” I said, “and so the hardened stoicism returns.”

         
         Foxcourt swallowed. I had the most absurd feeling of protectiveness as I watched his face then, the way he seemed almost flustered
            by what he was about to say. I didn’t need to scent his feelings to know he was arguing with himself; I’d learned to watch
            for the way he idly toyed with his thumb, the way his gaze slid to the side, as if needing the space to think.
         

         
         “Viola,” he said at last, almost too softly to hear, “there is one scent I miss.”
         

         
         I didn’t dare to so much as draw a breath.

         
         “My mother wore a perfume—blackberries and lemon, with a bit of tea,” he said. “Every dress, every handkerchief, every cloak
            smelled of it. I searched for it, for a time, but I’ve never been able to find it.”
         

         
         And now she’s gone. The unsaid words were there, not needing to be heard when they were felt so deeply. I knew by his inability to meet my eyes,
            the way the red crept into the tips of his ears, that he had likely never told anyone this before.
         

         
         “It sounds beautiful,” I said sincerely.

         
         “It was.”

         
         The old ache in those two words stirred my own. My hand moved, almost of its own accord, loosely covering his bigger one.
            His gaze flicked up from the table to meet mine, and the moment shivered between us.
         

         
         Anything might have happened then, had the dank pub air not suddenly turned acrid with the smokiness of burnt parchment. A
            sickly thread of sulfur wove through it, the scent trail slipping like an adder around the heels of the crowd. Impatience,
            redolent with malice.
         

         
         My hand tightened around Foxcourt’s, but he was so attuned to even the subtlest changes in my expression, he had already leaned
            forward. My heart sped, kicking painfully against my ribs.
         

         
         I was careful not to turn, inclining my head ever so slightly in the direction it seemed to be emanating from. My eyes skated
            right, where a man in a limp, large-brimmed hat had edged into the crowded pub, leaving the door ajar behind him. He scanned
            the room.
         

         
         It felt like a tragedy to watch Foxcourt’s relaxed demeanor change, the muscles of his body tensing, his expression shuttering. His free hand slid down to his waist, where he felt for something—a weapon, no doubt. I remembered my earlier assessment of him then. The underworld god had returned. The hard line of his mouth stirred my pulse, quickening it further. 

         
         And then the candlelight caught the spiked silver knuckles the man wore, and a little hush fell over the nearby men who noticed.

         
         Word had spread about the rich widow in the pub until it had finally reached the ear of an ambitious Stone Slogger—or perhaps
            Greystone himself.
         

         
         Now it was truly time to go.

         
         My hand released his as we both slowly slid our chairs back. Somehow, without a word needing to be spoken, I read exactly
            what he wanted me to do. I cleaved myself to his side, grasping his arm, pretending to drunkenly stumble. Foxcourt’s eyes
            flashed with a glimmer of amusement, and his free hand lifted my cloak’s hood again.
         

         
         The stench of the Slogger trailed behind us as we wove through the bodies between us and toward the door behind the bar.

         
         Two cup-shot men swayed at the edge of the bar, looking ready to lock horns had they had them. As the taller, crimson-faced
            one jerked his tankard forward, emphasizing each spluttering word with a slosh of ale, Foxcourt’s foot caught his ankle, sending
            the man falling into the other. And among the sparks that had been flying all evening, one finally caught.
         

         
         Despite being as drunk as a wheelbarrow, the second man threw the taller one to the floor, taking out the two sailors nearby.
            A frenzy of fists and chairs and cups flew behind us as the pub goers fell upon one another like rabid badgers.
         

         
         He’d created an almighty snarling jumble of humanity to block the path behind us, but the way ahead was hardly clearer. I
            ducked as a fist swung my way, letting Foxcourt draw me in front of him as we finally reached the door and burst through it.
         

         
         The cool fog of the briny air was a shock to the senses, stealing the last of the butterflies from my chest and sharpening
            the world around me once more.
         

         
         “This way,” Foxcourt said in a low, urgent voice.

         
         He dragged us left where my instinct would have been to head right, out to the street, not toward the darkness where the alleyway met the back of a warehouse in a dead end. With his free hand, he pulled his cowl out where he’d tucked it into the waist of his breeches, looping it around his neck. 

         
         The echo of our hurried steps bounced off the damp brick; my breathing was harsh in my ears, my blood pounding so fiercely,
            in such a dizzying rush, my next step felt as if it could launch me into flight. I didn’t know where we were going, only that
            I trusted Foxcourt to get us there.
         

         
         A new set of footsteps sounded behind us, moving at a clip my legs couldn’t match.

         
         Ahead, the alley widened, and the stench of gin and unwashed bodies abounded. A man lay stretched out beneath a loading ramp’s
            awning. Wrapped in a shoddy cloak, his head was pillowed on an empty bottle of blue ruin. There was a sweet, blissful smile
            on his filthy face as he slept.
         

         
         The smell of sulfur sharpened as the Stone Slogger neared, catching the edge of our shadows. Foxcourt turned sharply left,
            whirling me around and crowding me into a small alcove made by a bricked-over door.
         

         
         Foxcourt pressed my back against the rough surface, his arms raising to brace against either side of my head. Dressed in all
            black, he didn’t merely cover the sight of me—he absorbed me into the heat of his body. The posy was crushed between us, littering
            my cloak with its petals and perfuming us with its scent.
         

         
         I turned my face, listening for the sound of the Slogger’s footsteps but hearing only the hammer of Foxcourt’s heart against
            my ear. My hands were trapped between our bodies, my fingers splayed against the hard contours of his chest.
         

         
         His leg nudged against mine, insinuating itself between them in a way that turned my blood to fire. I was clothed in him—his
            warmth, his nearness, his focus. His body hardened as mine softened. That feeling that swooped low in my belly returned as
            his knee shifted against my thighs, dangerously close to the source of my body’s pounding heat.
         

         
         My hands trailed down his front, and like magic, I felt the muscles there jump under my bidding touch.

         
         Foxcourt’s breathing grew ragged, his knee shifting again. His shadowed face turned, lowering toward the juncture where my throat met my shoulder. My hips shifted forward of their own accord, seeking. Breath left me in a gust as his night beard rasped against my cheek, threatening to dislodge my hood. 

         
         His body hummed with tension, or perhaps it was mine—I was no longer sure where he ended and I began, only that in the darkness,
            we were shadows. We were not ourselves.
         

         
         The ache that clawed at me grew sharper and hungrier the longer it was denied. His soft lips ghosted along the curve of my
            neck, and I felt dizzy with the sensation, that contrast of his stubble to the velvet softness of his lips.
         

         
         Please, I thought, lifting my face from the soft folds of his shirt. Please . . .

         
         My eyes met his in the darkness, my body ascending from the maze of my feelings before anything like sense could catch it.
            Relief shuddered through me when I saw his, how they had darkened with raw desire.
         

         
         He lowered his face slowly, so slowly, and I lifted mine as if in prayer.

         
         “Think he’s gone now, guv,” came a mild voice, slurred with sleep and drink.

         
         Foxcourt pulled away so swiftly, my legs would have collapsed beneath me if I hadn’t been leaning back against the bricks.
            The moment crashed into me like a slap of icy water, and I froze, struggling to regain my breath and steady my trembling limbs.
         

         
         Foxcourt cleared his throat as he scanned the alley. Whether he’d meant to give me a moment to collect myself, I took it,
            shaking out my cloak and skirts and tucking a loose hair back into the mobcap.
         

         
         My body was still sparking with unspent feeling that had nowhere to go, and the center of that heat was . . . I closed my
            eyes, flushing a deeper red as I pressed a hot hand to my face. Oh, God—my soul had all but strained against the confines
            of my body, as if desperate to meet his.
         

         
         Fear set in, cold and bitter with panic.

         
         “Did you happen to see the man’s face, Murphy?” Foxcourt asked roughly.

         
         I pulled my hand away. They knew each other?

         
         “Mean thing, he was,” Murphy said helpfully. “One of them Sloggers. Got a mole like a speck o’ tar on his nose just ’ere.
            Know ’im, Anders?”
         

         
         “No,” Foxcourt said, passing a few silver marks to the man. “But I intend to.”

         
         By the time we found ourselves back on the street, my body had cooled and my thoughts settled enough to ask, “Anders?”

         
         Foxcourt hurried us down the dark lane toward the broader thoroughfare ahead. “One of the names I use when collecting whispers.
            Anders is a locksmith, and not a particularly dedicated one, I’m afraid. He lives near Farfield and has a pleasant collection
            of foreign coins.”
         

         
         My brow furrowed at that unexpected bit of information until I realized that was the point—he was trying to distract me now,
            if not from what had just happened, then from the midnight streets around us and what might emerge from them.
         

         
         “Is that your favorite identity?” I asked.

         
         Hearing the strain in my voice, Foxcourt slowed our pace, keeping his gaze alert. “No. That would be Felix Gully, the cheesemonger.
            I feasted like a king for weeks.”
         

         
         I gave a breathless laugh as we finally reached the thoroughfare—Knight Street. I knew where we were now. Only a fifteen-minute
            walk south of the Brickbats, give or take a few minutes, depending on the sorts of characters lurking about.
         

         
         Foxcourt made a soft noise of triumph as he spotted a hackney making its way toward us, waving it down.

         
         “I’ll find the man who followed us,” he told me. “He will never do so again.”

         
         “Have you ever simply gone with grace just once in your life?” I asked, almost amused.

         
         “Certainly,” he said over the clatter of horse hooves. “What’s more graceful than reducing your foe’s existence to a delicate
            scattering of ashes?”
         

         
         Dratted man, making me laugh in a moment like this.

         
         “To your boardinghouse, then?” he asked as the coach came to a restless stop beside us.

         
         I nodded, feeling my nerves dance at the prospect of taking him there. Mrs. Piedmont did not allow male visitors. She also
            fined us if we returned past midnight and woke her, the greedy old bat. He would wait out on the street. He needn’t see the
            room at all.
         

         
         “Eighteen Crescent Street,” he told the coachman before I could. Seeing the man begin to protest, he added, with a small smile,
            “The north side of Crescent.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-One

         
         Hugh knew they were approaching the Brickbats by the first jaw-rattling dip in the cobbled streets. The hackney coach rocked
            wildly as the quality of the road crumbled beneath the wheels like a piece of stale bread.
         

         
         Beside him, Viola gripped the door to steady herself, the pale expanse of her arm freed from its cloak, inviting him to remember
            the silken feel of that skin beneath his fingertips.
         

         
         As if he’d been able to think of any other bloody thing.

         
         His hand tightened into a fist in his lap, trying to dispel it, but the sensation of her refused to be driven out, twining
            with memory and smoldering desire.
         

         
         He never should have allowed her to come tonight. Glenmoor’s warehouse had been largely empty of men, and he’d had no trouble
            slipping into the office. The distraction she and Reddy—damn him—had provided had given him more time, yes, but it had drawn the worst sort of attention to her.
         

         
         It had been a wild, animal terror he’d felt when he’d discovered them gone and the ship cleared of all but a single man to
            keep watch. The intensity of it had been stunning, as if his own life were being ripped from him.
         

         
         And Hugh was not a man accustomed or inclined to being stunned.

         
         That strangling sensation hadn’t eased, not even a hair, until he clapped eyes on her face in the pub, aglow with candlelight
            and the satisfaction of felling a man twice her size. She’d been blissfully unaware of the wandering eyes of the nearby men,
            the way those gazes had devoured her. 
         

         
         A primitive flare of possessiveness, as unwelcome as it was unseemly, had seen him come close to leaping up from the table
            to circle it like a rabid hound, biting and snapping at the men who had dared to inch closer.
         

         
         God—protectiveness, not possessiveness. He fought the urge to bang his head against the side of the hack, hoping to knock some sense back into himself. He was more exhausted than he’d believed, clearly. 

         
         Viola Lockwood was his responsibility, and a rather frustratingly willful one at that. That was the beginning and end of it.
            Any other claim would be met with hostility from her corner.
         

         
         And it would be inappropriate. Antithetical to everything his uncle had taught him. He’d already given in to the temptation
            of drinking tonight; he couldn’t risk another slip of Uncle Giles’s code.
         

         
         For God’s sake, he wasn’t a boy anymore; there was no reason to feel so bloody nervous around her.

         
         Hugh passed a rueful hand over his face, his body shuddering as the carriage rattled over the deteriorating road. He stared
            out the window, only to find he could see her lovely profile reflected in the glass.
         

         
         Look at me. The silent plea passed through him. Look at me.

         
         He needed . . . His jaw clenched. What he needed was something cold to douse himself with, to scrub the last hour from his memory.
         

         
         There’d been something so carefree about the evening despite its thousands of risks—there’d been a lightness to her, a parting
            of the hatred that had clouded her heart. Her throaty little laughs and easy smile for him—they had made it all too easy to
            imagine her stretched languidly beneath him, those same lips kiss-swollen, her eyes fixed only on him as he moved above her.
         

         
         Hugh subtly shifted himself to ease the discomfort of his breeches, clearing his throat.

         
         This had to end—whatever this was, which, exasperating and infuriating in turn, refused to be defined.
         

         
         He’d find the nectar, she’d finish the damned perfume, and there would be no more distractions. No more small hands covering
            his, no more cracks in his resolve that let the past and old pain bleed out, no more curls claiming freedom from the hideous
            mobcap she’d been clever enough to don.
         

         
         No more.

         
         So, then, why was he barely resisting the temptation to let his leg drift right, to press against hers, if only to see if
            he could bring back that dark look in her eyes? The want—it had been, hadn’t it? He hadn’t imagined it. That expression had set his body ablaze with the possibility.
         

         
         Look at me.

         
         But Viola’s face was fixed determinedly ahead, silently absorbing the scowling faces of lodgings and shops lining the outer, worn edge of the rookery. She’d been uneasy when they’d arrived at the wharves, and it had needled him to not know why. She’d grown up in Riverside, yes, and her father had died there, but what about the interceding years had brought about the gray cast to her face? 

         
         Her unease had returned now that they’d arrived at Crescent Street, but this was a different shade of it. She’d been afraid
            at the dockyards, but if the way she shifted was any indication, she was merely nervous now.
         

         
         Crescent was a quiet avenue, and quieter still at this late hour. It hid an assortment of devilry and mischief behind the
            backs of the buildings that served as an entrance to the rookery, where the heart of the Brickbats throbbed and bled out with
            crime.
         

         
         The carriage came to a stop outside a wisteria-draped boardinghouse. Number eighteen. It suited her, he thought. A little
            touch of loveliness at the edge of survival.
         

         
         “If you’re willing to wait, I’ll double your fee,” Hugh told the coachman as he climbed down. Turning back, he offered a hand
            to Viola. She hesitated, her fingers lightly curling around his in a touch that he felt like a shot to the heart.
         

         
         “And how long do you expect your business to take?” the coachman asked derisively, giving Hugh a dubious once-over. “Three, maybe four minutes?”
         

         
         Hugh’s voice was so dry it could have been smoked in a pipe. “A man can only dream of five.”

         
         The coachman had spent much of the drive lecturing them on the best way to make quick coins (investing in brothels, sheep,
            foreign mines, and forged death certificates, in that order) and now had the audacity to look sanctimonious and disapproving,
            the prig.
         

         
         Hugh had been poised for Viola to unleash her claws for the crude assumption, but he wasn’t sure she’d heard the exchange
            at all.
         

         
         Her attention was on two distant figures standing on the opposite street corner. The gray cast had returned to her face. Hugh
            stilled, his mind spinning out a hundred possible options, if it was Glenmoor’s police watching her residence or simply more
            Sloggers looking for easy prey.
         

         
         The figures hurried toward them. A moment later, Hugh recognized their gaits and the hard clench of his heart relaxed. They
            were dressed in simple dark clothing, their greatcoats hiding the pistols and blades Hugh knew to be strapped to their person.
         

         
         He placed a reassuring hand at Viola’s back before he could think to stop himself, guiding her toward the dark stoop of her
            boardinghouse. Her body was rigid beneath his touch, priming itself, he knew, to fight or flee the approaching trouble.
         

         
         “Good evening, gentlemen,” Hugh said, stepping into the lantern light to sign the words. “Fancy meeting you here.”

         
         “Thought that was you and Miss Lockwood,” came Willie’s voice, “though I couldn’t begin to imagine what you’d be doing here,
            and at this hour.”
         

         
         “I could ask the same of you,” Viola answered. The tightness between her shoulders eased. She craned her head up to look at
            Hugh, no doubt with a silent question in her eyes. He couldn’t meet her gaze, not just then.
         

         
         “Any trouble?” Hugh murmured, signing the question.

         
         “Quiet night,” Tommy said.

         
         “Thought we might have caught ourselves a bit of mischief a few streets back,” Willie said, “but it was only some poor sod
            having his blunt lifted by a doxy and some terrified, whey-faced policeman intervening. No snatchers, though.”
         

         
         Viola took a step back at that. Hugh barely resisted a sigh.

         
         “Oh!” Willie straightened. “We did hear something interesting from an old friend. Said the last snatch was over a year ago,
            but that most of the children vanishing now are turning up at one of Glenmoor’s new orphanages. As you can imagine, the rest
            have gone to ground.”
         

         
         Now it was Hugh’s turn to be taken aback. Glenmoor had raised the funds for the two recently completed orphanages, but he
            had nothing to do with them other than claiming credit for them. “Why would they hide from a decent bed and food?”
         

         
         “Because the children have learned they can only trust and rely on one another,” Viola said. “They’ve grown up in a world
            where adults only hurt and neglect them.”
         

         
         Hugh felt unbelievably foolish. “I see.”

         
         “An orphanage isn’t always a better end,” Willie concurred. “Some of the old ones are more workhouses than anything. We steered
            well clear of them ourselves.”
         

         
         “Were you raised in the Brickbats?” Viola asked, surprised. Of course she’d caught the implication.

         
         Willie and Tommy exchanged an incredibly unsubtle look.

         
         “Yes,” Tommy said carefully. “We lived here for a time.”

         
         The boys had done what he’d asked, so Hugh took pity and rescued them. “The hour’s late, you should make for home.”

         
         “You’ll get no argument from us,” Willie said around a yawn. “Evening to you, Miss Lockwood.”

         
         Viola murmured something to them Hugh didn’t quite catch as he ascended the stairs to the door. He took stock of the boardinghouse’s
            simple iron lock with growing despair. Judging by its tortured shape, a hammer had been taken to it more than a few times.
         

         
         His breath caught. For years, this had been her only protection against the city’s festering hell pit.

         
         An embarrassing singe of heat traveled up his neck at the feeling of Viola’s approach. He struggled not to squirm beneath
            the force of that attention. He felt . . . unknotted by it.
         

         
         “We’ll have to wake Mrs. Piedmont,” she said. “Try not to look her in the eye if you don’t want your soul turned to a sheet
            of ice.”
         

         
         She reached for the door knocker with a deep, steadying breath, but Hugh nudged her out of the way, kneeling. “That won’t
            be necessary.”
         

         
         “Ah,” she said, amused. It was at his expense, but it was a relief to hear after the fear he’d felt in her only a few moments
            before. “I’d forgotten I was accompanied by an accomplished locksmith this evening. Go on then, Mr. Anders.”
         

         
         He glared at the lock, that feeling of heat intensifying, rising to lick at the tips of his ears. He’d hardly need to do much
            more than blow on the worthless scrap of metal to get it to spring open. “Might I borrow a hairpin?”
         

         
         She reached up, and he realized his mistake as tendrils of her outrageous hair spilled out of her mobcap. Her scent—the intoxicating
            musk of clean skin, soap, rum, and the lingering traces of her posy—invaded his senses.
         

         
         He reached for the hairpin, barely able to tolerate looking at her any more than he could the sun, but she pulled it back.

         
         “Why were Willie and Tommy out asking about the snatchers?” she asked.

         
         Their wills were too evenly matched to play at this for long. And while he longed to test it, to see who might truly conquer
            the other, they hadn’t the time for it. He reached for the pin again. She drew it back.
         

         
         “Why?” Viola asked.
         

         
         He was desperate to crawl off the steps and roll into the shadows.

         
         “Because I asked them to investigate any rumors of the so-called snatchers,” he managed to get out around a strange knot in his throat, “and intervene if they saw something.” 

         
         Her hairpin was slowly, carefully lowered into his palm. Hugh was as aware of her soft gaze as if she had wrapped her arms
            around his neck. He swore as he dropped the hairpin before he got around to inserting it in the lock.
         

         
         She was silent long enough for him to regain his composure and defeat the pathetic lock with a few twists. He returned the
            pin to her for safekeeping, shouldering the door open as quietly as he could.
         

         
         Her hand closed around his wrist, sending a bolt of pleasure through him. Hugh willed himself to look back slowly. Her lovely
            face, those warm hazel eyes, considered him. 
         

         
         A swift feeling rose, and he killed it before it could pierce his heart.

         
         “Thank you,” Viola whispered.

         
         “Did you really expect me to do nothing when you spoke of children being kidnapped?” he asked, imbuing the words with stone.
            He suffered her flinch and the loss of her touch like a man drawn and quartered. By the flash of guilt in her eyes, he realized
            she had. She truly thought that little of him.
         

         
         But, really, what reason had he given her to think him better than any of the other “toffs” she derided? A sardonic smile
            tightened his face as he ushered her into the small vestibule with a mocking sweep of the hands.
         

         
         What a supreme job he’d done at casting himself as the villain of this story. Exactly to plan. He could congratulate himself
            on that much, at least.
         

         
         “If you won’t wait here, at least try not to thunder about,” she whispered. “It’s a fine of six silver pieces for any man
            caught inside.”
         

         
         Hugh shut the door gently behind them, drawing the holy wheel on his chest to swear it.

         
         

         As it turned out, six silver pieces would have been the least of their problems.

         
         He had felt her tense as they’d climbed to the second floor, turning her face toward the right and breathing in deeply, but
            he had noticed it before she had. The door at the end of the hall was ajar, and he knew, by the look of devastation on her
            face, that it was their destination.
         

         
         Wordlessly, he held her back, easing into the room first. Something drifted by to tickle his nose—a loose feather. As his eyes adjusted to the dark, the destruction came into focus. 

         
         The room was small enough to cross in six paces, with only a bed, a washstand, and a chair hardly big enough for a child.
            The breeze that followed him into the room through the open window tossed several gray feathers into the air, pulling them
            from a pillow that had been sliced open. His boots slid against the innards of the thin mattress—horsehair and straw. And
            . . . 
         

         
         The violets in the window box had been crushed, dark soil scattered across the floor.

         
         He took in the sight with growing dread, committing every inch of it to memory, the way his uncle had taught him. Searching
            for any clues the intruder might have been careless enough to leave behind.
         

         
         A low sob sounded behind him. Hugh hung his head, failure crashing over him in suffocating waves. He stepped aside to allow
            a frantic Viola past him.
         

         
         She knelt beside the bed, her hands desperately feeling beneath it, again and again, her breathing hitching higher with each
            fruitless pass. One hand brushed her cheek roughly, then the other. Hugh felt like he might truly die at the sight.
         

         
         “They took everything,” she said hoarsely. “My clothing . . . Mama’s necklace . . . her journal . . . my oils . . .”

         
         There was a long, shattering moment of silence as the realization of what she’d lost bore down on her, crushing. She braced
            her hands flat against the floor, her ragged breath the only sound between them.
         

         
         It felt as though he were being carved open from the inside as he watched, piece by heartbreaking piece, as she put herself
            back together. Hugh could all but feel the force of her thoughts as she regained control of herself, the way she must have
            tried to diminish what she’d lost, convince herself it didn’t matter. As if she’d been forced to do it a thousand times before.
         

         
         He knew then for certain who had the stronger will between them.

         
         My God, he thought, desperate to do something—to say something—to be bloody useful to her.
         

         
         Viola looked to the window, saw the ruined flowers, and quickly looked away, as if she wouldn’t survive another blow. When
            she rose to face him again, the moonlight turned the tracks of tears on her face silver.
         

         
         “Can you tell me anything about the man who broke in?” he asked, surprised at how hoarse his voice was.

         
         “Two men,” she said softly. “One lives near the tanner on Willow Street, or works there, just north of here—Franklin’s. I
            recognize the vegetable tanning they use on their leather. The other mostly smells of ale and horses, but also”—her gaze met
            his, searing—“freshly dyed wool.”
         

         
         There was a sound in the hall behind him. Hugh turned, making for the door, and met the wide-eyed gaze of an elderly woman
            in a frilly night rail and cap.
         

         
         “Mrs. Gregory,” Viola whispered, edging out from behind him. She signed, “Good evening,” to the woman with her fingers. As
            if to confirm his suspicion, Mrs. Gregory looked at him and tapped her ear.
         

         
         “Did you see who came into her room?” he signed.

         
         She nodded, looking suddenly ferocious, like a fluffy lap dog that had decided to bare its teeth. She signed the word letter
            by letter so there would be no misunderstanding. P-O-L-I-C-E.
         

         
         Hugh swore beneath his breath, thanking her.

         
         “Police?” Viola confirmed, retreating into her room. “But why would they seize my belongings? What would give them the right?”

         
         The duke was already a marked man, but Hugh knew precisely how he would draw out his suffering.

         
         “Glenmoor knows who you are and is trying to frighten you,” Hugh said. “I’ll get your belongings back, I swear it.”

         
         The warning was in the jagged rips in the mattress. Logically, he knew it had been cut open during the search, but the way
            they’d slashed brought something more sinister to mind.
         

         
         This is what I shall do to you, it said. I will erase you from this earth.

         
         Clearly Glenmoor had not spent time in Viola Lockwood’s company.

         
         “I’ll kill them,” she said fiercely, looking more beautiful than he’d ever seen her in the shadows, her small hands clenched
            into fists.
         

         
         “That can be arranged,” he promised.

         
         “My mother’s journal would have had details on where to find Dobbin or what he’s procured for her in the past,” she said.
            “But now all we have is the name.”
         

         
         “It’s a start.” And it was, truly; it gave shape to their search. “I had men keeping an eye on your boardinghouse. I don’t
            know how they missed this. I should have brought you here to collect your things that first night.”
         

         
         This was what Felicity and the others couldn’t understand, why these decisions couldn’t be made with emotion. This was why Uncle Giles had warned of becoming too involved, too attached, with anyone. It clouded your judgment, undermined
            your choices, and opened the door to fatal mistakes. Agonizing over another’s feelings was like fighting with a hand tied
            behind your back. Glenmoor had certainly never allowed himself to fall into that trap.
         

         
         If he was going to keep her alive, he had to cut away any piece of himself that was softening to her.

         
         “Shall we go home?” Hugh asked.

         
         Viola’s lips pressed in a tight line as she took one last look around her. Then, to his relief, she nodded.

         
         

         Had it been any other night, Hugh might have been more alarmed at the sight of Keyes waiting for them at the back garden door.
            Now, it only seemed to fall in line with the dark pattern that was emerging.
         

         
         “There you are,” Mrs. Keyes said, taking Viola’s arms as she drew her inside. She cast an arrow-quick glance at Hugh over
            the younger woman’s shoulder, as she asked, with that terrifying cheerfulness, “All in one piece, I hope?”
         

         
         Hugh grimaced. He knew that tone.

         
         “Yes,” Viola said, sounding even more exhausted than she had on that first night, when he’d dragged her to the palace on the
            King’s orders.
         

         
         God, he really was the beast of this story.
         

         
         Viola’s gaze drifted toward the door to the still room—no, to the scullery just beside it, her brow creasing. Mrs. Keyes cast
            an anxious look—well, what passed as an anxious look for her—toward it, then Hugh, and his heart made a swift descent into
            the pit of his stomach.
         

         
         Salvation appeared in the form of Felicity, rushing out of the servants’ wing, barefoot and in her favorite pink wrapper.
            Her dark braid whipped about her as she seized Viola by the shoulders. “Oh, I’m so glad you’re well!” Another sharp look knifed
            him. “Let’s get you up to bed, shall we? You look ready to topple over.”
         

         
         Viola nodded, accepting the girl’s arm as it wrapped around her shoulders. She leaned into the touch like a cat seeking rare
            affection. He heard her tell Fizzy, “I’m sorry to have made you worry—” just before the kitchen door swung shut behind her.
         

         
         A hard finger jabbed into Hugh’s kidney, and he doubled over, wheezing in pain.

         
         “She wanted to come,” he gasped out, fighting to straighten. “I would never have allowed it if I thought she’d be in danger—”

         
         Keyes raised another finger in warning.

         
         Hugh winced, lowering himself to sit on the edge of the dining table. “I should have left a note. I’ll apologize properly
            to the others tomorrow.”
         

         
         She patted his cheek fondly, and he felt all of eight years old again. “See that you do.”

         
         Keyes was a woman whose soul was joined with sharp angles rather than tender curves, but she was ruthlessly uncompromising
            in her love. That she expected much of him only made him want to strive harder to reach those heights, and he regretted disappointing
            her.
         

         
         Having apparently satisfied herself that he was fine, her expression hardened.

         
         Hugh looked to her, alert. “What is it?”

         
         “We received a delivery while you were out,” she said.

         
         “The letter from Mrs. Silver’s sister?” he asked.

         
         Mrs. Keyes shook her head. “Not yet. I expect it’ll be a few days more before you have an answer on what Gallia knows about
            the poisoning.”
         

         
         Hugh rubbed at his neck. “If not that, then what?”

         
         “It’s best you see it yourself,” Mrs. Keyes said. “It was left at the gate. Celine and I carried it into the scullery.”

         
         That same cold dread he’d felt at seeing Viola’s door ajar returned.

         
         Mrs. Keyes picked up one of the candles that had been left on her wife’s worktable. Her gray silk wrapper, the one she’d insisted
            on keeping for nigh on a decade, gave her the appearance of a specter as she moved through the kitchen’s ominous darkness.
            Hugh followed close behind, steeling himself as she opened the door into the cool, dark scullery.
         

         
         Somehow, it was worse than he’d thought. And what he had imagined had been quite bad.

         
         “It couldn’t have been another explosive?” he groused. “Or a venomous snake? Whatever happened to mysterious, threatening
            missives?”
         

         
         “It’s a lost art,” Mrs. Keyes agreed solemnly.

         
         The body had been laid out with care on the ground, placed on a bedsheet and respectfully covered with another, as was the usual custom in Foxcourt House. This was, sadly, not the first body to have landed on their doorstep. It was not even the first to have been dragged off and hidden from guests in the scullery. 

         
         Hugh knelt, seizing the top sheet. Blood had seeped through the white cloth and stuck to the face as it had dried. His mind
            had always worked quicker than his hands; he knew who it was before he lifted the shroud.
         

         
         The sight of the Roach’s battered face struck him square in the chest. Whoever had done this had been at Stratford for hours,
            judging by the bruising and swelling. They had tortured him. Whether it had been enough to break the man mentally, to crack
            open his deep vault of secrets, was another question entirely.
         

         
         “Was he one of yours?” Keyes asked.

         
         Hugh nodded. As the pain relented, a numbness replaced it.

         
         Another one, he thought.
         

         
         “Is there family to contact?” she asked.

         
         “No.”

         
         The Roach had no family. He’d believed wholeheartedly in Uncle Giles’s demand that a man’s first and only love be his country.
            As a spy, he had been unparalleled. Even Hugh had admired his relentlessness and his ability to see any job through. He had
            envied it as much as the praise Uncle Giles had lavished on the other man.
         

         
         “Cleaning up should be uncomplicated then,” Mrs. Keyes said softly. “You know where the lye is. I’ll leave you to it—unless
            you’d like for me to stay?”
         

         
         “No,” Hugh said. “I’ll take care of it.”

         
         And not with the lye. Their garden already had too many bodies buried in it. Stratford deserved better.

         
         “Tell Mrs. Silver I said good night, won’t you?” he said.

         
         “I shall if she’s still awake,” Keyes said. “You know how little this sort of thing bothers her.”

         
         If only, Hugh thought, listening to her shuffling footsteps fade, he could reach that same peace with death.

         
         He drew a hand over his face. Another one.

         
         He shoved the rising emotions back down, steeling himself. Exhaustion ran deep to his bones, but he couldn’t be careless.
            He owed it to the Roach to handle this as quickly and methodically as possible.
         

         
         “I knew tonight was too easy,” he muttered, drawing the sheet fully off the man. He’d known Glenmoor would hear about Reddy’s meeting and have accounted for that. What he hadn’t expected was for the duke to make the man who’d been tracking his secretary for months. 

         
         Another one. Lost to the labyrinth of blood and misery Hugh and Glenmoor had erected over the years. Another one.

         
         Nine in total now. His uncle had told him not to count, but how could he not remember them? They’d trusted him with their
            lives, and all of them had paid dearly for it.
         

         
         He began his examination at Roach’s feet, removing his boots, searching his pockets, his hands, his arms, his chest. But the
            message had been in the very first place Hugh had looked.
         

         
         Someone had taken the Roach’s eyes and cut out his tongue.

         
         He fell back, resting an arm against his knee as he stared down at the poor bastard. In the darkness his sight flickered,
            and, for a moment, the shadows painted his face onto Stratford’s.
         

         
         No. Enough. Stratford had lived alone, and, in the end, he had died alone. But at least—at least there was no collateral damage. No wife
            or husband to mourn him. No children to struggle without his income. There was no one to care that he was gone, to suffer
            his absence.
         

         
         His uncle had been right. That solitude was for the best. Every time Hugh made a move now, he had to weigh it against how
            it would affect the others, what would happen to the household if he was gone. They were his responsibility as much as this
            role was. As much as Eleanor was.
         

         
         And Viola.

         
         He pressed a fist against his forehead. If he hadn’t been so busy making calf eyes at her, if he hadn’t been bumbling about
            the garden gathering a posy like a besotted idiot, he would have given Reddy’s complaint about the Roach not making their
            meet more than a passing thought.
         

         
         There could be no more distractions now.

         
         “That is a very bad end.”
         

         
         Hugh twisted around at Reddy’s somber voice. His friend’s face leeched of color as he stepped inside the small scullery, leaning
            down to have a closer look. “And here I thought he’d done it to annoy me.” He only had to look at Hugh to know the answer
            to his next question. “Glenmoor?”
         

         
         “I thought you went home hours ago,” Hugh said, rising. At least he would have help moving the body.

         
         “I did,” Reddy said slowly.

         
         Hugh was too on edge not to pick up on the reluctance in his friend’s voice. It sawed at his already fraying nerves, even before he saw the small, pale bundle tucked beneath his arm. 

         
         “Is that the morning edition?” he asked, reaching for it at once. Reddy’s unusually serious expression sent alarm bells clanging
            in his skull.
         

         
         He shook the paper open, quickly scanning over the columns.

         
         “Really, it’s not—well, it’s bad, but not disastrous,” Reddy began. “If you can get to the palace . . .”
         

         
         Hugh scarcely heard the rest of his words over the blood roaring in his ears. The black print distorted, twisting on the page.

         
         “Fuck,” Hugh muttered. “Fuck!”
         

         
         He shoved the broadsheet at Reddy and ran for the back door.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Two

         
         “Like this?”

         
         I peered over Felicity’s shoulder to check her work. “Yes, exactly. All in a single layer.”

         
         The gentle morning light spilling through the diamond-paned windows of the still room warmed my back as I returned my attention
            to the chassis in front of me. I pulled the cluster of delicate jasmine blossoms from their stem, then demonstrated again
            how firmly to press their face into the thick layer of tallow covering the glass plate.
         

         
         With its stone walls, garlands of drying herbs, and colorful shelves of pickled vegetables, marmalades, and chutneys, the
            still room had the feeling of an ancient apothecary. 
         

         
         While Mrs. Silver largely appeared to use the room for preparing tea service and the making of preserves, the fact that we’d
            found the wood-framed chassis seemed to indicate she also prepared her remedies here, some of which must have involved the
            same process of cold enfleurage we were using.
         

         
         I rolled my shoulders back, stretching out a kink in my neck.

         
         It felt good to work; or, at least, it had given me something else to focus on besides where Foxcourt had vanished to this
            morning. As the hours had passed, unease had begun to set in, along with a prickle of suspicion he was off trying to find
            the nectar without me. I didn’t have so much pride that I couldn’t admit I was hurt to have been left behind, even as I grudgingly
            understood why.
         

         
         I was needed here, blending what I could of Immortal Rose. It might be days yet before we procured the nectar, and having
            this blended now would only be to our benefit as the King’s diminishing life was reduced to hours, minutes.
         

         
         I pushed aside the image of the open sores that would be emerging on the King’s sunken chest by now, the memory of another
            dying man’s stench filling my nose.
         

         
         “Does the fat truly absorb the scent?” came Tommy’s quiet voice. He had come in an hour before, helping us arrange the supplies Oliver had procured, but had settled onto a stool with a sketchbook. Now and then I glanced over, catching glimpses of our working hands and the flowers in bold strokes of charcoal. 

         
         “Yes,” I said, practicing the gestures Felicity was helpfully signing to him. “We’ll have to remove and replace the flowers
            as they begin to wilt, as many times as we can, but the fat will be saturated with their scent. Then we’ll wash the fat with
            alcohol and eventually create what’s called an absolute from it.”
         

         
         Whether there would be time to gather a truly potent scent from the jasmine grandiflorum was a different question entirely.

         
         “Didn’t your friend bring you a bottle of jasmine oil?” Felicity asked. “I thought I remembered seeing it when we were unpacking
            the case.”
         

         
         Hmm, how to explain this without sounding absurd? “He did, yes, but whoever distilled it seems to have not properly cleaned
            their instruments or the bottle. That, or the oil has simply been sitting for a touch too long and has gone off.”
         

         
         As good as Oliver’s nose was, especially after he and I had trained it, it still wasn’t quite a match to mine. It was so subtle,
            I could hardly blame him. The faintest sour note had sprouted up like a weed through the rich animalic and sweet facets of
            the jasmine’s floral depths.
         

         
         “It’s a bit of a risk,” I told them. “We won’t have as much time as I’d like for the fat to absorb the oil, but jasmine is
            difficult and elusive in giving up its scent. I’d rather do it myself.”
         

         
         The Immortal Rose perfume was, unsurprisingly, one of unusual complexity and depth. The Treasury laid out a precise blend
            of bergamot and orange blossom in the top notes, a heart of jasmine grandiflorum, as well as levant and centifolia roses,
            and a touch of musk, sacred myrrh, and benzoin at the base to ground the sweeter, airier notes.
         

         
         And, of course, the divine nectar of the flowering Afallach tree to weave the heady scent through with a golden breath of
            magic.
         

         
         “Can you use this same process with all flowers?” Felicity asked, her green eyes bright with curiosity. “My mother had a book
            from my gran with recipes for different perfumes and pomades, but she never specified how to distill the oils.”
         

         
         “Cold enfleurage is mostly used for flowers that are too delicate for steam extraction or hot enfleurage, which is similar,
            save for the use of heated fat,” I said. “Flowers like roses are sturdier and can withstand more.”
         

         
         I smiled, remembering Oliver’s words. Queen of all flowers, indeed. Ravishing in form, glorious in scent, and strong enough to survive nearly any climate. It was a regal flower in
            every sense. Venia might have been the Immortal Rose of fairy stories, but the white rose of Albion had been carried on the
            banners of kings for generations.
         

         
         “Will the blend need to macerate?” Tommy asked. “It strikes me that there won’t be much time for it.”

         
         No, indeed, there would not be.

         
         “Some perfumes do need time to mature—four to six weeks, if possible,” I explained, setting my chassis aside and wiping my
            hands on my apron. “But the infusion of magic into the scent is . . .” I paused, trying to remember how Mama had explained
            this to me. “It’s a kind of alchemy. The magic and the fragrance transform and instruct each other. That’s why the Treasury
            is so precise in its instructions and why the Rosebournes have been so beholden to it to create these scents.”
         

         
         “So if you truly cannot find the nectar . . .” Felicity trailed off.

         
         “You’re in for a carry witchet,” Tommy finished.

         
         I looked up in surprise at the bit of cant. Tommy’s hand stilled against the page of his open sketchbook.

         
         “Or rather,” he said, not looking up, “a conundrum.”

         
         It had caught me off guard to discover the Longmount brothers hailed from the Brickbats, in part because I hadn’t picked up
            on the hint of an east city drawl in either his or Willie’s voice until now, when I was searching for one. Clearly it had
            been some time since they’d lived there, or they’d worked hard at their elocution to be hired in a toff’s house.
         

         
         “Should we fill the third?” Felicity asked, gesturing to the empty chassis.

         
         “We might as well,” I said, reaching for the basket I’d set on the floor. “Can you line it with tallow? I’ll go gather more
            jasmine.”
         

         
         Tommy and Felicity exchanged a sharp look I didn’t understand before Tommy set his sketchbook aside and pushed off the stool.

         
         I held out a hand, unease creeping through me. “I’m just going to the garden. It won’t be but a moment.”

         
         Another look.

         
         My brow furrowed. “What is it?”

         
         “Nothing,” Felicity said. “I’ll just get started with the tallow, shall I?”

         
         There was something in the way they carefully held their silence that made me want to look back to see if they were speaking with their hands. Brigadier, who’d stretched herself out in the doorway, leapt to her feet at my approach and trotted after me into the kitchen. 

         
         I stopped at the door to the garden. She sat, staring up at me expectantly.

         
         “Not you, too,” I mumbled. “All right, you can see to any business you might have.”

         
         The garden’s lovely perfume was as soothing as a gentle breeze. Brigadier ran out ahead of me, darting through the flower
            beds and along the gravel paths as if conducting a well-honed patrol.
         

         
         Shaking my head, I wove a quick path through the lilacs and hyacinths to the sheltered spot on the south-facing wall, where
            the last Lord Foxcourt had planted the jasmine. 
         

         
         It had been an unexpected bit of good luck to find the correct variety at our disposal in the garden. The plant thrived in
            far warmer and drier climates than Albion offered, but I wasn’t surprised that Lord Foxcourt had made a success of it. 
         

         
         I knelt, setting the basket beside me as I went to work selecting which blossoms I wanted. It was best to cut them at dawn,
            when the scent was strongest, but a few hours later wouldn’t make much of a difference, I supposed.
         

         
         That coil of tension in my gut had only just begun to relax when a chill stroked down the back of my exposed neck. A shadow
            fell over me, darkening even the bright blooms. The lack of essence told me at once Felicity had changed her mind about staying
            in the still room.
         

         
         “Really, this isn’t necessary—” I began.

         
         “I rather think it is.”

         
         I twisted around, my heart dropping like lead.

         
         The man towered over me, carefully positioned so that he was backlit by the sun, his face as shadowed as a demon’s. His tawny
            jacket and breeches were immaculately cut, revealing a floral silk waistcoat. I’d never seen a cravat so intricately knotted.
            His hair was burnished gold by the sun, carefully coiffed beneath his topper. 
         

         
         I had caught only a glimpse of him that night, but I would have known who it was even if I hadn’t.

         
         A void in the soul, Reddy had said, as if some cold darkness opened inside of him, and now nothing can fill it.
         

         
         I sensed that emptiness then, grasping and terrible, as the Duke of Glenmoor made a dispassionate study of me. I rose slowly, proud of how very solid my legs were. His top lip curled. 

         
         “As a child, I had imagined the fairyborn might have some special quality, if only a rare beauty,” he said. “Something to
            justify the perception of their superiority to man. But you are not remarkable at all, are you? Not even memorable. And yet,
            I’m meant to fear you when your dim magic was so easily thwarted.”
         

         
         Glenmoor tapped at the silver pendant pinning his cravat in place, unable to hide his pleasure at my flinch. The symbols revealed
            what it was: a fairy charm. Something to block my magic or dull that extraordinary sense.
         

         
         I fought to keep my breathing even. I hadn’t been able to scent him coming, and now I wouldn’t know what he was feeling—what
            his true intention was.
         

         
         “What do you want?” I asked coldly.

         
         The duke’s gaze fell to the shears I clutched in my hand, and for the first time, I saw something in his expression other
            than disgust: mocking.
         

         
         He tsked. “I believe you mean ‘What do you want, Your Grace?’” he corrected. “I suppose it was too much to hope a gutter-born hoyden would know rudimentary manners.”
         

         
         “And I would have hoped a highborn duke would know trespassing to be not only rude but illegal,” I said. “But, then, I suppose
            you see yourself as above such laws.”
         

         
         He shifted subtly, the way a cat might as if it had decided a mouse was worth catching. That small movement was enough to
            reveal his elegant face and the contempt that flashed in those strange turquoise eyes. “I am the law. I might have thought this morning would have proven as much to you.”
         

         
         A drip of sweat slipped down my spine. My God, that gaze was terrible; it felt as if my skin were being peeled strip by agonizing
            strip.
         

         
         “Oh,” he cooed, as if he’d taken a sip of the finest of wines. “You don’t know.”
         

         
         My heart rose to a staccato beat. “I know what you’ve done—”

         
         Brigadier tore out of the hydrangeas then, her ears flying back as she barreled toward us with bared teeth. Glenmoor spun
            at her shrill barking, swinging his walking stick like a club. I lunged for the dog, scooping her from the ground.
         

         
         The walking stick cracked against my upper arm, sending a bolt of agony through it. I gasped, clutching the whining, barking dog to my chest with one hand and brandishing the shears with the other. 

         
         Glenmoor only stared at me, amused. “What a perfectly absurd thing to do.”

         
         The welt on my arm would bloom into a bruise in minutes, but my pulse was so high now, I scarcely felt it.

         
         “If you’d intended to kill me,” I began, “you would have done it by now—or, more specifically, you would have watched from
            afar as someone did the filthy business for you. And I suspect you would have waited for Foxcourt to return home to witness
            it.”
         

         
         The curl of his lips looked unnatural. A mimicry of a smile. “You know nothing of my mind.”

         
         Which meant, of course, I was exactly right.

         
         “Tell me what you want,” I said. “You’ve proven you know who I am, and now you’ve had your look at me. You have confiscated
            my belongings. You have tried to claim my life. What other purpose could you have for coming here, other than to prove that
            there’s no safe place for me—no place that you cannot reach me? The trouble is, Your Grace, you have already taken everything from me, and now I have nothing to lose.”
         

         
         “But that’s not quite true, is it?” he said, with terrifying softness. “There’s that inheritance you so desperately desire.”
            He leaned toward me, whispering conspiratorially, “And there’s your freedom.”
         

         
         There was no hiding the way the blood drained from my face. Brigadier growled.

         
         “I have come with a purpose in mind, yes,” he said. “A final choice for you. You may come with me now and use your ability
            as I command, or you may decline and lose what little you have left.”
         

         
         The duke’s expression was that of a gambler who had gathered the winning hand before anyone else knew the game had begun.
            A sickening mixture of smugness and inevitability. But in all that planning, he hadn’t seemed to account for the fact that
            I wasn’t here alone.
         

         
         “Your Grace,” came Fleming’s calm voice. I knew it must have terrified and pained him to break with polite customs and speak
            to a duke this way. He was so pale beneath his wig, he looked on the verge of fainting. “I fear we are not at home to visitors.”
         

         
         Glenmoor’s mouth twisted at the heavy silver candlestick clutched in the butler’s trembling hands. Behind him, Felicity, Willie,
            and Tommy stood grim-faced, guarding the way into the house.
         

         
         I hugged Brigadier to me tighter. Thank God. They must have heard her barking.

         
         “Of course, my apologies.” Glenmoor had an uncanny ability to keep his voice pleasant but luring. In the Brickbats, we called
            his ilk a “grinning devil.”
         

         
         He turned to me again, that same terrifying mockery of a smile in place. “As it happens, I’m due to look in on His Majesty.
            As you have likely seen this morning, he has been quite unwell.”
         

         
         The words had their intended effect, stilling my breath. As you have likely seen this morning . . .

         
         What was going on? What had happened?

         
         The duke stared at me a moment more, his brow arched in expectation. As if to say, Here is your last chance.

         
         “You’d best be off then,” I told him.

         
         He made the barest attempt to doff his hat to me. “A pleasure, Miss Lockwood. I hope you’ll remember, as you rot away in your
            dank cell, this very moment . . . though I suspect you may come to regret your decision sooner. Most who refuse me do.”
         

         
         He strode away, seizing the last word for himself. His steps were light and his bearing refined as he approached the back
            gate. Mrs. Keyes held it open for him, saying nothing.
         

         
         “Ah, Keyes,” he said, loud enough for his voice to carry back to the rest of us. “I look forward to the day I am no longer
            a guest here but your employer.”
         

         
         “How I long to have you in my keeping, Your Grace,” she told him. “The day cannot come soon enough.”
         

         
         Somehow, I held myself together until he was out of sight. Then, with that crack in my resolve, it all burst forth: the trembling,
            my sobbing breaths, the terror. Brigadier licked my cheek, and I pressed my face to her soft fur.
         

         
         It came together then, with a slow certainty that made me feel utterly cold and sick. Foxcourt’s absence. The odd mood Felicity
            had been in. The lack of broadsheets at the breakfast table.
         

         
         “Here now, ma chère,” Mrs. Silver said, stroking a hand down my back. “He’s gone. You’re safe.”

         
         “I . . .” The garden spiraled around me, dark spangles blotting out the pastel sweetness. Where was Foxcourt? “It’s . . .
            I’m all right . . .”
         

         
         “Yes, chère, we can see that,” Mrs. Silver said soothingly. The others circled around me, their essences enveloping.

         
         “Did he harm you?” Fleming asked urgently, lifting Brigadier from my arms. He must have seen the welt Glenmoor had left then, because he gasped. “And he claims to be a gentleman! I’ll—why I’ll—” 

         
         “I’m so sorry,” Felicity said breathlessly, gripping one of my icy hands. “I should have been watching.”

         
         I swayed, momentarily overcome by the force and scent of their fear.

         
         “Let us give her some space,” Mrs. Keyes said, seizing control of the situation. “Willie, Tommy, if you would be so good as
            to find his lordship? I believe he went to Parliament.”
         

         
         Looking grateful to have something to do, the young men took off. I sought the older woman’s face then, knowing she wouldn’t
            soften or hide the truth. “What’s happened?”
         

         
         “Marina,” Mrs. Silver began uncertainly, “perhaps . . .”

         
         “She has a right to know,” Mrs. Keyes protested, taking my arm in hers. “Come with me, Miss Lockwood.”

         
         Fleming and Felicity remained in the garden as I followed her and Mrs. Silver into the kitchen, as hollow as a reed. Mrs.
            Keyes pulled out one of the chairs at the staff table and gestured to it. “You’ll want to sit.”
         

         
         So I did. My hands folded in my lap as she disappeared into the staff hall, and by the time she emerged, clutching a newspaper,
            my fingers had turned to strangling knots around one another.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes set the broadsheet down in front of me. There was no need to locate the article inside. The news had usurped the
            usual advertisements, notices, and columns.
         

         
         
            King Poisoned by Lost Rosebourne Heir

            Seven days ago, His Majesty was cruelly subjected to the effects of a deadly poison disguised as a perfume, rendering him
               ill and unable to conduct his duties. Through diligent investigations by the home secretary and the police, a suspect has
               now been identified: one Viola Lockwood, lately of Crescent Street, who asserts that she is the natural-born daughter of the
               late Lily Rosebourne, who did not die of fever as was reported, but who was cast out by her father upon the revelation of
               her illicit affair.
            

         

         The text swam. I lifted one numb hand, not to reach for Mama’s missing necklace, but to ensure there wasn’t a knife in my heart. My face felt too hot, too tight, and the rest of me stripped bare. Exposed. 

         
         
            Her story has been proven through a journal of perfume formulations kept by Lily Rosebourne, which includes the very perfume
               said to have sickened the King. The journal was recovered from Viola Lockwood’s boardinghouse by City Police, who have been
               congratulated and thanked by the palace.
            

         

         Oh, God. They had Mama’s journal.

         
         “Keep reading,” Mrs. Keyes urged.

         
         I forced myself to look down at the paper again. The softness of her voice had filled me with a new, deeper trepidation.

         
         
            The Duke of Glenmoor, recently named as regent by the power of the Regency Act, will assume that role in addition to his duties
               as home secretary, supporting Princess Eleanor until His Majesty has recovered.
            

         

         A dark, horrified laugh welled in me, but it came out as a wrenching sob. I pressed my hand to my face, struggling to breathe,
            trying to steady the world around me.
         

         
         Glenmoor hadn’t merely exposed me and named me as the poisoner in front of all of Albion; he had found a way to seize his
            power as regent before the King’s death.
         

         
         “Oh my God,” I managed to say. “Oh my God.”
         

         
         “If I know anything of you Albionians,” Mrs. Silver began from behind me, “it’s that a cup of tea will only help.”

         
         “Excellent idea,” Mrs. Keyes agreed.

         
         “I think we might be past the healing capacity of tea,” I said dazedly.

         
         “You’re right,” Mrs. Keyes said. “Whisky, then.”

         
         For the first time in my life, I longed for the numbing embrace of alcohol others could throw themselves into. Maybe it would
            be enough to drive out the persistent ice in my veins, to relax the knots in my stomach.
         

         
         Mrs. Silver retrieved a bottle and three glasses, while Mrs. Keyes settled into the chair beside mine. Her raptor’s gaze pierced
            my despair, neither judging nor absolving.
         

         
         “They’re lying.” My voice was a harsh scrape as panic set in. I needed her to believe me. I needed them all to believe me. “I didn’t poison him. There is a poison perfume in her journal, but . . .”
         

         
         The duke’s words sliced through that thought, eviscerating it. I hope you’ll remember, as you rot away in your dank cell, this very moment . . .

         
         “They’re going to arrest me,” I said suddenly. “They’re going to put me back in Fairgate. That’s why Foxcourt went to Parliament,
            to try to intervene.”
         

         
         The calming, muted scents of the kitchen exploded in my nose. My body was doused with ice, then heat, then ice again, as I
            fought to slow my quickening breath. Out—I had to get out of here—
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes took my arms firmly in hand, easing me forward so that my face was nearly pressed to my lap. “Simply breathe. It
            will pass, I promise you. Breathe.”
         

         
         It was a fight, to be certain. Each gasp of air dragged in and out of me, threatening to tighten the invisible band about
            my lungs.
         

         
         “Yes, like that,” Mrs. Keyes said, stroking a hand over the crown of my head. The touch was so maternal, so kindly meant,
            it sparked a fierce heat behind my eyes.
         

         
         Mrs. Silver set three glasses of whisky down. She vanished again, only to return with the healing salve. Its medicinal scent
            burned my nose as she began to apply it to my darkening bruise. I only realized how badly the injury stung when the medicine
            finally dulled it.
         

         
         I wanted to cry, to release some of the terrible pressure trapped inside of me, but no tears would come. There was only that
            suffocating bleakness I’d experienced the day I’d been pushed into the prison cell at Fairgate and the door had locked behind
            me.
         

         
         I wasn’t a fool, but I’d never felt stupider in my life or more like a pathetic child. I’d known there was a chance my identity
            would be exposed before I had finished Immortal Rose, but somehow, I had never considered this—in being exposed, I would also
            be accused of being the poisoner.
         

         
         There was no evidence of luck in my life, only stolen bits of fortune I’d been quick enough to snatch. This was why it was
            dangerous to hope for anything, to allow yourself to be drawn in by the promises and assurances of others. It was the lesson of every fairy story and all
            their terrible endings: fear the wish granted, for it is never the gift it seems.
         

         
         But damn it all, I’d barely had a taste of that hope being fulfilled. Why couldn’t I have just had this? This one thing?
         

         
         I sat up slowly, feeling the women’s hands fall away as I did. My breathing had finally steadied, but my thoughts were still jumbled, and my heart lay in tatters. 

         
         And, God, a new chill set in, biting down to my bones. He would see this, too. He would know about me, be able to find me.
         

         
         With the Rosebourne fortune, I could have paid for protection against him. I could have tightly controlled the release of
            information about Mama, to spare her memory the humiliation of being painted as a woman of low morals. How could it be that
            a single article had ripped that power away from me? How had it stolen the narrative I’d only just begun to write?
         

         
         “I didn’t do it,” I told them again.

         
         “Of course not,” Mrs. Silver said, sitting on the table. “Not that we would have judged you if you had. The old goblin’s temperament
            could only be improved by a brush with painful death.”
         

         
         “Celine,” Mrs. Keyes said, chiding.

         
         The cook sniffed in a quintessentially Gallian way, looking as though she was struggling to bite her tongue.

         
         “The only person I’d like to kill is Glenmoor and the policeman who gave the newspaper Mama’s journal,” I said darkly, then
            paused. “I suppose I’d like to poison the writer of this piece as well.”
         

         
         Mrs. Silver straightened, her face brightening.

         
         “Celine,” Mrs. Keyes said again, an edge of warning in her tone.
         

         
         The paper blurred before me. It was unbearable. All of it.

         
         Mrs. Keyes clucked her tongue, trying a different tactic. “Allow yourself this pity, Miss Lockwood, but don’t forget your
            strength. You will need it more than ever in the days ahead.”
         

         
         “There is no overcoming this,” I said. “Even if I were to take control of the House of Rosebourne now, Glenmoor has ensured
            my reputation is destroyed. I would only taint the name and destroy the business.”
         

         
         “My dear girl, when others cannot control you, they will seek to control how you are perceived,” Mrs. Keyes said. “You must
            take back your story. You must fight for what you desire. There is power to notoriety. In time, you may find you like it.”
         

         
         “And it is good for men to be a little afraid of you,” Mrs. Silver said, with a Gallian shrug. “It will only make you more
            irresistible.”
         

         
         I picked up the dram of whisky, gulping at it. The burning did nothing to ease the misery swirling in my chest.

         
         “Allow me to share a little wisdom passed to me many years ago by the woman who raised me,” Mrs. Keyes said, tearing her gaze away from Mrs. Silver. “Carry a fire within your soul and the darkness will learn to fear you. Because there is no darkness in this world so deep that it cannot be cut through by a single flame.”
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes ducked her head, meeting my uncertain gaze.

         
         “This anger you feel now,” the woman said, “let it burn away the helplessness. And if that should still feel too difficult,
            you need only to remind yourself, as I have reminded myself many times, that you have survived too many shadows to deny yourself
            the light of hope.”
         

         
         One day they would be strangers to me again, and it would be gutting. But not today. Not this afternoon.

         
         “Thank you,” I told them both.

         
         The sound of footsteps on the garden’s gravel path made the three of us pivot to the door. My heart gave a painful leap as
            Foxcourt’s dark shape blew through it like a storm. Behind him, Willie and Tommy stayed back with the others in the garden.
         

         
         His eyes, rimmed with shadows, sought mine immediately, and that little composure I’d managed to grasp unraveled. The silver
            had softened to a gloomy gray. Not with pity, but uncertainty.
         

         
         He bowed in greeting, saying, somewhat ironically, “Good afternoon.”

         
         “Good God,” Mrs. Keyes said mildly. “You went out looking like that?”
         

         
         He still wore his black garments from the night before, but what had been a hint of beard was now making a tremendous showing.
            His thick locks of hair looked as though he’d spent the morning tearing at them in frustration.
         

         
         “I would like to speak to Miss Lockwood alone, if I may,” he said, his voice hoarse.

         
         Mrs. Silver and Mrs. Keyes looked to me, waiting for my nod before rising.

         
         “I will leave this for you,” Mrs. Silver said, sliding her untouched dram of whisky toward him. “I suspect you need it more
            than I do, mon chou.”
         

         
         They made a show of leaving the kitchen, though I was certain Foxcourt noticed, as I had, the shadows of their feet lingering
            just on the other side of the door.
         

         
         Even then, as the silence stretched between us, Foxcourt held himself back, looking to all the world like a man about to walk
            the plank.
         

         
         “There’s no need to tell me the bad news,” I said with forced lightness. “Glenmoor came to deliver it personally.”

         
         Foxcourt straightened, his eyes raging with a fury I’d never seen in him before as he fixated on my bruised arm. His voice
            went low. Murderous. “Did he do that to you?”
         

         
         I held up a soothing hand. “Yes, but I wasn’t the intended target. He came to make an offer.”

         
         Foxcourt lowered himself into the chair Mrs. Keyes had abandoned with a harsh breath. “What offer?”

         
         “That I could come use my talents for him,” I said tonelessly, “or waste away in Fairgate.”

         
         I knew how deep his exhaustion ran then; he seemed entirely unaware of how far his usual mask had slipped. His expression
            opened to me like a book, emotion fluttering like pages: guilt, fury, regret, desolation.
         

         
         I picked up my whisky, letting it burn my throat before setting it down hard in front of me. The bottom of the glass distorted
            the broadsheet beneath it, rendering the words King Poisoned in monstrous proportions.
         

         
         Nerveless, my fingers slipped off the table, but Foxcourt seized my hand before it could fall into my lap. His skin was shockingly
            warm against the cold that had overtaken my soul.
         

         
         “There is not a word in our language,” he said in a low, hoarse voice, “that can begin to express how deeply sorry I am that
            this has happened.” His fingers tightened around mine. His voice took on a deeper quality, as if unearthing all the words
            he’d taken pains to bury. “I am sorry for all of it. Your arrest. The choice that was put to you. That I couldn’t protect
            you and your reputation from this, as I promised I would.”
         

         
         The apology was nearly as shocking as the agony in his gaze.

         
         “The perfume in the journal—the poison.” I took in an unsteady breath. “It is the same one that was used on the King, but
            I swear to you—”
         

         
         “I know,” he said ardently, drawing our joined hands to press to his chest. “I know, Viola.”

         
         The sound of my name on his lips sent a disorienting spiral of heat through my center. His brows lowered, and I felt his own
            heartbeat begin to climb.
         

         
         “Glenmoor has spent the better part of the last few days whispering of you to the House of Lords, spreading his suspicions and news of the King’s ill health,” Foxcourt said bitterly. “I’d anticipated he might try, and had bribed, harassed, and outright threatened the editors and scandal sheets accordingly. But when Glenmoor’s man brought The Times your mother’s diary and a report on the King . . .”
         

         
         “Profit prevailed over common courtesy,” I finished flatly. Scandal sold, as it always did. It was the master newspapermen
            bowed to, the King of all kings.
         

         
         The earl’s gaze was chilling in its intensity, utterly unrepentant now. “The editor will never print, let alone breathe, another
            word about you.”
         

         
         “And my mother’s journal?”

         
         He looked away, his anger palpable. “It was already gone by the time I arrived at the office. I’ll find it. That, I can assure
            you.”
         

         
         Foxcourt’s hand was the only thing keeping me tethered as the kitchen began to spin again.

         
         “I risked telling the prime minister the truth of what’s happened before I had solid evidence, but it didn’t matter. Glenmoor
            has used the home secretary’s Office to gain intelligence on him,” he explained. “Whatever the blackmail is, it’s powerful
            enough that he didn’t dare to stand in the way of Glenmoor being named regent. The same is true for all the party leaders.”
         

         
         Of course. I let out a bitter laugh. Morality was easier to preach than uphold, especially when called to make a sacrifice.

         
         “The very levers of influence my uncle had pulled to deny Glenmoor’s earlier attempts to gain power are now at Glenmoor’s
            command, allowing him to disguise his moves as he’s put this plan in play,” Hugh continued bitterly. “I couldn’t see any of
            it until it was too late.”
         

         
         “Will it happen today?” I whispered through numb lips. “The arrest?”

         
         I saw the truth in his eyes.

         
         “It will never come to pass,” he said fiercely. “I can protect you, you need only let me.”

         
         “How?” I whispered. The hollowness opened in me again. It only intensified as he released my hand, reaching for a folded sheaf
            of parchment he’d slipped into the waistband of his trousers.
         

         
         The paper smelled of fresh ink, cedar, and myrrh. And . . .

         
         I looked up at Foxcourt. And wet fur.

         
         “What have you done?” I asked him.

         
         He didn’t answer. He only watched as I unfolded the document, bringing my quizzing glass to my eye.

         
         Scanning through the elegantly penned lines, the signatures, I felt my soul slip free from my body.

         
         “But . . . this is a special license for marriage,” I managed to get out.

         
         “Yes,” he said grimly. “It is.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part Three
Heart Notes

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Three

         
         I stared at him, a silent scream clawing its way up my throat.

         
         “Please,” he began, his gaze beseeching. “Please, before you say anything, hear me out—there is logic to this. Terrible logic,
            to be certain, but this is the best way . . . the only way I can keep them from taking you. The privilege of the peerage protects any peer, his wedded partner, and his issue from
            facing arrest for most charges, especially if it is their first offense.”
         

         
         Oh, yes, I was quite familiar with that particularly outrageous inequality, one of a thousand blessings granted to the powerful and denied to the
            rest of us. As if their noble blood somehow absolved them of their crimes—if they were ever investigated and brought to light
            at all.
         

         
         “No.”

         
         Foxcourt released a shuddering breath, sweeping out of his chair in frustration. “Of all the times to be stubborn—”

         
         “No,” I repeated, hearing the word crack with anger.
         

         
         “It would be a marriage in name only,” Foxcourt continued. “It would never be consummated, and therefore there would be no
            impediment to it eventually being annulled.”
         

         
         My blood heated to a boil. He’d thought of it all, hadn’t he? “No.”

         
         His scowl twisted into something that was altogether more bitter. Almost as though I’d hurt him. “Am I to receive any sort
            of explanation as to why?”
         

         
         “You know why,” I bit out. “I will never consent to be a man’s property. If it’s to be one prison or another—”

         
         “What a charming assessment of marriage,” he cut in, now edging toward anger himself. Foxcourt began to pace, only to stop
            to throw back the whisky Mrs. Silver had left for him.
         

         
         I wondered then if he felt it, too—the way we had somehow circled back to a more crushing version of his original offer: him
            or Fairgate.
         

         
         God. As feeling returned to my body, so, too, did the burn of the welt the shackle had left around my ankle. Every breath pulled at the healing bruises across my back. It had felt like a lifetime ago, but it had been only days. Three? Four? 

         
         I cannot do this. The room swirled around me once more, darkness seeping into the edges of my vision. I cannot go back there. I cannot go forward.

         
         I had only ever felt this powerless once in my life, as I watched Mama draw her last breath, her body and soul broken.

         
         There had been no line thrown to save her from her marriage’s daily pain and terror. Not the priest at church, who had encouraged
            her to obey her husband with the meekness and virtue demanded of her by the holy book. Not the law, which allowed only for
            a husband to petition for divorce. To destroy the bond of holy matrimony, she’d had to destroy herself.
         

         
         I couldn’t stop the tremors that worked through me, and I no longer cared that Foxcourt bore witness to them. Let him see.
            Let him understand. Let him have this key.
         

         
         “Would it truly be so awful,” he asked quietly, “to be married to me? Have I done nothing to earn your trust?”

         
         I pressed a hand to my eyes, drawing a ragged breath. No. Of all the men I’d known, save Oliver, only Foxcourt had ever given
            me a feeling of safety. He had upheld his word and never sought to use mine against me. He had never raised a hand to me,
            but he had protected me with his body.
         

         
         “Even if I were to agree, it would not work,” I said, grasping at that miserable fact as my other arguments threatened to
            unravel. “The privilege of the peerage does not protect peers from charges of murder, let alone high treason. I cannot see
            how attempted poisoning of a king would be deemed anything less.”
         

         
         Foxcourt slid back into the chair, trying desperately to master the hope in his expression. “Contrary to what the papers would
            portray, Glenmoor does not have the legally required evidence to bring such charges against you,” Foxcourt explained. “He
            needs two witnesses to attest to you making and applying the poison to the King’s garments, and Vernon, as well as the only
            other valet present, are too loyal to His Majesty to do so, even with threats of retribution from the duke.”
         

         
         “He can manufacture witnesses,” I pointed out. “Many men will do and say anything for a few coins.”

         
         Foxcourt shook his head. “I have a written statement from the man who delivered the King’s Blend, stating that the flacon came directly from Briarwood Palace, and it was brought directly to the King’s chambers, where you would have no way of reaching it. Your former employer at the flower stall has also submitted a statement that you were there at the time of the poisoning.” 

         
         I stared at him. “You accomplished all that in a single morning?”

         
         Foxcourt waved an impatient hand.

         
         “If he cannot prove high treason or attempted murder,” I began, “then what charge would Glenmoor bring against me?”

         
         Foxcourt swallowed harshly, looking miserable.

         
         “Selling my perfumes,” I guessed, “at the Midnight Market.”

         
         “I’m sorry, Viola. I cannot say it enough.” His expression was agonized. “I removed all the records of your arrest from Fairgate,
            but Glenmoor found the original witnesses who claimed you sold them perfumes containing fairyborn magic.”
         

         
         “But what about the King’s pardon?” I pressed. “Can’t he issue it now?”

         
         “All pardons are supposed to pass through the Office of the home secretary,” Foxcourt said, looking as frustrated as I felt.
            “He’s to advise the King on their merits. The King can circumvent him—especially if it means his own salvation—but it will take time to formalize the royal prerogative of mercy,
            and Glenmoor would be able to hold you in the interim.”
         

         
         Stalling all progress on Immortal Rose. By the time I was released, the King could be dead—just as Glenmoor intended.

         
         “And this time,” Foxcourt continued quietly, “Glenmoor would know exactly where you are. With his power over the prisons as
            home secretary, you would be at his complete mercy.”
         

         
         My thoughts raced, overwhelmed. Every second I thought I’d had to complete the perfume was slipping through my clenched fingers.
            “What is the King’s present condition? Is he experiencing any hallucinations or confusion?”
         

         
         The poison would ensure his mind would be the last piece of him to fail. He would be horrifyingly aware of his pain and withering
            body to the end.
         

         
         “His Majesty is weak, but he has his wits,” Foxcourt said. “For once, his intractable personality has proven useful—he still
            believes Gallia, and the DeForests, to be responsible for the poison, not you. He told the prime minister as much, when I
            brought him and several other members of Parliament to see his condition for themselves.”
         

         
         “He will be lucky to have five more days,” I told him. “Once he slips into unconsciousness, it will be only hours.”

         
         “Then we will have the nectar within five days,” Foxcourt persisted.

         
         The full weight of his attention was breathtaking, bringing its own gravity. It carved away the rest of the world, leaving
            only us.
         

         
         “Foxcourt . . .” I shook my head. “Hugh. You said it would need to be my first offense for the privilege to apply, and we both know it wasn’t. Glenmoor can find others
            to claim I sold them perfume as well.”
         

         
         “Yes, but peers are exempt from laws forbidding the sale, trade, or holding of fairyborn goods,” Foxcourt reminded me gently.
            “It will not matter that you sold them before you became a member of the peerage. He would not be able to arrest or imprison
            you—not for that offense or any other false ones he invents.”
         

         
         Of course. The lower classes were forced to relinquish their fairy goods they had inherited or found. Only the upper class
            could be “trusted” with the magic inherent in their families’ fairy relics. Just as they were the only ones allowed access
            to, and knowledge of, the fairyborn magic in the House of Rosebourne perfumes.
         

         
         How hideously ironic for that inequality to be the thing to save me now.

         
         “Please,” Foxcourt said, and in that desperation, I saw a hint of the boy he had been, the need to protect others that had
            been born from everything he’d lost. He was frantic with it. “I have to help you. I need . . . What else can I do to convince
            you? If you cannot bear the thought of this . . . I can find a way to hide you. We can slip out of the city if we go now.”
         

         
         Even exhausted, his mind was working tirelessly, tracing out each possibility.

         
         “They would think to search Reddy’s house,” he murmured, bracing his hands against his knees and hunching over them. “Glenmoor
            would tell them to. But there’s a cottage—no, news of this will spread quickly from town. It won’t be far enough. But if I
            send you with Keyes . . .”
         

         
         He was trying. God help the man, he was. It meant something, didn’t it, that he respected my wishes—that he was no longer
            imposing his domineering will on me? That he had hoped, rather than presumed or demanded, I’d agree to his absurd plan?
         

         
         Fairgate or Foxcourt.

         
         Foxcourt or Fairgate.

         
         My pulse beat like a hummingbird’s wings.

         
         If I stayed, I could finish the perfume as soon as we found the nectar. A ruined name wouldn’t prevent me from inheriting
            the Rosebourne fortune, but being imprisoned meant being unable to create the perfume, heralding certain death for the King.
            I would lose in the court of public opinion before ever being allowed to defend myself on trial.
         

         
         And his proposed third way, running . . . Exhaustion stole over me like the first snow of winter. I’d been running nearly
            my whole life. I was sick to death of it.
         

         
         The thought of letting men drive me back into the shadows was utterly provoking. I was too prideful to give them the satisfaction of my fear. Besides,
            running would make me look guiltier, and I would never get to make Glenmoor pay for forcing me into this corner.
         

         
         It wasn’t acceptance that settled in me then, but resolve. Remarkable how much agony was bound up in the making of a decision,
            and how quickly it eased once the course was set.
         

         
         “I’ll ask Cartwell to prepare a team,” Foxcourt said. “Tell Fizzy what you’ll need—”

         
         I drew in a deep breath. “I need assurances.”

         
         “—and we’ll—” I saw the moment my meaning finally took root in him. He fell silent, not even daring to draw a breath. The
            chair creaked as he leaned back against it. “You . . . that is . . .”
         

         
         “I need assurances it will be annulled,” I said, trying to drive out the last bit of doubt. “Among others.”

         
         A quick marriage and swifter annulment would only add to my notoriety, but it was difficult to see how my reputation could
            possibly become worse than accused murderess. If it was a scandal the Quality desired, I would ensure it was a story they would never forget. And I would scent it with
            roses and malice.
         

         
         “Assurances,” Foxcourt echoed slowly. “Like a marital settlement?”

         
         I nodded. They were common enough among the Patricians that I knew he wouldn’t recoil at the suggestion. When a woman was
            bound by the laws of coverture, she and her husband merged into a single entity in the eyes of the law. Her husband controlled
            all her property, as well as her body and children.
         

         
         Such settlements allowed for some financial protection for women, stating what wealth each party would bring to the marriage
            and how that wealth would be distributed within it upon one spouse’s death.
         

         
         Foxcourt shot to his feet, knocking his chair over. Flustered, he paused to right it before making his way to the door. The shadows there scattered as he pushed it open and disappeared into the hall. When the earl returned a moment later, it was with an inkwell, a piece of foolscap, and a quill. 

         
         Sweeping the broadsheet to the floor in a flutter of paper, he laid each item in front of me. When I couldn’t immediately
            compel my hand to reach for the quill, he dipped it into the ink for me, then slid it between my fingers.
         

         
         And waited.

         
         A droplet of ink dripped onto the parchment, bloating on the smooth surface like a tear.

         
         “It won’t be legal,” I whispered.

         
         “But it will be honored,” he said. “All that matters is that it’s the law between us.”
         

         
         I breathed in deeply and set the quill’s point to the foolscap.

         
         Marriage shall be annulled upon completion of the Immortal Rose perfume, I wrote. When Viola Lockwood requests the annulment, it will be sought without delay.

         
         “Of course,” he murmured.

         
         The acquiescence startled me. In all my inner torment, I’d forgotten he didn’t want this marriage any more than I did.

         
         As with other peers of the realm, Foxcourt had been able to request a special wedding license from the archbishop to allow
            for a wedding to occur at any time or place, and without the traditional banns needing to be read in church. He would be able
            to solicit an annulment with equal ease, hopefully.
         

         
         The marriage shall never be consummated, nor will I, the Earl of Foxcourt, exert my marital rights— I heard the small noise of offense he made as I added, by force or otherwise.

         
         In all my other negotiations, I’d been able to read my opponent’s feelings, to tell when they were on the verge of giving
            in or walking away. I looked up, expecting him to say something typically sardonic, but he only nodded, leaning against the
            table and crossing his arms. His expression became guarded, as if bracing himself.
         

         
         “What else?” he asked, his eyes fixed on the paper.

         
         I will make no claims on the inheritance and property of Viola Lockwood, now or in the future, nor will I involve myself in
               matters of her potential business holdings.

         
         “Unless invited to,” he added, with the makings of a smile as I reluctantly added it.
         

         
         There would be no need to outline a trust for the House of Rosebourne to be placed into, not if I was to inherit it after
            the annulment. Besides, a trust would be controlled by a trustee, not myself, and Foxcourt would still have a right to interest
            earned on it.
         

         
         During our marriage, I wrote, I will permit Viola to associate with whomever she pleases and go wherever she likes.

         
         “So long as it does not endanger her,” he said, tapping the parchment. “That is nonnegotiable.”
         

         
         It was fair, I supposed, though it annoyed me that he still had a rather dim view of my being able to take care of myself.
            I could concede that much to him, though.
         

         
         I paused, dipping the quill back in the ink as I debated the final point. More than offending him again, it would bare something
            to him I could not take back.
         

         
         “Go on,” he murmured.

         
         I will never, I wrote slowly, under any circumstance, or for any reason, raise a hand or weapon against Viola Lockwood.

         
         There. It was done.

         
         Foxcourt was still beside me, as if caught between one realization and another. “Is that all?” he asked, his voice hushed.

         
         I passed the quill to him wordlessly, my heart in my throat. That calm assurance I’d been able to grasp in the last few moments
            extinguished like a candle flame as he dipped the quill back into the ink—not to sign his name, but to add a term of his own.
         

         
         Of course. I squeezed my eyes shut. It’s only fair.

         
         “Is that agreeable to you?” he asked, his voice like cool silk.

         
         I forced my eyes open and onto the foolscap once more.

         
         In his ruthlessly spare penmanship, he had written, I will settle a sum of twenty thousand gold marks upon Viola Lockwood at the dissolution of the marriage.

         
         My head snapped back in shock. “But—why?”

         
         “In the event it takes some time before your ownership over the House of Rosebourne is settled.” He cleaned the tip of the
            quill with his shirt, a sardonic smile slanting his lips. “And for your trouble in this matter.”
         

         
         My brows drew tight together. “If you were counting on me strenuously protesting, I regret to inform you that neither am I too proud nor do I possess the moral scruples to pretend that I won’t accept your gold.” 

         
         It would be a divorce settlement, not payment for services rendered, I decided. A true lady might accuse him of treating her
            like a mistress or a prostitute, but propriety was the swiftest path to poverty, and it had been terrorizing good women for
            centuries. Integrity and virtue were well and good, but they weren’t two marks to rub together to buy a loaf of bread. It
            was only right for me to take what I could from him before walking away.
         

         
         Wasn’t it?

         
         “Do you have any other terms you wish to add?” he asked.

         
         I shook my head and, with a shuddering breath, signed my name to the agreement.

         
         After I blew on the ink to dry it, Foxcourt pulled the foolscap toward him. He bent at the waist, and a silver blade flashed
            as he slid it from his boot. Before I could think to ask what it was for, before I could so much as gasp, he slid it across
            his palm.
         

         
         I watched, stunned, as he dipped the quill into the blood pooling in his hand and signed the document in the ancient manner
            of a sacred blood oath.
         

         
         Hugh Regulus Thornton, Earl of Foxcourt.

         
         My mind, cast into a sea of chaos, tentatively dressed my name with his surname, Viola Thornton, before I banished the thought entirely.
         

         
         “God, you’ll bleed all over yourself.” Reaching into my apron pocket, I pressed a handkerchief into his palm, pressing it
            tight to the wound. “Rather dramatic of you, Hugh Regulus Thornton.”
         

         
         He looked between the handkerchief and my face with that same intensity he’d had as he cut himself. “Rather wifely of you,
            Viola Elizabeth Lockwood.”
         

         
         Of course he had remembered my middle name. Silence stretched like a ribbon of silk between us, wrapping around my hand as
            it pressed against his, binding. For a small eternity, we did nothing but study each other, as if a new slant of light had
            stolen through the windows and burned away the last of our masks.
         

         
         And rather than terrified, I felt . . . calm. The decision had been made, and if I lived to regret it, then I would ensure
            that so would he.
         

         
         “Till Immortal Rose do we part,” I said lightly.

         
         I looked down at my simple white day dress and apron, both splattered with oils that still flowered as they warmed against my skin. And as I released his hand, I knew it would be the scent I associated with marriage for the rest of my life. Eau de matrimony. 

         
         Orange blossom, rose, jasmine, ink, and blood.

         
         

         Felicity, through a show of a hitherto unseen forbearance, managed to wait until we were in my bedchamber before letting her
            composure shatter. She fell back against the door, her jade-green eyes glittering as she clutched her hands together against
            her heart.
         

         
         “Oh, Viola!” Her voice was as delighted as spun sugar. “A wedding! What a blessing!”

         
         It came on so suddenly, it took even me by surprise. One moment I was standing there, facing Mama’s portrait, and the next,
            I was sobbing. Deep, shuddering, gasping sobs. I staggered, blinded by the veil of burning tears. Felicity was by my side
            at once, wrapping her arms around me.
         

         
         “Oh dear,” she said mildly. “Oh goodness. Have it all out, then. You’ll feel better for it—at least that’s what they say in
            the stories.”
         

         
         Felicity guided me toward the bed, easing us both down onto it. Sweeping the loose curls back from my wet cheeks, she dabbed
            at my tears with her apron. “Is it really as bad as all that?”
         

         
         I shook my head. It wasn’t. I was alive. I wouldn’t be arrested. There was still a chance of claiming the Rosebourne inheritance.
            But that calm I’d felt in the kitchen had been nothing but a temporary dam, and seeing Mama’s face, knowing how disappointed
            she would be, had shattered it.
         

         
         “I’ll—I’ll be all right,” I said. “It’s not . . . He’s . . .”

         
         Felicity nodded, as if perfectly understanding the nonsense I’d just uttered. Maybe she had. She leaned toward me conspiratorially.
            “We can slip out of the house quick and quiet as mice and commandeer a mail coach and go out into the countryside. I know
            a rather ill-tempered goose that would be glad to defend us.”
         

         
         I couldn’t bring myself to laugh; I’d never ask her to betray the others that way, nor would I ask her to return to the home
            that had so cruelly rejected her. “No. I appreciate it and am a friend to all geese, but I signed my name. I agreed to this.”
         

         
         Felicity nodded, floating a soft “And it won’t be forever, will it?”

         
         “It won’t,” I said with a steadying breath, and wiped the last of the tears from my face.

         
         Felicity’s smile was strained, but she nodded. “There was a delivery from the modiste this morning, including the replacement for the blue dress. She’d perfumed them with so much of that lavender of hers, I’ve been airing them outside so as not to smother you.” 

         
         I sent her a grateful look. “I suppose it’ll do. It’s tradition, isn’t it?”

         
         “Marry in yellow and resent the fellow, marry in pink and shatter your link, marry in white and endure a fight, marry in green
               and neither will be keen,” Felicity said. “But marry in blue and your love will be true.”
         

         
         I stared at her. “You just made that up, didn’t you?”

         
         “Blue it is,” she said quickly. “I’ll bring it in and press it. It won’t be but a moment.”

         
         There was a knock at the door. I nodded to Felicity, who opened it to reveal Mrs. Silver, holding a small posy of white and
            blue flowers and a velvet bag. If it were possible for a person to radiate joy, she would have lit the whole of Feygrove Square.
         

         
         All that faded the moment she saw my face.

         
         “So,” she began, sharing a look with Felicity, who hurried past her. “We are not celebrating.”

         
         I gave her a watery smile.

         
         “Oh, ma chère,” she said, her whole countenance softening as she came toward me.

         
         Setting aside the flowers and bag, she wrapped her arms around my shoulders, stroking my hair. “Of course. What girl wishes
            to be married without her dear mama to see it, with no flowers to line aisles of your loved ones, and without a choice in
            song—Albion is a nation of the emotionally repressed who cannot see the romance of living! To be married in a sitting room!
            I cannot bear it!”
         

         
         The embrace, the kindness behind it, nearly made me weep again. “I had never thought to be married at all.”

         
         She pulled back, still stroking my hair. “Neither did I. Love took me by surprise, but that is the way of fate, non? I only
            had to lay eyes on Marina to know, and once we were finished trying to—ah.” Mrs. Silver paused. “Well. We were at war then,
            of course, and there was no telling what might become of us. It was a time of passion and terror and dreams.”
         

         
         “There is no love here,” I told her, hating the disappointment that flickered in her dark gaze. “None of this is real.”

         
         “Could it not be?” she asked gently. “He is rather handsome, non? And you will be a countess.”
         

         
         I balked, feeling the blood drain from my face. God, I hadn’t even thought of the title.

         
         “He is . . . not hard to look at, no,” I grumbled.

         
         Mrs. Silver let out a small laugh, her knuckle stroking my cheek the way Mama’s used to, when she was trying to gently rouse
            me from sleep. My heart seized painfully in my chest.
         

         
         She went to retrieve a brush from the vanity and gestured toward my hair. I nodded, turning my back to her so she could begin
            to take out the pins. With each stroke of the brush, I felt some of that same tightness release.
         

         
         “What was your wedding like?” I asked her.

         
         “Oh, but it was romantic.” Mrs. Silver sighed dreamily. “The war was done, and we were on a ship bound for Albion’s coast.
            The night was so very clear, I could see the stars reflected in her eyes. She looked like a goddess. Marina is adorably embarrassed
            by emotion, you see, and she was horrified when I woke the captain and asked him to marry us on the deck beneath those same
            stars. But, then, she has always been the night to me.”
         

         
         “Did you want to come to Albion?” I asked, twisting around to look at her.

         
         “There was not much choice, non?” she said with a hint of sadness. “This is a kingdom of the cold-blooded who care only for
            horses and tea, but my own would have seen us stoned and buried.”
         

         
         Yes, there was that.

         
         The Church of Albion had experienced a cataclysmic rupture from the central body and tenets of the Undying Faith when King
            Bayard had ascended to the throne. Determined to marry his male lover against the existing religious prohibitions and prejudice
            against such unions, he’d set about creating an altogether more morally flexible branch of the faith, with him at the head.
         

         
         Naturally, old Bayard hadn’t spared a thought to elevating the position of women from faithful, meek, and virtuous servants
            to their menfolk while reforming church canon to suit his needs.
         

         
         Mrs. Silver and Mrs. Keyes could wed and live openly in society, but their legal status as women remained inferior to that of men. While they wouldn’t have to dissolve their identities into their husbands’, they and single women like me and widows were forced to hire a male solicitor or rely on a male relation—in this case, likely the Lords Foxcourt—to guarantee their bank accounts, oversee legal matters, and so on. It was humiliating to any capable woman. 

         
         At the sound of voices below, and a newly arrived guest smelling strongly of old holy books and incense, I tensed.

         
         “I’ve brought you these, though you do not have to wear them if they are not to your taste,” Mrs. Silver said, spilling a
            pair of pearl drop earrings from a velvet bag into her palm. “Marina told me that nonsense superstition about not wearing
            pearls at a wedding, for they represent tears, but I wore them at my own wedding and they have brought me much luck. They
            will lend their magic to you as well, I think.”
         

         
         The sparkle of a diamond had its own charm, to be sure. It was the essence of splendor. But beauty was something entirely
            different—something far more subtle that spoke the secret language of the heart.
         

         
         I saw it in the pearls gleaming iridescent in the afternoon light, in the simplicity of their gold hoops, but the pearls were
            all the more exquisite for having been offered in kindness.
         

         
         I was so touched I could scarcely speak. “I would be honored. Thank you.”

         
         Mrs. Silver’s smile was a gift, too. “I will leave you to get ready, then.”

         
         I had only a few moments to myself before Felicity’s return was preceded by a burst of cloying, sugary lavender. I recognized
            the perfume from the other dresses in the wardrobe by the modiste, but the periwinkle silk gown must have been dunked into
            a vat of it. The scent was sweet enough to send a ripple of nausea through my stomach.
         

         
         “Will this do?” she asked.

         
         Lovely felt like a pale word to describe such an enchanting garment. The gown was a thing spun of dawn light and sweet wishes, as
            beautiful as the first iteration had been.
         

         
         “Yes” was all I could manage to say.

         
         “Thankfully the perfume’s faded,” Felicity said. “I can hardly smell it.”

         
         My smile tensed. If only I could have said the same.

         
         I changed into a clean chemise and was relaced into my stays. Like a woman drowning, I took a final deep breath, bracing as
            Felicity helped ease the dress over my head. The silk pooled against my skin like cool water, soothing and stifling all at
            once. The lavender perfume was faint, but its syrupy sweetness made my skin itch everywhere the fabric touched. The heat of
            my body only seemed to intensify the scent.
         

         
         After Felicity re-pinned my hair and helped apply a little rouge to my lips and cheeks, she retrieved the small posy Mrs. Silver had left on the bed. She twirled the white rosebud, bluebells, and forget-me-nots between her fingers. “From his lordship, of course.” 

         
         My smile fell, but I couldn’t deny that the flowers offered a reprieve from the perfumed silk. It was a pleasant day, but
            you never would have known by the scratchy heat that spread over my skin, coating my body like wool in the summer sun.
         

         
         Nerves. That was all it was. I’d had a spell of anxiety like this before and had broken out in a rash of hives that took days
            to heal. It would be my miserable luck to cap off an already devastating day looking like I had the plague.
         

         
         “There we are.” Felicity pinned the posy to my chest and said softly, “For what it’s worth, you look beautiful.”

         
         There was some strength I could draw from that, I supposed.

         
         Felicity retrieved a pair of silk slippers from the wardrobe as I donned Mrs. Silver’s earrings and a pair of gloves.

         
         Then there was nothing left to do but go downstairs.

         
         It was a journey of a thousand hours and yet no time at all. Each brush of my dress against my skin only inflamed the panicked
            heat rising beneath it. The warming silk released more of that repulsive candied lavender scent.
         

         
         By the time we passed the covered portrait of Lord Foxcourt, even my corset felt like it was trapping in heat. If it hadn’t
            been for the sudden appearance of Fleming in the hall below, I might have asked Felicity to help me loosen it. But the sight
            of Fleming, clutching four vases bursting with flowers cut fresh from the garden as he scurried toward the morning room, silenced
            me.
         

         
         Seeing us, he slowed only for a moment, flustering beneath his powdered wig as he declared, “You shall not be married without flowers.”
         

         
         I spared one last glance in a hall mirror to ensure I hadn’t turned the color of a poppy. Felicity squeezed my arm, inclining
            her head toward the front door with a final silent offer. I shook my head. The course was set.
         

         
         Though only two witnesses were required, the entire household had gathered, lining up in such a way that it created an aisle
            toward the two figures at the center of the room. Even Brigadier was present, daisies slipped into the new blue bows on her
            ears.
         

         
         Despite the modiste’s revolting perfume, the beaming faces around us, and the ostentatious crimson robes of the priest at his side, once my eyes found Foxcourt, I couldn’t tear them away. He let out a sharp breath as his gaze met mine, and I wondered then if he had expected me to run. That gaze was like a lead; I was powerless to pull away.
         

         
         Mrs. Silver had been right, of course; he was unbearably handsome in his flawless dark suit and shined boots. His face was
            clean-shaven, and the dark waves of his hair had been mastered by a bit of pomade. There was a little flutter in my chest
            at the violets he’d slipped through the button of his lapel.
         

         
         Despite having had no sleep the night before, he looked entirely, wholly present. The tensed expression on his face eased,
            just for a moment. His gloveless hands were clasped so tightly around each other, they’d turned bone white.
         

         
         The late-afternoon sun had polished every surface of the room with a golden sheen, and he was its radiant center.

         
         Come along, then, his gray eyes said, gentling.
         

         
         My pulse steadied, and while the heat lingered in my blood, I felt that strange calmness overtake me again. I forgot my discomfort,
            the twisting of my stomach. I forgot the faces around us, letting them blur into light as I walked toward him.
         

         
         Fleming had placed two of the arrangements on either side of the men and one on the table behind them, forming an altar. Something
            about it reminded me of the ancient fairy ceremonies, when lovers would be married beneath a bower of Venia’s sacred roses.
         

         
         The priest’s horseshoe-shaped biretta bobbed as he bounced on his heels, pressing the open holy book to his chest. He looked
            barely old enough to enter seminary, let alone be serving as a fully ordained priest.
         

         
         “Such a gorgeous day it is to be wed in the sight of our divine Lord!” the priest declared. “May I be the first to—”

         
         “You may not,” Foxcourt said tersely, glancing toward the window. To anyone else, it might have read as an arrogant lord’s
            impatience, but this was as anxious as he’d ever allow himself to appear in front of others. He was truly expecting the police
            at any moment.
         

         
         “Please take each other’s hands,” the priest said, grinning.

         
         Neither Foxcourt nor I moved.

         
         Fleming cleared his throat. Loudly.

         
         My fingers lightly closed around his, and the heat that gathered between our palms rivaled even the fire that was spreading
            beneath my skin.
         

         
         “Dearly beloved,” the priest began cheerfully, undaunted, “we are gathered here today in the sight of the Lord—”

         
         Foxcourt glanced over his shoulder to the window again. “Dispense with anything but the necessary bits.”

         
         The priest’s toothy grin dimmed. “But, my lord”—he looked between us, pained—“it’s my first wedding ceremony, and I was told—”

         
         “The necessary bits,” Foxcourt repeated with a look that made the younger man shrink back into the safety of his voluminous robes.
         

         
         “I, er, of course,” the priest said, frantically scanning through the notes in his book. “Dearly beloved . . . the Almighty
            created woman for man . . . meek and humble . . . the service of love . . .”
         

         
         The heat trapped beneath my skin turned acutely painful, boiling the sugary lavender scent. My hands convulsively clenched
            around Foxcourt’s as a lance of pain skimmed down the center of my chest.
         

         
         He glanced at me, his brows drawing together in concern.

         
         “Ah, yes, here we are, the vows.” The priest cleared his throat again. “These two souls cleave unto each other in the sight
            of our infinite God, for once joined, only he may tear them asunder—”
         

         
         Another stab of pain pierced the center of my chest, and it was a fight to stay upright. A thin sheen of sweat broke out over
            my top lip as I forced myself to breathe through it.
         

         
         “Do you, Viola Elizabeth Lockwood, take this man to be your wedded husband from this day forward, in times of joy and anguish,
            in seasons of plenty and fallow, in good health and poor, for as long as you both shall live?”
         

         
         “I do,” I said through gritted teeth. My nerves were singing from my scalp to my heels, alive and burning. Foxcourt became
            a dark smudge.
         

         
         “. . . in seasons of plenty and fallow, in good health and poor—”

         
         “I do,” Foxcourt cut him off, stepping closer to me.

         
         “Are there rings?” the priest dared to hope.

         
         Foxcourt patted across his jacket, retrieving two rings.

         
         “Repeat after me,” the priest said. “With this ring, I offer my body for your protection, my soul to bind with yours, and
            my heart for your keeping.”
         

         
         Foxcourt’s voice was a silky murmur as he repeated it. His fingers trembled as he slid the cool metal of the ring onto my
            finger.
         

         
         I blinked until my vision cleared, making out a sky blue gemstone surrounded by small seed pearls. I balked, feeling even
            more lightheaded. I couldn’t faint, not until this was over.
         

         
         Foxcourt passed me a simple gold band and I stared at it, a growing haze of pain over my mind.

         
         “With this ring,” the priest said with a bit more emphasis to catch my attention, “I offer . . .”

         
         I must have said the words. I could feel my lips moving, even if I heard nothing over the roar of blood in my ears. Somehow,
            I managed to slide the ring onto his finger, though I couldn’t have said if it was the right one.
         

         
         “. . . and so having proclaimed your love and commitment before God and witnesses . . .”

         
         A torrent of scalding agony ripped down my spine. I bent at the waist, gasping, only smelling more of that vile lavender.
            Something was wrong—something was happening to me—
         

         
         Foxcourt grasped me by the elbows, keeping me upright as I collapsed against him.

         
         “It’s not yet time for the kiss,” the priest complained.

         
         “Finish it,” Foxcourt growled at him.
         

         
         “And with the blessing of God upon you,” the priest continued hurriedly, “by the power vested in me, I now proclaim you wedded—”

         
         Fire—fire—everywhere, sprawling beneath my skin—the lavender, that sweetness—
         

         
         The thought rose like curls of smoke in my mind. Buried beneath the lavender, drawn out by the heat of my skin—

         
         Licorice.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Four

         
         I tasted the blood before I smelled it. It dripped from my nose, snaking over my lips. I choked as it filled my mouth.

         
         “Viola . . .” Foxcourt shook me, only to go stone-still as I finally managed to lift my head to look at him. His face turned
            ashen, his eyes widening in terror.
         

         
         Help, help me— The pain was so desperate, so acute, it blinded me. I tried to say the word. Licorice.

         
         I clawed at the bodice of my gown, sobbing for breath. I couldn’t make out his face, couldn’t speak except to gasp out, “Take
            it off—Hugh—”
         

         
         “I beg your pardon!” the priest squeaked.

         
         There was a flurry of movement around me. Hands at my arms, my back, the fastenings of my dress. Somewhere nearby, something
            heavy fell to the floor.
         

         
         “Take it off,” I sobbed, clawing at the fabric. “Take it—”

         
         “You have to let me,” I heard Felicity cry. “I have to be the one—”

         
         “No,” Foxcourt thundered, gripping my bodice.
         

         
         The sound of rending fabric filled my ears as he tore the delicate lacework with his bare hands. The silk slipped away, collapsing
            into a puddle at my feet. He pulled me away from it, kicking the fabric toward the hearth.
         

         
         “Good God,” the priest cried, making the holy wheel over himself. “This is the Devil’s den of sin—”
         

         
         I tried to pull back from Foxcourt and the others, but there was no strength left in me, only that white-hot pain, incinerating,
            inescapable.
         

         
         Perfume. He would smell it, the others—they couldn’t breathe it in, it wasn’t safe—
         

         
         The last of my vision darkened as agony surged, melting my bones, boiling my mind to seething darkness.

         
         I came to with a piercing scream. Something else was in control of my body now; it thrashed wildly against the hands holding it captive, each a burning brand feeding its heat into the flames. I clawed at my chest, my face, trying to open my skin to release the fire. Nothing mattered but stopping it, ending it— 

         
         Images cut through the roiling darkness like shards of glass. One of the vases shattered on the ground, flowers trampled.
            Fleming’s unconscious body on the carpet.
         

         
         “—the bath—” someone said.

         
         “—no time—”

         
         “—don’t—”

         
         Help me, I tried to scream, my face slick with sweat and tears as I tore at it. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak—everything hurt,
            even sobbing. My throat tore open with flaming knives. Please. Help me. Kill me.

         
         I screamed again as arms slid beneath my legs and around my shoulders, lifting me. The friction of cloth against my raw skin
            was too much to bear. I fisted the fabric of a shirt, tearing at it each time I was jostled against a hard body. My sense
            of the world was dimming as if I was receding from it.
         

         
         Mama, I thought, please—

         
         A voice pulled on me like a tether, refusing to let me go. “I know—I’m sorry, I’m sorry—just—”

         
         The cold water shocked me back into my body, stinging like acid as I was submerged in it.

         
         I broke through the surface of it, gasping and choking on the water, my body contorting with such force I was sure my spine
            had snapped. The fires flared, raging at the attempt to smother them. A sopping-wet cloth wiped at my face, my lips, my nose—inside
            of it. I craned my face away, straining against the arm banded around my shoulders.
         

         
         “Please, sweetheart,” a voice rasped. “You have to let me—”

         
         I knew that voice. That was . . .

         
         I felt blindly, gripping the wet fabric of his shirt again. Twisting it, clutching it like an anchor, refusing to let the
            pain drown me again. If I could just hold on to him—
         

         
         “Viola. Viola. Viola.” He was chanting my name. “Take a deep breath—you must—”
         

         
         I gasped in the cool air, letting it burn my abraded throat. Slowly, the darkness in my sight lightened to a blurred gray.
            Through the haze of pain, his beautiful face took shape, rigid with terror.
         

         
         Remembered terror.

         
         “Look at me,” he ordered, a sharp distress edging the command. “Viola, look at me.”

         
         I did. Tried. Each agonized breath wheezing. The darkness threatened to sweep down over my sight again, but I wanted to see him. Needed to. He was so frightened. 

         
         “What do you smell?” he asked, insistent. “Focus on that. Tell me what you smell.”

         
         I gasped for breath as my body was racked with spasms. The notes drifted around me, burning to ash as soon as my mind gripped
            them. Damp earth . . . the mineral essence of water . . . greenery . . . coming rain . . . the cloying sweetness. Sweetness
            like . . .
         

         
         A hand stroked my cheek, leaving a blistering trail behind. I whimpered, holding his gaze with every dimming ounce of strength
            I had.
         

         
         He will help me, my mind whispered. He will not let me go.

         
         My body convulsed as an arrow of fresh pain lanced it.

         
         He drew in a sharp breath, lifting my upper body out of the water, reaching into the open neck of his shirt, tearing at something
            I couldn’t see, flinging it away as he drew me to his chest.
         

         
         An unfamiliar scent exploded across my senses, and I gasped as though taking my very first breath of life. The warm essence
            enveloped me as I strained toward it, my face pressed to the hollow of his throat. My lips moved against that smooth, heated
            skin with each shuddering breath. Nothing existed beyond it.
         

         
         Honey soap, leather, the metal of blades . . . birchwood . . . a deep, heavy snow . . . something thorned . . . wet fur, but
            an earthy sweetness, too, like vanilla, like . . .
         

         
         I shivered, and his arms tightened around me. My mind grasped for what he was murmuring into my wet hair. “You’re all right,
            just breathe, let it pass, sweetheart . . .”
         

         
         I closed my eyes, my body quaking with each hard kick of my heart. I breathed him in, only him, until the flames in my blood
            banked to embers and the sensation of his hand smoothing down my back no longer sparked a new blaze of pain.
         

         
         My soaked shift clung to me like a second skin, and I was sure it was as translucent as his own shirt. The chill of a soft
            breeze easing over my wet skin felt good. Soothing. I could no longer tell who was shaking, sending waves through the water.
            The water . . .
         

         
         My shattered mind took in the world, passing it through that lingering veil of pain.

         
         We were outside, in the back garden. In the pond.

         
         Foxcourt knelt in the waist-deep water. I was draped across his legs, one hand still clutching his shirt, the other caught between our panting bodies. 

         
         He pressed his face to my wet hair, his arms unyielding, as if afraid I might drift away. Lily pads bobbed on the pond’s gleaming
            surface, the trailing tendrils of the willow tree acting as a shield against the day’s light, the whole of the world. Nearby,
            the whimsical statue of the two frogs merrily rowing in their boat withstood the lapping water.
         

         
         A soft whine drew my eyes toward the edge of the pond, where Brigadier sat at Mrs. Keyes’s feet, her ears flattened against
            her skull.
         

         
         “Is she all right?” Mrs. Keyes asked softly, a folded blanket between her hands. Several strands of hair had escaped her usual
            crown braid. A gauzy film coated my eyes, and as she moved, the sun caught the gold pins in her hair, making it glow like
            an angel’s corona.
         

         
         Foxcourt only nodded, as if he couldn’t quite speak himself. After a moment, he lifted me carefully, sending only a murmur
            of pain through my weak body as he adjusted his grip.
         

         
         A lick of fear brushed my too-quick heart. One of his sleeves was stained with bright poppy-red splotches. Blood. His? Mine?
         

         
         Exhaustion weighed my body and mind down like bricks. I tried to lift my head to help Mrs. Keyes wrap the blanket around me,
            but even that proved impossible.
         

         
         Foxcourt turned us back toward the house, where a line of pale, stricken faces awaited us like a funeral party. Felicity wept
            quietly in the circle of Mrs. Silver’s arms.
         

         
         Tommy hurried to open the door, guiding us away from the strange scene there. Fleming was stretched out over the staff table;
            Willie hovered over him with smelling salts and a lady’s silk fan.
         

         
         Foxcourt’s voice was a low, pleasant rumble against my ear, conspiring with his warmth to lull me back to a calmer, heavier
            darkness.
         

         
         I drifted toward it, surrendering my body and my mind, breathing in the beloved scent of the house.

         
         Of him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Five

         
         Consciousness brushed my forehead like a kiss, rousing me gently.

         
         Something medicinal and sticky coated my face, my arms—ointment?

         
         What I wanted was past that scent, past the stiffness of my limbs and the agony of swallowing in my ravaged throat. That essence . . .
            leather, honey, blades . . . the warm musk of skin . . . I turned my face against the pillow, seeking it, only to find it
            already surrounded me.
         

         
         A hand stroked down my braid, knuckles trailing lightly over the peaks and valleys of my spine. It was soothing enough that
            I almost drifted away again. The warm, steady presence at my back, the soft sound of his breathing and the rustle of parchment,
            made me feel safe enough to open my eyes.
         

         
         The room was shadowed, save for the scattered candles. It was small and cozy, tucked into a pocket of the house like a secret,
            with barely room for a desk, washstand, and large wardrobe—all fine, handsome pieces, if not simple in design. It made the
            large, moody painting above the washstand rather stand out.
         

         
         I squinted at it. The image seemed almost familiar, though I knew I’d never seen it before. A finely dressed gentleman stood
            at the center of what appeared to be a workhouse of some kind, striking an arrogant pose. One booted foot was propped up against
            a small back, while another set of little hands polished it.
         

         
         “Is that man . . . using a child as a footstool?” I croaked out with great consternation.

         
         The longer I looked at it, the worse the image became. Haunting figures of filthy, too-thin women and children lined the tables
            picking oakum. Some had fallen to the ground, wasted away. Others were dead.
         

         
         The hand stroking my braid stopped and would have pulled away, had I not shamelessly arched back into the touch, seeking it.
            After an uncertain moment, the gentle stroking continued.
         

         
         “He is indeed,” Hugh said from behind me, his voice low.

         
         I was too exhausted to question why he was sitting next to me on the bed, rather than in the wood chair next to the bedside table. The latter looked uncomfortable, and the bed was large, wasn’t it? And so very comfortable. 

         
         And smelled entirely of him.

         
         His bed, my traitorous mind whispered in delight, his room . . .

         
         “Your bedchamber,” he began, sensing my thoughts the way he always did, “is still being . . . aired. And I was . . .” He sounded
            so self-conscious then, I almost turned to look at him. Somehow, it was easier to be beside him without feeling the pull of
            his gaze, and I sensed the same might be true for him as well. “I was rather fixed on the task at hand,” he finished carefully.
            “I can bring you to one of the guest bedrooms now, if you feel strong enough. I hadn’t wanted to jostle you before, as moving
            seemed to cause some distress . . .”
         

         
         He was speaking at a quick clip, as if trying to convince himself as well. Leaving was the last thing I wanted to do; it felt
            as though I’d found a crack in his armor and slipped inside. Now I’d get to discover what he’d hidden there. And the scent . . .
         

         
         His essence.

         
         I’d been right; he’d done something to mask it. And, damn him, he’d done it again. As I breathed in, I found only traces of
            it clinging to the bedclothes. The realization left me agitated, bereft.
         

         
         “Why that piece?” My voice was a raw scrape.
         

         
         He stopped stroking my hair again, chuckling at my faint noise of protest. A moment later, a cool, round glass pressed against
            my shoulder. Someone—someone I desperately hoped was not him—had dressed me in a clean night rail, at least.
         

         
         Reluctantly, I turned onto my back and, with an embarrassing amount of effort and Foxcourt’s gentle assistance, managed to
            sit up. I was exhausted by the time I leaned against the headboard. It was the only reason I allowed him to bring the glass
            to my lips. My arms were simply too heavy to lift.
         

         
         I drank as much water as I could, but it did nothing to stop the clawing pain in my throat. As he withdrew the glass, I looked
            at him again, brows raised.
         

         
         “Because it brings me great satisfaction,” he said, his lips curling in a smug smile, “to remember the look on Devening’s
            face when it was revealed.”
         

         
         He’d managed to astonish me again. “This is the Devening portrait? By Shallowbrook?”
         

         
         I and the rest of Linden had read all about it in the papers as the drama had spilled on and on over the weeks, eagerly lapping up the details of its scandalous reveal at the National Gallery. 

         
         Lord Devening, a rising star in Parliament who had made his name with impassioned speeches against child labor, had commissioned
            his Rexford school chum and dearest friend, the Earl of Shallowbrook, to paint his first portrait. Shallowbrook himself was
            becoming renowned for his realistic renderings of his subjects. The project was intended to elevate both in the esteem of
            the Patricians.
         

         
         But as the drape was pulled from the piece, it revealed something rather more sinister: the secret workhouse in Riverside
            Devening owned, unbeknownst to all of society. The hypocrisy had ruined Devening’s political career, but the betrayal of revealing
            it had destroyed Shallowbrook. The ensuing duel had left Devening without an ear and Shallowbrook without an arm to paint
            with.
         

         
         Foxcourt held up a finger, looking utterly pleased with himself. “By Tommy, in the direct style of Shallowbrook. Even Shallowbrook
            doubted his own mind when he saw it.”
         

         
         “You did this?” I managed to get out, only to startle again. “Tommy?”
         

         
         He paused, letting his head fall back against the headboard. “My uncle . . . nurtured an artistic talent into something quite
            practical and useful.”
         

         
         “As a forger?” I correctly interpreted. A damn good one, apparently.

         
         Foxcourt nodded. “His skills are quite useful in this line of work, as I’m sure you can imagine.” He paused, looking a bit
            guilty then. “He signed your name on the marriage register—I hope you don’t mind. It was necessary to ensure it was legal.”
         

         
         An illegal act in the service of a legal one. That sounded about right. “Useful indeed.” I paused. “I can understand being
            repulsed by Devening’s hypocrisy, but what did poor, lamentable Shallowbrook ever do?” Oh, but as soon as I asked, I knew.
            The man had taken pettiness to an art form. “What did they do to you at school?”
         

         
         His smile turned severe. “They should have left me alone, and they certainly should not have brought my mother’s memory into
            their games.”
         

         
         “Well,” I said after a moment, “consider my censure revoked. Why not go to the papers with the information about the workhouse?”

         
         “Because Devening could have bribed the editors to keep the information out of them,” Foxcourt said. “I should know. I do it often enough.” He glanced at me, as if still expecting some indictment. “If nearly all of society saw it, someone with a grudge against Devening was bound to investigate. And because I saw the irresistible opportunity to strike two names from my list at once.” 

         
         He had a list. Of course he did. I quickly did the calculation. “You waited six years for your retribution?”

         
         “I would have waited even longer, had it come to it,” he said, sounding so very pleased and wistful. “Revenge, like hard cheese,
            only improves with time.”
         

         
         “Spoken like a cheesemonger,” I said with a soft laugh. I mirrored his pose against the headboard, turning toward him. “How
            many more names do you have left?”
         

         
         “Three,” he said, his eyes taking soft inventory of my face. “Though after this afternoon, I’ve added more.”

         
         I was grateful, then, that the only mirror in the room was hanging above the washstand, well out of my view. I looked down
            at my hands, my gaze snagging again on the ring, its pale blue stone and pearls glittering in the candlelight.
         

         
         How . . . strange it looked there. The design was so similar to that of my mother’s lost pendant, it was breathtaking; the
            only difference was that the pendant had a larger pearl at its center.
         

         
         Foxcourt watched me, and his look, torn between relief and fury, made my chest swell painfully again.

         
         “Glenmoor,” I said, my throat aching. “He warned me I would regret refusing him.”

         
         “Yes,” Foxcourt said. “It was him. He is the more patient and methodical between us. There are lines I will not cross that
            simply do not exist in his mind. Every plan he makes has contingencies.”
         

         
         “When I refused him . . .” I began.

         
         “When you refused him,” Foxcourt said, bitterness seeping from his words, “he accepted it, knowing I had only one choice to
            help you.”
         

         
         He stared at the end of the bed, his breath shuddering. He was lashing himself over this, not just for what had happened to
            me, but for falling into the duke’s trap.
         

         
         “Madame Audette?” I asked.

         
         “Missing.”

         
         I knew what he meant: dead.
         

         
         “Audette was one of my informants and was loyal, owing to a bargain she made with my great-uncle,” he continued. “I cannot say if she or one of her dressmakers applied the poisoned perfume, or if the parcel was intercepted on the way to the house. If Fizzy hadn’t thought to air the dresses out and weaken the scent . . .” 

         
         He didn’t finish the thought. He didn’t need to.

         
         “Is Fleming all right?” I asked.

         
         “Fleming is fine,” Foxcourt said. “He has a nervous complaint that causes him to swoon when distressed. We generally try to
            avoid aggravating his nerves whenever possible. And everyone else is well, just upset at what happened.”
         

         
         “He wasn’t affected by the perfume?” I asked, surprised. Felicity would be invulnerable to the perfume’s magic, and thank
            God for that, but the others . . .
         

         
         Hugh shook his head. “No one else was affected. Only you.”

         
         I mulled that over, dread slipping along my skin like cold silk. “So either it was made specifically for me, using my blood,
            or it had faded enough that only I could detect the scent. I think it must be the latter. Unless . . .”
         

         
         “Unless your blood was taken at Fairgate,” Hugh finished in a wooden tone. “When they struck you.”

         
         Ah. Right. One of the beatings had broken the skin, and some excuse for a prison physician had come to half-heartedly dab
            at our wounds. Glenmoor might have bribed him for the bloodied cloth and passed it on to the DeForests. That was a bit more
            far-fetched, but not beyond possibility.
         

         
         Hugh looked exhausted again, pale and shadowed.

         
         “I didn’t see my uncle end his life, but after witnessing its effects on you, I understand it. My God, your screams . . .”
            he whispered, his eyes going remote. “It was as if your very soul was on fire. You kept asking me to . . .”
         

         
         Kill me. Had I really said it aloud?
         

         
         The desolate look on his face gave me my answer.

         
         My hand rose, toying with the ribbon edging my night rail, the thought slow to rise through my exhaustion.

         
         “What is it?” he asked softly. “Are you well? Do you need something?”

         
         “No,” I said quickly. “I’m . . . I’m all right. It’s only . . . you said Glenmoor used the same perfume on your uncle as he
            did on your mother.”
         

         
         His expression was carefully blank. “Yes.”

         
         “But it’s not the same perfume as the one used on the King,” I said. “They have similar base notes, with that licorice scent, but they’re not the same.” 

         
         “I’d wondered about that myself,” Hugh said, rubbing at the stubble on his jaw. “I believe Glenmoor needed the King to have
            a longer decline than this poison would allow, which can only mean he still hasn’t gotten everything he needs from His Majesty.”
         

         
         “I’ll look at the Treasury to see if there’s anything I may have missed about the Gravekeeper,” I whispered, feeling myself
            start to slip back into exhaustion. I eased down, resting my head on the pillow and breathing in the scent of him again. “I
            can work today, if you give me . . . just a few moments . . .”
         

         
         “It’s a quarter past midnight,” he said sternly. “You’ll be doing nothing but resting. The King is not in immediate danger.”

         
         “Tyrant,” I murmured. “Can’t . . . smell you. Why?”

         
         “A fairy charm,” he admitted.

         
         I forced my eyes open, forced my mind to pull away from the sleep it craved. “Why?”

         
         “I can’t . . .” He turned his face toward the ceiling. “I can’t give you everything.”

         
         “Why?” I hated the plaintive note in my voice, but I couldn’t understand this, couldn’t understand why he always held a piece of
            himself back.
         

         
         “Because you make me forget,” he murmured. “And I cannot forget.”

         
         Forget what, exactly? Himself? His need to control his life? His purpose?

         
         “Glenmoor,” I began. “He has one, too. He wears it as a pin.”

         
         There was a pause. “I thought that might be the case. More reason to wear mine.”

         
         My legs stirred against the soft sheets until they bumped against his. I angled, trying to kick his shin.

         
         “God, your feet are like ice. Why didn’t you say?” He started to rise, but I stubbornly hooked my ankle over his, as if I
            could pin him there.
         

         
         “I’m going to get a brick and flannel for you,” he told me. “I’ll return in just a moment.”

         
         Whether it was a moment or more, I wasn’t sure. I woke again to the feeling of a glowing heat near my feet and sighed, contented,
            as my toes began to thaw against the warm, wrapped brick.
         

         
         “Thank you,” I murmured.

         
         “My pleasure.” To my disappointment, I heard the chair creak as he sat in it.

         
         “What are you reading?” I asked, forcing my eyes open again.

         
         He held up a small bundle of opened correspondence. “A letter from Vernon, tucked inside a short note from Oliver Radcliffe.
            Radcliffe says he’s still investigating on our behalf, but Vernon’s letter is altogether more concerning. He hasn’t seen Eleanor
            for several days. Glenmoor claims she’s unwell and has sent regrets to all the invitations she’s received.”
         

         
         “You must look in on her,” I told him. “As soon as you can.”

         
         “Tomorrow, once Glenmoor has left the palace,” he promised. “There’s also another letter for you downstairs, from Hornsby
            & Featherson.”
         

         
         The Rosebourne solicitors. “Have they discovered our ruse?”

         
         “I don’t know,” Foxcourt said. “It was addressed to you.”

         
         I gave him a speaking glance.

         
         “All right, yes, I may have held it up to the light,” he said. “It’s something to do with a bequest from William Rosebourne.
            Hornsby is asking for you to meet him at Briarwood Palace tomorrow. If you’d like to go, I’ll send Tommy, Willie, and Felicity
            to accompany you.”
         

         
         A pathetic flare of panic ignited in my chest. “But not you?”

         
         He set the missives aside, leaning forward to rest his arms on his knees. “After I see to Eleanor, I intend to find Glenmoor.”

         
         Somehow, I suspected his plans went far beyond merely finding the man.

         
         “He’ll anticipate you reacting to the poisoning.” I studied his face as I added, “Wouldn’t it be more disarming to do nothing
            at all?”
         

         
         His jaw set in that hard, mulish line. “It must be answered.”

         
         “And he will have an answer to your answer,” I rasped out. “If you are determined to finish this, don’t make it so easy on
            him . . . find a way to make him think you’re after his wallet when you’re really after his shiny fob.”
         

         
         Foxcourt’s lips twisted as he fought a smile. “Hard-won wisdom from the Brickbats?”

         
         “A helpful lesson from a retired prostitute,” I corrected, my nerves twisting at not knowing what Foxcourt intended to do
            next. “At least don’t let him convince you that you have to see this through alone—”
         

         
         My plea was lost to the terror of a bloodcurdling scream.

         
         Felicity.

         
         The world spun violently around me as I lurched upright. Foxcourt was already on his feet and at the door, throwing a stern finger in my direction. “Stay here.” 

         
         Ignoring him, I staggered out of bed. My spirit was willing, my body less so. It was a struggle to fight my way down the hall,
            alternating between bracing my shoulder and arm against the wall.
         

         
         “—there was a knock at the door, but when I opened it, there was only the parcel,” Felicity was saying, her face bone white.
            “I shouldn’t have opened it, but . . .”
         

         
         An overwhelming relief washed over me at the sight of her, safe and whole, so much so that I sagged against the banister.

         
         Tommy and Willie were braced on either side of her, Tommy stroking a comforting hand down her back, Willie murmuring to her.
            The boys were as grim-faced as I’d ever seen them.
         

         
         “Nothing good comes of answering the door after midnight,” Mrs. Keyes declared. Both she and Foxcourt stood with their backs
            to me, blocking my sight of the table near the door.
         

         
         “What is it?” Fleming asked, looking slightly disoriented as he emerged from the kitchen. His long nightcap trailed behind
            him, his hands fluttering in frantic patterns. “What’s happened? Oh—Felicity, thank goodness.”
         

         
         Felicity sent him a watery smile. “Sorry for giving you a fright, Fleming.”

         
         Mrs. Keyes and Mrs. Silver exchanged a glance, the latter peeling off from the back of the group.

         
         “Oh dear,” Mrs. Silver said soothingly as she steered the butler back in the direction of the kitchen. “The whole house is
            awake now. Shall we make everyone some tea? Yes, let’s do that.”
         

         
         Brigadier paced in circles at Foxcourt’s bare feet, whining and panting. She stopped as I came toward them unsteadily.

         
         At my soft gasp, Foxcourt turned, his icy expression thawing as he steadied me. “Do you ever do as you’re told?”
         

         
         “There was no obey in those vows,” I reminded him. “You made him skip over that part.”
         

         
         I felt the others’ eyes on me, curious and worried, but my own were solely on the white box on the table. A fine satin ribbon,
            as silver as Hugh’s eyes, lay draped around it. My stomach crimped at the stench of blood and lavender.
         

         
         “It’s good to see you up and about,” Mrs. Keyes said, giving my arm a gentle pat. “I do think a spot of tea is in order. Shall we gather ourselves in the kitchen?” 

         
         The others followed without protest. Even Brigadier, her tail slumped and her head lowered.

         
         Foxcourt smoothed a loose curl away from my shoulder. “You don’t need to see this.”

         
         My stomach was in agreement, roiling at the familiar stench of lavender. A step forward. Another. The gruesome sight edged
            into view, a slow-dawning horror.
         

         
         Inside the box, on a velvet cushion, was a pair of women’s hands, severed at the wrist. Dressmaker’s scissors had been placed
            beneath the left, and the right bore a large silver ring with an intricately engraved A.
         

         
         I spun away, pressing a hand to my mouth, unsure if I would vomit or scream. Foxcourt was at my side in an instant. I sagged
            into him, closing my eyes.
         

         
         I didn’t need to ask whom the hands belonged to. “Who would have . . . ?”

         
         Foxcourt reached for something on the table—a crisp white card—handing it to me wordlessly.

         
         
            
               
                  My felicitations on the happy occasion of your marriage.

                  —G

               

            

         
         An old terror rose in me then, its fangs only sharpened by the years. My knees bobbed.

         
         “This is why,” he murmured. “This is why I must handle it alone.”

         
         He bent, sweeping me into his arms and starting toward the stairs. My arms clasped around his neck, feeling the silky glide
            of muscles beneath his linen shirt.
         

         
         I didn’t fight it. I didn’t argue.

         
         And I didn’t tell him that the Duke of Glenmoor hadn’t been the one to send that message.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Six

         
         The letter from Hornsby & Featherson stared at me from the still room’s worktable, its elegant cream parchment pristine in
            the morning light. I read it again as I tied my apron.
         

         
         
            Dear Miss Lockwood,

            William Rosebourne’s last will and testament outlines a small personal bequest for “the natural-born child of Lily Rosebourne.”
               As that appears to be you, it falls within my power as executor of his estate to dispense with it. If you should like to claim
               it, you will find me at Briarwood Palace, half past noon on the fourteenth.
            

            I would advise using the servants’ entrance at the back of the house so that you might avoid the crowd of disorderly spectators
               who have gathered at the house and refuse to be dispersed by the police. They may be provoked into action against you.
            

         

         I leaned back on my heels, my curiosity sinking into a mire of worry. “Provoked into action”—as in, he feared a mob might
            attack me? Stone the supposed murderess?
         

         
         Despite knowing he’d already gotten the gist of it, I had passed the letter wordlessly to Hugh across the breakfast table,
            the two of us steadfastly avoiding each other’s gaze. I’d embarrassed us both greatly last night, it seemed.
         

         
         After receiving the terrible parcel, he had deposited me into my own bed. I’d tried to sleep, only to find the memory of the
            poison, of the agony and terror, there to greet me. I don’t know why I did it, exactly—I’d felt like a needy child, seeking
            the comfort I’d had only hours before. But I’d left my bedroom and gone to his, slipping back into bed beside him.
         

         
         The utter self-hatred I’d felt earlier, finding he’d returned me again to my bed, was hollowing. Gutting.

         
         “Do you intend to meet him?” Hugh had asked as he’d passed it back to me.

         
         “I don’t know,” I’d answered honestly. “What is a small bequeath when I’m intending to take the entire fortune?”

         
         “What if it involves the business, or rare oils?” Hugh had pressed.

         
         Damn him, he had a point. But that hatred, that resentment for the man who had cast my mother out, had long since calcified.
            I refused to yield to the man’s wishes, even in this. I wanted nothing more from him—nothing. He couldn’t give me my mother back, and he couldn’t take away those years of hardship and squalor.
         

         
         “It would give you and the others an excuse to rummage around for clues about who might have the nectar,” Hugh had pointed
            out, ever logical.
         

         
         Or I might be torn to shreds by an angry city mob before I reach the door.

         
         I’d known to fear ostracization from the Patricians, but it had never occurred to me to fear actual bodily harm. No “small
            personal bequest” was worth that.
         

         
         Today would be spent on Immortal Rose, on finishing the enfleurage process on the jasmine. There could be no other distractions.

         
         I gave myself over to the soothing work, removing the jasmine from the chassis. But as the minutes passed, the scent of the
            flower clinging to the tallow grew fainter. My heart sank. I knew the tallow might need weeks to fully absorb the jasmine’s
            scent, but I’d hoped . . .
         

         
         That was why hope was so dangerous. It could blind you to the obvious. In this case, that there wouldn’t be enough time to
            distill the jasmine grandiflorum oil myself.
         

         
         Fleming appeared in the doorway, interrupting the frustrated drift of my thoughts. “Miss—that is,” the butler corrected himself,
            “my lady.”
         

         
         I tried not to cringe.

         
         “A man in palace livery has come to pay you a call,” Fleming said. “He says his name is Vernon.”

         
         I wiped my hands on a towel, alarmed. Surely he’d only risk coming if something terrible had happened to Eleanor . . . or
            to Hugh.
         

         
         “Is he in the sitting room?” I asked.

         
         Fleming cleared his throat. “I fear he is insisting on remaining in the entry.”

         
         The butler looked extremely put out by the departure from the usual polite customs. My brow furrowed, I followed him out of the still room and the kitchen. 

         
         If it hadn’t been for his lavender uniform, I might not have noticed the small elderly man at all; he had tucked himself into
            the corner of the entry hall and had his gaze fixed on the door, as if debating whether to leave. In his hand was a small
            bundle of white roses.
         

         
         “Vernon?” I began. “Has something happened?”

         
         At the sound of his name, the man straightened, his eyes widening like a child caught sneaking sweets.

         
         “Oh, goodness, no—at least, not beyond what’s already happened,” he said, offering the roses to me. “I came to ask after you.”
         

         
         He studied my face, lingering on the healing scratches I’d given myself. I took the roses, letting their familiar scent steady
            me. My heart gave a little tremble. “Thank you. I’m . . . well.”
         

         
         “I saw the vicious lies about you in The Linden Times and was appalled,” he said. “I wrote to the editor at once proclaiming your innocence. Lord Foxcourt arrived at the palace
            to see Her Royal Highness just as I was departing, and he told me of the marriage and that you were safe. But something in
            the way Glenmoor was acting yesterday, preening about—I feared something else had happened.”
         

         
         I was touched by his fury on my behalf.

         
         “It’s not right that you should be caught up in Glenmoor’s conspiracies,” he continued. “You are innocent of this.”

         
         “I’m glad you, at least, believe so,” I told him. “It would be helpful if others knew the truth about his character.”

         
         Vernon shook his head. “It is . . . it is frightening, isn’t it? That a monster can wear a smile and an orchid on his lapel
            and walk among us, celebrated.”
         

         
         Well, I couldn’t disagree with him. “Would you like to come in and sit for a moment? Or walk through the back garden? It’s
            lovely.”
         

         
         I needed to work, but he was so riled he was trembling. I wanted to find a way to steady his gentle spirit before sending
            him back out into the world.
         

         
         Vernon bit his lip. “I’m sure it is, but I really must be going . . . Tell me, though, is there still the statue of the fish
            in the topper hat at the center of the pond?”
         

         
         Before I could answer, Willie and Tommy came bounding down the stairs, carrying armloads of bedding to be laundered.

         
         “. . . it’ll be quick work,” Tommy was saying. Seeing us, he and Willie stopped at the base of the stairs. “Good morning, my lady.” 

         
         I grimaced.

         
         There was a sharp inhalation beside me, and I turned to find Vernon suddenly beside me, his eyes widening with a sparkling
            delight. “My God, if it isn’t the Tremont Terrors—Willie Tremont, that can’t be you! It’s as if I’ve stepped back into the
            Coffin!”
         

         
         Silence settled over us like frost. The brothers wore nearly identical stony expressions, their bodies straining instinctively
            for a fight.
         

         
         Because in the Brickbats, there was a fight around every corner and at the end of every lane. You lived in a state of readiness, or you died.
         

         
         “The Tremont Terrors?” I echoed. “But . . .”

         
         Holy God in heaven above.

         
         I would have made the sacred wheel over myself, if I could have compelled my body to move a single inch.

         
         Bloody hell, I thought. Bloody, bloody hell. And hell’s tits for good measure.

         
         The snake tattooed on Willie’s arm—that should have been clue enough, but I hadn’t been able to place it. He’d gotten it as
            a boy to prove himself, never crying out once as the needle bit his skin. At least, that’s how the story went.
         

         
         For a time, the Brickbats had been plagued by a gang of orphaned children ranging in age from ten to scarcely old enough to
            have been cut from apron strings. Employed by a variety of colorful characters and thugs, the children had engaged in everything
            from theft, beatings, riots, to—if the street legends were true—murders.
         

         
         They’d been led by the so-called Tremont Terrors, two particularly bloodthirsty brothers who were widely believed to be hell-born
            demons. They were the reason I’d worked so hard to move away from the tenement overlooking the Coffin, that strange intersection
            of the old church’s ruins, a forgotten graveyard, and the remains of the gallows.
         

         
         My gaze shifted between them again in disbelief. Tommy’s had fallen to the floor as he hugged the bedclothes to his chest.

         
         It couldn’t be . . .

         
         But it was.

         
         “The name’s Longmount,” Willie said, his voice hard. “I don’t believe we’ve met, sir.”

         
         Vernon gained a chalky pallor. “No . . . no. You’re right. I was mistaken. Of course.” He turned to me, his voice strained. “My eyes . . . they aren’t what they used to be.” 

         
         I waited until Willie and Tommy had vanished into the kitchen before putting a comforting hand on his arm. “I hadn’t realized
            you lived in the Brickbats.”
         

         
         “As a child—a century ago,” he said, shifting his weight between his feet. I smiled at his little self-deprecating joke. “I
            was visiting an old friend, and we witnessed a rather spectacular theft of apples by the Tremont Terrors, and from that moment
            on, I enjoyed keeping up with the reports of their mischief. Reading about them reminded me of what it was”—he seemed to choke
            on his words for a moment—“what it was to be young.”
         

         
         To be free and wild, he didn’t say.
         

         
         “I really must be going,” Vernon said. “Please excuse me for interrupting your day.”

         
         “You haven’t interrupted it at all,” I told him. “It’s lifted my spirits to see a friendly face, and I’m grateful Eleanor
            has you to look after her.”
         

         
         He nodded, releasing a shuddering breath. “She is a kind soul, and I fear the throne may come for her before she’s more certain
            of herself. Glenmoor underestimates her will and intelligence because she is a young woman, but”—his smile softened as he
            met my gaze—“as with you, my lady, he does so at his own peril.”
         

         
         Rather than wait for Fleming, he opened the door himself and was brought up short by the sight of the young man standing there,
            his hand still raised to knock. For a moment, they only stared at each other.
         

         
         “Why, Oliver!” Vernon said, recovering first. “How wonderful to see you twice in two days!”

         
         Oliver, of course, was immaculate in his blue brocade jacket and matching waistcoat. My own surprise gave way to equal parts
            anticipation and dread. I wished I’d had at least a moment to prepare myself for this encounter—then again, I wasn’t sure
            I would ever be ready.
         

         
         “And you,” Oliver said, clearly surprised as he shook the older man’s hand. “I wish I had known you were coming. I would have
            been glad to join you.”
         

         
         Vernon was quiet for a long moment, studying him. “Which brother was it, lad?”

         
         I edged forward, bringing Oliver into full view. As he glanced toward me, he revealed a dark bruise beneath his left eye.

         
         I gasped, closing the distance between us. “What happened?”

         
         He pulled away before I could touch it, grimacing. “Nothing to trouble yourself over. I—”

         
         His gaze fell to the scratches just visible above the fichu I had tucked into my bodice and the few that crossed my cheek.

         
         “I got tangled in the rosebushes,” I lied, trying to ease the deep furrow of his brow. “Nothing to be alarmed about, I assure
            you.”
         

         
         “I’m sure you’ve much to talk about,” Vernon said, giving me a bow. “Until next time, my lady.”

         
         The words my lady seemed harsher to my ears than the door shutting behind the courtier. For a long moment, Oliver only stared at me, then his
            gaze drifted down to my left hand—to the blue stone ring. His entire bearing tensed.
         

         
         “So . . . it is true,” he said softly, still clearly in some disbelief. “All of it.”

         
         Guilt choked me at his expression. The hurt and confusion. I’d always known his . . . regard for me, but until that moment,
            I hadn’t known how deeply it ran.
         

         
         “Not all of it,” I said. “I certainly didn’t poison the King.”

         
         He absorbed this quickly with a passionate, defensive “Of course you didn’t. You aren’t capable of harming anyone.”

         
         How I wished that were true. Clearly, I’d harmed him. His entire demeanor was that of a man crushed beneath a bootheel. By the look of his eyes, it would have been less painful
            if I’d simply snatched the heart from his chest and pulverized it.
         

         
         “Let’s speak in private, shall we?” I said, not wanting the entire house to bear witness to the misery of the moment. Oliver
            dutifully followed me back to the still room, the silence thinning the air between us.
         

         
         God, this was awful. I took up my usual place on the other side of the worktable, struggling to find something to say. Oliver’s
            essence had shifted to uncertainty, something I’d never had from him before.
         

         
         “Viola . . . what’s happened?” he asked. “Why have you married him?”

         
         My lungs felt as though they were filled with ash. “I didn’t intend for you to find out this way. I wanted to explain the
            situation to you, so you’d understand.”
         

         
         “Did you refuse my proposal because you’d had one from him?” Oliver pressed. “Why in the name of God would he force you into
            this?”
         

         
         I shook my head. “He didn’t force me. He did it to keep me from being arrested—this was the only way to prevent it.”

         
         “The only way,” Oliver echoed with a humorless laugh. “To make you do the one thing you swore you didn’t want. This”—he gestured to the still room, to the supplies and oils—“this was your dream. I’m glad to see some part of it has been realized, despite . . .”
         

         
         “Trying circumstances?” I offered.

         
         Oliver let out a shaky breath, bowing his head for a moment. His hair curled with the moisture in the air, and he seemed so
            young to me then. So lost.
         

         
         Just when I was sure I might tear myself apart searching for something to say, Oliver, as always, came to my rescue.

         
         “Jasmine?” he asked, sounding like his usual self. He nodded toward the basket of wilted flowers. “Was there something wrong
            with the oil?”
         

         
         “See for yourself,” I said, rummaging through the case until I found the bottle. Oliver hesitated but took it. He only had
            to partially open it before his nose wrinkled in disgust.
         

         
         “It’s gone off,” he said, looking contrite. “Blast. I should have opened it before I gave it to you, but I trusted the supplier.”

         
         “Your nose has become quite good,” I said. “No one else could pick up on the problem.”

         
         “Well,” he said softly, “I did have a wonderful teacher. You opened my senses and a world of possibility to me.”

         
         “You’ve a natural talent for blending perfume,” I told him. “The moment I’m in control of the House of Rosebourne, I will
            bring you into the business. Yours is the only other nose I trust.”
         

         
         Oliver smiled. “You’d really do that?”

         
         “Of course.” Anything to get him away from his terrible father and his bullying brothers.

         
         After a moment he lifted his hat, brushing his hair back with his hand. It was a nervous habit he’d had for as long as I’d
            known him.
         

         
         I nodded to his bruised eye. “Now, you tell me what’s happened.”
         

         
         “Father was . . . displeased with me,” he explained, swallowing. I knew then exactly what Mr. Radcliffe had been displeased
            about.
         

         
         “Because of me,” I said quietly. “Because he realized I was the one you were trying to help.”

         
         Oliver let out a small sigh. “I only wish I could have helped you avoid these trying circumstances altogether. But as it stands, I’m not entirely sure I’ll be able to help you bring them to a swift resolution. I’ve been
            asking after your fairy oils.”
         

         
         My heart sank into my walking boots. “You’ve had no luck at all?”

         
         “It’s more that what I’ve discovered is rather unhelpful,” Oliver said. “The suppliers have been contacted by a man named Dobbin seeking similar oils over the years, but they couldn’t give me a full name or even an address. They only said he was a collector.” 

         
         Dobbin. That name again.
         

         
         “My goodness, your face,” Oliver said. “Does that name mean something to you?”

         
         “It’s not the first time it’s come up in this search,” I said. “I thought I remembered it from my mother’s journal, but it
            was stolen from my boarding room and given to the newspaper. Now it seems to have disappeared from their offices.”
         

         
         “Were . . .” Oliver lifted his hat again, smoothing his tawny hair back once more. “Were your other possessions stolen?”

         
         My heart crimped. “Yes.”

         
         He nodded, patting at his jacket pocket. “I thought that might be the case. I went to the pawnbroker on Church Street to inquire
            about the oils and nearly fell over when I saw this in the window. I couldn’t tell if it was yours, but on the chance it was . . .”
         

         
         The still room shrank around me, as if all the light had narrowed to a halo around the small pearl flower pendant dangling
            from its worn gold chain. I stared in disbelief, too overcome to speak.
         

         
         “I had to haggle for it. Uncle”—Oliver made an ironic face as he used the common name for one of the brokers—“said it was
            new to the shop and that the man who pawned it was likely to come back for it at the week’s end.”
         

         
         I held out my hand, and Oliver lowered Mama’s necklace into it. I clasped it to my chest, my heart throbbing. I was embarrassed
            by my tears, but just then, gratitude overwhelmed me. “Thank you—thank you, Oliver.”
         

         
         Unwilling to risk losing it again, I lifted the chain, fumbling with the clasp. Oliver’s eyes strayed to the quizzing glass
            around my neck a moment before he came back to himself. “May I?”
         

         
         I turned around, a blush painting my cheeks as I felt his gloved hands brush my neck. A week ago, I would have thought nothing
            of it, but after everything . . . it felt almost too intimate now.
         

         
         “I hope you know I would do nearly anything for you,” Oliver said softly. “Just tell me . . . is there still a chance? Is
            this a real marriage, in . . . every way?”
         

         
         As quickly as it had come on, the spell of happiness faded around me. He seemed to take my silence as answer enough, but I wanted to tell him—I wanted to explain. 

         
         “There will be an annulment once I’m no longer in danger of being arrested,” I told him. “But after, I have no intention of
            wedding anyone.”
         

         
         “I see,” he said, fighting to keep his smile. “I guessed that might be the case.”

         
         “Anyone would be lucky to have you as a partner,” I told him. “You deserve all the happiness in the world.”

         
         “It will bring me no greater happiness to remain your loyal friend,” he said, executing a polite bow. “I’ll see if I can’t
            find any other information about this Dobbin. Until then, please—take care, won’t you?”
         

         
         “Oliver,” I said as he reached the door. He glanced back, and the hope in his face nearly broke my heart. “Thank you again.
            For everything.”
         

         
         When the door to the back garden had shut behind him, and only his fading essence lingered, I sagged against the worktable
            and shut my eyes. A long, deep breath shuddered out of me as I toyed with the small pendant, relishing the cool curve of the
            pearls.
         

         
         When Mama had left Briarwood Palace, she’d had only two dresses, a bit of pin money, and this necklace. The blunt had gone
            to food and then to a doctor when it came time for my arrival, and she’d sold both dresses in favor of simple woolen frocks.
            She had kept only this necklace.
         

         
         She had kept it for me. She had started her journal of formulations for me. That was the only inheritance she’d been able to leave.
         

         
         I opened my eyes, surveying the array of supplies. The chassis of tallow, useless for weeks yet.

         
         There is perfectly good jasmine oil at Briarwood Palace, a little voice reminded me. In Rosebourne’s study.

         
         I needed the jasmine oil to complete Immortal Rose as much as I needed the nectar. I could go—not for this supposed bequest,
            but for the oil. To search the archive again and to see if Rosebourne had some record of this Dobbin character, too.
         

         
         The King’s final days were upon us, his body failing with every hour that passed. If there was a shortcut to be had, I needed
            to take it.
         

         
         But the crowds . . .

         
         “What of them?” I whispered. What could they do to me now that hadn’t already been done by the newspaper? Let them throw rocks and rotten food in defense of a king most of them despised. Let them shout rude insults and abuse. I would survive it, as I had survived everything else. 

         
         Mrs. Keyes’s words rose in me, defiant. You must take back your story. You must fight for what you desire.

         
         My hand closed over Mama’s necklace. No one would take this from me. This inheritance was mine by right, and I would use it
            to remake my world. I would use it to help others—women like Mama, set adrift by society; children who lived with the terrors
            hiding in the shadows of the streets.
         

         
         There is power to notoriety. In time, you may find you like it.

         
         Well. There was no time like the present.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

         
         Hugh was already in high dudgeon when he saw Reddy pacing in the palace corridor.

         
         “I thought you might turn up if I gave it a few minutes,” Reddy said grimly, clasping his hands behind his back. Seeing Hugh’s
            arched brow, he explained, “Elly missed our standing appointment to go riding. I thought it best to see why.”
         

         
         “And?”

         
         “There are police guarding the door to her apartments,” Reddy said, disgruntled. “I tried both bribing and threatening, but
            they’re too terrified of Glenmoor. I went to find her usual guards, but they’ve been sent out to other royal residences, as
            has her lady’s maid and several of the courtiers she trusted.”
         

         
         Hugh’s temper was on a fraying leash, and that only heated his blood. He stalked down the servants’ corridor, struggling to
            master his breathing.
         

         
         “We may be able to take the police together—one looks a bit soft in the gut and the other like he can’t count past three,”
            Reddy said, falling in step beside him, “though I suspect you’ve come up with a different plan, given the searing look of
            determination on your face.”
         

         
         “Something of the sort.”

         
         Hugh was in no mood to banter; he wanted to see to Eleanor’s safety and return home immediately. Viola’s look of uncertainty
            as he departed after breakfast had haunted him the entire ride to the palace, as terrible as the scratches she’d left on her
            neck and face.
         

         
         No—he couldn’t think about her just now. Not without losing what little grip he had on his fury. Viola was safe at home with
            the others. He needed to see to Elly now.
         

         
         “Wait,” Reddy began, seeing Hugh slow beside a floor-length portrait of Queen Juliana. “There isn’t a passage to her rooms.”

         
         “Of course there is.”

         
         “Does she know that?” Reddy asked, a new edge to his tone.
         

         
         Hugh gave him a bland look as he felt along the portrait’s gilded frame, feeling for the hidden latch. “She would have known when it was relevant.” 

         
         “That little wife of yours was absolutely right,” Reddy muttered. “You really think you know best.”

         
         Hugh froze at the word wife, letting it pierce his heart like the lance it was. With a glance down the hall to ensure they weren’t being observed, Hugh
            swung the disguised doorway open, revealing a narrow passage blacker than his heart.
         

         
         “Congratulations, by the way,” Reddy whispered, shutting the door firmly behind them. “Though I’m hurt not to have received
            an invitation to that particular disaster.”
         

         
         Hugh paused, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dark and his mind to orient him. Ten yards straight, then to the right,
            where they’d find the necessary stairs to the upper floors.
         

         
         Uncle Giles had ensured both he and Reddy knew the hidden corridors within the walls of Summerland Palace as well as the veins
            on the backs of their hands. He’d locked them inside the vast web of narrow halls until they could navigate them in utter
            darkness, to avoid candlelight flashing in the viewing holes.
         

         
         The pathways had originally been built for royals to escape revolution or assassination or, Hugh supposed, loathsome guests,
            but they had been forgotten by everyone but the succession of spymasters who had served them. There were no existing maps,
            and knowledge of them was passed only in whispers.
         

         
         Meaning there was every chance Glenmoor didn’t know of them. One small advantage, at least.

         
         The memory of Viola’s face contorted with agony flashed in his mind, vivid in the dark. Hugh’s hands curled at his sides as
            he swung right and hurried up the rickety stairs.
         

         
         “Has there been any word from Mrs. Silver’s sister yet?” Reddy asked, at least remembering to keep his bloody voice down.
            “On Gallia’s involvement in the poisoning?”
         

         
         Hugh grunted, drowning in his own frustration on the matter. “No.”

         
         “Fox,” Reddy began after a moment, “are you quite all right? I understand that yesterday may have frightened you—”
         

         
         Hugh whirled back on him, nearly sending Reddy tumbling down the stairs.

         
         “You understand nothing,” he ground out.
         

         
         “I understand that you’ve let yourself become unfocused,” Reddy challenged. “You were always the first to remind me of Foxcourt’s favorite line: No distractions, no mistakes. Kingdom before all. Am I supposed to stand back and say nothing while I watch you unravel the vow we made to him?”
         

         
         But, of course, the grievance ran deeper than that: in taking a wife, however fleetingly, Hugh was straying from the path
            both swore they would follow, forgoing a more traditional life. The vow they’d made to Foxcourt, and to Albion, to dedicate
            their hearts only to the kingdom. Now, he had abandoned Reddy to it. They were going to have to address it eventually—grit
            their teeth and wade through emotional depths no man wished to confront.
         

         
         Perhaps he’d die before then, Hugh thought hopefully.

         
         “Damn it, man, don’t make me be the responsible one. You know I despise it.” Reddy shook his head. “Keyes says you aren’t
            sleeping.”
         

         
         Hugh ran a hand back through his sweat-damp hair. “I don’t have time to sleep.”

         
         And whenever he tried, she was there.

         
         It had begun innocuously enough. A flash of her smiling at him from across the coach just before waking. Lifting a bottle
            of oil to her prim little nose and inhaling with utter delight. Then, less innocuously: Cast in the pub’s firelight, smiling
            smugly at her victory. The memory of her body pressed against his in the alley. How soft her skin had felt beneath his lips.
         

         
         And now: Screaming. Begging for him to kill her. The blood dripping from her nose, her mouth; weeping from her terrified eyes. That thought, screaming
            through him like an unholy blaze, filling his mind with snow and blood and terror: Not again, not her—

         
         Hugh pinched the bridge of his nose, waiting for the band of pressure around his chest to ease. Damn Reddy. Damn himself.
         

         
         “You’re being careless,” Reddy continued. “Do you know how much I had to pay the gossip sheets to twist the news of your marriage
            into something other than a wicked seductress enchanting you with her perfumes?”
         

         
         Less than the “donation” Hugh had paid the young priest and Saint Mere’s Church to swallow his tongue about what had happened after the ceremony, certainly. Hugh had enjoyed tossing all the gossip rags into the fire that morning before Viola had come down for breakfast, but he was haunted by one of them, how close the writer had come to the truth: He is half mad with longing for his new bride and desperate for her company. There was no perfume needed to encourage the
               ardentness of the E of F’s affections, for once he met her it is said he knew he was gazing upon his own heart. He swears
               her innocence.

         
         Hugh scowled, starting up the stairs again. “Could you have possibly been less maudlin? It’s not even in line with the blundering
            rakehell caricature you’ve invented for me.”
         

         
         Reddy followed him, undaunted. “Does threatening to scoop out a jeweler’s intestines with a spoon unless he finished making
            a special quizzing glass in an hour line up with that caricature?”
         

         
         Hugh’s scowl deepened. That had been perfectly reasonable. “She needed it for her work.”

         
         “And did she also need you to disappear half of Fairgate’s guards and its governor?”

         
         Hugh would not stand for that one. “They were abusing the prisoners. That goes against all moral decency and the law.”

         
         “It’s a prison, Fox,” Reddy said. “What did you think would happen when you sent her there?”
         

         
         “I—” Hugh caught the words before they exploded from him. “I thought she would be . . . left to think about her situation.”

         
         No, that wasn’t true. Hugh knew what happened in Fairgate and the other prisons; he had damned enough souls to their dark
            hells, and he had taken the most satisfying pleasure in doing so. But those had been criminals, traitors, murderers, and,
            on occasion, people he meant to scare into giving up their secrets. He had never had cause to question the morality of it,
            because Albion’s safety had always justified it.
         

         
         Until now.

         
         The absolute last thing he needed was to grow a conscience right when it was least convenient. As Uncle Giles had said, The kingdom does not need more heroes—it needs shadows willing to kill their souls so that others might live.

         
         “The guards and prison governor could have revealed her stay there,” Hugh insisted. “You make it sound as though I permanently
            solved the issue.”
         

         
         He’d meted out only the sort of punishment that had been given to her, then sent them fleeing for their lives. Really, the
            one odious guard only had a few weeks left, and those days would be far more painful than any end Hugh could have delivered
            to the pig.
         

         
         “And retrieving her mother’s portrait?” Reddy pressed. “Stalking the dodgiest streets in all of Linden to find an old doxy? Infuriating the prime minister? Sending the boys back into the Brickbats?” 

         
         “Are you really criticizing me for caring about children being abducted?”

         
         “I wasn’t aware we did anything out of the kindness of our hearts—in fact, I specifically remember us being trained not to,”
            Reddy said. “And I notice you did not attempt to dispute the first three examples.”
         

         
         Hugh’s scowl deepened. “I am making amends.”

         
         “And did any of it make you feel less guilty about what you did to her?” Reddy pressed. “Did it actually solve any of the
            issues we’re facing?”
         

         
         Hugh’s heart twisted violently in his chest. “No.”

         
         He was sick with it. The knowledge lived in him like a festering sore, burning with each smile or glance from her.

         
         “Can you honestly say that you aren’t preoccupied with more than just protecting her?” Reddy continued.

         
         Preoccupied. Hugh resisted a dark laugh. If only it was a preoccupation.
         

         
         Just last night, instead of working out a plan, he’d found himself staring at the wall, silently pleading to God to bring
            her back to his cold bed after he’d returned her to her own. His pathetic, desperate heart had almost beaten itself free from
            his chest when, no more than an hour later, his door had creaked open and she’d slid beneath the bedclothes. He’d sighed,
            his soul settling, as she’d curled her warm, soft form against his back. Neither said a word. They hadn’t needed to.
         

         
         He had never felt so rewarded in his life.

         
         He’d carried her back to her own bed at sunrise to spare her the embarrassment of being discovered with him. Both times he’d
            left her there, he’d resented the loss. Resented whatever weakness of the spirit that had turned him into this.
         

         
         Hugh couldn’t remember the last time he had simply slept beside a woman for the comfort of it. He’d never lingered after lovemaking;
            the society matrons and widows he’d dallied with had always seemed to prefer a quick assignment. He’d certainly never brought
            a woman into his home, let alone his bed. Only her.
         

         
         Only her.

         
         The source of all his fears, desires, frustrations, needs, impossibilities.

         
         He had to put a stop to it. He had to.

         
         Reddy was right—she was a distraction. After she’d been poisoned he hadn’t spared a thought to propriety as he’d brought her up to his room. He’d simply carried her to the safest place he could think of, a place no man would dare enter without permission. 

         
         But Keyes was no man, and Hugh had felt a sting of embarrassment when she’d come to change Viola into a dry, clean nightgown.
            At the knowing look she’d leveled at him.
         

         
         Hugh had helped lift Viola’s prone form, trying his damnedest to be a gentleman about the whole thing. It had been only a
            glimpse, accidental and glancing, but the sight of her back had drawn a ragged noise from him. Keyes and Felicity had warned
            him, but they had spared him the worst of it. A new nightmare seared into his memory.
         

         
         “God,” he’d ground out, watching as the woman applied ointment to the fading bruises, the new crosshatch of pink scars laid
            over older, thicker lines. Brutal scars, meant to mark her forever. He could barely speak, suffocated as he was by his own
            rage. “What in all of hell would cause wounds like this?”
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes held out a quelling hand toward him as Viola murmured with pain at the ointment’s touch. Hugh nearly came out of
            his skin at the sound, moving to stop her.
         

         
         “Don’t interfere, darling,” Mrs. Keyes warned. “She has enough scars, hasn’t she?”

         
         Hugh had forced himself back against the wall, pressing his hands to it to keep from touching her.

         
         “You said her father,” Mrs. Keyes began, glancing back over her shoulder at him, “was a captain for one of the trade groups?”

         
         Hugh’s heart sank into the roiling pit of his stomach. “Until he suffered some sort of injury. Fell out of favor at the company
            when he couldn’t work.”
         

         
         “If he lived as a captain,” Mrs. Keyes continued, “he likely meted out discipline as one, too, with a birching. Or perhaps
            with a rope’s end—a length of it dipped in tar, to stiffen it.”
         

         
         “My God,” he murmured. Viola hadn’t even reached her age of majority at the time of her father’s recorded death. Which meant
            she had been younger still when he had done this to her. His own child.
         

         
         For the first time in his life, Hugh felt only satisfaction at the knowledge he was destined for hell. He would cross a thousand
            of them to find this man’s soul and tear it to shreds.
         

         
         When she’d finished, Mrs. Keyes stood, handing him the tin of ointment. “Wake her before she’s ready and I will do worse to you, my darling.” 

         
         Hugh almost wished she would. Anything was better than the chaotic knot of emotions in his chest. Every attempt to soothe
            and straighten the tangled mass only tightened it. Fed his fury.
         

         
         He is half mad with longing. Sending her to Fairgate was justifiable but unforgivable all the same. And now this would be his punishment, one he rightly
            deserved: to yearn for fire that would only ever be extinguished by her touch.
         

         
         He knew Reddy was right, because Hugh had felt the shift in himself, too. He felt it even now, that slide into increasing
            desperation. It was as if her clever hands had robbed him. Little by little, so carefully he’d hardly noticed, she’d stripped
            away everything else, until protecting her had become his very reason for breathing, the rhythm of his heart.
         

         
         “This is not real,” Reddy told him in the darkness. “I understand, I do. She is wonderful, Fox. Intelligent. Certainly enough
            to excite a man—”
         

         
         “Careful,” Hugh warned sharply.

         
         “—but she is not actually yours,” Reddy finished. “And now you’ve tied a knot with your tongue you cannot untie with your teeth.”
         

         
         Hugh’s hands curled on the stair rail, his silence daring his friend to continue.

         
         “I told you this was a bad idea from the start,” Reddy said, undaunted, “but you insisted there was no other way. You brought
            her into Glenmoor’s sights.”
         

         
         “What was I meant to do?” Hugh ground out. “Let the King die?”

         
         “Now you play with not just her life, but her heart and reputation.” Reddy lowered his voice further still, and Hugh nearly
            lost the thread of it. “You’ve only given society another reason to despise her. Your annulment will be the grave they use
            to bury her.”
         

         
         “You think I don’t know this?” Hugh ground out. “That I don’t remember, every moment of every day, the choices I made?”

         
         “And can you say in all honesty that you did not manipulate this situation to suit your own desires?” Reddy cut back. “That your choices,
            consciously or not, were not a way to snare a woman who had previously refused to be caught?”
         

         
         A disquieting feeling slithered through Hugh. Had he? Not by intentional design, but through his subconscious choices, his rotted heart, had he contrived this outcome? They both knew Hugh wasn’t above such scheming and rather excelled at it, just as they knew this was one of those rare instances he’d been outplayed. 

         
         Viola was incomparable—perhaps not by society’s definition, but certainly by his own. Had he been like all those other men
            he despised, the ones who wanted to cage a fiery woman simply for the pride of having been the one to do so? No. Hugh blew
            out a harsh breath. He wasn’t like them. He would never seek to smother her inner flame or crush her spirit. She was indomitable
            in that regard.
         

         
         That was enough of this. He had come here for Eleanor, not to be chastised for something that would be impossible for Reddy
            to understand. He knew of only one way to end this argument, and he seized it.
         

         
         “I wasn’t aware we were only allowed to have a single purpose,” Hugh bit back. “You running your business and driving through
            Linden seeking rumors of her would indicate some divide in your own, wouldn’t you say?”
         

         
         Reddy’s head pulled back, all traces of geniality gone. Hugh’s gut twisted with immediate regret, his fury at himself deepening.
            He had never used Reddy’s misery against him. Not since they were boys. Once you learned a man’s key, you didn’t twist it
            carelessly or without reason, and God knew Reddy enjoyed being perceived as much as Hugh did.
         

         
         “I should call you out for that,” Reddy said, the words iced.

         
         Hugh forced himself forward, climbing to the second floor, then the third, letting the cold silence grow between them. His
            mouth twisted in a humorless smile. Another person he’d have to make amends to.
         

         
         He had marked the entrance to Eleanor’s apartments with a small carved X. He held out a hand, feeling for it along the wall
            as he made his way forward. He could all but hear Reddy grinding his teeth behind him as he shifted the lock and slowly eased
            the hidden door open into the apartment’s lavender sitting room.
         

         
         In the sudden glare of light, it was a moment before he spotted Eleanor’s willowy figure at the window, staring morosely into
            the gardens below. She wore a simple morning dress and silk wrapper, but she had left her tight, dark curls down to frame
            her face.
         

         
         “Elly,” Hugh called softly, trying not to startle her.
         

         
         She gasped, clutching her hand to her chest as she spun toward them. Her eyes widened as she took in what had only been a wall panel moments before. “You’re here—I thought I heard your voice, Reddy, but then—I wasn’t sure what day it was—goodness, I had no idea that was there—” 

         
         “You know how we love our dramatic entrances,” Reddy said, shutting the wall.

         
         Eleanor had possessed an almost preternatural discipline and restraint from the time she was a child, solemn and alone. The
            way the words spilled from her now, how very young she looked in her relief, jabbed at Hugh painfully.
         

         
         She had been waiting for them, hoping they would come.

         
         The princess took a step toward them, only to bring herself up short. Hugh exchanged a concerned look with Reddy as she resumed
            her place at the window, angled away from them.
         

         
         “I’m all right,” she told them bravely. “Especially now that I know there is another way out of here to look in on Uncle.”

         
         “Elly, what’s happened?” Hugh asked, coming toward her. He reached for her arm, the rigidness of her body betraying her desperation
            for comfort. Still, she resisted, pulling away from him. And he knew. He knew why Glenmoor was keeping her hidden.
         

         
         Gently taking her elbows in hand, he turned her toward him. She resisted, trying to keep her other cheek angled to the window,
            but he saw it all the same.
         

         
         “I spoke back to him after he threatened one of the footmen,” she said softly. “He seemed rather surprised that he had done
            it.”
         

         
         A bruise covered her right cheek, as dark as an inkblot on her brown skin. The blow had had enough force to slice her cheek
            open, leaving a horrid scab. She was being hidden, not just from society, but from Glenmoor himself, who could not abide proof
            of his loss of control.
         

         
         A molten rage surged in him, burning away that last thread of restraint.

         
         “Hugh?” Eleanor began warily.

         
         “I’ll kill him,” Hugh snarled, turning toward the hidden door.

         
         “Hugh!” she called after him, but he was already gone, rushing headlong back into the darkness.

         
         

         In his younger years, Hugh had treated Almici’s School of Arms as his personal refuge—a place away from his uncle’s ever-judging
            gaze, a place to ease his helpless fury into more manageable and useful anger.
         

         
         He had watched it transform from a simple warehouse into a place of refinement, a school that catered to princes, lords, and gentlemen who could afford its galling membership fees. 

         
         Old Almici himself had taken a special interest in Hugh’s bladework, a fact that had filled him with no shortage of pride.
            Until, of course, it had become clear that his uncle’s reach had extended even into his fencing lessons. In Uncle Giles’s
            eyes, the point wasn’t for Hugh to hone a skill or find some measure of calm in the flow of the fight. It was to listen to
            his fellow students—lordlings and the like—and report everything he’d learned.
         

         
         Still, Hugh had returned to the school throughout his life, to refine his skills, to disappear into a blood-pounding match,
            to humiliate his old classmates, and sometimes, such as today, on deadly business.
         

         
         Hugh opened his reserved storage cabinet and ripped off his jacket and boots. He’d only just pulled on his fencing kit when
            he felt Reddy sidle up behind him, opening his own cabinet.
         

         
         “Go away,” Hugh ground out.

         
         “Before or after you kill Glenmoor?” Reddy asked. “That is why we’re here, isn’t it? Dueling is illegal . . . unless it is a ‘sparring accident.’”
         

         
         Hugh said nothing. His hands shook with the force of his anger, making it difficult to button the stiff jacket.

         
         “You said death was too good for him,” Reddy reminded him. “For years you’ve said this. He wants you furious—he knows he cannot beat you otherwise.”
         

         
         Hugh slammed the cabinet shut, stepping into his light shoes. “There is no other way now. It has to be answered.”

         
         Viola’s poisoning had taken him to the point of rage, and Eleanor’s injury past it. Parliament could send him to the gallows,
            but God curse his soul to eternal hell, it had to be answered.
         

         
         Glenmoor had to be stopped.

         
         “Hugh,” Reddy said, gripping his arm, “please. Your uncle—”
         

         
         “Is dead,” Hugh seethed. “Killed by the very man in question.”

         
         Reddy released him with a grunt of frustration.

         
         Hugh didn’t care. He was beyond caring; he had found that place Glenmoor occupied, where nothing existed beyond what he desired.
            Hugh had forgotten—in all the years he had been told to smother his fury, to master his immense feelings and pain, he had
            forgotten how very powerful anger could be. His body was alive with it, heat flooding his muscles.
         

         
         He would surrender to it, and it would serve him well.

         
         “You are my only friend in this soggy shoe of a kingdom,” Reddy said, following him out into the main room. “Not even Patricians can avoid a murder charge. Am I supposed to stand aside and allow you to potentially hang for killing the bastard?” 

         
         Hugh did not waste a look back at him. “Yes.”

         
         Bold strokes of sunlight filtered through the school’s tall windows, pouring over the rows of practice mats, a fact his opponent
            was using to his advantage, moving in and out of that glare to blind the instructor he was drilling with.
         

         
         Hugh breathed in the familiar scent of sweat, polish, and brick dust, rage flaring hotter at the sight of Glenmoor enjoying
            himself. The duke wore a mask, but Hugh had marked him at once; only Glenmoor would insist on peacocking here in his floral
            silk-trimmed kit.
         

         
         Hugh’s mouth twisted in disdain. A crowd of admirers had congregated around Glenmoor, applauding obediently as the duke demonstrated
            his vast skill. He’d ten years on Hugh, and ten years more training, but it wouldn’t matter. Not when Hugh was finished with
            him. All of it writhed inside him.
         

         
         Viola’s sobbing.

         
         Eleanor’s bruise.

         
         His mother’s screams, and then the silence.

         
         With unerring focus, he strode to the board used for challenges and instructed the boy, “Myself and Glenmoor.”

         
         “Good God, Foxcourt,” Baron Wentworth complained from the mat behind him. “Have you not already caused enough of a stir?”

         
         “Why settle for a mere stir when you’re capable of maelstroms?” Hugh answered smoothly.

         
         Like most of society’s pointless rules, a man of lesser rank could not challenge one of greater standing—or rather, it was
            not the done thing.
         

         
         Reddy fell in step behind him as he approached the rack of foils and swords.

         
         “I thought you didn’t approve,” Hugh murmured to him.

         
         “I don’t,” Reddy said. “But if you fall, you’ll need someone to avenge you, or at least weep over your body until the time
            comes to deliver it to your widow.”
         

         
         His emphasis on that last word, widow, cooled some of the heat trapped in Hugh’s chest. No, he wouldn’t fail. Whether he died or not, his title would still offer
            her protection.
         

         
         Hugh reached for a small sword with a sharpened point. That caught the rest of the school’s attention, as he’d hoped. By the time Glenmoor deigned to finish his session, saluting the panting instructor, all the men had gathered to watch the drama play out. 

         
         Glenmoor did not glance at the board as he removed his protective mask, tossing it to the side. The crowd parted with a murmur,
            allowing the duke through. He strode toward Hugh, exchanging his foil for one of the short swords, sharp as a fang.
         

         
         “Lord Hugh, what a surprise,” Glenmoor said, loud enough for the others to hear. “Have you decided to skip the honeymoon,
            then? Shame. You likely won’t have another chance, unless, of course, you find yourself titillated by the prospect of a Fairgate
            cell.”
         

         
         Hugh’s hand strangled the hilt of his small sword. Steady, steady.

         
         He couldn’t unleash himself until they were on the mat. Glenmoor adored using his lesser title, refusing to acknowledge the
            greater one Hugh had inherited. Another man might have cared, and he knew it vexed Glenmoor that he did not.
         

         
         “Indeed,” Hugh said. “I’ve the perfect bridal tour in mind for her, beginning with a visit to your cell in the bowels of the
            prison.”
         

         
         One of the nearby lords gasped; another tutted in disapproval.

         
         “Have some respect, Foxcourt,” Baron Fleeker snarled. “You speak to your better.”

         
         “As I am a gentleman, I’ll allow my blade to answer,” Glenmoor said, with all his usual false amiability as he took his place on
            the mat. “I fear Lord Hugh is on the verge of discovering that wounded pride isn’t enough to overcome a deficit of patience
            and skill.”
         

         
         “Patience?” Hugh echoed. “I admit, I am not nearly as fashionable as you, Your Grace. Is that what gentlemen call stalling now?”
         

         
         That sent another murmur through the onlookers.

         
         Glenmoor brandished his weapon. His lips curled in a smirk that had once sent a spike of terror through Hugh. But Hugh was
            no longer a boy, and as he stared at his half brother, it was only white-hot fury he felt.
         

         
         The inevitability had its own gravity, gripping his very soul, bringing him to this moment. He shouldn’t have resisted. After
            what Glenmoor had done to his mother, to his uncle, he should have dispatched this monster before he ever claimed more power.
         

         
         Hugh settled back, drawing his blade up with a steadying breath. Viola’s face, rigid with agony, slashed through his mind.

         
         “Are you certain you don’t want to use blunted foils?” Lord Alcorn asked weakly from the sidelines. “Or perhaps masks?”

         
         Hugh and the duke squared off, sliding into the en garde stance. There was nothing alike in their features; they each favored their respective mothers, one fair, the other raven-haired.
            The sole indication they shared a father was the insurmountable pride they’d both inherited.
         

         
         “Alcorn, you’ve nominated yourself as director of the match,” Hugh said.

         
         The young lord sighed. “En garde.”

         
         Glenmoor mirrored Hugh’s stance, his eyes tipping up with his tight smile, almost feline. Hugh drew in another deep breath,
            shifting his weight in preparation for the first strike. His body trembled with suppressed impatience.
         

         
         “Prêt?”

         
         The school fell silent. Glenmoor’s grip on the hilt shifted ever so slightly, knowing Hugh would strike first—but now, he
            wouldn’t.
         

         
         “Allez!”

         
         Glenmoor slid back preemptively, raising his blade to fend off a thrust. Scattered laughter erupted around them when Hugh
            remained precisely where he was, brows raised.
         

         
         The duke’s smile slipped only for a moment, then he launched himself forward, delivering a baiting prise de fer before thrusting
            for Hugh’s face. He parried with ease, then made a thrust of his own. His blade caught the flamboyant silk paneling at Glenmoor’s
            shoulder, slicing through it, his shirt, and the skin below.
         

         
         Blood bloomed through the canvas, and like a dog who’d had his first taste, Hugh wanted more. Glenmoor’s smile sharpened.

         
         “Gentlemen, please,” one of the nearby lords said, laughing nervously. “Let’s not stain Almici’s reputation.”
         

         
         Hugh’s attack was sure-footed and swift, and he took a great deal of satisfaction in the duke’s gritted jaw as his injured
            shoulder absorbed blow after blow. The duke’s brows drew together sharply as Hugh threw the other man back several steps with
            a hard shove.
         

         
         The crowd booed and jeered. It was a cold slap of recognition of just how deeply these weak men favored the ever-polite, ever-generous, ever-noble duke.
         

         
         Glenmoor recovered quickly enough, looking utterly delighted. A chill rippled down Hugh’s spine. God, he would rip the man
            apart with his bare hands. A sword was too clean a death. There wouldn’t be enough suffering, enough humiliation.
         

         
         His next thrust was sloppy but bore the full strength of his arm and shoulder. The blow knocked the blade out of Glenmoor’s hand, and the man laughed. “As I said, patience and skill. I suppose I inherited the lot of it from our father.” 

         
         Laughter rippled through the school.

         
         “Pick it up,” Hugh said coldly, pointing to the blade. “Unless you mean to forfeit?”

         
         Glenmoor held out a hand, and one of the simpering lordlings obediently scrambled to retrieve the blade and return it to him.
            His head tilted as he resumed his en garde stance. His strange eyes were now aglow with pleasure.
         

         
         Reddy shifted at the edge of Hugh’s vision, stone-faced, as if to stir the memory of his own words: He wants you furious—he knows he cannot beat you otherwise.

         
         Hugh assumed his own stance, trying to steady his breathing.

         
         “Prêt?” Alcorn called reluctantly. “Allez!”

         
         They clashed again, repelling each other with a clatter of metal and burning will. Hugh lunged for Glenmoor’s heart, but the
            blade was caught in time and eased away. Someone in the crowd gasped as the stiffened canvas of Glenmoor’s jacket gaped open,
            sliced clean through. It had done its work and protected the skin there.
         

         
         But Glenmoor’s shoulder was still bleeding, dripping spirals of blood onto the mat. Breaths shuddered as Hugh and Glenmoor
            locked their blades.
         

         
         “I always knew you’d pick someone unsuitable,” Glenmoor murmured. “But I hadn’t imagined you’d scoop a baseborn whore out
            of the gutters—”
         

         
         Hugh surged forward, all finesse, all sense, lost. Fury locked him in a vicious dance, blazing hotter at the sight of the
            duke’s taunting smirk, the barely restrained glee.
         

         
         Sense pierced the red haze that covered Hugh’s mind. He wants this.

         
         Glenmoor had predicted this. He’d known Hugh would surrender to his truest self, to answer honor’s bloodthirsty demands. He wants you furious.

         
         “I suppose she fits in well in your household,” Glenmoor continued. “I was surprised to find such rough characters working
            in what was once a dignified family home. And how curious, despite my best efforts, I have never been able to find records
            of any of them—not so much as a birthdate, let alone what else they might have done in years past.”
         

         
         The world tilted violently. Panic swarmed him, blurring the onlookers and Hugh’s thoughts. No, he and Uncle Giles had taken care to protect them. They had done everything to carve out safety for them. 

         
         He wants you furious.

         
         Reddy’s warning finally took root, spreading its icy fingers through him. Something in Glenmoor’s expression hardened, as
            if he saw through Hugh’s fury to the spidering cracks in his resolve.
         

         
         And when Hugh struck again, so did he.

         
         Glenmoor feigned his back foot slipping in the puddled blood. He dropped to a knee, lowering his arms as if to regain his
            balance and, in doing so, let his sword tip fall.
         

         
         Had Hugh been even a step closer, his blade would have pierced Glenmoor’s exposed chest. Somehow, he seized control of his
            body, straining his arm to a hard stop. The deadly tip of his blade caught just at the hollow of Glenmoor’s throat.
         

         
         Blood welled there as Hugh’s arm shook, as he fought to steady his breathing and dull the roaring in his ears.

         
         The duke’s eyes dilated, as if, at last, he had the satisfaction of placing the final piece of a puzzle. “Well?” he rasped
            out.
         

         
         Hugh’s vision darkened. Sweat coated his face and dampened his back. The moment stilled, poised on the very tip of his blade.
            Breath wouldn’t come, no matter how hard he fought to summon it. His mother’s face swam before him. Viola’s. Eleanor’s. Everyone
            he had failed. The women this man had sought to crush. It had to be answered—it had to be.
         

         
         But there was another woman’s voice in his mind, abiding.

         
         If you continue to sacrifice parts of yourself, soon all you’ll have left to offer are your heart and your humanity.

         
         God, he wasn’t strong enough to finish this, nor was he strong enough to walk away. Glenmoor knew this, knew him, the way Hugh had been forced to learn him. Blood had bound them before revenge. This was the duke taking a calculated risk—to prove that Hugh lacked the courage to
            finish it. To show the others once and for all that Hugh was a villain, the hotheaded wreck of a man Glenmoor had spent years
            painting him as.
         

         
         . . . your heart and your humanity . . .

         
         Two things the duke did not possess, and never had.

         
         Two things Hugh would never offer to him.

         
         Honor and fury clashed in him as he eased the blade back. Loud clapping shattered the silence, startling him back into the
            moment.
         

         
         “Well done,” Reddy called, his expression strained as he continued clapping. “Well fought!”

         
         The other faces around them held varying degrees of horror and confusion, but Reddy had allowed them to seek refuge in politeness,
            and they soon joined in his applause.
         

         
         The School of Arms sharpened around Hugh, the heat and brightness of the sunlight suddenly suffocating. His stomach turned
            violently as he lowered his sword. Reddy clasped a steadying hand on his shoulder, carefully extracting the sword from his
            grip. Hugh had never felt such a staggering gratitude for his friend as he had in that moment, when he’d needed to be saved
            from himself.
         

         
         Yet, Glenmoor looked far from disappointed.

         
         The duke rose, pulling a handkerchief from the pocket of his ruined fencing jacket. The smell of his blood turned as pungent
            as any poison. His gaze never broke from Hugh’s, not even as the other lords flocked to him, leaving Reddy and Hugh standing
            alone.
         

         
         “Well fought, indeed,” Glenmoor crooned at him, handing his blade to an attendant. “You’ve won the honor of being the first
            to congratulate me, Lord Hugh.”
         

         
         Reddy’s grip on him tightened, but Hugh was in control of himself now. “Oh?”

         
         “Seeing my younger brother wed has made me realize it is high time to allow myself to be caught. To sire an heir.” Glenmoor’s
            thin lips curled. “And the King, despite the grave condition your wife has left him in, has given his consent to the match.”
         

         
         Hugh’s exhausted body began to throb in time with the pounding in his head.

         
         Too late.

         
         Too late.

         
         “You see,” Glenmoor finished with relish, “Eleanor and I are to be wed by summer’s end.”

         
         Always too late.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

         
         “You’re certain about this?”

         
         Felicity shifted beside me again, lifting the curtain from the window to steal another anxious look at the park. As strange
            as it was, her frazzled nerves steadied mine. I reached over and gripped her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze as the palace
            came into view.
         

         
         “I am,” I told her as the coach wheels found the gravel drive. “I want to show them that I’m not afraid and that I have no
            reason to feel guilty.”
         

         
         And more than anything, I wanted them all to understand that the house, the perfumery, the inheritance—all of it was mine.
         

         
         Cartwell brought the coach not to the east wing’s porte cochere, but to the palace’s grand marble entrance that faced the
            park. I took one last deep, steadying breath as we drew to a stop. The coach rocked as Willie and Tommy leapt down from their
            perches at the back.
         

         
         “Ready?” I asked Felicity, smoothing my yellow dress. I’d chosen the brightest color in the wardrobe and teased out several
            face-framing red curls from beneath my bonnet. I wanted there to be no doubt about who I was, even as they took me in from
            a distance.
         

         
         “Only if you are,” she said.

         
         Tommy reached in to hand me down. I was grateful for his look of concern as he eased me onto the gravel drive.

         
         There was a moment of shocked silence as I turned to face the crowd that had gathered at the gate separating the palace from
            the public park, four bodies deep in places. Behind them, Patricians in bright frocks found an excuse to promenade by, their
            full attention turned toward Briarwood Palace. 
         

         
         Whether they truly recognized me or not, a loud murmur rippled through the assembled, followed by even louder jeering. I tried
            not to flinch as the gate rattled; it was impossible to tell if they were shaking it to add to the clamor or trying to tear
            it down.
         

         
         But all the same, it held.

         
         Several City Police scurried around the side of the palace from the porte cochere, but they must have been told I was coming. They hung back, their dark uniforms blotting out the ornate flower beds like clouds over the sun. 

         
         I lifted my chin, turning to Felicity as Tommy helped her out of the coach.

         
         “Now,” I said over the uproar. “Shall we?”

         
         

         Mr. Samuel C. Hornsby was as punctual as he was reserved. He met us in the grand foyer, looked decidedly unimpressed by my
            show of defiance.
         

         
         “How good of you to come,” Hornsby said in a voice that implied anything but.

         
         As I lifted my face toward him, I saw a flash of recognition in his eyes. A tart curiosity and leathery shock curled through
            his otherwise staid essence like the stroke of a quill feather.
         

         
         “My God, you’ve the look of your grandfather,” he blurted out.

         
         I was tempted to take offense to that.

         
         “Good afternoon, Mr. Hornsby,” I told him, with my best elocution. “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.” Noticing
            he still hadn’t torn his gaze from my face, I added, “Are you quite all right, sir?”
         

         
         Hornsby gathered himself at once, as a piece of foolscap remembered the shape it had been folded into. He was a tall, well-groomed
            man in the sunset years of his life. His shoulders were slightly stooped, as if bearing the full weight of this meeting’s
            burden.
         

         
         “Quite,” he answered stiffly. “If you’ll follow me to Mr. Rosebourne’s study.”

         
         How very helpful of Mr. Hornsby—that was the exact room I’d hoped to find myself in. The only question was whether I’d be
            able to filch the jasmine grandiflorum oil from the cabinet without him noticing. That suddenly seemed debatable; as we made
            our way through the silent house, his gaze returned to me again and again. His wife or husband would no doubt be hearing this
            entire sordid tale the moment he returned home for dinner.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes and Mrs. Silver had been correct. There was a power to infamy. It demanded attention, for better or worse.

         
         “Cor,” I heard Willie whisper, his own essence now flooded with shock as he and the others took in Briarwood Palace. Better that,
            I supposed, than the sharp mint of their worry.
         

         
         Our steps echoed through the empty house. The uneasiness I’d felt on my first visit had given away to curiosity as I looked in on each room we passed. Rather than a repelling sheet of ice, the pristine white marble halls felt suddenly enveloping, as if reluctant to let me go again now that I’d returned. 

         
         Upstairs, Hornsby’s eyes skated along the wall of portraits, lingering a moment longer than necessary on William Rosebourne’s
            before balking at the empty space beside it.
         

         
         “I was sure there was a portrait of . . .” He glanced at me, as if unwilling to say it.

         
         “My mother?” I finished innocently. “Perhaps someone’s made off with it.”

         
         The study was exactly as Hugh and I had left it only a few days before, disheveled in a gentlemanly fashion after being hastily
            put to rights. Felicity gasped in delight at the sight of the crammed shelves, all but flying to the nearest one. Tommy remained
            in the doorway, keeping watch of the hall, and Willie went to one of the windows.
         

         
         A proprietary feeling swelled in me as my nose picked up on other, unfamiliar essences, and again as Hornsby moved to stand
            behind the desk, where documents had been laid out.
         

         
         “Have you issued other bequests today?” I asked.

         
         Hornsby looked up, as startled as if I had asked him if I might eat his heart. “Er—yes, at the reading of the will.”

         
         “To which she was not invited?” Felicity asked sharply, tearing herself away from the bookshelves.

         
         Hornsby cleared his throat. “I thought—”

         
         “It doesn’t matter,” I interrupted. “I’m interested in what these other bequests were.”

         
         “Small allowances to longtime servants, personal articles to friends, and such. Here is the relevant passage of the will that
            concerns you: ‘To my daughter, Lily, or her child should she not be living, I bequeath my commonplace book’”—Hornsby held
            up a thick black leather-bound journal, then continued reading—“‘as well as the collection of perfumes in the crate bearing
            the letter L to use as they may. Should no other direct heir be living, they may lay claim to the family’s Treasury.’” Hornsby looked at
            me over the rims of his silver spectacles. “I fear I do not know what that is, though I suspect you do.”
         

         
         “Yes,” I told him, and left it at that. “What is the crate the will spoke of?”

         
         Hornsby crossed the room, coming close enough to the hidden archive for my breath to catch. Instead, he tapped a foot against a cloth-covered object. 

         
         Willie went to it at once, Felicity a step behind him. With a dramatic flourish, he pulled the cloth free, revealing the crate.
            As indicated, the letter L had been branded into the lid.
         

         
         Strange, I hadn’t smelled it at all.

         
         “What the devil is this made of?” Willie asked, crouching in front of it. As he knocked on it, it gave a hollow, metallic
            sound.
         

         
         Felicity and I exchanged a sharp glance.

         
         “Iron,” I said. Which meant only one thing.

         
         “Perhaps you ought to let me open it and have a look,” Felicity said carefully. Willie fell back, holding his hands up as
            he put more distance between himself and the crate.
         

         
         Hornsby returned to the desk. “In truth, Miss Lockwood—”

         
         “My lady,” Tommy corrected, reading his lips.
         

         
         “My lady,” Hornsby said, making it sound altogether like a question. “I rather think you might consider leaving his commonplace
            book with the House of Rosebourne. I realize it is likely your aim to inherit the business, but your grandfather did not leave
            the company nor this property to you outright, as your mother rejected that inheritance so callously. The perfumery staff
            and the board have the business well in hand and would be far more comfortable keeping his notes—”
         

         
         “Forgive me if I don’t care a whit about what the board prefers,” I said. “If he left me his notes, it was for a reason.”

         
         What reason, I couldn’t possibly say. A commonplace book usually held a gentleman’s notes or collections of articles and quotations
            meant to be kept for a lifetime. But as Hornsby had said himself, William Rosebourne hadn’t left me the company or the fortune
            to go with it.
         

         
         The solicitor looked as if he’d swallowed his tongue. Willie snickered.

         
         “You haven’t the slightest notion what it means to run such a business,” Hornsby began, his jaw set.

         
         “Mr. Hornsby”—I enjoyed the flash of alarm on his face as I advanced a step toward him—“I’ll allow that I have not been at
            the helm of a business this size, nor have I created products at this scale, but I am a perfumer, and I know my trade. It
            is in my blood.”
         

         
         For years, I had been running my own perfumery business, albeit far smaller. But the economics were the same regardless: supplies,
            labor, and sales.
         

         
         Hornsby snorted, a sound that made my temper heat in an instant. 

         
         He seized his hat and walking stick from the desk. “As I have executed my duty, our business is now finished. I have instructed
            the City Police to remove anyone who remains in the house after two o’clock, regardless of who they are.”
         

         
         My jaw set mulishly. “I understand.”

         
         “Then good day to you all,” he said, cramming his hat on his head. Tommy gave him a narrow look as he stepped aside, allowing
            him to pass.
         

         
         “Bloody hell,” Willie said into the silence. “I’ve met more pleasant worms.”

         
         Felicity looked back over her shoulder. “At several points he looked as though he was holding his breath—did he really think
            you’d wear some perfume to enchant him?”
         

         
         “I wish I had,” I groused, coming to help her unlatch the crate. “It might have given him something to truly complain about.”

         
         The lock on the crate was rusted, as if it had been shut and forgotten long ago. My soul gave a little shudder at the inhuman
            groan of the metal as it finally released. We lifted the lid.
         

         
         The Longmount brothers hung back a safe distance, trying to see over our heads.

         
         “Well?” Willie prompted. “What is it?”

         
         The crystal perfume flacons had been kept with immaculate care, protected from light and dust. The warm wash of magic that
            swirled up through the clashing scents sparked in my blood, dizzying. I felt Felicity’s gaze on me, seeking permission before
            she carefully lifted one from its velvet compartment.
         

         
         “‘Arrow of Adoration,’” she read. “A love perfume?”
         

         
         I nodded, momentarily unable to speak. The handwriting on the label, the essence that clung to the cold crystal—that was Mama’s.
            She had been the one to make these perfumes and had left them here, despite their great value.
         

         
         . . . as your mother rejected that inheritance so callously.

         
         No, that wasn’t right. That was . . .

         
         I stood, my head spinning. “Felicity, can you make a list of the perfumes?”

         
         “What is it?” Tommy asked.

         
         I turned so he could read my lips, backing toward the door. “I need to ask our worm a question before he wriggles away.” Willie started after me, but I held up my hand. “Alone. I’ll be back in just a moment, I promise.” 

         
         Before anyone else could protest, I darted into the hallway. Picking up my skirt to allow for more movement, I hurried down
            the stairs, the soles of my boots sliding across the marble with the force of my run. I found the solicitor just as he reached
            the entrance to the porte cochere, where his coach waited.
         

         
         “Mr. Hornsby!”

         
         He straightened as if I had shot him. For a moment, I was sure he would run through the door to escape me.

         
         “Mr. Hornsby!” I called again. “A word, please.”

         
         With obvious reluctance, he turned, taking in my disheveled state and breathlessness with disapproval. “Yes?”

         
         I steadied my voice. “You said something earlier, about my mother. I want to understand what you meant.”

         
         “What is there to understand?” he said. “She hurt your grandfather horribly. She was his whole world. I witnessed the devastation
            she left behind personally.”
         

         
         Fury stormed in me, snarling. “He banished her. He held a bloody funeral, for God’s sake.”
         

         
         The solicitor flinched at my harsh words. “Why would he banish his only child—his only heir? He wanted to find a husband for
            her so that the child—so that you—might be born into legitimacy, but your mother spurned him and all other offers for help. She wanted nothing more to do with
            him.”
         

         
         My breathing grew ragged. “That’s not possible.”

         
         “The funeral was in poor taste, I acknowledge that,” Hornsby said. “But what else was he meant to do? After a year he’d word
            that she had perished in childbirth, and it was only later he discovered she and her child had survived. He spent years searching for the
            both of you. Years!”
         

         
         I couldn’t understand it. There wasn’t a hint of deception in his essence, only disgust coiling at the heart of it.

         
         “You’re wrong,” I told him flatly. “He sold you a lie to console himself.”

         
         Hornsby shook his head. “I will not allow you to slander his memory, nor my name. I have told you the truth, Lady Foxcourt.
            Whether you accept it is entirely up to you.”
         

         
         He took his leave of me then, allowing the door to slam shut behind him.

         
         It was a long moment before I could bring myself to move again.

         
         Hornsby was wrong—beyond wrong. Deluded. I turned on my heel, stalking back down the echoing halls, my mind awhirl with tormenting questions I refused to acknowledge,
            let alone try to answer.
         

         
         Mama would never have allowed us to suffer if there had been a way back. If she’d never had to leave here at all.
         

         
         I was nearly to the stairs when I heard it.

         
         “Miss?”
         

         
         I turned, seeking the source of the frail whisper.

         
         “Miss?”

         
         It sounded like a child. Theo’s face flashed in my mind then, soot-stained and frightened.

         
         “Hello?” I called back. “Who’s there?”

         
         A door down the hall creaked. I eased back off the first step, heading in the direction the noise had come from until I saw
            the boy, no taller than the doorknob, half hidden by the doorjamb. He smelled utterly ripe, as pungent as a grown man twice
            his size.
         

         
         “Miss,” he called again, “I’m sorry to trouble ye, but . . .”

         
         The boy shrank back into the room as I reached the door. It seemed to be a small servants’ hall, leading out to the grove
            of oaks at the back of the palace. He fussed with the torn collar of his shirt as he edged toward the door there. The odor
            from the hall was staggering now: sweat, piss, ale, silver, and the dockyards—
         

         
         “What’s the matter?” I asked him, stepping into the hall. “Are you hurt?”

         
         The boy’s wide-eyed fear gave way to a grin.

         
         A hand clamped over my mouth and nose, stifling my scream as someone wrenched me back against their hard, reeking body.

         
         “No,” the man growled in my ear, “but ye’ll be, if ye don’t do exactly as I say.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

         
         I had lived too long in the Brickbats to not put up a fight.

         
         The boy disappeared as the man forced me forward, throwing me off-balance. I parted my lips, just enough to get one of his
            meaty fingers between my teeth, and bit down as hard as I could.
         

         
         “Bitch!” the man yelped, jerking me hard enough to jar my skull. His essence salted with desperation and the gunpowder stench
            of fury as I kicked at his knees, writhing and twisting like a feral cat. He locked his arms over my chest, his heavy beard
            scraping against my face as he snarled, “Be still! ’E wants to see ye!”
         

         
         Panic turned my heart inside out, my mind racing. Eyes—no, even if I got my arms free, I couldn’t thrust my fingers back far
            enough to strike there. I tried dropping, only to be roughly dragged forward like a sack of grain.
         

         
         “She’s a virago, ain’t she?” the boy said.

         
         The door to outside opened ahead of us, and my heart plummeted as I glimpsed what awaited us there: horses, a coach. Seeing
            us emerge, a bald man took up the ribbons again, calling out, “’Urry up, will ye?”
         

         
         We burst out into a glare of sunlight. I dug my heels into the soft earth, pulling off my gloves with my teeth so I could
            claw at his hairy, sweat-slick arm with my nails. My captor grunted, squeezing his arms around me until every ounce of air
            left my chest.
         

         
         “Didn’t say I needed to bring ye to ’im conscious,” he snarled, shifting a hand to my throat. Black spread over my vision
            as I cast a searching glance around me. At the far right end of the palace, two policemen stood, watching. Doing nothing.
         

         
         I screamed into the man’s hand.

         
         The coach door flung open before us, revealing an interior as dark as night. I wouldn’t let them drag me in there. I would
            die before that.
         

         
         Getting a foot between my captor’s legs, I kicked up and back. My skirt tore, but my bootheel struck true. The man gasped,
            doubling over. Air flooded my lungs again as I stumbled out of his grip.
         

         
         “Help!” I screamed to the police. “Help me!”

         
         Horror poured through my soul as they turned, facing the other way.

         
         “Ye—ye troublesome bitch!”
         

         
         I turned just as the captor swung a fist toward me. The blow startled more than maimed, my bonnet absorbing the worst of the hit. I crashed back against the coach, clutching
            my ringing ear as I fell to my knees.
         

         
         The palace smeared with the shadows of the trees, the cacophony of scents that overwhelmed me. Wet fur, Linden’s stench, warm
            oak, and—
         

         
         A dark figure rounded the coach. There was a ferocious shout, and suddenly my captor was on the ground, covering his head
            with a strangled scream.
         

         
         My heart leapt into my throat.

         
         Hugh stood over the man, eyes blazing with cold, murderous fury. He raised a horse whip and brought it down hard against the
            man’s head, his shoulders, his arms—lash after lash, the full weight of his body driving the flogging, until the man’s flayed
            skin oozed with blood.
         

         
         “Foxcourt!” I gasped out. “Stop!”

         
         Hugh was beyond hearing me—beyond hearing anyone. His face was terrible, like chiseled ice; his movements all lethal grace
            as he tossed the whip aside and prowled toward his prey. The driver and boy seized the opportunity to flee, stumbling away
            through the oak trees.
         

         
         My captor whimpered, trying to crawl back to the safety of the coach, but Hugh seized him by the collar and launched his fist
            into the man’s already swollen pulp of a face.
         

         
         Hands gripped my arms and I whirled, raising my elbow to strike.

         
         “It’s me!” Reddy said, panting. The stench of blood was so profound I hadn’t even picked up on his essence. His gaze snagged
            on Hugh, his brown skin going ashen. “I—”
         

         
         I pulled free of him. “Hugh! Stop!”
         

         
         He would kill this man, I saw it in his face, saw it in the unceasing way his fist hammered the man’s features into something
            unrecognizable as human.
         

         
         He didn’t react to my voice or my attempt to grip his arm. He fought like a man possessed—as if all that control he’d carefully
            cultivated had shattered and unleashed something far more wild and merciless in himself.
         

         
         “Bloody hell!” Reddy yelped, finally jumping into the fray. Hooking his arms beneath Foxcourt’s, he hauled him bodily away, nearly earning
            himself a black eye for his trouble. “Fox! Stop this!”
         

         
         There was movement at the edge of my vision—my whole body surged with relief at the sight of Willie and Tommy rushing toward us, pistols in hand. A small contingent of police ran at their heels, suddenly interested in doing their
            jobs. 
         

         
         I swung back toward Foxcourt as he strained to break from Reddy’s hold. If he killed this man in front of so many witnesses . . .

         
         Well, that wouldn’t do at all. There was room enough for only one accused murderer in this partnership.

         
         The man’s form had gone completely limp, breath wheezing through his broken teeth and nose. I stood in front of Foxcourt,
            blocking the man. I clasped Foxcourt’s face between my bare hands, feeling the rasping beginnings of his night beard. His
            face was splattered with blood, his eyes brighter than I’d ever seen them as I forced them to look into mine.
         

         
         “Hugh,” I said softly. “It’s over. It’s done now.”

         
         Breath raged in and out of him, his lungs working like bellows. That blistering ice in his eyes began to thaw, as if one by
            one his senses were returning to him.
         

         
         “It’s done,” I told him. “You stopped him. I’m all right.”

         
         Hugh sagged against Reddy, his jaw working furiously.

         
         “There we are,” Reddy said lightly, releasing Foxcourt into my steadying arms. “I’ll see to the pathetic lump of humanity.”

         
         I put my arm around Hugh’s waist, both to support his sagging weight and to steer him away from the approaching men and their
            shocked gazes. A fierce protectiveness welled in me as I walked us behind the coach, seeking the shelter of one of the sprawling,
            ancient oaks.
         

         
         Behind the curve of a tree’s dramatic form, Hugh drew up short, his hand clawing at my bonnet’s ribbons and pulling it free
            from my head. His eyes flashed, his breath quickening, as he angled the right side of my face toward him, searching it for
            injury.
         

         
         “I’m all right,” I told him, but still, he didn’t release me, didn’t pull away.

         
         I reached into the pocket Felicity had sewn into my skirt for the handkerchief there. He didn’t fight me at all as I pulled
            his right hand up from his side, gently dabbing at the broken skin of his knuckles, cleaning the blood away.
         

         
         Hugh shuddered, his fingers curling reflexively as if to hide the evidence of what he’d done. His eyes were haunted as I brought
            his hand to my lips, kissing his battered knuckles.
         

         
         “I’m all right,” I told him, calm in the face of his fear—as calm as he had always been in the face of mine. “I’m safe.” I reached up, stroking the big hand that cupped my cheek as delicately as if it were porcelain. “I’m safe.” 

         
         His hand slid along my jaw until his fingers curled in the mass of hair pinned at the nape of my neck. The shadow of the tree
            tucked us into its protective depths. The handkerchief fluttered to the ground as I gripped the fabric of his bloodstained
            jacket. There would be no retreat for either of us. There was no escaping this now; we both knew it.
         

         
         With a soft groan he bent his head and kissed me.

         
         It was a hard, desperate thing. The force of it drove my lips apart on a gasp, allowing him to deepen the kiss. Dizzying waves
            of heat unfurled through me at the silken feel of his mouth, the way it sought to possess mine.
         

         
         His other hand slipped behind the curve of my head, tipping my face up as his tongue delicately, expertly, stroked mine, drawing
            the kiss deeper still. I found a hint of his intoxicating essence in his taste and sighed, relishing it, and him, him, him—
         

         
         The hard muscle of his chest shivered beneath my trailing fingertips and a new feeling of power broke open in me. Clumsy with
            inexperience, I drew my tongue along his. His hands tightened in my hair in response, silently urging on the exploration.
         

         
         Emboldened, I drew his top lip between mine the way I had imagined in the pub, and his soft noise of pleasure made the world
            spin wildly around us.
         

         
         If we could stay here in the shadows, where no one could see us, where the world wouldn’t dare intrude . . .

         
         The thought drifted from me as his lips slowed, softening like a fading dream, and he eased away.

         
         “No . . .” I was mortified by the plea that escaped me, the way my hands could not seem to release him.

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said hoarsely as he pulled back. “I’m so sorry . . .”

         
         I should have been. I knew that. But spangles of heat still glimmered in my blood, and my lips felt swollen. Tender. As he
            turned away, my hand rose to brush a featherlight touch against them.
         

         
         I could not tell one shock from another. Desperation tangled with fear and terrifying longing and horror and determination
            as I made my way back around the coach to the others.
         

         
         “My God,” Felicity said, materializing out of nowhere to seize my arms. “Are you all right?”

         
         The Longmount brothers spoke quietly to Hugh, both looking stricken with guilt and shame. As if sensing my gaze, Hugh looked
            back to me. I willed the words to my throat, to tell him. It wasn’t their fault. None of this was.
         

         
         Tell him, an inner voice urged. You must.

         
         Every word from my mouth left me more nauseated than the last. “I’m all right. Just . . .”

         
         “In shock,” Felicity finished. She glared at the assembled police, all of whom seemed utterly uncertain about what to do.
            “How did this happen?”
         

         
         “I . . .” The words were ash on my tongue.

         
         “What a scene,” Reddy said, returning to our side. “What’s the point of all of these bloody policemen if they can’t stop a
            kidnapping?”
         

         
         Two of the City Police lifted the man by the arms. A third, his eyes like flint, took in the sight of me with a sneer. His
            hand was pressed to the pistol at his side.
         

         
         “They saw it,” I managed to get out.

         
         “What?!” Reddy drew back, anger blazing.

         
         Hugh and the boys were at our side at once.

         
         “What is it?” Hugh asked.

         
         “Lockwood said the police witnessed it all and did nothing—”

         
         The air sharpened suddenly with salt, as if a hard gust had blown in straight off the sea. I swung around toward it just as
            a cry rose. The would-be captor had somehow freed himself from the police and was stumbling away, clawing at the air to drag
            himself forward. The third policeman simply raised his pistol and took aim.
         

         
         “No!” Reddy barked, lunging forward. “We need to question him!”

         
         Hugh stepped in front of Felicity and me, shielding us as the shot thundered through the park. Felicity screamed, the sound
            tearing at my heart. My pulse drummed ferociously in my ears, and I felt ill, horrified with myself as relief swept through
            me.
         

         
         Because as the body collapsed to the ground and the man’s soul ripped free, he carried my secret down to hell with him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty

         
         By the time we arrived back at Foxcourt House, the sun had finally begun to set on the terrible day. The sullen violet tones
            of the sky felt oddly condemning, or at least like a personal slight, as the five of us trudged through the back garden.
         

         
         The footmen’s faces brightened a touch as their noses finally picked up on the enticing dinner that awaited us. Mrs. Silver
            had been at work for hours: spiced stewed mutton and a variety of warm vegetable pies were on the menu. Despite the horrors
            of the day, my empty stomach refused to be denied, cramping with longing as Hugh opened the door.
         

         
         The warmth of the candlelit kitchen wrapped around us like a shawl. Mrs. Silver, Fleming, and Mrs. Keyes sat at the table,
            well into their meal and conversation.
         

         
         At our arrival, they looked up and took in the sight of us: My missing bonnet and gloves and thoroughly rumpled dress. Hugh’s
            bloodstained attire. Willie, Tommy, and Felicity’s strained expressions.
         

         
         Fleming’s face went the color of chalk. Carefully, he set his plate of stewed mutton aside and brought his head to rest against
            the table, as if anticipating a swoon. Mrs. Silver’s brows rose ever higher as her gaze shifted between us.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes, however, dabbed at her lips with her napkin and stood from the table. Brigadier, who’d been hiding beneath her
            chair, trotted after her, sniffing at us.
         

         
         “Went that well, did it?” she asked Hugh.

         
         “I’ll be in the study,” he said in a hoarse voice.

         
         And then he was striding away, cutting a harsh path through the house. The silence was punctured by the sound of its slamming
            door. Even Brigadier jumped.
         

         
         “I’m sure you’ll all wish to change and tidy yourselves,” Mrs. Keyes said. “My lady, I would be glad to assist you—”

         
         I held up a hand. “I can sort myself out.”

         
         “Then I’ll bring you up a tray in a few minutes,” she said.

         
         Something about the thought of sitting near Mama’s portrait, alone with only my bleak thoughts for company, stirred an aching desperation in me. “Actually . . . I would prefer to join you all. If that’s all right?” 

         
         Fleming was revived in an instant, sitting up with a sharp breath. His face pinched with censure, as if the mere thought was
            a mortal offense to propriety. But just as he was about to protest, he jerked as if someone had kicked him beneath the table.
         

         
         “How splendid!” Mrs. Silver declared. “We would be delighted.”

         
         And that was how, no more than twenty minutes later, I found myself standing awkwardly in the doorway, finally realizing I
            might be intruding. Fleming shot to his feet at my appearance and moved to pull out a chair for me, helping me shift it forward
            again.
         

         
         “There we are, my lady,” he murmured. “How glad we are that you’re home.”

         
         My heart constricted painfully in my chest as I nodded, the surge of feeling stealing my words from me. Within moments, I
            found myself with a heaping plate of food and comfortable conversation.
         

         
         “Have I mentioned,” Fleming began, as if this all were very normal, “that I saw four fox kits in the garden today?”

         
         That was met with a chorus of excitement. The mood of the table lifted as surely as if someone had scooped us all out of a
            puddle.
         

         
         “Four!” Willie exclaimed, punching his brother’s shoulder. “I told you it’d be a lucky year!”

         
         As I ate my mutton and sipped at my wine, the others discussed what the names ought to be, gently ribbing one another’s choices
            and suggesting more and more ridiculous ones to Fleming’s chagrin.
         

         
         I marveled at it—the ease among them, the obvious pleasure they took in one another’s company, the way they saw to filling
            each other’s plates as if it was the most natural thing in the world. The longing that filled me was sweeter than any fairy
            wine. This—this is what love, what a feeling of safety, could do for the soul.
         

         
         As the words and laughter flowed, notes arranged themselves in my mind, layering lovingly: an accord of freshly baked bread,
            warm candle wax, rosemary, and a hint of wild rose.
         

         
         The Fox Den, I would call it. 

         
         “Daisy if there’s a girl,” Tommy argued. “Or Dahlia.”

         
         “Ombeline,” Mrs. Silver insisted, spelling it out with her fingers for Tommy, who promptly made a horrified face. “It is a
            good, strong name—”
         

         
         The sound of footsteps on the garden path brought the conversation to a swift halt.

         
         “That must be the evening papers,” Willie said, rising to get the door.

         
         But as it opened, I knew at once it was not.

         
         My chair screeched as I pushed away from the table, my pulse leaping up with me. An older woman stood in the doorway, clutching
            a parcel. Her face was scrubbed clean, and her graying hair had been scraped back into a neat twist, revealing a rather lovely
            bone structure. The chocolate-brown dress she wore was simple but well made. If it hadn’t been for her essence, I might not
            have recognized her at all.
         

         
         Her eyes fell on me and widened.

         
         “My li’l ruby!” Arabella gasped out, the box falling from her hands. She looked as though she’d seen a ghost. “My sweetling!”

         
         “I’ll just . . . set this aside, shall I?” Willie looked between us, bending to pick up the box. There was a new wariness
            there, one shared by Tommy, who also came to my side.
         

         
         Arabella burst into tears as she threw her arms around my shoulders, petting my hair, clucking over me as she’d done countless
            times despite all my resistance.
         

         
         “Ye look so fine in yer pretty dress,” Arabella wept. “I almost didna recognize ye. I fretted myself to death over ye, worried
            ye might’ve been for the ’Gate, but then there were the police who came around Riverside asking questions about ye and where
            ye live.” She looked suddenly fretful. “I told ’em ye were for Caledonia, hoping to throw the hounds off ye scent. Did I do
            wrong?”
         

         
         “No, of course not,” I said. It was only a shame it hadn’t helped. “Thank you.”

         
         “Madam,” Fleming began, rising. “Do you realize who—”

         
         Mrs. Silver gripped his arm, forcing him back down into the chair. “Won’t you introduce us to your delightful friend, ma chère?”

         
         “Everyone,” I said, “this is Arabella—she and I used to share a table at the Midnight Market.” At their murmured greeting
            I turned back to her. “I’ve been worried about you—what are you doing here?”
         

         
         “I’ve new work now, assisting Mrs. Turner at ’er”—she paused, concentrating on the pronunciation—“haberdashery. She has me
            make deliveries to the clients. No more Midnights for me.”
         

         
         “That’s wonderful,” I said. “But how in the name of God did you come by the work?”

         
         “Oh, ’twas the most peculiar thing,” Arabella said in a hushed tone. “A few nights after the raid, I went to the streets to see if any of the girls there ’ad ’eard tidings of ye. I was out with the others, and a man approached us with one of the vagrants we all know well and trust—Bobby Smith? I think I’d told ye of ’im.” 

         
         I had no memory of it, but I nodded, resisting the urge to hurry her on. Arabella loved nothing more than telling a story
            of a dozen words in a few thousand.
         

         
         “Anyway, this gent—thought a fight might break out ’mongst the girls, there was such a clamor to ’ook ’im, ’andsome and tall
            as ’e was. Rare to see one of that sort, most nights you haveta open yer legs and get on with it—”
         

         
         “Madam,” Fleming cut in, aghast. Willie hid his laugh in his fist as he and Tommy finally returned to their seats.

         
         “But ’e said there was other work for me, if I wanted it. Then the girls asked if the same could be said for them, and he
            got real quiet like, did the ’oly wheel, and said yes. Some of the girls, they were afraid, see—yer just as likely to get
            a poke from a knife as a poke from a co—”
         

         
         Fleming’s already shrill voice leapt a full octave. “Madam!”
         

         
         “Ah, well, ye needn’t know.” She kissed my hand tenderly. “Others like the work, and that’s all fine to be sure. But I’m not
            the daisy I was, and the streets, they’ll freeze yer tits off in the winter.”
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes nodded with understanding and sympathy. “That they will.”

         
         Fleming let out a strained noise, resting his face in his hands.

         
         “So me and Francesca and some of the others, we followed the gent, and one by one ’e dropped us off and ’ad a word with the
            owner—at a boarding’ouse and taverns and those shops where the fancy bits get their ’ats—”
         

         
         “Milliners?” I asked. A suspicion was dawning over me, filling my chest with a soft glow.

         
         “Yes. We got to choose, see,” Arabella said. “I picked the haberdashery, I did. Ye know ’ow I like me bits ’n’ bobs ’n’ trinkets.”

         
         I did, indeed, know. “And Mrs. Turner treats you well?”

         
         “Oh, yes, a fair, kind woman she is,” Arabella marveled. “Sometimes makes me listen to ’er read the ’oly book, but I don’t
            mind overmuch when I’ve a roof and proper bed. God blessed me with that man, after all.”
         

         
         “You said he intentionally sought you out?” I asked quietly. “Who was he?”

         
         “Oh, but that’s the strangest bit of all,” Arabella said. “For there was no reason for ’im to want to do it.”

         
         For the rest of my life, I would remember that very moment—the way the seconds slowed to a crawl—and I knew, as that glow
            became a golden, dawning certainty, that he had done this for no other reason but me.
         

         
         “’E introduced ’imself as Mr. Anders,” Arabella said, her face bright with wonder, “and said ’e was a locksmith.”

         
         

         Foxcourt House seemed to settle itself, as if relieved to have all of us home at last. The shutters no longer rattled with
            the wind. The old bones of the house had ceased their shifting and groaning.
         

         
         But the newfound quiet had the opposite effects on my thoughts. With everyone else asleep, and no more stories to distract
            from them, the frenzied mess of them burst forth again. The memory of being taken, my ears ringing with phantom gunshots.
            And with the next breath, I’d be back in the shade of the oak tree, Hugh’s hands, his lips trailing over mine . . .
         

         
         Even if my mind had been willing to forget, my body remembered, and my heart would speed again. The pounding blood brought
            with it a tingling in my lips and a delicious throbbing between my legs.
         

         
         I sighed, pressing my face against the cool pillow. I turned my heart over and over again in my chest, trying to understand
            it, trying to understand myself and the pull I felt to him.
         

         
         The man was so bloody maddening—so utterly confounding. He was proud of his arrogance and vindictiveness, but hid or played down his good deeds, as if they spoke to some weakness.
            As if an innate bent toward protection and kindness was only another failure.
         

         
         “You are completely dicked in the nob, Viola Lockwood,” I muttered to myself, pressing a cold hand to my face.

         
         After a while, I gave up on the pretense of sleep and relit the candle at my bedside.

         
         I had brought William Rosebourne’s commonplace book up with me to look through, curious about why he’d gone to the trouble
            of leaving it to anyone, but spite had overtaken me and I’d set it aside.
         

         
         I glanced over at it now, trying to ignore the way the man’s essence clung to its weathered pages. It seemed unlikely to contain any reference to the nectar or Dobbin, but I had to look, even if it meant delving into a hateful man’s thoughts.
         

         
         We had lost another day; now the King would have three, perhaps four left, if the King’s Blend was still having an ameliorating
            effect.
         

         
         I pushed back the covers and swung my legs around to feel for my slippers. But as I stood and retrieved the book, something
            slipped out of it—a loose piece of foolscap. I turned, searching for it on the floor, then under the bed. Strange. I shook
            my head, taking the candle, the journal, and my quizzing glass into the sitting area.
         

         
         “All right,” I murmured, opening it to the first page. It was a hastily scrawled series of notes about daffodils from three
            decades ago, musings on how to alter the formulation in the Treasury to better replicate the scent.
         

         
         An entry from a decade ago recounting a discussion with one Lord F had me arching my brow. DeForest spies—Withers, Falconbridge, Moorings—takeover of business through purchase of shares funded by Gallian crown—acid
               at no cost.

         
         I’d no idea that the DeForests had tried to purchase the House of Rosebourne, but it cast their subsequent destruction at
            William Rosebourne’s hands in a new light. Acid.

         
         Page after page, I found notes on countless business meetings, abandoned ideas for perfumes, and drawings of elaborate flacons
            that had later been put into production. A more recent entry caught my attention, given the familiar name.
         

         
         
            Radcliffe Apothecary

            
               	Possibility of exclusive scent, bright floral, little musk—draw up contract within fortnight

               	Gloves, combs, same order

               	Son has interest in perfumery school

            

         

         That had to be Oliver. We’d discussed the possibility, and he told me he’d decided against it, feeling self-study was better.
            I looked for a date for the meeting, but there was none listed.
         

         
         
            	Encounter with hostile man—ask Lord F about placement—if man is related to DeForests—extended family Gallian?

         

         I closed the book, letting it rest in my lap. Lord F, who made frequent appearances to request more King’s Blend, could only be the late Earl of Foxcourt. Hugh would find this interesting, wouldn’t he?
         

         
         Donning my silk wrapper and slippers, I made my way downstairs before better sense could prevail. My braid swung determinedly
            behind me, my heart skipping steps along with my feet.
         

         
         The shadows of the house seemed to urge me on until I found the first hint of the study’s light spilling onto the checkered
            marble tile of the entry. An enticing little mystery met me there, a curious perfume: the smell of coffee, fire smoke, old
            books, wood, and . . . glue?
         

         
         I slowed, smoothing a hand back over my hair, waiting for my breathing to settle before padding forward.

         
         I’d expected Hugh to have shut and locked himself away in his prison of tortured solitude, but, to my surprise, he’d left
            the door ajar. A tentative invitation, as if not daring to hope.
         

         
         I drank in the sight of him in the firelight: his hair damp and gleaming in a nearby candle’s light. He wore only an emerald
            silk dressing gown over a clean shirt and knee breeches. He might have looked like a gentleman at ease, if not for the deep
            furrow of his brow.
         

         
         He stood behind the room’s imposing desk again, a silver tray with a carafe of coffee to his left and the skeletal beginnings
            of what looked to be a large estate house to his right. The latter had been erected solely with wood toothpicks.
         

         
         Like most of the old doors in the house, the study’s squeaked as I pushed it open. I wondered, absently, if they’d been left
            that way intentionally, to warn of anyone coming or going. As if to confirm the theory, Hugh’s gaze flicked up from the desk
            to meet mine.
         

         
         His fingers tightened around the small tweezers in his hand, his throat bobbing as he swallowed.

         
         “So you’re the artist responsible for the palace upstairs,” I said, shutting the door behind me.

         
         “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “My first.”

         
         I looked at him, astonished. “That was your first?”
         

         
         “Well,” he amended, setting the instrument down to pour himself a cup of coffee, “the first I finished and didn’t destroy
            in a fit of frustration—an excessively manly fit, of course.”
         

         
         “Of course,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t know how you can stand to do it. It seems more torturous than fun.”

         
         “It gives my hands something to do while I think,” he insisted. “And tonight requires a fair bit of thinking.”

         
         He didn’t need to specify about what. Glenmoor. The missing nectar. Eleanor. The King having only days left. There was a host
            of terrors to plague him.
         

         
         “If you intend to work, I can bring your oils into the study,” he offered, then added a touch awkwardly, “Unless, of course,
            you prefer to work in the still room, which I’m sure you do. I can bring in some additional light—”
         

         
         I held up a hand, quieting him. “There’s little work left to do until we have the nectar.”

         
         He drew a hand back through his hair roughly. “Of course.”

         
         I stepped closer, peering through the study’s relative darkness. “Is that the old temple? The Crown Court?”

         
         He scratched at his jaw and seemed to admit, rather than explain, “Glenmoor Manor. I’m testing my memory . . . it’s been quite
            some time since I’ve seen it.”
         

         
         Since you were a boy, I thought, and you vanished from it.

         
         “No pitying looks or prying questions,” he ordered.

         
         I pretended to lock my mouth and toss away the key, earning a wry look from him.

         
         “There’s nothing sentimental about this,” he insisted. “It’s not as though I miss the old crumbling pile.”

         
         But, of course, it was possible not to miss a place and still be haunted by it. To return to it in dreams and memory, as if
            there were a way to change what had happened there. As if it were possible to reclaim the version of yourself you’d been forced
            to leave behind.
         

         
         Hugh gestured toward the second, empty cup on the tray. “Would you like some?”

         
         “No thank you,” I told him. “I’m still hoping to keep sleep as an option for my evening. You might consider doing the same.”

         
         The hint of darkness beneath his eyes concurred.

         
         Hugh waved a dismissive hand, swallowing another fortifying gulp. “I’ll rest when I’m in hell.”

         
         I shook my head, but his words tweaked my heart. “What makes you believe you’re bound for hell?”

         
         He arched an ironic brow. “What, in the entirety of our acquaintance, has made you believe I’m not?”

         
         I began a leisurely perusal of the study’s many bookshelves, only partly absorbing the titles that passed. “I think you’re far kinder than you’d have others believe.” 

         
         He made a noise of offense. “Take that back, madam.”

         
         “And,” I added, “contrary to what you believe, I think your conscience rules you more than your logic.”

         
         Hugh scoffed. “Tell that to the Earl of Wincaster.”

         
         I glanced over my shoulder. “Another schoolmate?”

         
         “No,” he said, resuming his work on the structure. “Just an enemy I’ve enjoyed cultivating.”

         
         I remembered all at once. “He wrote that rather mean-spirited letter to the editor about Eleanor not being fit for the throne
            a year ago.”
         

         
         “He did indeed.” One side of his mouth curled in a telling smirk. “He should have ensured that he owned all of the land surrounding his estate before he wrote a word of it.”
         

         
         “You purchased it?” I surmised.

         
         “And sold it,” Hugh said. “As it would happen, his estate in Broadshire sits near the intended path of the new Hilton railway
            line that will begin construction in a few years. They were all too eager to take that land off my hands to lay their track
            there instead. Fleet House was likewise interested in the land between the coast and his seaside estate for the purpose of
            a new lighthouse, which will be just large enough to ruin his much-vaunted view of the Narrow Sea.”
         

         
         “That is utterly fiendish,” I said. “But you still did it to avenge the good name of a friend.”
         

         
         “Did I?” he challenged. “Or do I just despise the way the air wheezes from his nose when he breathes in my presence?” Hugh
            carefully placed his next toothpick. “The difference between you and me is that you feel sympathy for someone’s plight, but
            I see only opportunity.”
         

         
         He certainly wanted to believe that about himself, but the evidence did not bear out.

         
         “Is that why you found Arabella and ensured she was given safe work?” I asked.

         
         A rare uncertainty settled over his fine features—as though he hadn’t ever expected to find himself caught there, in the glare
            of exposure. He rarely was, if I had to guess. And now, as he set his tweezers down once more, he seemed to brace for my reaction
            at what he’d done.
         

         
         What he’d done for me.
         

         
         “You needn’t make more of it than it is,” he said carefully, after he’d no doubt rehearsed it in his mind. “I was simply . . . attempting to remove a distraction, so you could focus solely on Immortal Rose.” 

         
         A rather weak effort from him, that.

         
         I gave him an ironic look of my own. “Yes, and you simply forgot to tell me, I’m sure. That is obviously why you decided to
            help all the other women with her.” He opened his mouth, but I held up a finger. “Your diabolical plan to assist women in
            need didn’t account for her bringing a delivery to the house this evening.”
         

         
         Hugh scowled, coming around the desk to sit on the edge of it, as he had done the other night. He assumed a posture of nonchalance,
            keeping his voice to that haughty, aristocratic tone he used when he wished to diminish something’s importance. “You seemed
            to regard her so highly,” he said at last, “I found I simply had to meet her.”
         

         
         Not a lie, but not the complete truth. I wasn’t entirely sure what I would have done if he’d voiced the words banging in my
            heart. For you. He did it for you.

         
         “How in the world did you find her?” I asked, amazed. “I never even told you her name.”

         
         That now familiar smirk, mysterious and smug, curled his lips.

         
         Nearly the entire room was between us, and yet I could make out every detail of his exposed legs, from his muscled, hair-dusted
            calves to his bare feet. I swallowed thickly as he began to roll the soft silk sleeves of his banyan, revealing, inch by tantalizing
            inch, hard forearms. Warmth pooled in my belly, my thoughts softening at that small, homey intimacy.
         

         
         A large scar marred his left wrist, no doubt marking another fascinating story. He’d have more, of course. Just then, all
            I wanted was to find them all. To chart them on the empty map of his life and follow them to their secrets.
         

         
         His gaze fell on my hands, where I realized I was absently twisting the wedding ring on my finger. I turned to the shelves
            again. I’d meant to take it off and set it beside the quizzing glass on the tray but . . . hadn’t.
         

         
         Feeling my neck and cheeks flush with color, I changed the subject. “I’ve been reading through Rosebourne’s commonplace book,
            and there’s a mention of a ‘Lord F’ revealing the names of DeForest spies in the House of Rosebourne.”
         

         
         “I have a feeling I know who this Lord F may be,” Hugh said wryly.

         
         “It seems the DeForests made an attempt to buy out the perfumery from under Rosebourne,” I said. “Your great-uncle appears to have offered his assistance in destroying them.” 

         
         Hugh seemed unsurprised by this. “I wouldn’t put it past him. He always saw situations from a bird’s-eye view and likely thought
            destroying a notable Gallian business would undermine the country’s economy.”
         

         
         The pride in his voice was obvious; it was only his expression that was troubled. Hugh rubbed at the back of his neck.

         
         “I should have accompanied you to Briarwood Palace,” he said suddenly. “I let my anger get the better of me today, and it
            nearly cost us both.”
         

         
         “What happened?” I asked. “Reddy told me that Glenmoor struck Eleanor and you went to confront him, but it ended in a draw.”

         
         “A draw.” Hugh let out a humorless laugh. “I played right into his hand and left you vulnerable.”

         
         “You can’t always be at my side,” I reminded him. “I realize the last few days have done a poor job of demonstrating it, but
            I’ve taken care of myself for years.”
         

         
         “I only . . .” He picked up his cup, then set it back down. When he spoke again, his voice was low, crackling like the wood
            in the fireplace. “I do not like the idea of you going anywhere without me,” he said, his eyes searing. “Not to the palace, not to the shops, not even to breakfast—”
         

         
         “I’m hardly going to be murdered at the breakfast table,” I interrupted. “Unless it’s Mrs. Silver’s nefarious plan to feed
            me pastries until I burst.”
         

         
         “That’s not . . .” Hugh began roughly, pressing a hand to his forehead, turning his gaze away from mine. “That’s not . . .
            what I meant.”
         

         
         In the silence that followed, I was sure he could hear the rising beat of my heart from the other side of the study. It kicked
            painfully against my ribs, harder with each passing moment I said nothing. I stood there, entranced by the force of my spinning
            thoughts as his meaning set in.
         

         
         I do not like the idea of you going anywhere without me.

         
         Every possible reply felt more perilous than the last, and I realized how thin the boundary was between terror and excitement.

         
         It felt as though we’d arrived at a crossroads from different directions and now were waiting to see which way the other might
            go next. Tension thickened the air like fire smoke escaping the flue.
         

         
         Desperate to evade his scrutiny, I spun back toward the hearth, forcing myself to make a long, careful study of the painting hanging over it. I’d barely noted it the other night, and now no detail was small enough for me to consider. The Ruin of Love by an artist called Accardi, according to its plaque. It was a rather forlorn take on the myth of Silvana, the ancient goddess
            of animals and the woods, and Ardus, the god of war, and the sundering of their love.
         

         
         As a steadying quiet settled between us, Hugh circled back around the desk, picking up the delicate tweezers. He studied the
            walls he’d already erected, carefully considering where to place the next piece.
         

         
         “I went to find her because of you,” he said suddenly. “How frightened you were for her. I cannot abide—” The words broke
            off roughly. “I despise the way this world treats women, and yet I’m guilty of having done something equally terrible to you.”
         

         
         “Even if it was necessary?” I asked, barely a whisper.

         
         “It wasn’t,” he said sharply. “I told myself it was necessary to convince you, but I know now that it wasn’t. For that, I
            apologize unreservedly and from the very depths of my soul.”
         

         
         The words broke over me with a wave of pure, dizzying relief. And there I was again, back at the crossroads. Seven, maybe
            eight steps, and I would reach him on the other side of the desk. Seven steps back, and I would be at the door, leaving to
            go to bed, as I should. I had done what I had come here to do. There was no reason to stay now.
         

         
         It made no sense, the way my body angled toward his, how greedily I took in the sight of his careful hands as he performed
            his ridiculous hobby with all the beautiful focus and consideration he did everything else.
         

         
         I suddenly, desperately, understood the flame’s appeal to the moth. My body couldn’t forget the press of his against it, the
            hungry murmurs as he’d kissed me so thoroughly I’d forgotten the world. He’d awakened something in me, and now, the slightest
            provocation—that gaze, that voice, that tentative smile—was enough to spark my blood to flame. I resented him for what he’d
            done and longed for that touch with a need I’d never experienced before. I felt it even now. My pulse was a staccato beat
            at my throat, my wrists, in the secret parts of myself. I struggled to find a way to shift us to safer ground.
         

         
         “Oliver came by the house today,” I told him, watching as Hugh tensed. “He told me that he’d heard a man named Dobbin has been seeking out fairy plants and oils. I think it may be worth looking through the House of Rosebourne’s employment records, or at least see if Rosebourne had paid anyone with that name to procure the oils for him.” 

         
         Hugh said nothing. His gaze shifted to my collarbone, where Mama’s necklace rested against my skin. My hand closed over it,
            and I didn’t understand the impulse I had to hide it.
         

         
         “I’d wondered when it had turned up,” he said carefully after a long moment.

         
         “Oliver found it at a pawnbroker’s shop,” I told him.

         
         “Ah.” Hugh’s expression turned sardonic in the way I despised. “Of course.”

         
         I frowned. “As I’ve told you a dozen times, Oliver is my friend. I’m grateful for his kindness.”

         
         “Does he know you see him that way?” Hugh challenged, taking up his next toothpick.

         
         “He does, yes,” I said. Well, he did now.

         
         “What Radcliffe feels for you is not mere kindness,” he continued. “Whether or not you encouraged those affections, you have him by the leash all the same.”
         

         
         “And what does it matter to you?”

         
         “It matters,” Hugh said, continuing his work, “because you deserve more than a weak man playing at love.”

         
         My hands curled at my side. “Oliver is not a weak man. He was ill for most of his life—”

         
         “You know damn well that is not what I meant,” Hugh said derisively. “He’s weak of spirit. What else would you call allowing
            the woman he supposedly loves to vanish from Fairgate and only making a few discreet inquiries about it?”
         

         
         “He asked his father to help me and for an advance on his inheritance to pay for a solicitor,” I shot back. “He offered to
            marry me in order to have me released from Fairgate into his custody.”
         

         
         Hugh looked up sharply, his gaze narrowing. “Is that so? How fortunate I made you the better offer.”

         
         I turned away, glaring into the fire.

         
         “He undertook those things at very little risk to himself,” Hugh continued, “likely knowing those efforts would fail. Even
            now, he risks little on your behalf. He’s made no attempt to defend your honor in the press or among the Patricians.”
         

         
         I recoiled at his words. “You don’t know that.”

         
         His face was grim. “I do. He has not written to any paper or scandal sheet in support of you. He has not met with anyone in Parliament who might be
            swayed.”
         

         
         I shook my head. “His family—”

         
         “Should not factor into this at all,” Hugh finished hotly. “He will never strike out on his own or make his own way in the
            world. He doesn’t have the will for it.”
         

         
         “What was he meant to do?” I demanded. “What would you have had him do?”

         
         Hugh’s gaze was so hot, it scalded. “I cannot tell you that. I only know what I would have done,” Hugh said in a low voice. “Because if you were to disappear, I would blaze through this godforsaken world
            and every soul who stood between us until I found you again.”
         

         
         I stared at him, shocked to my core. Heat flooded through me, as if he’d called that very fire to my blood.

         
         Tearing his pale gaze away, Hugh sighed, dragging a hand over his face.

         
         Why? I wanted to ask, almost trembling with the force of the question. Why did he say such things and then pull away? What was
            the point? To prove the power he had over me by leaving me wanting?
         

         
         Because that was what this was—wanting.
         

         
         It was the contrasts of him, both irresistible and fascinating, I decided. The reason for this fixation. His beautiful life
            here, even as he worked in the shadows. The shocking paleness of his eyes against all that midnight-dark hair. That the same
            hand he’d used to viciously beat a man had also fed a small dog as he’d serenaded her with a song.
         

         
         Want, need—they were fleeting things that would burn themselves out quickly enough. They were nothing at all like the sort
            of slow-building love of stories, where the gentle heroines gathered each precious moment with their intendeds like the loveliest
            of bouquets. That was the sort of love that existed in a sunlit garden, innocent and exhilarating.
         

         
         There was nothing innocent about the way I felt now.

         
         This was something . . . all-consuming. Overwhelming. Senseless. A fever in which the only cure was ruin, in every sense of the word.
         

         
         The inevitability I’d felt at Briarwood Palace had returned, and it frightened me—the sense that all along, something greater
            was working to drive us together, even as we tried to strain apart.
         

         
         This was no sunlit garden. This was two souls meeting again and again in the shadows of night and recognizing the other through darkness and disguise. 

         
         I had already taken a step toward the desk when he said quietly, “I find I require a small hand to place this next piece.”

         
         I scarcely recognized my own husky voice as I answered, “I find I have a small hand.”

         
         I drifted toward him, riding some shimmering wave of heightened awareness. The barest rustle of his dressing robe against
            his shirt opened an aching tension in me.
         

         
         He stepped back, only just, to allow me to stand between him and the desk. A frisson of awareness traversed the length of
            my spine, the heat of his body invading the layers of linen and silk between us.
         

         
         He had left the tweezers balanced precariously against the small porcelain dish containing the adhesive. Coffee and wood and
            parchment filled my lungs with each shallow breath as I picked up the tweezers and delicately snared the next toothpick between
            them.
         

         
         “Like this?” I murmured, dipping the long side of it into the adhesive. I waited, my body strung tight as a bow.

         
         Please, I begged. For what, I didn’t know. Relief. Touch. Any part of him he would give. Please . . .

         
         It was torture, how slowly he brought his hand forward, trailing it down the back of my arm. By the time his fingers gently
            closed around the sensitive hollow of my elbow, I was trembling.
         

         
         “Yes,” he whispered roughly, stirring the curls that had escaped my braid. “Just like that . . . I’ll guide you.”

         
         He eased my arm forward, holding it steady as my hand moved over the beginnings of the house’s grand entry hall. Without a
            roof in place, it was easy to make out the layout of the ground floor and the toothpick’s destination: a gap at the back of
            one of the columns framing one of the rooms.
         

         
         I tried to focus on it, to think of how I would need to bend my wrist to slip my hand between the column and the one beside
            it, but my thoughts were smearing like wet paint. Everything blurred; I gave myself over to the sensation of his steady touch,
            letting him guide my hand into place, aligning it just so. I slid the toothpick in the gap, my breath shuddering.
         

         
         “Let go,” he whispered in my ear.

         
         My eyelids grew heavy at the feel of his lips skimming the curve of my earlobe. At the thought, the prayer, of where they would trail next. 

         
         I forced the tweezers open, and closed what little space there was between my back and his chest. A shock of heat flooded
            that aching place between my thighs as my body met the hard ridge of his arousal.
         

         
         He eased away, shuddering, but my body craved the sensation and followed his, insistent. His soft groan fed the heady throbbing
            of my body. The feel of him, evidence of his desire, was intoxicating. Nothing mattered beyond it, beyond finding a way to
            relieve the glimmering heat building inside me.
         

         
         Sliding my hand free of the house, he urged it upward, skimming my fingers over my breasts, trailing dizzying patterns over
            my collarbone, my throat—my pulse fluttered beneath my fingertips like butterflies trapped beneath my skin.
         

         
         My head fell back against his shoulder, my eyes sliding shut. A small gasp escaped me as Hugh’s other hand slid around the
            curve of my clothed hip, seeking. I clasped mine over it, mindlessly guiding it down, down, toward that desperate ache, the
            heat that craved him.
         

         
         The belt of my wrapper fell away, as if by its own accord. He rocked into me again with a murmured praise of “Perfect,” using my own trembling fingers to unknot the ribbon at the neck of my night rail. It gaped open, sending a prickling rush
            of warm air over my skin. He leaned forward, engulfing me until I could no longer tell where he began and I ended.
         

         
         Resting his face against my neck, his lips found a sensitive hollow just below my ear, and the last of my restraint shattered.

         
         The winding tension in me heightened as I guided his hand down between my thighs, letting him ease them apart. Yes, that was—

         
         I inhaled sharply, my nails digging into his muscled wrist as his clever fingers finally found that needy, aching place. I
            gasped raggedly as he stroked me there, and the bolt of pleasure was so acute, my vision blurred and my legs buckled. He wouldn’t
            let me fall; he held me pressed to him, his lips working maddening, senseless patterns over my neck, his tongue licking at
            my pulse.
         

         
         I wanted desperately to kiss him; I would have given my soul for it. My hand rose from my throat and his finally fell away
            as I skimmed over the bristle of his cheeks, weaving my fingers through his thick hair. His hand slid into my night rail,
            cupping my breast, his thumb gently teasing my nipple to a tight bud.
         

         
         His heart beat wildly against my back, his body responding eloquently to my every move, as if sensing the way that hot pleasure was coiling in me, rising, rising . . . 

         
         His cock slid against me again, and I felt a primal spark of satisfaction at his obvious desire. Guided by instinct, chasing
            the sparkling heat blossoming through my body, I stirred my hips against it, dragging a ragged sound of pleasure from him
            that only excited me more.
         

         
         Something was coming—something was happening—my hand tightened again around his wrist, trying to press him harder to that
            fiery point of pleasure. I wanted to tear through the damp linen that separated it from the touch of his bare skin. It wasn’t
            enough. This wasn’t enough.
         

         
         Hugh was trembling now, too, his powerful body at my mercy as much as I was at his. The molten heat gathering between us had
            turned my body soft and pliant, but his only seemed to harden, become more demanding.
         

         
         My skin stung with pleasure as his rough cheek brushed mine. I turned my head toward his greedily, and he answered with a
            kiss at the corner of my parted lips before pulling back, letting his mouth hover above mine until we were sharing breath.
            I wanted to turn to face him, but I couldn’t bring myself to break the contact between us, not while his fingers worked to
            spiral that mounting pleasure, circling, stroking, until I thought I would faint.
         

         
         His hand grabbed fistfuls of my night rail, dragging the fabric up until the warm study air caressed my ankles . . . calves . . .
            thighs . . .
         

         
         “Hugh,” I panted, not knowing how to name what I wanted, only knowing he could give it to me. I felt feverish, I couldn’t
            think—I was racing toward something, faster, faster—rising or plummeting, I could no longer tell. Fast—too fast—I needed to—to
            think—
         

         
         Dangerous. This was dangerous.

         
         Mama’s pendant slid against my skin, and the feeling was enough to shock me back into awareness. “Wait—”

         
         All at once, that heat, that touch, was gone.

         
         The cold air swamped me as I caught myself on the edge of the desk, my mind still trapped in the haze of pleasure, my body
            throbbing in time with my pulse. My breath came in shuddering gasps as I reached up to close my night rail in my fist.
         

         
         My God. I had nearly . . . we had nearly . . .
         

         
         I went cold to my soul, my body in torment, my mind in chaos.

         
         I turned, wild-eyed and flushed, only to find Hugh’s back to me, his hands clenched around the edge of a nearby sideboard. His body was rigid, almost contorted with suppressed feeling. Desire. His own breathing seemed to rage in and out of him.
         

         
         “Go to bed, Viola,” he said in a rough voice.

         
         My cheek stung from where his stubble had scraped it, and I felt the ghost of his lips as though he had branded me with them.

         
         I fumbled with my wrapper as I all but fled to the door, fighting the most infuriating flush of mortified tears. His voice
            stopped me as I reached the study door.
         

         
         “I want you.” His eyes burned with everything I felt. “But I refuse to be your regret.”

         
         I spun on my heel, tearing down the hall with such speed and force that the wrapper billowed out behind me. My braid flapped
            against my back like a retreating flag. The movement did nothing but worsen the heat he’d sparked beneath my skin.
         

         
         My breath hitched as I climbed the stairs, but even as I reached my room, even after I slammed the door, I couldn’t stop moving.
            I carved a path through the serene bedroom, my blood racing, my mind fixed on that last glimpse of him, the bleakness of his
            eyes.
         

         
         I refuse to be your regret.

         
         “Oh, God.” I pressed the back of my hand to my lips, feeling faint again. I’d been so lost to the moment, I would have done anything
            to have him closer, to bend his will to mine.
         

         
         Including giving him his marital rights.

         
         I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing a hand against the bedpost.

         
         An unconsummated marriage could be easily annulled; we’d agreed to as much. And in the end, only God and the two of us would
            know the truth of it either way.
         

         
         Would I have regretted it? I truly didn’t know. It hadn’t felt like a mistake. It had felt natural, inescapable—which, of course, was why religion and society delighted in finding new,
            punishing ways to restrain a woman’s desire. It was the very trap Mama had fallen into, and I’d nearly thrown myself in after
            her.
         

         
         I want you.

         
         Even before he’d said it, I’d felt it in the way he’d held his body back, as if it was the only way to resist touching me.
            I saw it in the hunger of his glances, as though he wanted to steal every glimpse of my face to lock away in the dark chamber
            of his heart.
         

         
         Instead of being frightening, it was empowering. There was no reason to deny this—no reason the marriage couldn’t still be annulled if we kept it our secret. Giving in to a spark was better than allowing it to blaze out of control, wasn’t it? And once it was done, it would be done. 

         
         If only.

         
         How deeply unfair that men could seek whatever pleasure they saw fit, dallying with mistresses and lovers outside of their
            sacred vows, while women were forced into complete ignorance on lovemaking to “protect” our virtue.
         

         
         I slid out of my wrapper, tossing it over one of the chairs beside the banked fire. The would-be captor’s essence had clung
            to the dress I’d changed out of earlier, and I wasn’t surprised to find it lingering in the air, more potent to my nose now
            that I had escaped it for a while.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes must have been up to look in on me after I’d gone downstairs, because the air was brimming with blood and the scent
            of the trees carrying in through the open window. My skin was so sensitized, I swore I could feel the cool caress of the moonlight
            as I crossed the room to the water basin.
         

         
         Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a pale slip of foolscap, half tucked beneath the bed. I knew I hadn’t imagined
            something falling from the journal. I bent to retrieve it, bringing the paper into the bright moonlight to read it.
         

         
         The parchment was soft with age, as if it had been handled countless times. I unfolded it again, a chill clawing down my back
            at the sight of Mama’s handwriting.
         

         
         
            Father,

            There is nothing you can say or do that will change my mind. I cannot abide, nor forget, what you’ve done, and I want none
               of it. For all the hideous accusations you have leveled at me, only one of our souls is bound for hell. My love for Dobbin
               may have been a mistake, but I will not bring a child into this dark nightmare you have erected—
            

         

         The letter fell from my nerveless fingers, fluttering back to the ground. I pressed a hand to my mouth, trying to stanch the
            bile and terror that rose in me.
         

         
         Dobbin . . . Dobbin was . . .

         
         A movement in the mirror above the washstand caught my attention, forcing my gaze up. For a moment, I couldn’t understand what I was seeing. A small figure was tucked in the velveteen darkness beside the wardrobe, as silent as a wraith: Mrs. Keyes, in her usual black dress, her face carved with terrible, focused malice. 

         
         And from her crown braid, she drew out a long, long black hairpin.

         
         My heart punched up into my throat.

         
         No. Not a hairpin.

         
         A needle.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-One

         
         Before I could scream, before I could so much as think to move, the thick curtains hanging along the right side of the window were shoved aside, and a stocky figure in black lunged
            for me.
         

         
         The scent of the dockyards burst in the air, exploding my pulse with it. I wrenched myself away from his grasping hands, but
            my heel caught the hem of my night rail, and with the sound of ripping fabric, I fell, crashing into the edge of the bed.
         

         
         The man was on me in an instant. His knees dug painfully into my belly, pinning me so firmly with his weight I couldn’t breathe
            in to scream. He slapped a hard gloved hand over my mouth regardless.
         

         
         Only his eyes were visible in the knit mask, and they were wild with excitement. I bucked, thrashing my legs with increasing
            desperation as he reached back into a pouch on his belt for something—a small vial.
         

         
         “Don’t know why ’e’s going to the trouble when yer nothin’ much to look at.” He leaned down until his face hovered above mine,
            lifting the bottom of his mask, likely to uncork the vial with his teeth. “There’s a good little bitch. It’ll be over quick
            enough—”
         

         
         A shadow materialized behind him, as if she had flown across the room on a shaft of moonlight. My eyes widened as Mrs. Keyes
            raised the needle in her fist, then brought it down with the force of a hammer strike, jamming it into the side of his neck.
            Blood sprayed over me in a hot gush as he gasped, too shocked to even cry out.
         

         
         The intruder hacked, blood spurting from the wound as he fell sideways, crashing onto the floor. He flailed in silent agony
            like a beached fish, one hand desperately clasped over the needle protruding from his neck.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes advanced on him, stepping a booted foot onto his wrist until he released the small vial. It rolled beneath the
            vanity, out of his groping reach.
         

         
         “There’s a good little bitch,” she said, watching his writhing and gurgling dispassionately. “It’ll be over quick enough.”

         
         I hauled myself up until I was leaning back against the bed frame, staring mutely at the gruesome scene.

         
         The door to the bedchamber burst open with a shout, spilling Willie’s and Tommy’s essences into the blood-drenched air a moment
            before the rest of them.
         

         
         I knew Hugh was there by the sound of his distinct clipped steps, and then he was beside me, kneeling, his hands on my face.
            The urgency and fear in his eyes finally sparked something other than astonishment.
         

         
         “Viola—Viola, are you all right?” he asked roughly. When I tried to look at the man—the body—Hugh turned me back toward him, searching
            my head and the blood splattered over my chest for any sign of injury. I gripped his wrists, stopping him.
         

         
         “It’s not mine,” I told him softly. “I’m all right.”

         
         Some of the color returned to his face. He nodded but didn’t release me.

         
         “Good Lord, Mrs. Keyes,” Willie said mildly. Both he and Tommy were in their nightshirts, their faces still lined from their
            pillows. “Feels like a knock to the head would’ve sufficed.”
         

         
         She lifted a shoulder, removing her needle and shoving a decorative silk pillow against the gushing wound. “Old habits, et
            cetera.”
         

         
         “Fleming’s going to expire on the spot when we tell him we have to throw out another carpet,” Tommy said, scratching at his
            jaw. “Two bodies in a week is a bit high, even for us.” 
         

         
         “Two and a quarter, if you count the hands,” Willie said. “Or would it be an eighth, do you reckon?”

         
         Tommy seemed to consider this. “Less than that. A hundredth?”

         
         I had the oddest sense that I was watching the world move around me rather than existing in it. The blood was cooling on my
            skin and night rail, turning the latter sticky in a way that made me want to vomit.
         

         
         “Exactly how many bodies is normal?” I asked, with a calmness I didn’t feel. “Wait—two?”
         

         
         Hugh finally tore his gaze away from me, but only to level what I assume was one of his darker glares at the others.

         
         Willie sighed. “I’ll get a tarp and lye.”

         
         “And I’ll fetch some hot water for her ladyship,” Tommy said. “Mrs. Silver and Fizzy are keeping Fleming trapped in the kitchen
            for now.”
         

         
         “Tell Fleming . . .” I tried clearing my throat, but it didn’t strengthen my voice the way I’d hoped. “Tell him that it was
            only a bad dream.”
         

         
         There was no need to distress him until morning, when he saw the carpet carried out.

         
         Hugh sat back, his expression softening as he helped me up from the ground, guiding me away from the body toward the chairs
            arranged in front of the hearth. He tried to lower me into the nearest one, but I resisted. It was damn near impossible to
            get blood fully out of silk, and I wasn’t about to ruin the cushion.
         

         
         “I’m fine,” I told him again, pulling out of his reach to sit instead on the wood bench at the end of the bed. Hugh hovered
            beside me a moment longer, as if not yet convinced. His eyes seemed to darken with his thoughts, and I knew he was torturing
            himself over this, too.
         

         
         Finally, he tore himself away and strode toward the body, crouching. After a moment, he began a thorough search of it—for
            tattoos, scars, anything he might have been carrying on him that could have identified him.
         

         
         “We could have questioned the man,” he said. Rather bravely, I thought. It came exceedingly close to scolding Mrs. Keyes,
            who still held the vicious needle in her hand.
         

         
         “There’s no need,” she said simply, cleaning its length with a handkerchief before slipping it back into her braid. “Lady
            Foxcourt knows who sent him.”
         

         
         I stilled, pinned to the side of the bed by their expectant gazes. “I . . . well . . .”

         
         “I expect you’ll have questions for me as well,” Mrs. Keyes said to me.

         
         “Actually,” I told her, “you’ve answered the most pressing one. You’re . . .” I trailed off. She didn’t need me to tell her
            who she was. The deadliest assassin in all of Albion’s history, and the sole person responsible for ending the Gallian Revolutionary Wars.
               “. . . a hero. How did you know he was here?”
         

         
         “I heard him creep past my window and thought this might be his destination.” She arched a brow. “How fortunate you were not
            here for him to find.”
         

         
         “Who is this man?” Hugh demanded, not letting me squirm away from the most pressing question.

         
         “Goodness, can the poor child not be removed from this terrible scene?” came Mrs. Silver’s voice from the doorway.

         
         She carried a can of steaming hot water in, closing the door behind her. Careful to avoid dragging the hem of her wrapper in the various pools of blood, she made a large arc around the room to empty the can into the washbasin, only stopping to peer down at the man. She clucked her tongue. “Really, Marina. The carotid?” 

         
         “Everyone’s a critic until they’re holding the needle,” Mrs. Keyes huffed as she moved around the room, lighting more candles.
            “He dropped something, my love. I wasn’t sure if it was poison.”
         

         
         “It was perfume,” I told them. “One meant for sleeping. I recognized the notes.”

         
         “Ah,” Mrs. Silver said, bringing me a towel and the basin of hot water. I tried to take both from her, but she merely sat
            and began to clean the man’s blood from me. There was a distant, almost dreamy look on her face.
         

         
         “Nights like this make me reminisce,” she said, sensing my confusion. “I fell in love with Marina the first time she tried
            to jab one of her needles through my eye, and she with me, after the third time I tried dosing her with cyanide.”
         

         
         “It was really after the second time. You nearly had me with the wine,” Mrs. Keyes said with utter adoration. “Even after
            the intense palpitations wore off, my heart still fluttered every time I thought of your face. It was as good as any reason
            to stay alive during that war, knowing you were coming to try to finish me off.”
         

         
         I looked between them with a pained smile, feeling a touch lightheaded. Not one but two assassins in the house. Surely that
            had to be some record. Still, harrowing details aside, it was rather romantic, in its own mildly deranged sort of way.
         

         
         “You were an assassin for Gallia?” I clarified.

         
         Mrs. Silver nodded. “You seem—oh, what is the word?” It came to her quickly. “Quite sanguine about the fact.”

         
         “Surprisingly so,” Hugh said in disbelief. “When did you suspect?”

         
         “That everyone in the house wasn’t who they claimed to be?” I said as Mrs. Silver cleaned around my nose. “From the very first
            night.”
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes’s startling essence took on new meaning. God, how many lives did you have to claim before their blood stained your
            soul to that degree?
         

         
         “For one thing, there’s nightshade in the kitchen cupboard,” I said.

         
         Hugh shot an accusatory look toward Mrs. Silver.

         
         She lifted a shoulder in a perfectly Gallian shrug. “One simply does not know when a little deadly nightshade might be required.”
            She turned to me, stroking a knuckle down my cheek as she marveled, “How clever your nose is.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” I told her, resisting the urge to bask in that praise. To Mrs. Keyes, I said, “I don’t know that I ever would have guessed that you were the . . .” It was strangely difficult to make myself say it. “. . . the Black Needle.” 

         
         Mrs. Keyes smoothed a wisp of loose hair back. “In truth, I sometimes forget myself.”

         
         “And it doesn’t bother you that everyone assumes that you’re a man?” I asked, irritated on her behalf. “That you’ve never
            been recognized for it?”
         

         
         “Darling girl,” Mrs. Keyes said, “one does not survive a war without making enemies, many of whom are still alive and would
            be glad to find me. It was a privilege to start again here and to give myself a new name.”
         

         
         “And you only had to do the impossible and kill General Auguste to earn it,” Hugh muttered.

         
         “The last Lord Foxcourt was my handler during the war,” Mrs. Keyes explained before I could ask. “He helped Celine and me
            with the arrangements.”
         

         
         I thought of the painting down the hall, the way the artist had depicted the Black Needle as little more than shadows and
            smoke. And yet, here she was before me, flesh and blood, a small woman with a spine of steel and an essence drenched with
            blood.
         

         
         “My God,” I said, mortified by the sudden realization. “Have you all been pretending to be staff for my sake?”

         
         “No, dear,” Mrs. Keyes said, amused. “I am the housekeeper of Foxcourt House. Celine is our cook. The boys are our footmen,
            and Felicity is a maid. It’s not about keeping up appearances for you but for everyone else.”
         

         
         “We all perform different roles,” Mrs. Silver added, “sometimes in service of the kingdom, and sometimes only in service of
            each other and our home.”
         

         
         Hugh ran a hand back through his hair, and Mrs. Keyes patted his arm fondly, in a purely maternal gesture.

         
         What a dark, strange, but deeply interesting life Hugh had lived. Nothing at all like the staid, politely torturous upbringing
            so many of his rank had. There would always be some new layer of soul to pull back, some hidden corner of his life to discover.
         

         
         Mrs. Silver held out the rag to Hugh. “Come help your wife, mon chou.”

         
         “No, really . . .” I began, but Hugh was already taking her place, accepting the bloodied rag from her.

         
         “I’ll fetch her a new night rail and open one of the rooms upstairs,” she continued. “Perhaps the peach one? Horrid color,
            but no windows.”
         

         
         After a moment’s hesitation, in which he seemed to draw in a long, soft breath, Hugh took my hand lightly in his, turning
            the palm up toward him. The sensation of his calloused fingers sent a now familiar curl of warm sensation up my arm.
         

         
         Damn him. I’d nearly been carried off and had watched an assassin posing as a housekeeper kill a man with a needle no longer than my
            finger, and my body still reacted to his nearness.
         

         
         I started to pull back, only to stop when I noticed that the rigid lines of his face were relaxing as he dabbed at the blood
            coating my fingers. The whole of his formidable attention was fixed on my upturned hand, on his careful, delicate work.
         

         
         “Don’t tell me Fleming is an old pirate or world-renowned thief,” I said lightly.

         
         “No, dear,” Mrs. Keyes said. “He’s a butler with a nervous complaint who only knows a more pleasant shading of the truth where
            our pasts are concerned. Mrs. Silver and I found each other in the war and came here to start again. Felicity wanted to seek
            out life in town. The boys were merely orphans Lord Foxcourt took a liking to.”
         

         
         I took her meaning at once: I was not to tell him anything different. Not because they didn’t trust him, but because they
            didn’t wish to distress him.
         

         
         “Cartwell is one of my uncle’s former spies,” Hugh added. “Now retired. Mostly.”

         
         “This is a house that keeps its secrets,” Mrs. Keyes continued, “and holds them without judgment.”

         
         I shrank back into the silence, trying desperately not to look at the body sprawled on the floor. I knew Hugh felt the tremor
            work its way through me as he stroked the damp cloth over my palm. His voice was deceptively calm as he asked again, “Who
            was that man?”
         

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         His hand stilled.

         
         That suffocating feeling of panic returned. The truth had been buried in me for so long, it was a moment before I could find
            the words to unearth it.
         

         
         You are safe here, I told myself. And even if he despises you for it . . . it will only be another reason to sever this.

         
         “I don’t know,” I repeated. “I only know that he and the men who tried to take me at Briarwood Palace were Stone Sloggers.”

         
         Whatever Hugh had been expecting, it clearly hadn’t been that. Even Mrs. Keyes edged closer, looking as startled as she was
            likely capable of.
         

         
         “Stone Sloggers?” Hugh said. “I wouldn’t have expected Glenmoor to hire them—”

         
         “He didn’t,” I interrupted. “They came here on my father’s orders.”

         
         There.

         
         There it was.

         
         I felt no freer, no lighter, for having said it. There was no relief in the truth, not with the ghastly look of surprise on
            Hugh’s face or the way his hands slowly retreated from mine.
         

         
         “Your father is Michael Lockwood,” he said faintly.

         
         “That was the man my mother married,” I told him. “She named him as my father in the parish records, but the ceremony occurred
            after my birth.”
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes didn’t look surprised so much as concerned. “How in the Devil’s name did your mother become entangled with Robert
            Greystone?”
         

         
         “It happened before he became—” I paused, folding my hands together tightly in my lap. “It happened before he became the Robert Greystone. When she met him, he was a solicitor for Charles Walsh, who was only just making a name for himself as a
            smuggler and the leader of a fencing syndicate. They fell in love, but she spurned him when he suggested they elope against
            her father’s wishes.” I bit my lip. “She told me she’d rejected him because she’d sensed a sort of . . . growing darkness
            in him. He accused her of not wanting him because he wasn’t wealthy or powerful enough.”
         

         
         “And so, he killed Walsh and seized his fledgling underworld organization to prove her wrong,” Mrs. Keyes finished, looking
            faintly impressed. “Expanding to gambling, protection rackets, extortion, murder for hire, and brothels. Ambitious, to be
            sure.”
         

         
         “My mother discovered she was pregnant around that time,” I continued weakly. “But she wouldn’t go to him, not after what
            he’d done—well, I’m sure I don’t need to elaborate on that.”
         

         
         There had been all-out war within the ranks of Walsh’s old gang as the old man’s second- and third-in-command had fought Greystone for control of the group. Blood had run in the streets for months. 

         
         “She was afraid Greystone might try to use me in some way or take me from her—to punish her for her rejection, I suppose,”
            I said. “So, she disappeared into Riverside, and she was able to support herself for a time at a workhouse there . . . and
            then she met Michael Lockwood.”
         

         
         “I see,” Hugh said after a moment.

         
         I shook my head. “You don’t. Not entirely.”

         
         Standing on trembling legs, I made my way back to the washstand, where I had dropped the letter. The pool of blood was spreading
            ever toward it. For a moment, I was tempted to let it consume the old parchment and devour its secrets.
         

         
         Instead, I retrieved the commonplace book and brought both over to him. “This slipped out from the pages.”

         
         Hugh took the note, unfolding it with care. His brow furrowed as he read, then his gaze shot up to meet mine.

         
         “Dobbin—for Robert?” he asked.

         
         I nodded, swallowing. “I had no idea she called him that, I swear.”

         
         “Who is Dobbin?” Mrs. Keyes asked, her essence doused in the nuttiness of confusion.

         
         “A man we believe may have the nectar we need to finish Immortal Rose,” Hugh said. “He’s a known collector of fairy plants
            and oils.”
         

         
         Hugh looked as though he had swallowed one of Mrs. Silver’s poisons.

         
         The knot formed in my throat, aching. Well, it certainly wasn’t every day you found yourself married to the daughter of the
            Butcher of Linden.
         

         
         I pulled away from him and opened the commonplace book, scouring its pages for mentions of the name.

         
         “He had no idea you existed,” Hugh began. “Not until your mother’s journal was stolen.”

         
         “Yes,” I said.

         
         “Were you able to get it back?” Mrs. Keyes asked.

         
         “No,” he said, his hands curling against his knees. “Someone had already broken into the newspaper’s offices and stolen it.”
            Hugh reached out, catching my hip and my attention. “What does she mean in her note about Rosebourne creating a nightmare?”
         

         
         “I have no idea,” I said helplessly. “Earlier, Hornsby told me that my mother hadn’t been cast out, she’d chosen to leave, but that runs contrary to everything she’s ever told me.” 

         
         And if she had lied . . . why?
         

         
         “May I see it?” Hugh asked, gesturing to the journal. I handed it to him, feeling hollow at my center. He went straight to
            the commonplace book’s final pages, moving through them in reverse order. He breathed in sharply, then turned it around so
            I could read it. With my quizzing glass on the bedside table, I closed my one eye.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Dobbin finder’s fee for contract to be drawn:

                  Up front: Nectar of the Afallach tree—oil; heatherbore—oil; moonflower—oil; silverbranch—oil

                  Upon completion: Widow’s Veil—oil or raw; morningleaf—dried

               

            

         
         “Why in the world would he go to Greystone for anything?” I asked. “And why would Greystone agree to help him find something,
            for that matter?”
         

         
         Realization dawned on Hugh’s face as some unknown threads knotted together.

         
         “Not something,” Hugh said softly. “Someone.”
         

         
         I paled.

         
         “He went to Greystone thinking he would be motivated to find you,” Hugh said.

         
         Meaning Greystone had known of my existence—or at least the existence of a living child—before the newspaper had revealed it. I could take some pride in the fact that he apparently hadn’t learned my
            identity. Or maybe he hadn’t looked at all and simply bilked the old man of valuable oils. It was what I would have done.
         

         
         “We don’t know that,” I began.

         
         “I do,” Hugh said, almost contrite. “Rosebourne was looking for you before his death. He asked me to find you a day before
            he died, in exchange for creating Immortal Rose—perhaps not realizing he’d already traded away the most vital ingredient.”
         

         
         I stared at him, feeling as if the room’s shadows were circling around me. The theory had already existed somewhere in his
            mind if he leapt to it this quickly. “And you didn’t think to mention this?”
         

         
         “I . . .” he began, a bit weakly. “There wasn’t an opportune moment.”

         
         “Is there anything else about my life you’ve kept from me?” I asked.

         
         “The way you kept your true father’s identity from me?” he shot back. “The way it never occurred to you to mention why those
            men tried to take you?”
         

         
         “These situations are nothing alike,” I protested.

         
         “You’re right,” he said. “Can you honestly say knowing Rosebourne wanted to find you would have made a difference to any of
            the choices that have led us here? Because if I’d known Greystone would take interest in you—”
         

         
         “You’d have locked me in the house?” I finished. “Made me a prisoner in truth?”

         
         He drew back at that. “That’s not what I meant, damn it!”

         
         “Tonight and the”—my stomach turned at the memory—“the delivery of Madame Audette’s hands were his way of showing he could
            reach me anywhere, including here.”
         

         
         Hugh was furious now. “You knew he was the one to send them, not Glenmoor, and you said nothing?”

         
         “I realize now I put everyone here at risk,” I began raggedly. “And I’m sorry for it.”

         
         “Perhaps,” Mrs. Keyes interrupted, “we might table this discussion for after we’ve rested, when clearer heads and cooler tempers
            will prevail?”
         

         
         Mrs. Silver’s essence carried down the hall, along with the sound of her soft, padding footsteps. “Come with me now, ma chère—no,
            no leave that there,” she added, when I moved to take the porcelain basin. “I’ve brought more water up, and there’s a fresh
            night rail awaiting you.”
         

         
         “All right,” I said, craving her gentle smile of encouragement. She wore her sympathy heavily over her essence, adding a peat-like
            note.
         

         
         I cast one last look at Hugh as we left the room, feeling more fraught and unraveled than ever before.

         
         One thing, however, was certain. I knew it by the terror that coursed through me, but the resolve, too. I had spent years
            looking back over my shoulder, fearing every shadow. If I didn’t do this now, I would never be truly free to step into the
            future I was making for myself.
         

         
         It was time to stop running.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part Four
Immortal Rose

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Two

         
         “How does one rob the Butcher of Linden?”

         
         Reddy looked up from where he had been taking a long sip of his coffee. “Easy. They don’t.”

         
         The gloom-drenched morning room felt like a mirror to my mood. To my surprise, only Reddy and young Theo awaited me at the
            breakfast table.
         

         
         Reddy stood and gave a slightly ironic bow. Seeing Theo had remained seated, he hooked a foot around his chair and dragged
            it back, then lifted the boy to his feet by the scruff. “We rise when ladies arrive and depart. You might also try a ‘Good
            morning, my lady’ for good measure.”
         

         
         “M’lady?” Theo interrupted, leveling me with a look of searing accusation. “Yer one of ’em now?”
         

         
         “Temporarily,” I said, a bit too defensively given I was speaking to a child. “Don’t think I won’t give you a good basting
            if it comes to it.”
         

         
         The boy let out a harrumph. “But yer a lady.”
         

         
         “A notorious one,” I reminded him. “Haven’t you heard? I poison kings and bewitch husbands. The home secretary himself threatened
            to arrest me, you know.”
         

         
         Theo seemed begrudgingly impressed.

         
         Scrubbed up, with his brown hair trimmed, the boy looked almost healthy. He wore a miniature, nearly identical version of
            Reddy’s attire—a maroon jacket, yellow patterned silk waistcoat, and pale breeches.
         

         
         “He’s been promoted from hall boy to minion,” Reddy explained at my questioning look, reclaiming his seat. “Now what’s this
            about robbing Greystone?”
         

         
         Theo’s brows rose with interest, his cheeks stuffed with crumpets like a squirrel hoarding acorns as he looked between us.

         
         I gave Reddy a speaking glance. By the innocence of his expression, he already knew everything.

         
         “Here’s a quaint idea,” Reddy began, pouring himself more coffee. “Why don’t you try simply asking him for it back?”

         
         “I think we both know that is not how Greystone operates,” I said. “He’s said to live at the gaming hell he owns. Is there a way to slip inside, perhaps posing as deliverymen, or—” 

         
         “He holds meetings in the study of his private apartments all day,” Reddy said. “If he has the nectar, it would be there.
            Hypothetically, if I were to encourage your participation in this—which I am certainly not, if Fox asks—your best bet is to wait until the evening, when he leaves to walk the gaming floors. In fact, I heard he’s
            intending to host a fete there in honor of midsummer tonight.”
         

         
         “Oh?” I asked, pouring myself a cup of tea. “And, hypothetically, how would one secure entrance to it?”

         
         Reddy glanced at his fob. “I suspect you’ll see for yourself, in just a few moments.”

         
         “Foxcourt?” I guessed, glancing to his empty seat.

         
         “No, he’s engaged in other sordid business this morning.” Reddy picked up the copy of The Linden Times, passing it to me. If I hadn’t already been seated, I would have fallen over. There was a single story on the front page.
         

         
         
            Duke of Glenmoor to Wed Princess Eleanor

         

         “No,” I whispered. God, poor Eleanor. She must have been terrified. “How is this even possible? Is the King even—?”

         
         Theo looked up, intrigued, and I barely caught the word lucid in time to hold it back. It was the tenth day. If the hallucinations hadn’t begun, they likely would by evening. It no longer
            felt safe to hope that the King’s Blend would grant us additional time. We had to maneuver with the assumption the King had two days left. At most.
         

         
         “I don’t know how he did it,” Reddy said, sensing the direction of my thoughts. “Glenmoor gloated about securing consent yesterday,
            but given the King’s condition, we were awaiting word from Vernon on the matter. Fox has gone to confirm that there’s been
            a legal Instrument of Consent issued.”
         

         
         “Binged out of ’ere the moment he saw the papers,” Theo supplied helpfully. “Was in a right terror of a mood.”

         
         Reddy gave him a narrow look before continuing. “The document would have to have been witnessed by the Privy Council—but,
            of course, the groom himself is a member.”
         

         
         Of course he was. I buttered a piece of toast, fuming.

         
         “You should have told me of this yesterday,” I chided. 

         
         “I thought Fox would,” Reddy said. “But knowing your views on marriage, he likely didn’t want to distress you—and, well, he’s
            been rather distracted as of late.”
         

         
         Anything I might have said was preempted by the slam of the front door and a hurried set of steps.

         
         “Young William?” Reddy sang out. “Is that you?”

         
         It was. He had forgone his footman’s livery, instead donning a simple suit of clothes. His eyes were overbright as he gave
            me a pleased little bow. “My lady.”
         

         
         “See?” Reddy told his protégé.

         
         Theo, for his part, sat with his back as straight as a board, his eyes wide and his mouth opened. He looked as if he had met
            God himself.
         

         
         “Is your hall boy all right, Red?” Willie asked, noticing himself.

         
         “Minion,” Reddy corrected. “And yes, give him a moment to allow his soul to return to his body. Did you procure the goods?”

         
         Willie brandished a slim envelope, waving it victoriously.

         
         “I never doubted you for a moment,” Reddy said. “You still have the slyest fingers in all of Linden.”

         
         Theo made a noise of utter worship.

         
         Willie beamed. “Is Tommy about? His lordship’s going to want—”

         
         Tommy’s excited essence joined us as he did. When I saw the painter’s smock he wore, I understood the heavier-than-usual presence
            of oil paints in it. “I was working in the attic and saw you through the window. Did you get it?”
         

         
         Willie seized the opportunity to wave the envelope again. “Think you’ll be able to copy it quickly? I need to put it back
            before the Dovers’ butler is wise to it vanishing.”
         

         
         At least I now knew who was Slip and who was Sneak. I took a long, fortifying sip of tea and looked to Reddy. “Was it necessary
            to steal it?”
         

         
         “It’ll be returned before anyone notices it gone and reports it missing to Ardent’s,” Reddy explained. “Only members are invited
            to Greystone’s soirees.”
         

         
         “And neither you nor Foxcourt are?” I asked, surprised.

         
         Reddy scowled. “The waiting list for membership is outrageous. Remarkable what the Patricians can overlook for a bit of high-stakes
            play and the chance to pitch a crime lord on investments.”
         

         
         Remarkable was one word for it. The gambling establishment was shrouded in an irresistible layer of mystery, but legends of it persisted across the Brickbats. Its dice had been the ruin of countless men and legacies. 

         
         “I’ll need to put it back before the butler and housekeeper return from their errands,” Willie warned. He held the invite
            out to his brother. “What do you think?”
         

         
         Tommy wiped his hands carefully before he handled the envelope, taking up a butter knife to slide beneath the wax. To my amazement,
            he pulled it off without tearing the paper.
         

         
         The midsummer celebration was a midnight masquerade. Aside from a flourished A at the top of the card, the time of arrival, and which entrance to use, there was nothing particularly scandalous or remarkable
            about it.
         

         
         “This is too simple,” Tommy said, lifting the card and slanting it toward the sunlight. “There must be a hidden mark on it
            to verify its authenticity.”
         

         
         If one was embedded in the weave of the fine cardstock, sunlight didn’t reveal it, nor did any hidden ink appear with a dab
            of lemon juice or when it was held over a steaming cup of water.
         

         
         The Longmount brothers looked to each other. Willie dashed out, only to return a few moments later, steering a flustered Felicity
            into the room.
         

         
         She gave Willie a narrow look. “Is there a reason you’re interrupting my writing hour?”

         
         Willie gestured to the invitation. Clasping her hands behind her, Felicity leaned over it. After making a slow, careful study
            of the front, she turned the card over.
         

         
         “There’s a marking just here,” she said, pointing to the lower right corner. “A simple diamond outlined in blue ink, with
            a red number twenty-one inside.”
         

         
         “I knew it,” Willie said, smacking his fist in his other palm.
         

         
         “But—there’s nothing there,” Theo protested, standing on his chair to see it.

         
         I moved to stand beside Felicity, lifting my quizzing glass. I saw it now, though it was nearly too faint to make out. The
            Treasury had used Rosebourne blood in its ink to ensure only the family could read it. I’d never thought I might be able to
            read anything else written in regular fairy ink.
         

         
         “The ink is invisible to the human eye,” I explained to him, “unless, of course, you’re impervious to magic.”

         
         Fizzy leaned back. “If that’s all . . . ?”

         
         “God, I hope it is,” Reddy said, then signed to Tommy, “Do we have fairy ink?”
         

         
         “We do,” Tommy confirmed. “Should I copy it exactly, down to the number?”

         
         Reddy mulled it over. “Yes. We don’t know how Ardent’s numbered the invites. The safest bet would be for Fox to pose as Dover
            at the door. I’ll find a way to keep Dover occupied to buy him an hour or two.”
         

         
         Tommy nodded, setting off to begin his work. And after finishing my last bite of toast and the rest of my tea, I helped the
            others clear the breakfast table and began mine.
         

         
         

         The next few hours were the most peaceful I’d known in some time. As my hands worked, my thoughts emptied, surrendering to
            the simple pleasure of perfumery.
         

         
         The makings of Immortal Rose sat in a brown apothecary bottle before me, releasing its golden flowering scent as I pulled
            out its stopper and returned it to the vessel I was using to mix it. I added one drop of Rosebourne’s jasmine oil, then another.
            Relishing the way the notes harmonized with one another, I wondered if this was how a composer felt, arranging symphonies
            in their mind, layering notes only they could hear, the singular joy of it belonging solely to them for that short while.
         

         
         The Treasury, open on the counter behind me, seemed to purr in shared appreciation.

         
         I would add the perfumer’s alcohol once I had the nectar, and, of course, the magic once everything was blended. As frustrating
            as it was, this was all I could do for now.
         

         
         I drew in a deep breath, steeling myself against the thought. Having finished my primary distraction, I reached for the list
            Felicity had assembled of Mama’s perfumes, skimming through it for any that were unfamiliar. Most were the perfumes that she
            had taught me to make, carefully outlining their formulations in her journal, but there was one I didn’t recognize, A Dance
            of Delight, which, per the Treasury, filled one with an almost effervescent joy, at the cost of either the fairy plant sunleaf
            or a measure of your own happiness.
         

         
         “Is that all?” I muttered. It struck me again how cruel these bargains were, as if the magic itself were punishing us for having lost the gift of the flora the fairies had left us. 

         
         I turned through the pages, idly skimming the formulations, magic and otherwise, until one took my notice. A blaze of excitement
            lit through me, vaulting my heart to my throat. I reached for a clean apothecary bottle and began to search the shelves for
            the necessary ingredients.
         

         
         I finished blending it just as the sunlight deepened its golden hue, heralding the arrival of late afternoon. As I cleaned
            up, a playful yelp from outside the window drew me over to its warm glow.
         

         
         There, scrambling up and over a garden bench, were two fox kits. They seemed to bask in the day’s sunshine, their chocolate
            coats gleaming with the hint of red they would grow into. One pounced on the other, rolling them off the stone seat and into
            a bed of dahlias. Two more darted out of the ivy, joining the yipping tangle.
         

         
         I became aware of him slowly, the way one rouses from a deep sleep to find it’s morning. I reached up, toying with my quizzing
            glass, unable to bring myself to turn. After last night, and what had almost occurred between us, excitement and nerves had
            blended themselves into an accord of shyness—a word I never would have associated with myself before.
         

         
         His reflection darkened the glass as he came forward, placing something—a cup of tea—on the worktable. I knew by the smell
            it would be exactly as I liked it: nutmeg brown with the added milk, and only a dash of sugar. My heart swelled painfully
            at the realization of how closely he’d been paying attention, even at breakfast.
         

         
         “I thought you might need this,” he said, coming around to stand beside me at the window. As he looked through the diamond
            panes, I stole a glimpse of him. Despite his obvious exhaustion, a small smile curled his lips at the sight of the kits.
         

         
         “Four this year,” he said softly. “Any names yet?”

         
         “Not yet,” I answered. “Titania is a leading choice for one.”

         
         His gaze found mine. “How appropriate.”

         
         The Queen’s connection to my fairy ancestor, and the first creation of Immortal Rose, had struck me, too.

         
         “Is it true?” I asked him. “About Eleanor and . . .”

         
         I couldn’t bring myself to say the rodent’s name.

         
         Hugh dragged a hand over his face. “Yes. The Instrument of Consent is real, and a handful of the Privy Council witnessed His Majesty sign and put his seal to it.” 

         
         “How is that possible?” I asked. “How can he have that power over the King?”

         
         We had come back around to the initial question that had plagued Hugh.

         
         “He must have discovered something after he became home secretary,” Hugh said, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned
            back against the counter. “Some deeply embarrassing secret the King refuses to bring to light.”
         

         
         I picked up the cup of tea and took a grateful sip. Perfect.

         
         “Glenmoor has taken over preparations for the palace’s Midsummer Ball tomorrow evening,” Hugh said. “I hadn’t planned on attending,
            but it may be my last opportunity to expose him before the King is fully incapacitated.”
         

         
         Propriety and common decency be damned, not even the pallor hanging over the city with the King’s ill health could dissuade
            the Patricians from partaking in the sparkling wines and revelry. I had no great love for the King of Albion, but the toffs’
            willingness to look the other way disgusted me.
         

         
         The rim of my teacup froze against my lips. “I suppose the invitation doesn’t extend to me?”

         
         Hugh shook his head. “I can’t imagine willingly subjecting you to it.”

         
         I made a small noise of irritation. There would be time to have this argument later. Right now, there was a more pressing
            fight to be had.
         

         
         “Regardless, I’m coming with you to Ardent’s,” I told him.

         
         Hugh pushed off the counter. “Absolutely not.”
         

         
         “How will you find and identify the nectar and differentiate it from the other oils?” I challenged. “Have you forgotten the
            bottles aren’t labeled? Or were you just planning on taking all of them and hoping no one heard them clattering as you made
            your escape?”
         

         
         He opened his mouth, then promptly shut it, only to open it again. That was exactly what he had been planning. For all his cleverness, he was still a man.
         

         
         “I need to go,” I told him. “Can you understand that? I need to prove to myself he doesn’t have power over me anymore. The
            fact that he’s my father horrifies me more than you, believe me.”
         

         
         “Nothing about you horrifies me,” Hugh said, then gestured to the oil bottles lining the tables. “Except maybe your use of expressed glands in perfume.” 

         
         Damn him, I wouldn’t laugh. And I wouldn’t soften, either.

         
         “The King is hallucinating now, isn’t he?” I asked. “He is barely able to take food or water.”

         
         Hugh’s jaw clenched. Bloody hell. For once I’d hoped to be wrong.

         
         “After today, he’ll have two days left, if even that,” I said. “I understand your concerns, but we have no more time to waste.”

         
         Hugh whirled on me. “No. If he’s there, and he takes you—”
         

         
         Foxcourt cut himself off with a ragged breath, bracing his hands on the table and hanging his head.

         
         “There will be an answer one day,” Hugh said. “There will be an answer for daring to come into my home, for threatening you.
            But it cannot be today.”
         

         
         “I’m coming, Foxcourt,” I told him firmly. “I will sneak in after you, if I have to.”

         
         His body tensed, the muscles strained beneath his jacket, pulling at the fabric. “Back to Foxcourt now, is it?”

         
         I stared at him, understanding slow to arrive and embarrassment all too quick. When had I stopped referring to him by his title? I traced back over the last few days, but the change had come on so subtly, had felt
            so natural, it was impossible to tell for sure.
         

         
         “How am I meant to protect you,” he began roughly, “if you remain so willing to walk into every lion’s den? It’s my fault
            he discovered you in the first place. I should have anticipated—”
         

         
         “That my father would be a ruthless crime lord?” I said. “Like I should have anticipated there’d be two infamous assassins
            and notorious child gang leaders, one a noted forger, in this house?”
         

         
         Hugh eased back from the counter, looking more tired than before, if that were possible. His gray eyes were imploring.

         
         “I won’t breathe a word about them to anyone,” I promised him. I would protect them as fiercely as they had protected me.

         
         “I know you won’t,” he said. “But they’ve all suffered in their lives. You have suffered in your life. I cannot tolerate the thought of anything happening to them, or to you.”
         

         
         “You deserve that same care,” I told him. “You deserve more than just the strength to endure and protect everyone around you.”

         
         He made a small, dismissive noise, crossing his arms over his chest.

         
         “But you know I’m right in this,” I said. “I need to come with you tonight.”

         
         Hugh let out a sigh, looking cross. “Yes, damn you, I know you’re right—but don’t ask me to like it.”

         
         I hid my smile as I reached for the flacon of perfume I’d finished blending just before his arrival. I set it down on the
            worktable between us.
         

         
         “I cannot help you with Immortal Rose, you know this,” he said softly.

         
         “This isn’t Immortal Rose,” I said.

         
         His brow furrowed. After a moment’s hesitation, he reached for it, lifting the bottle by its delicate neck. “Will this give
            me claws and scales? Because I might deserve that.”
         

         
         The bastard deserved a tail, too, for what he’d put me through.

         
         I made my way around the table to the door, and he knew better than to stop me. The loveliest scent of blackberries, lemon,
            and tea leaves whispered into the air.
         

         
         I looked back as Hugh inhaled sharply. His profile had gone slack, his eyes losing all their usual intensity. There was a
            heartrending softness to his face, the boy he had once been daring to surface, only for a moment. His shoulders hunched, as
            if his whole being was trying to bring that scent closer.
         

         
         There was a loneliness to survival, to being the one left to remember, while the remembered slipped away more with each day.
            If I could give him nothing else, I could give him this.
         

         
         “I found the formulation in the Treasury and thought it might be the one.” I was speaking to his back now. “Tonight, then.”

         
         And with that, I left him to commune with the ghost of his mother’s memory.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Three

         
         Hugh knew he had made a fatal mistake agreeing to this harebrained plan the moment Viola appeared on the landing in a swirl
            of beaded sapphire taffeta.
         

         
         His world contracted around him. There was nothing worth seeing but her. The way the fabric shimmered in the candlelight,
            as if intentionally baiting his eyes to go straight to where it clung to the supple curves of her body, felt like the purest
            form of torture God could devise.
         

         
         She stopped on the bottom step, holding out her slender arms, clad in fiendishly appealing black satin gloves, like a soldier
            waiting to pass muster. The fete was a masquerade, no doubt to allow for some anonymity as people were on their worst behavior,
            and his own mask suddenly felt too tight, too itchy on his face.
         

         
         Hugh knew he had been silent for too long, drinking in the sight of the fiery and white-gold curls spilling down over one
            shoulder, the way the black domino mask framed her hazel eyes. The scratches on her face and neck were nearly healed thanks
            to the salve, leaving luminous, clear skin brightened with a bit of saucy rouge at the cheeks and lips. The goddess Venia
            would have wept with envy.
         

         
         “Well?” she murmured.

         
         And then he noticed the bodice.

         
         What was left of it.

         
         “What have you done to that gown?” he croaked out.

         
         The neck had been lowered to a scandalous degree and, combined with the wicked efforts of the stays, presented the creamy
            expanse of her breasts to him like an offering. One slight movement, one raise of her arm, and he knew it would reveal a hint
            of nipple.
         

         
         It had not—it most certainly had not—looked like that when he’d selected it in Audette’s shop. He wasn’t a madman bent on self-destruction.
         

         
         Every ounce of blood in his body was traveling south, until he was no longer secure in the belief that his cloak covered his now raging cockstand. His hands brought his topper discreetly in front of him, gripping it with the same force of longing he had to touch her. 

         
         Viola instinctively made to cross her arms over her chest, only to force them back to her sides, as if settling herself into
            tonight’s role. He almost groaned. Her full lips set in that little determined line that usually heralded his favorite sort
            of trouble.
         

         
         “What’s the matter with it?” she demanded. “We’re meant to slip in as Lord Dover and his doxy, are we not?”

         
         That glint in her eye. The challenge. She wanted him to say it. To admit it.

         
         He wouldn’t. Couldn’t. His mouth was dry, and his head was utterly empty of anything save one desperately sensual fantasy: taking his finger and
            drawing down that little strip of fabric that remained over her pale breasts, allowing them to spill out into his hands.
         

         
         Giving her the most complete pleasure she would ever know.

         
         She had been the one to regain her senses first last night and pull away—and thank God for that. Hugh had found the combination
            of her innocence and confidence in pursuing her pleasure so intoxicating, he’d been drunk on it. All but mindless, damn it.
            If there was to ever be anything there, they would need to take it slow, to ensure it was what she truly wanted and not just
            the heat of a passing moment.
         

         
         But tonight, perhaps emboldened by her attire and role, that confidence had returned. The way she was looking at him now,
            the dark heat in those eyes, was exactly how he imagined Greystone had looked each time he surveyed his new territory. Possessive.
            Hungry. Victorious.
         

         
         Bloody hell. He was all but panting at her, wearing an obnoxiously lavish velvet suit and tasseled boots. Damn Dover and his gaudy tastes.
            It wasn’t as if it made up for his deficient personality.
         

         
         And the black satin ribbon tied in a pretty little bow around the creamy column of her throat, like she was the most delightful
            of gifts to unwrap . . .
         

         
         It was at that moment that Willie had the misfortune of crossing from the study into the morning room. He paused midway across
            the foyer, his pale brows rising in pure male appreciation of the tempting vision before him.
         

         
         “Get her cloak,” Hugh barked at him.

         
         Willie bolted into the morning room before doubling back and fleeing to the safety of the kitchen.

         
         “Don’t yell at him,” Viola scolded. “Felicity will bring it down in a moment.”

         
         The door to the kitchen opened, and Keyes emerged, having clearly been chosen to deal with him. She made a good effort of
            looking blasé, straightening the painting of Albion’s coast that absolutely did not require straightening. When she entered
            the foyer, it was with the very placid smile Hugh had learned long ago was a warning. Inwardly, he winced.
         

         
         She turned, catching a glimpse of Viola, and clasped her hands together. “How perfect you look, my lady.”

         
         Perfect? Perfect? Perfect for forcing Hugh to beat every man with eyes off her. He let out a hard breath through his nose, looking at the woman
            who had raised him with utter betrayal.
         

         
         “Thank you, Mrs. Keyes,” Viola said, looking emboldened by the words.

         
         “I’ve finished hemming it!” Fizzy’s voice carried down the third-floor hall, followed by her hurried steps. By the time she
            reached Viola, swirling the velvet cloak around her shoulders and affixing its gold clasp at her throat, she was nearly beside
            herself admiring her handiwork.
         

         
         Fizzy fell back in step beside Mrs. Keyes, her eyes limpid with pleasure.

         
         “Let’s go,” Hugh said tersely. “God willing, this will be a brief adventure.”

         
         Mrs. Keyes gave his arm a discreet but painful flick as he passed. Her eyes carried a clear message: Take care with her.

         
         Too late, he knew.

         
         

         They had walked in silence through the back garden, passing through the mews and nearby streets until they found a hackney.
            He quickly bundled her inside, sending one last prayer to God in heaven for mercy before following.
         

         
         And now that same, charged silence set in deeper as the carriage rattled around them, driving her small body into his with
            every turn through Linden’s winding streets. Each time, he was forced to master the urge to drag Viola over his lap and ravish
            her mouth until her lips softened their hard line.
         

         
         Hugh began to wonder if the hack driver was intentionally making the sharpest turns imaginable to get to the Nine Veils borough. He nearly came out of his skin when Viola steadied her sliding body by bracing a small hand on his thigh. 

         
         She didn’t remove it, even as the carriage straightened out its path. Neither did he.

         
         Her breath caught as if she’d surprised herself, the sound faint beneath the drumbeat of his heart. Viola’s gaze was like
            the brush of rose petals against his cheek, soft but insistent. Then her hand began to glide up. Her touch was guileless,
            experimental, which made it all the more riveting.
         

         
         Up, making the muscle beneath her fingers quiver.

         
         Up, until the movement pushed back her cloak, revealing another glimpse of her bosom, the way it strained the delicate bodice.

         
         Up, to stroke the deep groove where his leg met his hip. Right, toward the obvious bulge tenting his placket. She made a little
            noise, a wondering, hungry noise, and God, he wasn’t strong enough for this. He wanted her more than his next breath.
         

         
         Hugh caught her fingers at the very last moment, pressing his lips to them to soften the rejection. Viola huffed in that way
            he adored, and just then, he couldn’t remember why it had been so necessary to stop. She’d singed a trail of embers into his
            skin, and it burned even now.
         

         
         He kept her hand, turning her palm up to press a kiss there, too, for good measure.

         
         “Perfume?” he murmured, bringing his nose to her wrist and inhaling the scent of roses and the natural musk of her skin.

         
         “You bought perfumed gloves,” she answered tartly.

         
         “Well done, me,” he said softly.

         
         Viola tugged at her hand, and, with great reluctance, he released it.

         
         “Hugh,” she said after a moment, having reclaimed her usual determination, “what are you planning?”

         
         “Now that is an interesting question,” he said. “At any point in time, I’m planning for any number of things. You’ll have
            to be more specific.”
         

         
         “For the Midsummer Ball,” she said. “You do have a plan for Glenmoor, don’t you?”

         
         “I may have the beginnings of one,” he allowed.

         
         Her gaze turned shrewd behind her mask. “And will you allow me to help you?”

         
         He shifted tactics. “I’m surprised you want to attend the ball at all—are you so eager to be presented to society? It will
            only make the annulment that much more scandalous.”
         

         
         She gazed at him evenly as the hackney coach rolled to a slow, torturous stop. “The Earl of Foxcourt, afraid of a little scandal?”

         
         No, certainly not. But with her smirk, he was ever so slightly afraid of her.
         

         
         

         There were two entrances to Ardent’s.

         
         The front palatial entry, carved of dignified white marble and featuring a stunning array of less dignified statues, had been
            a landmark on Regent Street for the nearly ten years since Greystone had mysteriously assumed ownership over the den of vice—rumored,
            of course, to have been through a card game. In all Hugh’s best attempts to unwind the man’s financial holdings, to look for
            some weakness to coax out and use to his advantage, he’d found little more than that.
         

         
         It was through these imposing bronze doors that men of all walks of life had stumbled, eager to waste whole inheritances on
            cards and dice, praying in vain to the hard-hearted ancient fairy goddess of luck, Fortuna, to save them when their fates
            turned.
         

         
         There, from the second-floor gallery, Greystone would watch the comings and goings like a lesser god, his countenance as cool
            as moonstone. Hugh had only ever seen the man from a distance, and that had been close enough for him.
         

         
         The invitation instructed the midsummer masquerade guests to use the front entrance, no doubt so Greystone could observe each
            arrival. Hence, they chose the second entrance: an otherwise nondescript red door tucked into the piss-soaked alley that ran
            behind the gambling hell. Hugh had to imagine Greystone enjoyed the thought of the Patricians being made to navigate the vile
            puddles, but it was to their advantage now, arriving unfashionably early without another soul in sight.
         

         
         This discreet door ushered in guests who sought a turn with one or more of the skilled house wenches or rooms for discreet
            assignations with lovers. It was, Hugh noted with mounting distress, nearly the same color that painted Viola’s lips.
         

         
         Excitement and curiosity lit her eyes at the sight of it, and Hugh was once again torn between pleasure and despair at her usual fearless disregard for her well-being. She had already been made to suffer so many of life’s cruel contours; he was loath to expose her to yet another tawdry slice of Linden’s darkness. In a world of coal, Viola was a diamond. She deserved palaces, not temples of sin. 

         
         As if to prove his point, silky tendrils of sensual rose and jasmine incense, along with pipe and cigar smoke, escaped through
            the frame of the door like a smoking gateway to hell and not merely a gambling den.
         

         
         Viola’s nose wrinkled beneath her mask, her brow furrowing.

         
         “What is it?” he asked, desperate for any excuse to send her straight back to Foxcourt House in the hack.

         
         She shook her head, and the same hope slid away. “Nothing.”

         
         Breathing in the smoke and damp night air, Hugh raised his hand to knock. The door creaked open, revealing a surly night porter
            in the hell’s signature gray uniform. “Tonight’s invite only.”
         

         
         Hugh held out the invitation Tommy had copied, bringing an easy smile to his face. The porter took it from him with obvious
            suspicion, raising a monocle to his eye as he turned the card over. The glass of the eyepiece turned iridescent in the dim
            street lantern light.
         

         
         Fairy glass, as he’d suspected. Hugh’s hand tightened on his jacket lapel. He was banking on any list of names that corresponded
            to the invitation number being at the front entrance.
         

         
         The guard inspected it. “Using the wrong entrance if yer here for the fancy t’-do.”

         
         “Thought we might start the night off with a different sort of fun,” Hugh told him genially, lowering his voice as if to bring
            the porter into his confidence. “Relaxes a man before he starts tossing dice.”
         

         
         “Aye,” the porter said, his gaze shifting between them.

         
         A lance of blistering heat pierced Hugh’s chest as the man’s glassy eyes fell on Viola, who had, damn her, spread her cloak
            once more and slowly, slowly, brought her gloved hand down over her collarbone, trailing it toward . . .
         

         
         “What’s a handsome gent like you doing guarding the door?” she asked, huskily. “Shouldn’t they have you on the floor, with
            all the other temptations?”
         

         
         That same furious heat spilled through him, until Hugh had to fight the humiliatingly primitive urge to haul her closer to
            his side. She is playing a part, as are you, you fool.

         
         The porter grinned, flashing brown teeth as he opened the door fully. “Come see me later if yer toff bores ye, yeah?”

         
         His gamble had paid off, but it no longer felt like the victory it was as Viola sauntered past him. She tossed Hugh a luring glance, trailing a hand over the porter’s shoulder. Then, like a figment of his darkest, most debauched dreams, she disappeared through the veil of incense smoke into the hall’s looming darkness. 

         
         And, like the dog he was, Hugh gave chase.

         
         Viola slowed her strides to absorb the newly revealed world around her. Greystone was a man with luxurious, unrestrained taste
            and a voracious appetite for art, and that was reflected even in the most hidden parts of the hell. The walls here were covered
            in dark silk and depictions of lovers unsuitable for anything other than a private collection.
         

         
         Viola slowed before a towering portrait of Venia, naked among the roses, her golden hair falling over her shoulder in much
            the same way as that of the young woman gazing up at her.
         

         
         Watching her, Hugh felt his hunger sharpen acutely, its fangs lengthening.

         
         “His office and apartments are upstairs,” he said, keeping his voice low.

         
         Viola seemed to startle awake from a dream, looking back at him through that mask, identical to his own. Her eyes were feverishly
            bright as she nodded, her tongue darting out to lick at her bottom lip.
         

         
         The linen of Hugh’s shirt rasped against his skin like sand as he moved—stalked—toward her. His entire body came alive to
            every sensation, as if his nerves were scattered cinders. The cool smoke stroked his face. The shift of his cloak against
            his shoulders, the tightening of his breeches with each long stride, nearly sent him into a state of mindless bliss.
         

         
         Hugh’s eyes fell on her silky gloves, and his mind could think of nothing else but how they would feel against his face. His
            chest. His aching cock.
         

         
         The air itself bloomed sweeter in his lungs, until his mind swam with it. It swamped his every thought, desire carving away
            the rest of the world until only they existed in it.
         

         
         The smoke drifted idly between them, swirling around her shadowed figure, hugging her swaying hips as she followed the curve
            of the hallway. The scent drew out a slow, drugging heat from the center of his chest as he followed a step behind her. He
            heard her breath hitch, as if she, too, had felt what this had become.
         

         
         A hunt. A chase.

         
         The first door appeared at her left, the candle on the sconce extinguished. Occupied. The next as well. The sounds of lovemaking sighed through the lilting song of a distant quartet, of clinking glasses, merriment. Moans. Reverent pleas. Flesh on flesh . . . 

         
         The gentle whisking of her dress against her legs, the rattle of the beads, the catch of her breath, that trail of perfume—every
            one of his senses heightened to absorb her into him.
         

         
         Viola slowed once more as she stepped into a pool of flickering candlelight. Above her, the painted constellations on the
            coved ceiling danced with unnatural light, the silver paint turning the moody silk iridescent. She had never looked more like
            a fairy to him than she did as she turned, her body lined with that same pearlescent light, to meet his gaze. Her red lips
            parted on her panting breath, begging to be claimed.
         

         
         Consenting, at last, to be caught.

         
         Her body trembled with the same need that racked his own. A bolt of lust cleaved him as her hand skimmed down the front of
            her chest again, down over the thin fabric barely containing her straining breasts, exactly as he had imagined himself doing.
            She shuddered at the sensation, and he lost the last piece of his rational mind.
         

         
         Hugh could not remember why he had ever denied himself. None of it mattered now. Nothing mattered but having her, loving her,
            driving himself deep into her body until his yearning soul met hers.
         

         
         He could not say if he crossed that distance or she, only that one moment they were apart, and the next, whole.

         
         Hugh kissed her with the hunger of a starving man, the sensation of her soft lips sending a rush of euphoric pleasure rippling
            through his body. Everywhere she touched seared him to his bones, the sensations so heady, so very intense, he disappeared
            into them, became them.
         

         
         He ripped away his gloves, needing to touch the soft skin of her face, to bury his fingers in that tousled hair. She opened
            her lips on a gasp, her tongue seeking the stroke of his with such innocent ardor it set his blood on fire.
         

         
         Desperate, undone, the last grip he’d had on his control burned away as Viola’s hands slid beneath his cloak, skimming over
            the ridges of his stomach, along the edge of his breeches.
         

         
         His lips trailed over her cheeks, her jaw, her throat, and she shivered at each touch, murmuring little pleas that drew a
            growl from his throat—“yes,” “please,” “Hugh.”
         

         
         Without realizing it, he had walked them toward the nearest door, where a candle still burned. She reached back blindly for
            the handle, as if she couldn’t stand to tear her mouth away from his ravening kisses.
         

         
         Inside the dark chamber, he spun her back against the door, pressing her to it, giving her writhing body the friction it was seeking. Her head fell back as she urged her own hips forward. Her little hands ripped at the clasp of his cloak until it fluttered to the ground. His stomach tightened, jumping as she skimmed her hands over it. God, he wanted to do the same to her, to touch her, to know her, everywhere. 

         
         Closer, came his desperate thought, need to get closer.

         
         He lifted her onto the small chest of drawers beside the door, the new angle allowing him to kiss her deeper still. And then
            he had what he’d so badly wanted, the gorgeous reality of it beyond imagining. He tugged at her bodice, wild and aching for
            her, freeing her breasts.
         

         
         Viola moaned, shaking as his lips descended to the soft skin of her throat, his tongue skimming along the hollows, teasing
            the hard points of her nipples with his fingers until, finally, he replaced them with his worshipping mouth.
         

         
         She arched into the touch with a cry, and it was the most beautiful, shattering thing he’d ever seen. Her pale skin flushed,
            her heavy-lidded gaze overcome with the same wonder and desire he felt. He wanted her, craved her, and that desire was gentle
            and shocking and demanding and hopeful beyond any hope he’d ever allowed himself.
         

         
         One of her hot hands tightened at the nape of his neck as the other finally found his cock. Hugh nearly spent then, his vision
            flashing white with a complete, obliterating lust as she clawed open the buttons of his fall and her gloved hand closed around
            his length.
         

         
         Hugh’s heart thundered throughout his entire body, frantic with need, as if she could disappear at any moment, vanish into
            the incense smoke slipping beneath the door from the hallway.
         

         
         He gripped her hand, holding her there, showing her how to please him, breaking their kiss only to rest his cheek against
            hers. His groan was an accusation, a plea: This is what you’ve done to me, this is how I need you. And when her clever hand had the way of it, the pressure, the long, delicious stroke, he drew her skirt and petticoat up over her legs as if revealing art, over her stockings, her garters, and the soft, sensitive
            skin of her thighs.
         

         
         He parted them, stepping closer—not close enough, not close enough—and trailed his knuckles softly over the exposed skin, up, as she had teased him in the coach, up, already feeling her wetness for him on her thighs. He caught her swollen bottom lip between his teeth, nipping it, his body humming with purely male satisfaction at the evidence of her desire. 

         
         You’re mine, he thought, only mine—

         
         “Yes,” she was whispering against his lips, “yes—”

         
         “May I touch you here?” he whispered roughly. He needed to know he could continue, that she wanted this. Truly. “I want—I
            want to give you pleasure—”
         

         
         “I will kill you if you don’t,” she gasped out.

         
         He let out a soft, delirious laugh against her lips. His fingers stroked the warm seam of her sex, slipping a finger into
            it to stroke her before finding the small, swollen bundle of nerves at its apex.
         

         
         Her hips jerked at the touch, her legs clamping around him as her wide eyes locked on his, her expression dissolving with
            undiluted pleasure. She mewled, a sound that would live inside him forever, and surged forward to meet his lips as he sought
            hers, devouring.
         

         
         This was right. This was everything. She was everything. No one would take her from him now, she was his to have, to protect, to love.
         

         
         Heat ringed his neck, a flame burning just beneath his collarbone.

         
         “Please,” she begged him, trying to draw him closer still, her hand working his shaft until he thought he might die from the
            pleasure of it, of her. She was so wet for him. “Please—Hugh.”
         

         
         That same heat turned to a knife, slicing through his awareness. He tore his lips from hers, his body from hers, clutching
            at his chest, trying to pull that flame away from his skin. The charm—
         

         
         The charm.

         
         The thought blared through his lust-addled mind, dosing him like ice water. Viola reached for him, her divine body displayed,
            primed for him, and God help him, he almost threw himself back into the bliss of that embrace.
         

         
         Hugh clung to the thread of awareness the pain brought, stumbling past a well-appointed bed. The sensation of her skin haunted
            his hands as he fumbled with the window and its latch. Cold, foggy city air tore into the room as he threw it open, bracing
            his hands against the frame, drawing in breath after ragged breath.
         

         
         The incense.

         
         Some magic was hidden in or by the heady scent. Had Viola detected some trace of it? Was that the reason for her hesitation
            at the door? But then, she hadn’t warned him . . .
         

         
         Hugh pressed a fist to his mouth, trying to master himself, his blazing heart. She wasn’t to blame. He had brought her here, and the magic had come on so slowly, so thoroughly seducing his mind, he hadn’t noticed it was happening
            until the pendant had finally absorbed enough of the enchantment to break its hold. It had felt like a natural deepening of
            his own desperation for her.
         

         
         His cock was hard as a diamond as he somehow restored his fall. Turning back to her was his second worst mistake of the night.
            He let out a ragged groan and nearly fell to his knees.
         

         
         After he’d abandoned her, Viola had reached down to pleasure herself, her eyes closed, her kiss-swollen lips panting. It was
            the most erotic thing he’d ever witnessed. It was hell itself, knowing the truth. The cold reality of the situation, of what
            they had nearly done, was the only reason he didn’t spend in his breeches like a lad of thirteen.
         

         
         She was a goddess. Her beautiful, rosy face twisting with the sweet agony of chasing the high, and every instinct in him begged
            him to replace her hand with his mouth.
         

         
         You bastard, he swore savagely at himself, you fool, bringing her here—

         
         Viola cried out, frustrated as release eluded her. The charm scalded him with the intensity of the magic it had sapped from
            him, and the sting of it sharpened his restraint.
         

         
         You cannot, he bellowed at himself. She does not truly want this, you cannot trap her in this life . . .

         
         He risked losing his very mind as he gathered her in his arms, her body all but boneless with that same drugging pleasure
            clinging to his own. He wondered if the incense heightened every touch, every sensation, as well, because the feel of her
            against him was molten on his skin. Hugh shook his head, forcing himself to focus, to help her. He brought her to the window.
            She shivered as the cool air struck her hot, flushed skin.
         

         
         “No, sweetheart,” he murmured as she tried to keep him from restoring her bodice, to press his hands to her breasts. Hugh
            nearly broke at her confusion, her pained noises of thwarted desire. Her pupils were huge, her lips begging for more of his
            attention to be lavished on them.
         

         
         Viola was all but sobbing with her need. “Hugh . . . please . . .”
         

         
         “Sweetheart, I’m so sorry—it’s not real—it’s not—” He held her to his chest, locking his arms around her to keep her from writhing. Stars burned behind his eyelids as her soft body pressed against his arousal. She pounded a fist futilely against his back as she wept with desperation. 

         
         God, in the next life, send me back as a rakehell, Hugh prayed, opening his eyes to glare at the nude women painted on the ceiling. Someone who has no morals or qualms.

         
         No, damn it. He didn’t want that, either. He detested those men. He just wanted her.
         

         
         As if it could soothe away his own pained longing, Hugh smoothed down her skirt, his hand gently restoring her disheveled
            hair to the best of his meager ability. Bloody hairpins were the Devil’s own instrument of torture, he decided, struggling
            to slide one back into place. He wanted nothing more than to rip all of them out of her curls, let them tumble around him
            like—
         

         
         Hugh gritted his teeth. The smell of her perfume, her skin, her desire, filled his senses; he focused his whole being on it,
            trying to commit it to memory. Using it to push away the narcotic effect of the incense.
         

         
         “I want you,” she pleaded. “I want you, too.”

         
         How much more of this could he take? All those times he thought God had spared him out of mercy or for some greater purpose . . .
            it was just to keep him alive for this torment, wasn’t it?
         

         
         He stroked a soothing hand along her back, feeling the shiver pass down her spine at that mere touch, drawing one from him;
            their bodies and their souls were still in conversation.
         

         
         Hugh shut his eyes. “Shh . . . it’s not real, sweetheart . . .”

         
         The pendant around his neck pulsed with the magic it had absorbed, a cruel echo of the desire that throbbed in him. He hadn’t
            realized she’d unknotted his cravat and opened his shirt until her lips found the skin at the base of his throat, pressing
            an open-mouthed kiss to it.
         

         
         He didn’t pull away, not even as her lips trailed up his neck in the sweetest of caresses. After all, Hugh had never claimed
            to be a paragon of morality, merely decent.
         

         
         Slowly, the tension in her body relaxed along with her pulse. She sagged against him, turning her face against his ridiculous
            velvet jacket. Gently, he used his thumb to wipe away the smudges of her lip stain around her mouth, using his sleeve for
            his own face. As much as he enjoyed the thought of her marking him in some way, claiming ownership, it would remind her of
            this. Of what they had nearly done.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she whispered after a long while, then squeezed her eyes shut. “No, I’m not.”

         
         He laughed softly, resting his cheek against her soft hair as her arms came around his waist. She stiffened, as self-conscious as he knew she would be as the memory of the last few minutes washed over her, but Hugh only held her tighter. 

         
         It stunned him, the impulse. The need to feel as close to her emotionally as he was physically.

         
         “I could die from want of you,” he whispered in her ear. “I would follow you, your devoted, worshipful servant, across lifetimes,
            the way the sun chases the moon across the sky. I would weave my soul through yours so no man or god could ever part them.”
         

         
         Her fingers pressed against the muscles of his back, and he wanted nothing more than to be drawn into her. “Then why?”
         

         
         “You know why,” he said.

         
         She exhaled. “There’s . . . magic in the incense.”

         
         “And it means neither of us is thinking clearly,” he said. “I swore to you I wouldn’t do this, and I’ve come close to it twice
            now. It’s unforgivable.”
         

         
         Viola pulled away, her brow marred by anger. “Stop being so bloody honorable.”

         
         Hugh would have answered, had he not suddenly become aware of a third presence in the room.

         
         He spun Viola behind him, his gaze shooting to the far corner of the chamber, where a slim, pale figure reclined in a gaudy
            chair, his booted foot crossed over his knee. His brown hair fell straight over the shoulders of his crimson suit. He’d chosen
            a horned mask for himself, but his dark eyes were unmistakable.
         

         
         “Don’t stop on my account,” Greystone said coldly. “You were just about to tell her all the reasons you’re a horrid cad, and
            how she deserves better than some rake who’d take liberties in her father’s place of business.”
         

         
         Viola’s heart hammered against his. Hugh took quick inventory of the weapons on him. A small blade in his jacket pocket, another
            at his hip. But just then, he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t die of mortification before the crime lord ever laid hands on him and
            that this wasn’t actual hell.
         

         
         “A voyeur, are you?” Hugh said roughly. “Though, what’s one more vice to a list of a thousand, I suppose.”

         
         “There’s nothing that happens in my club I’m unaware of,” he said. “Including an imposter using one of my invites and groping
            my daughter.”
         

         
         Viola pushed away from him at that, whirling on the man. “And I’m certain you had nothing at all to do with that, or do all gaming hells use incense made by fairyborn?” 

         
         Greystone rose with the grace of a cat, removing his mask to reveal a younger face than Hugh might have expected. Only a scar
            over his left eye revealed the hazards he’d traversed on his rise to the heights of criminality. There was an unsettling lack
            of spark to his expression, as if everything inside him was still and shadowed.
         

         
         Or dead.

         
         “No, they do not,” he told her. “I purchased all that remained of the DeForests’ stock. I was told that it would lower one’s
            inhibitions, as you have demonstrated. It allows some men to play deep and others . . . to play in a different sort of way.”
         

         
         Even Hugh felt daunted by the unusual coldness of Viola’s expression as she swept a single, dispassionate gaze over the man.

         
         “Take off your mask,” Greystone ordered. “I want to have a look at you.”

         
         Viola resisted, as Hugh knew she would. “That’s a privilege you’ve yet to earn.”

         
         Greystone let out a low, throaty chuckle. “Had I known a masquerade was all it would take to bring you to me, I would have
            hosted one days ago.”
         

         
         “We’re here on a matter of business,” she told him.

         
         “Ah,” Greystone said, his voice heavy with irony. “Then, my lady, I suggest you follow me.”

         
         Viola kept her feet planted. “Where?”

         
         “You asked to discuss a business matter,” Greystone said, “and such negotiations take place in my study—no, Foxcourt, I won’t
            force you back out into the hall. I don’t need to see you slobbering over her.”
         

         
         Greystone pressed one corner of a painting’s gold frame, releasing a door in the wall paneling that was so well disguised,
            it had even passed Hugh’s notice.
         

         
         Viola met his gaze quickly, to confirm that this was, indeed, what they were doing. At Hugh’s nod, she retrieved her reticule
            and his gloves, smiling faintly as she passed them back to him. Hugh despaired at the realization he’d shed her cloak somewhere
            in the hall, and wrapped her instead in his own.
         

         
         They followed Greystone through a dark corridor Hugh suspected ringed the whole of the floor, taking note of what appeared to be peepholes. Finally, the hidden passage opened to a set of stairs at the edge of the hazard room, alive and gleaming like some fairy palace in the throes of a dissolute revel. It was luxurious, all mahogany and black velvet. The game tables were as pristinely maintained as the glittering chandeliers above. The latter had been draped with garlands of flowers, to celebrate the coming of midsummer, and it gave the usually refined splendor a primitive edge. 

         
         Servers spun through the masked crowds, unfazed by the blatant lust and greed on display around them as women and men draped
            themselves over the gamblers playing deep. Many had left a second, untouched glass of liquor beside their own to invite Fortuna
            to their side as they flung the dice.
         

         
         The music plucked at Hugh’s every nerve, scoring the rhythmic movements of the lovers tucked behind statues and into alcoves.

         
         Greystone carried himself like a king through it all; the few servants they encountered vanished back into the shadows once
            they saw his long, confident strides toward them. But he did not speak again until they met two men guarding the second-floor
            gallery.
         

         
         “Search him,” Greystone said to one of the burly porters.

         
         Hugh allowed himself to be submitted to a rough patting down that saw him lose both knives.

         
         “Now what did you plan to use those for, I wonder?” Greystone asked ironically, opening the door to his study. “He stays out
            here.”
         

         
         Protest surged in Hugh, but it was Viola who said, “No. He joins us.”

         
         Greystone let the silence stretch uncomfortably, as if testing Viola’s ability to withstand its chill. Finally, he said, “As
            you wish. But if he speaks, I will take the utmost pleasure in tearing his tongue out at the root.”
         

         
         Viola looked to Hugh, waiting for his assent. Her eyes were bright, but she didn’t seem afraid. Gritting his teeth, and going
            against his better judgment, Hugh nodded.
         

         
         The study gleamed like an emerald in firelight, finer than any in Summerland Palace. Every wall, including the bookshelves,
            had been painted a shade of green so dark, it was nearly black. Crystals, polished and raw, were scattered among the books
            and trinkets—fairy relics, no doubt.
         

         
         Hugh nearly rolled his eyes as the stones seemed to flicker with inner light as Greystone passed them, only to stop when he realized they had done the same as Viola had crossed before them on her way to the massive oak desk. 

         
         Greystone slid into his high-backed chair, its frame studded with yet more crystals. When Hugh was certain they were alone,
            and no other danger was present, he pulled out one of the seats before the desk for Viola and remained standing behind her.
         

         
         “I’ll come straight to the point,” Viola said with a calmness Hugh most certainly did not feel. “I’m here for the fairy nectar
            William Rosebourne gave to you.”
         

         
         “I see,” Greystone said, clearly humoring her. He felt Viola tense at the man’s tone and stroked a soothing finger along her
            shoulder. “Unfortunately, you see, that was part of a down payment for services rendered. I’m under no obligation to return
            it just because the man was finally blown to hell.”
         

         
         “Payment to find me, was it?” Viola said.

         
         “Yes, but for something else as well.” Greystone’s expression darkened. “He needed help procuring what he called sweetfeather.”

         
         Hugh racked his memory for why the name sounded familiar, landing on his and Reddy’s trip to the Rosebourne archive. Sweetfeather
            had been one of the missing oils—but if it hadn’t been given to Greystone, whom had it gone to?
         

         
         Viola breathed in, glancing back at Hugh as she confirmed, “True.”

         
         Greystone shook his head. “I’d forgotten that infernal talent of Lily’s.”

         
         “Seeing as you did not, in fact, locate me,” Viola continued, “I am here to reclaim it.”

         
         Something happened to Greystone’s mouth that, on anyone else, might have been a smile. Now, it only gave the impression of
            a wolf licking its teeth. “You have no ownership of the company, daughter, and cannot act on its behalf. Consider it a blessing.”
         

         
         Hugh’s attention perked at that. A blessing in what way?

         
         “It will be mine soon enough,” Viola told him.

         
         “Ah,” Greystone continued. “Once you have cleared your name in the small matter of the King’s poisoning? How disappointing
            you didn’t use something stronger.”
         

         
         “As I assume you already know, I did not poison him at all.”

         
         “And yet, you resisted all of my attempts to bring you here,” he said, “to bring you under my protection.”

         
         Hugh’s eyes narrowed.

         
         “Is that what it was?” Viola shot back. “I might have called it kidnapping.”

         
         “I offered you the life of the woman who dared to poison you, didn’t I?” Greystone said.

         
         “You offered a gruesome token of your own power,” she said.

         
         “I’m glad you saw it as such,” Greystone continued. “From the moment I knew you existed, I have only desired to protect you,
            to keep you away from Rosebourne and his darkness. You wish to believe I am the villain, but you have impugned the wrong man.”
         

         
         “Actually, I’ve hated you both quite equally, and not without good reason,” Viola said. “I have never needed or wanted whatever
            passes for your idea of ‘protection.’”
         

         
         “And yet, here you are.” Greystone waved a dismissive hand. “Am I to take it that you need the nectar of the flowering Afallach
            to save the King and claim that inheritance? Do I have the right of it?”
         

         
         “You do,” Viola said. “And as I have never, and will never, ask anything else from you, I expect that this should not be too
            much of a hardship.”
         

         
         “On the contrary,” Greystone said with a tsk. “I’ve spent years hunting down the nectar. I could not possibly let it go as a mere favor.”
         

         
         Viola straightened at that, and Hugh knew her temper was very close to catching. Bloody hell. Hugh’s thoughts raced, trying
            to summon what else they might barter with. A piece of information, a promise to look the other way on importations . . .
         

         
         “Why?” Viola asked. “Because you need it yourself?”

         
         The words seemed to cleave the room in two. The man went very, very still. Hugh stepped closer to Viola’s chair, subtly eyeing
            the desk for anything he might be able to lunge for.
         

         
         “Your scent is strange,” Viola told him. “It’s not like anything I’ve ever encountered. Not poison, not illness . . . something
            else.”
         

         
         Hugh’s brows rose. What else could it possibly be?

         
         “Is that the reason for all of this?” She gestured to the fairy relics displayed on the shelves around them. “Is it something
            to do with fairy magic?”
         

         
         The man said nothing. A single brow arched, curtailing any further line of inquiry.

         
         “You called this a matter of business,” Greystone said. “Make me an offer.”

         
         “Certainly,” Viola said, and there was a faint metallic click. “How is this for an opening bid? You give us the nectar and allow us to leave unharmed, and I don’t shoot you in the heart.” 

         
         Hugh looked down to find that Viola had, seemingly out of thin air, procured a pistol. She braced her elbow on her chair’s
            armrest, leveling the barrel at her father with a pleasant smile, as if it were merely a thing Greystones did to each other.
            A customary greeting.
         

         
         Because this—her sharper edges that had always beckoned to his love of danger—this was all Greystone, not Rosebourne, as he’d
            assumed.
         

         
         “It’s rather expected to store a pistol beneath your desk,” she said sweetly. “Next time, you might pay more mind to whether
            or not your guest is within reach.”
         

         
         Greystone let out a laugh of astonishment and delight—a true laugh, which made it even more unsettling. “I could swat that
            gun’s bullet away like a fly.”
         

         
         “Shall we try?” Viola asked brightly, and if it were possible, Hugh was more aroused than he’d been downstairs.

         
         Greystone leaned back against his chair, openly appraising Viola as one might study a piece of art he wished to purchase.
            Hugh’s hackles rose.
         

         
         “I must say,” Greystone began, “I never expected to have a child marry into the aristocracy. You’ve done quite well for yourself,
            haven’t you?”
         

         
         “I might have done better still, had my mother chosen a man with a soul to be my father,” she said flatly.

         
         Hugh’s hands tightened around the back of Viola’s chair, nudging her shoulder with a warning finger. As far as negotiations
            went, Hugh had experienced worse, but not by much.
         

         
         “And yet, for all you have the look of your wretched grandsire and your mother’s fine way of speaking,” Greystone began, steepling
            his fingers, “you’ve more of me than you’d care to admit.”
         

         
         “That’s true,” Viola allowed. “Mama was gentle and sweet. A true lady. I’ve always wondered what she saw in you, and I fear
            I’m no closer to understanding, having now met you.”
         

         
         Greystone’s mouth flattened dangerously. “I have wondered that myself,” he said, deceptively calm. “Then again, it would seem
            she never understood me at all, or what I was building for her.”
         

         
         Hugh bit his tongue to keep from saying, Perhaps all the blood had rather obscured things.
         

         
         “Well?” Viola asked.

         
         “Here is my counter,” Greystone said. “You disentangle yourself from this churl, you forgo your aspirations to claim the fortune
            of a man who spurned your mother, and you remain here with me, because I alone can protect you. You inherit the empire I am building.”
         

         
         The force of Hugh’s anger surprised him. It curled in his chest like a wounded dog, snapping at the threat. Because, in truth,
            some part of him feared what the man had said was true. Only Greystone truly possessed the resources and influence to protect
            Viola now.
         

         
         “Tempting,” Viola said sardonically. “But no. I am not a child. I am barely your child. You have lost all right to act as a father.”
         

         
         Greystone’s nostrils flared. “Then counter.”

         
         “You give me the nectar, and I won’t shoot you in the head.”

         
         “That should have been your starting position,” Greystone informed her. “A man can survive a supposedly mortal wound to the
            heart. I should know.”
         

         
         It skirted so close to vulnerability from a man who had claimed to possess none that Hugh couldn’t mask his surprise.

         
         “How about . . .” Greystone began again, lifting something from the desk: a worn brown leather journal. “. . . you stay, and
            I return this to you.”
         

         
         Hugh felt a tremor pass down Viola’s spine and knew at once what the book was. Or rather, whom the journal had belonged to.

         
         “I think you ought to keep it,” Viola told him. “There is nothing more I can learn from it. You seem to need a reminder of
            how badly we suffered because of the choices you made with your wounded pride.”
         

         
         Greystone’s nostrils flared. “Your grandsire forbade the match.”

         
         “But it wasn’t the reason she rejected you in the end, was it?” Viola replied, and Hugh admired and despaired her fearlessness
            in equal measure. “She was in love with the person you were, not the man you thought you needed to become.”
         

         
         The crime lord’s lips stretched into a sneer. Greystone set the journal down again, but his fingertips trailed absently over
            the cover, as if to recall the feeling of the hands that had held it long ago.
         

         
         “Here is my final offer,” Viola told him. “I will agree to help you with whatever is ailing you, whether it involves the creation
            of a perfume or something else. In exchange, you will give us the nectar now and allow us to leave unharmed.”
         

         
         “Viola,” Hugh said sharply.

         
         “I cannot give you the nectar now, but I can promise it will arrive by tomorrow at midnight at the latest,” Greystone said. “I do not keep it here. It must be fetched from my country home.” 

         
         “Fine,” she ground out. “By tomorrow at midnight. No later or the deal is off.”

         
         It would be cutting things altogether too close where the King’s life was concerned.

         
         “Viola—” Hugh began again.
         

         
         “Well, then, if it is a choice between time with my cunning daughter and a bullet in the head, I suppose I must accept,” Greystone
            said, his lips curling with his smirk.
         

         
         “Like hell she will,” Hugh growled at him. To indebt herself to this vile creature—it couldn’t be borne. “She will not be beholden to
            you in any way. If you won’t take a favor from me—”
         

         
         Greystone flicked his fingers at Hugh dismissively. “You have nothing I cannot gain myself. I have already accepted the terms.”

         
         Hugh took Viola by the arm, drawing her close to his side. The gun he pried from her hand was still hot from her touch, and
            its weight did nothing to soothe his anger or his fear.
         

         
         “I was so certain you were here to discuss sweetfeather,” Greystone mused, leaning back against his chair. “If only.”

         
         The room, the agreement, and Viola’s determination spun out around Hugh in a wild tumult. The thought of her trapped with
            this man in any capacity . . . Sweat soaked the back of his shirt, his heart kicking so hard he was certain it would shred
            itself against his ribs.
         

         
         And Viola’s eyes saw it all. Her fingers curled around his, her expression reassuring. You know we must, her eyes said. This is the only way.

         
         It wasn’t, damn it all. She couldn’t give more of herself, not after Hugh had already asked so much.

         
         But it was too late.

         
         Hugh pulled Viola toward the door, nausea souring his stomach. They needed to leave. Now. Before Greystone’s club porters took her and slit his throat for good measure.
         

         
         Greystone, however, did not require a blade to cut Hugh to the quick.

         
         “You might have my daughter, Foxcourt, but I know what Glenmoor is holding over the King’s head,” he called. “I only wonder
            if you’ll be able to discover it in time to stop what’s coming.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Four

         
         We surfaced from Ardent’s as if rising from the murky depths of the River Temese.

         
         I eagerly gulped down the cool Linden night air, inviting the smog and animal droppings and reek of unwashed bodies to drive
            out the last of the incense’s heady magic from my blood. I felt exhausted and exhilarated.
         

         
         But more than anything, there was tremendous relief. As if I were taking the first true deep breath of my life, after not
            having realized how shallow the rest had been.
         

         
         It was over.

         
         I had faced the monster who had haunted my every step, my every choice, year after year, and I had exorcised that terror from
            my soul.
         

         
         It had been as though I was meeting half of myself for the first time. All the greed and self-interest and pride and grit
            that Mama had lacked—the part of myself that I had never liked but had kept me alive.
         

         
         Hugh’s hand closed around mine as he hurried us through the men milling outside of the club’s main entrance. He didn’t speak
            at all as he scanned the street.
         

         
         My cheeks flushed as glimmers of memory surfaced, my body still thrumming with wild longing. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying
            to bank the embers of desire the memory stirred. My skin clung to his touch possessively, refusing to relinquish the sensation.
            Thoughts arrived and flittered away like feathers as I touched my kiss-stung lips.
         

         
         “Hugh—” I began.

         
         “Not now.” The traces of tenderness I’d felt within his arms had faded, and all that was left was steeled purpose.

         
         To my surprise, he’d been hunting not for a hack, but for Foxcourt House’s unmarked coach. We located it three streets away,
            near the Bend—the famous street of lively shops that ran perpendicular to what had once been the old bank of the river. Cartwell
            spotted us first, waving an arm through the darkness.
         

         
         We hurried over to it, and without preamble, Hugh opened the door and quickly handed me in. I collapsed against the seat, the last of the golden pleasure fading. 

         
         Hugh took the seat across from me, widening the gulf between us when, no more than a half hour ago, we had nearly been as
            close as two people could be. Even now, I felt the emptiness I’d begged him to fill. Even now, I was mortifyingly desperate
            for him.
         

         
         Hugh rapped on the ceiling, ensuring the window between him and Cartwell was well and truly shut before he turned to me again.
            The anger in his face set my teeth on edge.
         

         
         “Why in God’s name would you ever agree to do a favor for that man?” he snarled, ripping the mask from his face.
         

         
         “Because it’s the only way to get the oil quickly,” I answered, sliding off my own mask. “You said it yourself—everything
            hinges on the completion of this perfume. It will be close, yes, but if the King can hold out through tomorrow, we’ll have
            Immortal Rose to him by the next morning. What otherwise would have been his final morning.”
         

         
         Hugh reeled back against his seat, looking as though he was struggling to master whatever words were threatening to explode
            from him. “I didn’t—it wasn’t meant to be at such a cost to you, damn it.”
         

         
         “Every perfume comes at a cost to me,” I reminded him.

         
         The last threads of his composure seemed to hold, but only just. His eyes flashed dangerously.

         
         “Where is that ruthlessness?” I asked him. “That willingness to see this through at any cost?”

         
         He seemed taken aback by the question, as though he hadn’t dared to ask it of himself. “I’ve let you become far too entangled
            in this—”
         

         
         “You’ve let me?” I echoed in disbelief.
         

         
         “To owe something to a man like that—bloody hell, Viola.” Hugh raked a hand through the thick hair I’d mussed. He’d lost his hat somewhere between when I’d basically crawled
            up his body in the hall and when we’d been discovered.
         

         
         God. The mortification was late in coming but no less powerful. Of all the people to witness the tail end of our . . . activities . . .
            it had to be him.
         

         
         “And what’s the matter with Greystone anyway?” Hugh asked. “What did you mean about his scent?”

         
         I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist asking, not when there was another powerful secret to collect.

         
         “I’m not sure I can explain it,” I told him. “His essence smelled vaguely of magic, but it was brittle, like burnt sugar. Finding out is another reason to go, isn’t it?” 

         
         I almost laughed at his testy expression, which very much said yes even as those sensuous lips said, “No.”
         

         
         Truthfully, Greystone’s essence had unsettled me altogether. The wintry chill of long-buried pain with the mineral grit of
            greed. There were the usual touches of a man of business—parchment, ink, coins, leather—but also blood and steel, and, more
            than anything, the devastating, heady scent of lilies.
         

         
         “What if you go to fulfill your end of the bargain and he doesn’t release you upon its completion?” He braced his hands against
            his knees, staring at them as he collected his thoughts—or rearranged them into another shield for his feelings.
         

         
         I arched a brow. “Would you allow that?”

         
         “Of course not, damn it, but that’s beside the point.” His expression turned bleak.

         
         “Can I not rely on you to keep me safe?” I asked, wanting to kiss the furrow between his dark brows, wanting all of him, even
            this foolishness.
         

         
         “I think tonight proved you cannot.”

         
         “Ah, yes,” I said dryly. “You beast, giving me exactly what I desired. What I still desire.”
         

         
         He looked up sharply at that, a note of warning in his voice. “Viola . . .”

         
         “It had to be done,” I insisted. “Glenmoor won’t become regent, and once the King learns that the duke is responsible for
            the poisoning—”
         

         
         “It won’t matter,” Hugh cut in. “Whatever he has on the King stands. He may not become regent, but he will still find his
            way into power by marrying Eleanor. There’s only one end for this now.”
         

         
         I sat back against my seat, speechless. “You mean to kill him.”

         
         “Does that shock you?” he asked, his tone turning mocking and sardonic. But I knew him too well now and recognized it as an
            attempt to push me away. “I was in denial before. He’s positioned himself too well to be merely knocked off the pedestal now.”
         

         
         “That’s not true,” I told him. “You’ve only settled on the deadlier path because it’s the one you can carry out alone, at
            huge cost to yourself.”
         

         
         He stared impassively at me—through me. I could feel myself growing more upset, as if needing to fill the void of his emotion with my own. But this retreat didn’t
            feel cruel; it felt self-protective.
         

         
         “There is no reason Glenmoor can’t be exposed for the monster he is, but that will require everyone’s help, as tonight did,” I continued. “And either you’re terrified of something happening beyond your control, or you’re simply too prideful to allow anyone else to help you bring the man down. So, which is it?” 

         
         Breath tore in and out of him, his jaw clenching as he turned to glare out the window.

         
         “I believe it’s the former, but just now, you’re convincing me of the latter,” I told him. “Hugh, do you know why I felt brave
            enough to confront Greystone after years of running from him? It was because you were with me. It was knowing I could trust you completely. Can you not show me the
            same trust and tell me why it’s come to this?”
         

         
         “It’s not for you to understand,” he answered coldly. “Your responsibility is the perfume, mine is to stop Glenmoor, no matter
            the cost.”
         

         
         “Then as the only one of us who has experienced Fairgate, I can assure you that you’ll be longing for the gallows after a
            few days, you bloody impossible man,” I ground out. “It’s pride, then. How disappointing.”
         

         
         The muscle in Hugh’s jaw tensed. How could I make him understand?

         
         “You . . .” I drew in a steadying breath, my hands curling in my lap until the mask was crushed between my fists. “The reason
            there was a poison perfume in my mother’s journal, the reason I recognized it, is because she used it.”
         

         
         Hugh’s eyes darted toward me. His lips parted on his next breath, but I wouldn’t back away from this now.

         
         “She had married Lockwood out of fear, only to find that he had trapped her—trapped the both of us—inside of a prison of it,”
            I said. “After he could no longer work, there was nothing to do for him but drink and take out the fury of his pain and humiliation
            on us.” I worked my jaw, trying to ease the stiffness there, to choke out the words. “At first he only struck her. And then
            I made the mistake of revealing he’d been to a brothel one night, and he birched me for it until I was sure I would die.”
         

         
         “God,” Hugh whispered, his hands tightening into fists.
         

         
         “Mama couldn’t petition for divorce, not by the sacred laws of the Church, and he refused to grant one,” I continued. “She was convinced that he would find us no matter where we went, and—and after what he had done to me, she hated him. He was given the gift of her, and he shattered her like a careless child, and when she pieced herself back together, she was never the same. She was jagged, consumed by that hatred.” 

         
         Hugh’s attention was rapt now.

         
         “She took matters into her own hands,” I said. “But she had no fairy plants to use. She would never seek to harm an innocent.
            So to poison him, she poisoned herself. In her need to end his life, she destroyed her own. She lived only months longer than
            he did, and if her aim was to protect me—well . . .” I closed my eyes against the sting of tears. “She may have killed the
            monster, but she left me alone in the world that had created him.”
         

         
         I could tell I had shocked him; his unguarded expression told me as much.

         
         “I love her, but I hate her for it, too. Because she did it for me and then left me to live with the guilt of it,” I said.
            “I would have taken years more of that agony and suffering if it meant she could have lived. I needed her alive and with me.”
         

         
         “Viola—” he began roughly.

         
         “Don’t expect the rest of us to stand idly by as you destroy yourself trying to destroy Glenmoor,” I said. “You accused me
            of not asking for help, but you’re guiltier of that by far. We need you alive. I need you—” I pressed my hands to my eyes,
            trying to smother my feelings. “Until all of this is over, until all of this between us is at an end, I need you.”
         

         
         It felt as though I had cut myself open, exposing my heart to the chill of the night air. Telling him this, letting him see
            me—see my pain and fear and vulnerability—was agonizing. Almost unbearable. My body tensed as if to flee.
         

         
         And then he spoke.

         
         “It will never be over between us,” he said, his voice low. “Can you not feel it? The way my soul beckons to yours?”
         

         
         My heart stilled in my chest. I pulled my hands from my face slowly.

         
         “You should hate me,” he said, bracing his head in his hands. “I have craved the blade of that hatred like nothing else because
            I know I deserve it. Because I know it would be the only thing powerful enough to cut this tether that draws me to you like
            a starving man to the manna of heaven.” He made a noise of frustration at the back of his throat. “It is—it is maddening. The harder either of us pulls back, the tighter that knot between us grows. Tell me you feel it, too—that sense of inevitability,
            even as it’s what neither of us wanted.”
         

         
         “I do,” I whispered.

         
         He looked up then, his eyes haunted. “I can neither apologize enough for what you’ve suffered at my hands nor pretend I regret that it has led us here. I am not a good man or even a kind one, but I am yours all the same.” 

         
         Hugh clenched his eyes shut.

         
         “I would kill anyone who caused you half the harm I have,” he rasped out. “I would carve the heart from my chest if you asked it of me, because
            I’m certain it was always meant to be yours. I swore to you that I would let you go, and I will. I will, damn it. If losing you is my punishment for all of this, I will suffer it—but in the meantime, I cannot risk you. I would
            not survive it.”
         

         
         “Hugh . . .” I began, shocked.

         
         “I found you in the dark,” he continued. “You know it as I do. And if it is my final act in this world, I will do everything
            in my power to ensure you’re never made to return to it. But you cannot ask me to turn back now. The course has been set.”
         

         
         You cannot survive in the shadows of someone’s heart, Mama had told me once. There must be light if anything is to grow.

         
         He was pulling away out of pain and fear. He deserved more than that, and for all society would have me believe, that I was
            born a shameful mistake, so did I.
         

         
         “You’ve decided, have you?” I asked with barely suppressed anger. “Of course you can turn back. Of course you can stop this
            or allow the rest of us to truly help you finish it. You are a man who is capable of nearly anything. But you’ve allowed your
            pride to dig you into a trap that is so deep you can no longer escape it.”
         

         
         The first hint of Foxcourt House’s garden reached us then, and within only a few moments, the coach had come to a stop. I
            seized the handle of my door before he could, already opening it and stepping out into the night.
         

         
         I kept my voice low as I whirled back to face him. He was pale and grave in the darkness of the compartment, but his eyes
            burned for me.
         

         
         “I see you,” I told him. “I see you, and I will not abandon you to the dark.”
         

         
         With that, I shut the door and passed through the garden gate, to the sleeping house.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Five

         
         I spent most of the day pacing by the window of the morning room, waiting for any sign of the nectar’s arrival. Hugh had made
            himself scarce for the whole day, likely—and correctly—assuming I might try to talk him out of whatever bloodied plans he’d
            come up with.
         

         
         Whether Greystone was determined to make us wait or the nectar truly had to travel some great distance across Albion, I was
            out of patience by the time Felicity summoned me upstairs to dress for the Midsummer Ball. But my bleak mood burned away at
            the first sight of glimmering silk and taffeta. 
         

         
         Rarely in my life had I felt as overcome as I did when Felicity unveiled the gown she had feverishly labored over for the
            past day and a half.
         

         
         “I . . .” I began. I sat heavily on the edge of the bed, my eyes wide. “You . . .”

         
         The gown was a magnificent meeting of Felicity’s romantic imagination and her growing skill with a needle.

         
         “You like it, then?” Felicity asked hopefully. “Mrs. Silver and I had it out over whether to add the rosettes along the neckline,
            but I needed something to anchor the layer of gauze.” Felicity stopped, peering at me. “Are you quite all right?”
         

         
         I finally understood why some ladies swooned. “Do I like it? How in God’s name did you accomplish this in such a short amount of time?”
         

         
         “Mrs. Silver helped with the hemming and Fleming with the beading. It is your debut,” Felicity said, beaming. “As Miss Mannerly’s says, we must present you in style.”
         

         
         The deep blushing-pink dress had begun its life as a rather pretty, if simple, satin walking gown. It had been utterly transformed
            by the layer of sparkling gauze gathered over the bust and left to trail back over the skirt like fairy mist. All along the
            delicate edging, down the front of the original gown, and along its hem were small crystal flowers, each painstakingly layered
            and placed to resemble a swirl of roses. The pattern was remarkable, almost devastating in its beauty.
         

         
         Sweeping up to wreath the shoulders were the rosettes she’d needlessly fretted over. They ran along the back of the gown—which, bless her, was high enough to cover my scars and fading bruises. The color of rosettes, in various shades of pink, reminded me of the wild tumult of roses that grew over the doorway of Foxcourt House. 

         
         “Thank you,” I told her. “I am so honored to wear this. It is beyond lovely.”

         
         Felicity’s eyes glittered with excitement as she retrieved the leather box she’d set down as she’d come in. “And these were
            fetched from the vault for you.”
         

         
         With obvious relish, Felicity unlatched the box, revealing a glittering mass of stones inside.

         
         I went boneless then, sliding off the bed to the floor as I clutched at my chest. Felicity burst out laughing, placing it
            on the carpet between us as she sat beside me.
         

         
         “Fizzy,” I began, lightheaded, “that’s—”

         
         “A fine parure, hmm?” she said with a wink. “I learned that’s what a set of jewels like this is called from Miss Mannerly’s. I know some might fancy sapphires and emeralds and the like, but there is something lovely about the simplicity of diamonds
            and pearls.”
         

         
         The parure contained a small diadem that had, it seemed, provided the inspiration for the pattern on the dress. It was a halo
            of leaves and roses comprised entirely of diamonds, its base lined with creamy, flawless pearls. The roses appeared again
            on the earrings, forming a glittering base for the large pearl drops, and on the collar necklace, twining through vines of
            pearls and diamond leaves.
         

         
         “I cannot wear these,” I managed to get out, twisting the ring on my finger. The cost of such pieces—my God. I could barely stand the thought. And if something were to happen to them while I wore them, if I were to lose a stone—
         

         
         “This is the Foxcourt Rose Parure,” Felicity said. “Of course you can wear them. They’re for your use now.” My expression
            fell, and Felicity was quick to clasp my hand between hers. “Yours for however long you wish, title or not. Lady or not. They
            were a wedding gift to his lordship’s mother, and they’re his to gift as he pleases . . . And he insisted I tell you that
            it pleases him that you have them.”
         

         
         My heart throbbed so fiercely, I could scarcely breathe. Felicity followed my gaze back to the dress, squeezing my hands.

         
         “Can I really do this?” I whispered.

         
         “Of course you can,” Felicity said. “I only wish I could be there to see their faces as you stride past them looking as fine and unbothered as a queen. And then you’ll come back and tell me everything—about what people were wearing, their jewels, the conversations, the dances, any secret doors you discover in wall panels—everything.”
         

         
         “Is there a ball in your novel?” I asked, smiling.

         
         She returned it with one of her own. Of course there was. “Would you like to change now?”

         
         I forced myself to stand, helping Felicity up as well.

         
         A tide of sparkling happiness washed over me as the gown was fastened, molding to my shape flawlessly. It was enough to drive
            out the uncertainty that lingered at the pit of my stomach, at least for a little while.
         

         
         More than arresting, this gown was a symbol. Of the new life I was entering as Rosebourne’s notorious heir. Of the pride and
            care the others had taken in helping me. Of the lady my mother had always imagined I’d be.
         

         
         For as long as I lived, I would never forget the moment I turned and studied myself in the mirror, seeing not the scars of
            my past, but the woman I was becoming. Not a stranger, but myself.
         

         
         After finessing my curls with hot tongs, Felicity had twisted the coils of my hair into an elaborate, loose style fitting
            for the event.
         

         
         The Midsummer Ball at the palace marked the halfway point of the social season, but it had once served as a festival to honor
            the ancient goddess Venia’s birth, when men and fairies alike worshipped the old gods.
         

         
         For the Patricians, however, it was yet another opportunity to delight themselves, this time by wearing costumes. Many dressed
            to honor the wild beauty of the goddess and her children, the fairies. It had always been my favorite social event to read
            accounts of; the costumes had become increasingly elaborate as time had gone on.
         

         
         And so, after placing the surprisingly heavy tiara and securing it, Felicity set about weaving a scattering of living roses
            through its silver frame, filling my heart with the scent of them. She had only just stepped back to admire her work when
            there was a knock at the door.
         

         
         “Come in,” I called.

         
         Even drawn and pale, Hugh was striking in his evening attire. Leaning a shoulder against the doorjamb, he paused, inhaling deeply as he took in the sight of me. My skin warmed everywhere that assessing gaze touched. I felt more than lovely—I felt like a revelation. 

         
         Finally, he forced himself to turn to Felicity. “Might I have a moment alone with the countess?”

         
         “Of course,” Felicity said, clearly enjoying my grimace at the title. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you require anything else.”

         
         Hugh stepped into the room as Felicity hurried out. She turned back at the door, giving me a little wink before gently shutting
            it behind her.
         

         
         I held in a shallow breath as Hugh came toward me, taking a seat on the edge of the bed. His white gloves were tucked into
            a pocket, and he fiddled with them as he struggled to find the words he wished to say.
         

         
         Taking one of the pale roses Felicity hadn’t used, I stood from the vanity stool and approached him slowly, the way one might
            a cornered, frightened animal. Breaking off the better portion of the stem, I slid the rose through the buttonhole of his
            frock coat.
         

         
         “There,” I said. “It’s a celebration of Venia, after all.”

         
         The Immortal Rose herself.

         
         He caught my hand before I could pull it away, his gaze lingering on the wedding ring over my gloved finger. His throat worked,
            and I felt his struggle—that equal need to hide and be seen that always warred in him.
         

         
         “You look so beautiful,” he told me earnestly.

         
         “I couldn’t very well disappoint beside the noted society darling, the Earl of Foxcourt,” I teased gently. “Thank you for
            the honor of wearing your mother’s jewelry.”
         

         
         “Thank you for bringing her back to me,” he said softly. His thumb stroked the back of my hand, smoothing the white satin
            and setting the skin beneath it ablaze. “There’s a bracelet and a brooch as well, but I haven’t found them yet. Glenmoor broke
            up and sold the parure after her death, before Uncle Giles could intervene.”
         

         
         There was something to those words that felt like the beginning of a tale, not the end of one. I sat slowly beside him, my
            fingers curling around his in encouragement.
         

         
         “My parents were . . . they were a love match,” he began, still staring intently at my hand.

         
         “I didn’t know that,” I said, genuinely surprised. Love matches were exceedingly rare in a class that married for bloodlines. Even men and women attracted to partners of the same sex sometimes married the opposite sex simply to produce children and continue titles before it regressed to a marriage in name only. 

         
         “My father had married his first wife out of obligation and duty. Their match had been arranged before either of them could
            walk. After she died, he was determined to find a home for his heart.”
         

         
         Hugh’s thumb continued its soothing patterns.

         
         “My mother had been raised by my great-uncle, and he’d had plans for her. He sent her to the Continent for schooling, as she
            couldn’t attend university here. She was beautiful, bold, and brilliant, and had never intended to marry.”
         

         
         I nodded. That sort of woman would only be stifled by matrimony.

         
         “She had been an asset to my uncle, no matter which foreign court he sent her to,” Hugh continued, with clear pride. “By the
            time she returned to Albion, she was older than I am now. Well past what society had deemed a marriageable age—to everyone
            but my father.”
         

         
         Hugh swallowed. My heart fluttered anxiously as I waited for him to continue.

         
         “My uncle didn’t understand why she would choose to marry a duke in dire financial straits and live in a moldering estate
            in the north,” he said with a faint laugh. “She married against his wishes, but she had her own money she’d inherited from
            her parents, and she brought that small fortune with her. Together, they invested it in several industries, including textiles,
            rather than try to force the land to be productive.”
         

         
         A chill stole through me despite the press of his hip against mine.

         
         “A year into their marriage, I came along. And eight years after that, my father was injured on a hunting trip and never recovered.
            The new Duke of Glenmoor returned from school at once to survey his new kingdom and realized quite quickly that his inheritance
            was not as simple as he had led himself to believe.”
         

         
         “Reddy told me that your mother’s dowry wasn’t entailed to the estate,” I said gently. “That Glenmoor was enraged when he
            discovered she would keep it.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Hugh said, releasing a long breath. “On the third night after Glenmoor returned home, something happened—to this day,
            I do not know what it was.”
         

         
         And it tormented him. I could hear it plainly in his voice.

         
         “That night, my mother woke me in a panic and began packing a case for me. We left on foot, just the two of us, and never returned.” His eyes screwed shut, as if he were imagining it all over again. “She was fearful. Paranoid. But she knew how to survive. With her pin money, she rented a house farther north. We were never meant to be found.” His gaze went distant, as if pulled back through time to that place. “It was winter, then. And the far north was cold . . . so much colder than either of us knew.” 

         
         My hand closed over his.

         
         “For a while,” Hugh continued, “she was quite brave about it, singing me to sleep each night, telling me stories about her
            travels, where we would live on the Continent come spring. At the time, I thought she was being prideful not asking for help
            from her uncle, and the shame of it will never leave me, because now I know she was afraid—of Glenmoor looking for her there,
            but also of Uncle Giles turning his back on her.”
         

         
         “You were all of, what, eight?” I reminded him. “How could you have known?”

         
         “I should have,” he said, shaking his head. “She wasn’t herself. Have you . . . no, I know you do. You know exactly what it’s like,
            watching someone extinguish themselves for you out of the sheer desperation of their love.”
         

         
         Yes. Yes, I did.

         
         “Finally, after I’d had a bout of illness, that stubbornness broke. She contacted Uncle Giles. The response came sooner than
            either of us had expected,” Hugh said, his voice going softer, fainter. “Because it wasn’t from him at all. Glenmoor had intercepted
            her message and learned where we were hiding.”
         

         
         A heaviness settled over me as I realized where the story was headed.

         
         “She brought it in from where it had been left at the door,” he whispered. “I was across the room, reading, as she took the
            letter from its wax wrapping. She threw it into the fire at once, but it was too late. I caught only a trace of that perfume—that
            bloody perfume—” He crushed his fist to his mouth, shuddering. “Her pain . . . my God. Nothing I did stopped it. I couldn’t help her. She pushed me outside and locked the door. I pounded and pounded on it until
            my hands bled, begging her to let me back in. I watched her through the window. I saw her take the knife from the kitchen
            and . . .”
         

         
         His voice was hoarse with emotion, with unspent tears.

         
         “I couldn’t stop her. By the time I got the window open and reached her, she had already done it. I was too late.”

         
         “My God,” I said. It was the only thing I could say. “My God, Hugh.”
         

         
         Of all the stories I had imagined, of all the tales the scandal sheets had spun, the truth was so much darker, so much more horrific, than I could have ever imagined. 

         
         “I lay down beside her on the floor,” he said tonelessly. “I lay there for hours with her, until a priest rode past on his
            way to his new parish. He and his wife helped me bury her and brought me with them to the nearby village, Elmsberry.”
         

         
         He paused, swallowing roughly.

         
         “They were able to contact Uncle Giles, who came to fetch me himself,” he said, with a shuddering breath. “Later, we returned
            for Mother’s body, so she could be interred in the family mausoleum, and I found the wax wrappings where she had dropped them.
            Scattered around them were withered white rose petals streaked with pink—they’d been sealed inside of the letter. From the
            bush Father had planted for her at the manor the day I was born.”
         

         
         He finally looked at me then, his eyes desperate.

         
         “You were right, of course,” Hugh said. “It is a matter of pride. My world ended that day in the snow. I am still there, at the window. Unable to help her. Unable to do
            anything but watch as everything was taken from me. There is no end to the hate I feel for him.”
         

         
         “I’m not sure you hate him enough, frankly,” I said.

         
         His soft laugh faded all too quickly. “If I walk away, he will have won. I won’t be able to save the King, or protect Eleanor,
            or clear your name.”
         

         
         “I don’t want you to walk away,” I told him. “You are not the little boy in the snow anymore. No matter how many years were
            lost to that pain and darkness, you have still built the beautiful life you deserve.”
         

         
         “I can’t risk anyone else,” he choked out. “The thought of anyone else dying for me is unbearable.”

         
         I drew his hand to my chest, flattening his palm over my heart. “You are alive. I am alive. Your mother’s only regret in all of this would have been leaving you.”
         

         
         He reached into the collar of his shirt, mussing the crisp white cravat to yank a thin leather cord out from beneath it. I
            caught a glimpse of the silver pendant, three linked silver knots, before he yanked it off him and shoved it into his pocket.
         

         
         His essence overtook me, drowning me in its comforting depths. I gasped, my hold on his hand tightening as the full depth
            of his anger, his pain, and his fear swirled around me like ravening ghosts.
         

         
         But there was that deep sweetness of love, too. Vanilla—smoky, heavily dusted with the cinnamon of pure, unbridled desire.

         
         It stripped away my defenses, leaving me utterly at the mercy of my feelings. But there was clarity in that intensity, in
            that place where his truth met mine, because I now had a name for the storm raging in me, and I had no reason to be afraid
            of it.
         

         
         Mama’s young face hovered at the edge of my vision, aglow with firelight. She had been younger than me when she had lost her
            heart to Greystone, younger than me when she had married the wrong man. For years, I’d lived in terror of making those same
            mistakes, of losing my heart to someone who would crush it in his fist and cage me.
         

         
         But that was not this man, and I was not Mama. This was my life.
         

         
         “After she died, I vowed I would never let myself be brought back to that state of fear and uncertainty,” Hugh said. “But
            now I live it every day; the sight of you in the morning brings the sweetest joy of my life and the worst dread. Speaking
            to you fills me with equal parts longing and despair. Kissing you is the purest form of pleasure and torment I know. Because
            anything might happen to you, and I might not be able to prevent it. It would rip the heart from my chest. I can hardly stand
            it.” He shook his head, his jaw setting with anger again. “I’m sorry. That was too much to burden you with.”
         

         
         “It’s not a burden to understand you,” I said.

         
         He released a shaky breath, pressing his free hand to his face.

         
         “I feel the same way,” I told him. “That uncertainty is love.”

         
         He stilled at the word, as if afraid he had misheard me.

         
         “It’s only strengthened by choosing to face it,” I continued. “You can’t control my fate any more than you can control who
            you love.”
         

         
         “I don’t accept that,” he said. His expression was surly enough that it squeezed a laugh from me.

         
         Seized by the impulse, I leaned over, pressing a soft kiss to the rigid line of his jaw. Kissing him there again and again,
            until I felt it relax. He turned to me, lowering his head to rest against my temple. I closed my eyes, too, taking comfort
            in the feel of his soft, warm breath on my cheek.
         

         
         Alive. Both of us.
         

         
         “Let me help you,” I whispered. “Whatever you have planned tonight, let me help you. Nothing will happen to me as long as
            I am with you.”
         

         
         He sighed. “All of this has happened to you because of me.”
         

         
         I pulled back with a tart look. “I’ll thank you to remember that I am perfectly capable of getting into trouble on my own—though, yes, you’ve rather done this to yourself, haven’t you?” 

         
         He let out a little chuckle. The sound warmed the parts of my heart his story had battered. “And I will gladly pay the price
            of it until you decide you’d like to be rid of me.”
         

         
         I let out a noncommittal “Hmm.”

         
         He chuckled again, pressing a kiss to my palm. The heat of his lips burned through the satin.

         
         “I suppose it’s only fair to ask your assistance, as you’ve inspired this plan,” he began. “Make ’em think you’re going for
            the wallet when you’re really after the shiny fob, wasn’t it?”
         

         
         I tilted my face up toward his, questioning.

         
         Hugh smoothed a loose curl back from my cheek.

         
         “But, Viola, it’s dangerous. You’re already going to suffer the cruelty of the Patricians, and then to ask this of you—”

         
         I smiled. “Tell me everything.”

         
         And so, he did. At the end of his carefully outlined plans, there was a soft knock at the door.

         
         “Yes?” Hugh called, twisting around. I was still staring at him in amazement when Mrs. Silver opened the door.

         
         “Oh, ma chère!” she said as she saw me. She shook herself, as if refocusing herself. “I thought you should know: I finally have
            a response from my sister.”
         

         
         Hugh stood at once, retrieving the missive from her outstretched hand. His brow furrowed as he read through it.

         
         “What’s wrong?” I asked him.

         
         He passed it back to Mrs. Silver, who raised her brows.

         
         “Mrs. Silver’s sister married a Gallian vicomte some years back,” Hugh explained, his expression still distant with thought.
            “She writes that the court has been both surprised and delighted by the news of our King’s poisoning. They are looking for
            ways to use the instability to their advantage and make overtures to Glenmoor as regent.”
         

         
         It took me a moment to understand. “You’re saying they had no idea our King would be poisoned? They weren’t part of Glenmoor’s
            plans from the start?”
         

         
         “That is what it seems,” Mrs. Silver said, tucking the letter back into her apron. “She would not have written unless she
            was certain.”
         

         
         Hugh rubbed his thumb along the edge of his top lip. “So Glenmoor has acted alone.”

         
         “Not alone,” I reminded him as I rose. “He is working with the DeForests.”

         
         Mrs. Silver clucked her tongue. “They were ruined. What could possibly motivate them?”

         
         Hell’s tits. The answer blazed through my mind, so obvious in retrospect. I met Hugh’s gaze and saw that he had come to the same conclusion.
         

         
         “The House of Rosebourne,” I said. “Its ownership is unsettled as it moves through the courts. My—William Rosebourne wrote
            in his journal that they attempted an underhanded takeover years ago. It would be the perfect revenge to seize the legacy
            of the man who destroyed theirs.”
         

         
         “It would allow them to simply step back into the business, using the Rosebourne framework already in place,” Hugh agreed.
            “If Glenmoor is able to grant them ownership over the House of Rosebourne, they’ll be all too pleased to supply him with an
            endless array of magic perfumes.”
         

         
         I smoothed down my skirt with a huff of annoyance and started for the door.

         
         “Viola?” Hugh called after me.

         
         “I’m going to gather what we’ll need tonight,” I told him. “And then we’re ending this.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Six

         
         We rode to Summerland Palace in determined silence, lost to our own thoughts as the dark city unfolded around us. Without
            the light of the moon, there was a heavy, ominous feeling to the cool air.
         

         
         Hugh held my hand tightly between his own, his gaze fixed on the window, his thoughts pouring through him so violently I could
            have sworn I caught a reflection of their furor in the shadowed glass.
         

         
         I would be certain for the both of us, then. “It will work.”

         
         He turned to me slowly, forcing himself to relax—for my benefit, I knew.

         
         “Indeed.” Hugh inclined his face toward mine. “But . . . perhaps a kiss for luck might be in order?”

         
         The cheeky bastard stole it before I could reply. And another hot, lingering kiss at the corner of my lips for good measure.
            And a third that left me breathless, because everyone knew it was Fortuna’s number. A fourth, because he wanted to drag me
            across his lap and hold me there for a deeper, devouring kiss.
         

         
         “May I have the honor of your first dance?” he asked, a bit mischievously.

         
         “You ask as though you’ll have competition,” I said, still a bit breathless. And as if that wasn’t what we’d been doing all
            along. Every day with him had been its own surreal dance.
         

         
         His thumb stroked my cheek. “I won’t, but only because I’d break the knee of any man bold enough to try.” His tone turned
            cajoling. “One dance?”
         

         
         I flushed. “I don’t . . .” God, it was mortifying to realize, let alone admit. “I don’t actually know how.”

         
         “A problem easily remedied. You’ll only need to follow me,” he said. “Just this once.”

         
         He kissed me again before I could protest.

         
         I was dazed and aching for him by the time the coach arrived at the main gates of Summerland Palace, joining the long line of stately carriages cutting through the forecourt, rounding up to the porte cochere. Torches blazed between the palace’s many columns, bathing the dark interior of the coach in golden, primordial light. 

         
         His stiff cock pressed against my hip as he buried his face in my neck, content to merely hold me. I took in his essence,
            unsurprised to find the notes of unease had brightened to the citrus bite of confidence. My breath caught as one of his fingers
            teased along the edge of my bodice, toying with the small rosettes there.
         

         
         “Will you come to me tonight?” I whispered in his ear.

         
         He lifted his head slowly, his eyes searching. I felt unbearably tender toward him then, seeing that uncertainty. “Is that
            what you truly desire?”
         

         
         I wished then that I had his eloquence, but the only poetry that dwelled in my heart was perfume. I nodded and kissed him
            one last time, for six was twice the luck of three. With a noise of reluctance, he allowed me to slip back into my seat beside
            him. Taking fastidious care, we straightened each other’s clothing and hair. There was color in Hugh’s face now, for which
            I was grateful.
         

         
         The coach rocked as it came to a stop and both Longmount brothers leapt down from their seats at the back. Willie gave us
            a quick, nervous smile as he opened the door and set down the steps.
         

         
         Hugh climbed out, turning back for me, his hand seeking mine. “Shall we?”

         
         “Yes . . . but there’s something I need to tell you,” I murmured.

         
         His expression fell for only a moment before he caught it. Steadying me as I negotiated with my dress down the steps, he sent
            me another look of concern. I leaned in closer to him, forcing him to stoop slightly.
         

         
         “A nib is merely a lesser nob,” I whispered. “And you, my lord, are a nob.”

         
         He swallowed a laugh with a cough, shaking his head.

         
         I was dimly aware of a faint gasp of surprise from one of the sparkling women who had emerged from the carriage just ahead
            of us. It may as well have been a clarion call. Startled and reproachful gazes pierced me from every direction, flying like
            arrows. Leathery shock and the garlic of disgust turned the otherwise clean night air fetid.
         

         
         “What gives you the nerve, I wonder?” a lord wearing a wreath of laurel sneered as he and his wife passed us.

         
         “The same thing that gave me the good sense not to wear that silly flower crown, I suspect,” Hugh answered good-naturedly.
            “Enjoy your evening, Landsdowne. I certainly will.”
         

         
         Taking Hugh’s arm, I set my shoulders back, swallowing to ease some of the dryness of my mouth. He waited for my nod before leading us to join the tittering Patricians bottlenecked at the palace doors. The spangles and gemstones made the lot of them sparkle like fairies in the torchlights, giving the moment a dreamlike feel. 

         
         But the whispers followed. Now and then I caught one like a wasp between my palms, each stinging more viciously than the last.
            Poison. Baseborn. Witch. Arriviste. Rosebourne.

         
         Well, yes. That did about cover it. But the reek of their malice and disgust was overcome by peppery excitement—enough that
            I sneezed. The nuttiness that usually signaled confusion was likewise sweetened until it turned tart. That was curiosity.
         

         
         Hugh glanced down at me, silently asking if I was still all right. I smiled at him, letting the rest bleed away into the darkness.
            Someone tutted disapprovingly as Hugh kissed my hand in response, but a nearby woman sighed in appreciation.
         

         
         Soon enough, the air turned florid. The intensity of it, trimmed with the edge of death that all cut flowers carried, struck
            my senses in an eruption of rose, lily, lilac, and a dozen other flowers. We passed through the doorway into the vestibule,
            and there, we found ourselves in the mythical garden of the fairy gods.
         

         
         Thousands of flowers had been draped and woven together to create a tunnel to guide guests through the long hall. Only some
            of the chandeliers had been lit, giving the air an ethereal glow.
         

         
         The attendees had surpassed my wildest fantasies of what such an event would look like. Some women had come dressed as Venia,
            their hair left to drape over their shoulders in shining, suggestive waves, woven with nets of delicate flowers. 
         

         
         Most had taken inspiration from the fairies, their gowns soft and dreamy in color, made whimsical by unexpected embroidery
            or embellishments like flower crowns and bodices made of real leaves. 
         

         
         I felt a pang of disappointment Felicity couldn’t be there to witness it herself.

         
         Several House of Rosebourne perfumes and powders had been applied as a finishing touch, some laced with the warm shiver of
            beautifying magic, others merely thoughtful bouquets of notes that brought their own sense of wonder.
         

         
         There was something almost elemental about it all—something that felt closer to the ancient rites that had once been performed
            at the very site the palace now stood.
         

         
         I supposed that was the point. For all we worshipped God, the ancient deities were still part of the kingdom’s tapestry as much as the fairies were. We had groomed and trained ourselves into something like refinement, but there was wildness that lived in our blood still. 

         
         Finally, we reached the open doors leading down into the torchlit sprawl of the gardens. I forced my gaze to pass over the
            Orangerie, lit from within by lanterns and open to strolling couples; the neatly groomed hedge grove; and the bloomed roses
            in their full exaltation for Venia, to the base of the stairs, where Glenmoor stood, flanked on either side by palace guards.
         

         
         He’d ensured that there would be no missing him. His dress breeches and jacket were ivory silk embroidered with gold thread.
            His waistcoat gleamed a deeper shade of gold than even his hair. But it was the mask he wore, covering the top half of his
            face, that held my complete attention. It, too, was gold, with gold waving lines rising from it to crown him.
         

         
         He was meant to be Solarius, the sun king of the ancient gods. Eleanor stood beside him, her spangled mask large enough to
            cover the entirety of the bruise on her face.
         

         
         Her gown was truly unlike anything I had ever seen before. It was made with the same ivory silk as Glenmoor’s suit, only embroidered
            with silver thread. Layers upon layers of luminous tulle swirled around her, culminating in two crescent-shaped wings at her
            back that looked spun from moonlight and dreams. Her tiara sparkled wildly in the light of the firepots as we approached.
         

         
         If he was Solarius, then Eleanor could only be Lune. The silent, serene queen of the gods. I burned with contempt at the sight.
            Exchanging a look with Hugh, feeling his arm tense beneath my hand.
         

         
         The plan began now.

         
         A faint breeze swept over us, cooling some of my nerves.

         
         The master of ceremonies, dressed in resplendent court attire, glanced at us, then glanced again, taking such a pronounced
            step back he nearly fell arse over teakettle down the stairs.
         

         
         “Erm.” He cleared his throat, and I could have sworn he made a small holy wheel over himself before calling, “The Earl and
            Countess of Foxcourt.”
         

         
         The hush that washed over the assembled Patricians made the hair rise on the back of my neck. The spite that flooded the air,
            the sheer suspicion, turned my stomach.
         

         
         The terrible spell only broke when the master of ceremonies, with obvious relief, announced, “Lord and Lady Ainsley.”

         
         We stopped again halfway down the stairs, awaiting our turn to be greeted by the ball’s preening host. Behind us, conversation
            buzzed like flies.
         

         
         “I do rather like her dress,” a lady seemed to shock herself by saying.

         
         True. A smile curled one corner of my lips.

         
         “Better than the monstrosity you’ve chosen this evening, Belinda,” came her friend’s retort. The lady gasped as soon as the
            words had escaped her, covering her painted lips with her gloves. Her eyes were wide as she sputtered, “I didn’t—that is,
            I think you look—”
         

         
         The feathers trimming the first woman’s dress quivered as she snapped her fan open. “The only monstrosity present is your
            hideous nature, sister.”
         

         
         “Neither of you are worth the trouble it’s taking to foist you on to unsuspecting husbands,” growled the older man accompanying
            them.
         

         
         “Is that how you see me?” his wife asked. “That I was foisted upon you? And here I thought I’d saved you from a miserable existence of plucking your own nose hairs and being made to care
            about anything beyond your horses.”
         

         
         I caught Hugh’s eye again as some young lord, his frock coat laden with crystals shaped into leaves, admitted to a friend,
            “Do you think they’d notice if a case of cheroots went missing from the smoking room?”
         

         
         The other man turned to him in alarm. “I beg your pardon?”

         
         The first straightened. “I was only—” He cleared his throat, rubbing at his head. “Don’t mind me.”

         
         Glenmoor’s gaze drifted up the receiving line. His mouth curled into one of his utterly feline smirks at our approach. The
            fairy charm glinted where it held his cravat in place.
         

         
         I was still staring at it as we came to a reluctant stop before them. And somehow—somehow—with all his immense pride, Hugh
            bent at the waist, in front of all high society. The final acquiescence. I dipped into a curtsy, feeling as if I wanted to
            vomit. The duke’s triumphant smile coated my skin in ice.
         

         
         Without a word, Hugh swept us down the final, short pile of stairs to the sunken heart of the garden. His breathing was ragged as we navigated around the quartet playing its serene song, away from the wolves in fine evening wear, into the entrance of the hedge maze, just far enough to be tucked behind a corner. 

         
         “The charm . . .” I began.

         
         “I know,” he said, finding my gaze in the dark. He pressed a quick kiss to my lips. “It’s time. Are you certain you want to do this?”
         

         
         I smiled, brushing a hand against his cheek. “I look forward to seeing what you choose as your distraction. Try not to do anything fatally stupid.”
         

         
         “Nothing that could top the Drink of the Deep, certainly,” he murmured, releasing me with obvious reluctance, “but I will
            aim to do you proud.”
         

         
         I watched him retrace the steps we had taken into the maze, looking entirely focused on the task at hand. It didn’t matter
            what the distraction was, only that he needed to be seen by Glenmoor as attempting one.
         

         
         I turned my own focus back on the thread of scent I needed to guide me through the maze to the exit on its opposite end. Beyond
            it lay a line of oak trees, and past that, beds of daffodils and an iron fence that ringed the palace—a unique and instantly
            identifiable combination.
         

         
         My pulse jumped with excitement as I found the statue of Venia hidden at the maze’s center and continued past her. The scent
            trail continued, seeming to double back on itself as the correct path looped and twisted, but within minutes, I was greeted
            by the shadows of the trees, as Hugh had promised.
         

         
         Clutching my reticule, I hurried along the edge of the festivities, where the torchlight blurred into the night’s darkness,
            cutting a straight path through the groomed flower beds to the palace. The door was to the left of the grand staircase and
            had been well disguised by a screen of flowers.
         

         
         I slowed, allowing several servants with trays of food and sparkling wine to exit through it before I darted inside.

         
         The air was warmer, carrying the essences of countless staff members, the wax of the lit wall sconces, and the savory aroma
            of tarts. I kept straight on through the servants’ hall until it fed into the familiar one from all those nights ago. I would
            only need to find the stairs and continue up to the King’s bedchamber—
         

         
         A rough hand clamped onto my upper arm, and I swung my reticule toward the attacker without thinking. Its pink satin collided with a dark wool uniform. My eyes widened in feigned horror as they drifted up, meeting the grizzled face of a policeman. 

         
         “And where is it you think you’re going?” he demanded.

         
         “Let go of me this instant,” I told him, fighting to break his grip. “You have no right—”

         
         “I’ve every right,” he said, flashing his brown teeth with a grin. “You’re the whore who tried to off His Majesty, and now you’ve struck
            an officer of the law.”
         

         
         Fear trilled in me, but I gritted my teeth. “You’ll regret this.”

         
         The policeman hauled me bodily after him, laughing at my attempts to kick him. I didn’t recognize where we were going, but
            the maze of doors and halls eventually gave way to a grand sitting room.
         

         
         In the daylight, it must have been enchanting with its soaring ceilings and ivory walls with gilt ornamental plaster. At night,
            however, it took on the grave pallor of a sepulcher—and that was before I saw the duke standing before the drawing room’s
            towering portrait of Queen Titania.
         

         
         Glenmoor glanced over his shoulder, his mask dangling by its strings from his fingers. The way his eyes lit at the sight of
            me sent a bolt of ice through my heart.
         

         
         “Well, what have we here?” he purred. “A murderess creeping through the halls of the palace . . . where could you have been
            headed, I wonder?”
         

         
         The policeman shoved me forward, handing my reticule over to the duke. “She was exactly where you said she’d be.”

         
         My scalp prickled as Glenmoor opened the bag and pulled out the small brown apothecary bottle.

         
         “Wait,” I began, making rather a good show of lunging for it. “Please, don’t . . .”

         
         He pulled it back from my grasp with a disapproving tut and slipped the bottle into the pocket of his jacket.

         
         “Your Grace?” the policeman questioned.

         
         “More poison to finish what she began with the King,” Glenmoor answered smoothly. “You are a witness to this heinous act.
            Wait outside for me.”
         

         
         I forced my breathing to slow, my pulse to settle. This was the point, I reminded myself. To make him believe he was getting
            everything he wanted.
         

         
         Glenmoor returned his attention to the painting. He waited until the door had clicked shut before speaking again.

         
         “I anticipated Hugh would make one final, desperate act to save the King,” Glenmoor said, tapping at the bottle. “You truly
            believed you would be able to deliver Immortal Rose to him on this night—on my night?”
         

         
         The ice of his words sent an involuntary rush of fear through me.

         
         “He has always been as hotheaded as a stallion,” Glenmoor continued. “And, as expected, he has sprung a trap that ensures
            I have everything I need to see him ruined. In truth, I deserved a better opponent.”
         

         
         I bit back a smirk, averting my gaze as he studied me.

         
         “How quiet you are. Have you nothing to say in your defense? No pleas for mercy? I can practically feel your thoughts racing, but there is no need. It is over now, child.”
         

         
         My fingers knotted around one another with the restraint it took to hide my smugness. “And if I wanted to now accept your
            earlier proposal?”
         

         
         He ran his tongue over his teeth. “I’ve no need of you now. There is another perfumer far more willing and capable—one your
            grandfather couldn’t stamp out.”
         

         
         I kept my face impassive, as if I was above such baiting. But if I could get a name out of him, we’d know the true poisoner . . .

         
         “We know about the DeForests,” I said. “They have been dealt with.”

         
         Glenmoor laughed—if it could be called a laugh. Every emotion felt mimicked and learned. “Dear me, is that why I saw them
            at this very fete? Come now, you’ll have to be cleverer than that if you’re hoping to provoke me into giving them up.”
         

         
         They’re here. My pulse quickened. The poisoner was here, among us.
         

         
         At my answering silence, he inclined his head, exposing his long, delicate neck. For all his power, connections, and wealth,
            the rookery would have gutted him like a fish in under ten clicks of a watch’s hand.
         

         
         “Magnificent, isn’t she?” he said, nodding to the portrait of Queen Titania looming above us. “A mortal queen, more beautiful
            than even the fairies. Elegant. Refined. Humanity perfected. How far we have fallen from her.”
         

         
         The artist had, by some magic innate to his soul, painted the Queen’s dark skin in such a way that it glittered like starlight. Her ermine state robe flowed around a gown of iridescent pink. In one hand she held a scepter; in the other, a wreath of fairy blossoms that had long since vanished from our world. 

         
         “Did you know, Miss Lockwood, that it takes over two thousand silkworms to create a gown?” Glenmoor said, slipping behind
            his mask of geniality once more. “One as magnificent as hers must have involved thousands more, surely.”
         

         
         The abrupt twist to the conversation sent a sliver of dread through me. I cast a surreptitious glance around myself, searching
            for something weighty. Heavy enough to maim. There was a crystal tray on the side table, a footstool . . . Nothing within
            immediate reach.
         

         
         “Until I was denied my father’s business interests, I had no desire to learn how silk was made,” Glenmoor continued with a
            soft laugh. “But I’ve become rather taken with the elegance of the process.”
         

         
         The duke smiled at my silence, stepping closer. The hair rose on my arms.

         
         “You see,” he continued, “after the silkworm spins itself into the very cocoon meant to transform it, it is left out in the
            sun to wither, or it is steamed or boiled. In the end, the result is the same.”
         

         
         My stomach tightened, but still, I said nothing. That suited the duke as well.

         
         “The silkworms cannot be allowed to hatch and emerge,” he said. “In doing so, they would break the single thread of silk wrapped
            around them, rendering it worthless.”
         

         
         He drew another step closer. I stiffened at the sensation of his finger ghosting over my sleeve.

         
         “Some silkworms are born for breeding,” he continued, “but in their lowly, reduced state of existence, they cannot fly. They
            cannot escape the natural order of our world. Their brief lives have no value beyond the offering of that lone strand of silk,
            which will one day adorn a superior creature. A lord or lady—perhaps even a queen.”
         

         
         Apparently, we were dispensing with all subtlety now. “I cannot help but think this is becoming a rather tortured allegory.”

         
         “Is it?” Glenmoor said. “It only strikes me that your perfume is not so very different. Flowers cut down in their prime to
            steal their essence, animals slaughtered for their musk and ambergris. And yet, when you dab the perfume to your wrists, only
            the impression of loveliness remains. A silkworm dies, and the memory of its brief life fades at the first brush of silk against
            skin.”
         

         
         His finger hooked over the edge of my bodice and I slapped it away. He laughed at his little game, but the move had served its purpose. The confidence I’d felt upon entering cracked, sending a shiver of uncertainty through me. His words were less frightening than the unpredictability of where he was leading me with them. 

         
         “That is the deception of beauty, is it not?” he continued. “It mesmerizes you, so you do not think to look for its shadow,
            where death and pain linger. It is pleasure itself, a luxurious moment of forgetting that all life is ephemeral and that everything
            has a cost.”
         

         
         “That is quite easy to say when you are never made to pay it,” I ground out.

         
         His smile was worse than his touch. “Correct, Miss Lockwood. Some are born to enjoy beauty and pleasure, and others are destined
            to bear the cost. In time, the kingdom will come to understand my plans. They will be grateful for the elegant world I have
            created for them. As the years pass, no one will remember the poor, wretched creatures sacrificed to achieve it.”
         

         
         I stilled, feeling my grip on the moment unraveling as his meaning cut through me like a knife.

         
         “What are you talking about?” I managed to get out. “What sacrifice?”

         
         The Duke of Glenmoor faced me now, those strange eyes inhuman. I took an unconscious step back. “To perfect our society. To
            rid it of its unwanted, the ugliness and desperate rot. To ensure the lower classes properly serve their betters. The most
            powerful perfumes call for the sacrifice of a life, do they not?”
         

         
         The blood drained from my face. Around me, the room smeared with shadows. This was—this was so far beyond what Hugh had imagined
            the duke’s motivations were, I was struggling to grasp the magnitude of it.
         

         
         “Perfumes to control the minds of others, perfumes to kill, perfumes to extend a life into immortality . . .” he continued
            in a singsong voice, circling behind me. “Wars will be won in moments, not decades. The kingdom will be invincible, and my
            rule complete.”
         

         
         Nausea rose in me, as swift and brutal as the appalling images his words stirred.

         
         “Oh dear. You’re trembling,” he said, with hollow sympathy. “You might have been part of the making of this new empire, if
            you’d only had the nerve for it.”
         

         
         I was trembling. For the first time in my life, I couldn’t muster the words through my terror. My skin was cold and clammy beneath
            my gown, my heart beating suffocatingly fast.
         

         
         He meant it. Every word. The utter lack of remorse in his expression as he spoke of murdering countless people . . . My stomach
            turned violently.
         

         
         A void in the soul.

         
         “I would never help you,” I choked out. I backed up, stumbling into the wall behind me.
         

         
         At the door, the duke smiled. Pitying. Heartless.

         
         “Thank you for the gift of this perfume,” he purred. “I shall use it to ensure I rule for many years to come. You can take
            comfort in knowing that your insignificant life proved valuable in that, at least.”
         

         
         My hands shook as they knotted in the skirt of my dress. He opened the door and signaled to the four policemen waiting there.
            
         

         
         The shadows lengthened around me as the men spread out through the pristine room, snuffing out the candles as they passed
            them. I edged toward the table with the small crystal tray, the sight of them blurring with my fear. The air thickened with
            the pepper of excitement and the terrifying sulfur of malice.
         

         
         “Please,” I began. “Wait—there’s been a misunderstanding—”

         
         A pistol rose in the dark and, before I could scream, fired.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

         
         I slammed into the ground in a mass of silk and rose petals as a second shot tore through the silence. My breathing was harsh
            in my ears, my jewelry clattering horribly as tremors racked my body. Bile rose in my throat, tasting of terror. I pressed
            my hand to my mouth. Then, over the pounding in my ears, I heard a soft voice.
         

         
         “My lady? Are you all right?”

         
         When I forced my eyes up, they met Willie’s worried gaze. His stolen police uniform sagged on his frame as he crouched in
            front of me, offering a hand. Somehow, I managed to swallow and, with his help, rose back onto my feet.
         

         
         “I almost didn’t recognize you,” I said, my nerves trilling wildly. The world hadn’t quite settled around me; it felt as though
            I was still moving through a nightmare.
         

         
         The kingdom will come to understand my plans. They will be grateful for the elegant world I have created for them.

         
         God, this had to work. It had to.
         

         
         “Good,” Willie said, giving my arm a comforting pat. “Sorry to have given you a fright, though. You’re certain you’re all
            right?”
         

         
         I gave him a shaky nod. “Just determined to finish this.”

         
         “That may have been my most dramatic entrance yet,” came Reddy’s voice from across the room. He ripped off his police hat
            and threw it onto the body sprawled at his feet. “I must say, you played the part of terrified murder victim exceedingly well.”
         

         
         “At this point I’ve had more practice at it than I’d like,” I said. I tried not to look down at the bodies of the two policemen.
            The scent of gunpowder and blood was turning my stomach violently. “Did you get it?”
         

         
         “Did he get it?” Reddy scoffed.

         
         Willie held up a small silver pin. “Slyest fingers in all of Linden.”

         
         I took the fairy charm from him, shaking my head in amazement. Out of the corner of my eye, Reddy was shucking off the heavy
            police overcoat and trousers, revealing his evening attire.
         

         
         “D’you think anyone heard?” Willie asked. “The gunshots, I mean?”

         
         Given that we could hear the music and laughter pouring from the party even at this distance, it was hard to say.

         
         “Let’s hope they mistake it for popping corks,” Reddy said, offering me his arm. “Shall we? Fox’s bound to be driving himself
            mad with worry.”
         

         
         “I’ll return to the coach,” Willie told me, toying with the door handle to lock it from the outside. “We’ll leave at the moment
            you’re ready.”
         

         
         Reddy’s composure fortified mine as we made our way down the empty corridor, retracing the path the policeman had dragged
            me through only minutes before.
         

         
         “What did he say to you?” Reddy murmured, covering the hand I’d placed on his arm with his own. “Until this moment, I wasn’t
            aware you were capable of being shaken. I’ve half the mind to find you a quiet place to lie down.”
         

         
         I slowed, swallowing to ease the painful knot in my throat. “His plans go far beyond tormenting Hugh—far beyond claiming the
            throne.”
         

         
         He listened intently, his expression darkening as I outlined the duke’s plans for his monstrous perfumes and the lives he’d
            take to claim them. Hearing it all again had a transformative effect on my fear, blossoming it to rage. It nearly overwhelmed
            me by the time we reached the exterior door. A few of the servants gave us curious looks as they returned with their empty
            trays but said nothing.
         

         
         “Last chance, Lockwood,” Reddy said softly. “I can get you far away from here, if that’s what you really desire. You’ve already
            risked enough.”
         

         
         I shook my head. “And miss the opportunity to boil this bastard alive? Never.”

         
         The call of trumpets sounded, heralding nothing good.

         
         “Then,” Reddy said, his smile betrayed by the sadness in his eyes, “I believe that’s our cue.”

         
         

         Something about the landing of the lovely, age-old stairs down into the palace gardens had turned sinister, making it look,
            even from a distance, like an executioner’s stand.
         

         
         Eleanor was visibly struggling to maintain her usual poise as the Duke of Glenmoor returned to her side. A line of royal guards
            and police fell in place behind them, a looming shadow.
         

         
         The Patricians gathered at the base of the stairs, their excitement peppering the air. Reddy held us back, just beyond the light of the firepots and torches. It was a moment more before I saw Hugh’s dark figure in the middle of the throng. The only sign of his worry was how very, very still he was, only giving a curt nod in response to something the man beside him said. 

         
         Glenmoor held up his hands, seeming to relish the immediate hush that fell over the Patricians.

         
         “It is with great pleasure,” he began, his voice clear and carrying, “that I welcome you, esteemed guests, to Summerland Palace
            on behalf of His Majesty, who is not well enough to join us this evening . . .”
         

         
         He paused here, and a shared, murmured prayer rose as the Patricians dutifully made the sign of the holy wheel.

         
         “. . . and on behalf of Her Royal Highness, Princess Eleanor,” Glenmoor said. His smile as he lifted his mask made my skin
            crawl. “Who I am blessed to call my future wife.”
         

         
         I carefully wove through the frothy dresses and riveted faces, spying Oliver standing with his brothers, all watching the
            scene with rapt attention. At the last moment he caught my eye, his brows raised in question. But I had no answers for him,
            not yet. 
         

         
         If it were possible, Hugh seemed to sense I was nearing. His posture relaxed, even before I came up beside him, slipping my
            hand around his arm.
         

         
         A celebratory cheer went up around us, as grating as it was terrible. Eleanor flinched, but Glenmoor only smiled at the assembled
            peers, ever benefic. Ever superior.
         

         
         Until his gaze landed on me.

         
         The moment of shocked silence was absolutely delicious. It took him far longer than I might have expected to recover. He cleared
            his throat.
         

         
         “I am honored by His Majesty’s faith in my ability to protect our beloved princess,” Glenmoor said, carefully looking anywhere
            but at us. “And I look forward to serving the realm for as long as there is breath in my body.”
         

         
         He turned, reaching a hand back for Eleanor.

         
         My heart hammered painfully in the silent lull that passed.

         
         Eleanor’s hand rose from her side, descending toward his upturned palm—only to lift away, just before his fingers could close
            over hers.
         

         
         Instead, she used that hand to rip away her mask, revealing the dark bruise he’d left on her to horrified gasps from the crowd.

         
         “Your Grace,” she said, her flawless elocution carrying the words across the length of the gardens. “I must ask: Did you, or did you not, poison His Majesty the King?” 

         
         A curtain of shocked silence swept down, so heavy that no one escaped it. Not the guests. Not the guards. Not even Glenmoor
            himself.
         

         
         His throat worked visibly, his pale face flooding with red. The veins in his forehead bulged. He had the look of a man being
            boiled alive, of one who knew that all those carefully spun layers of protection and planning he’d covered himself in were
            on the verge of being unraveled.
         

         
         Glenmoor spun toward Hugh, his nostrils flaring as he trembled. But Hugh was still looking down at me, a soft smile on his
            face as he stroked my hand.
         

         
         It had worked.

         
         “I would advise you not to lie,” Eleanor said, spreading her hands out before her. “I have been wearing the Crown of Veracity
            all evening. The longer you resist the truth, the more agonizing it will become.”
         

         
         Glenmoor’s eyes widened as he reached up to touch the fairy charm that was no longer there. I saw the moment he realized what
            had happened—the trap he had sprung in believing that Hugh’s final, desperate play would be for me to bring Immortal Rose
            to the King tonight. In allowing himself to think of Eleanor as nothing more than a pet he controlled.
         

         
         And now he stood in front of the whole of society, including the prime minister. Everyone he had expected to bow and simper
            to him.
         

         
         “Did you poison the King?” Eleanor asked again.

         
         Glenmoor strained, his face tormented as the magic raked over him, clawing into his skull like a crown of thorns.

         
         Finally, he gasped out, “No.”
         

         
         This time, I was the one shocked. My grip on Hugh tightened. He looked to Eleanor, communicating something to her in the silence.
            The princess nodded.
         

         
         “So you did not poison the King directly,” she said, “but allow me to be more specific: Did you play a role in the conspiracy
            to poison him, so that you could become regent?”
         

         
         “I—” Glenmoor choked out, his face reddening. “I—”

         
         “Are you responsible for the deaths of the late Duchess of Glenmoor and Lord Foxcourt?” Eleanor continued, advancing a step
            toward him.
         

         
         “That’s—” Glenmoor’s voice quivered. He shot a murderous look toward Hugh, who ignored him.

         
         “Answer me,” Eleanor continued, her voice imperious. “Are you a traitor to Albion?”

         
         Glenmoor clutched at his head. Around us, several of the gentlemen had begun to push forward, their anger clouding the air
            like a battlefield clearing of smoke.
         

         
         The prime minister, clearly shocked, was at the base of the stairs. “Answer Her Royal Highness’s questions, Glenmoor. If you
            are innocent, defend yourself.”
         

         
         “I—” the duke choked out. “I—”

         
         His gaze drifted one last time to Hugh. To the assembled crowd of shocked and titillated Patricians. To Eleanor.

         
         He uttered a single, whispered word. “Yes.”

         
         And fled.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

         
         In the end, Glenmoor ran like a rat as Hugh expected he would, shoving through the wall of guards and police on the steps
            behind him. Two of the latter peeled off to follow him at once. Whether it was the shock of the moment or fear of Glenmoor,
            the other guards lingered, as if at a loss of what to do.
         

         
         “Go after them!” Eleanor ordered. “Bring him back at once!”

         
         Viola and several of the Patrician men, including the prime minister, surged forward, as if to follow the princess’s command.

         
         “No, sweetheart,” Hugh said firmly, drawing her back. “Your work is done tonight.”

         
         Viola’s eyes flared with defiance. “He’s getting away.”

         
         “He won’t,” Hugh promised. Not while there was breath in his body, at least. He cast a searching look around. But where the
            devil was—?
         

         
         As if Hugh had summoned him out of the darkness, Reddy appeared behind them, looking as itchy and uncomfortable as he always
            did in dress attire.
         

         
         “Go,” Reddy said, taking Viola’s other arm with a look of resignation. “I’ll see to her and Elly.”

         
         “Like hell you will,” Viola protested, glittering like a fairy with her jewels. Hugh gave her one last, longing look, the
            soppy idiot he was.
         

         
         “I’m still owed a dance,” he reminded her. “I’ll be back to claim it.”

         
         Her jaw set obstinately, and he wanted to drown in those hazel eyes. “I’ll hold you to that.”

         
         Hugh kissed her hand as he slid free of her hold.

         
         “Try not to get yourself killed,” Reddy reminded him. “I hate funerals. They’re bad for my health.”

         
         With that, Hugh took off—not up the stairs, toward the Patricians who had surrounded Eleanor protectively, but around the
            hedges lining the grand stairs, to the door hidden behind them. Branches bit and tore at him as he finally got the blasted
            thing open enough to slip through.
         

         
         The uproar faded as the door shut, sealing him into the darkness of the hidden passage. His memory drew a map of the fastest, most direct route through them to the servants’ courtyard, where, he knew, Glenmoor always kept a horse at the ready. With all the palace staff’s attention fixed on the ball, there would be no one to impede his use of those corridors. 

         
         Hugh ran through the blackness, relishing the memory of Glenmoor’s face as the Crown of Veracity took hold. How very gratifying
            it had been to watch Eleanor drive in the knife with her questions.
         

         
         Hugh burst through the false back of a closet, then into the ground floor of the servants’ wing, where he and Viola had entered
            that first night. Sure enough, as he threw his body around the next corner, Glenmoor, flanked by his policemen, rushed through
            the inky darkness of the corridor.
         

         
         Hugh reached into his jacket, taking out the small pistol he’d strapped underneath. He slowed, steadying his grip as he aimed.

         
         “Glenmoor!” he bellowed.

         
         The idiot looked back. Hugh squeezed off the shot.

         
         The roar blistered his ears, spilling smoke into the air. When it cleared, Glenmoor was being dragged between the two policemen
            now. Blood soaked the left side of his body. Where was the wound? Clearly not the leg, where he’d been aiming.
         

         
         “You have won nothing,” Glenmoor called back in a thin, reedy voice.
         

         
         The man on the left dropped Glenmoor’s arm and wheeled around, firing his rifle. Instinct alone sent Hugh diving right, slamming
            into the wall. His teeth gnashed with the force of the impact, color and light exploding in his vision.
         

         
         He didn’t need to look down to know he’d been hit; the bullet had sliced through his upper left arm, leaving a hot streak
            of agony in its wake. That side of his body seized with pain.
         

         
         “Until next time, brother,” Glenmoor called. “If you survive that long.”

         
         Hugh’s vision swam, splitting the man in two as he barreled down the hall toward him. Hugh swore, tossing the pistol to reach
            beneath his sleeve for the knife strapped to his forearm. Glenmoor and the other man limped toward that final hallway that
            would lead them to the waiting courtyard.
         

         
         Damn him, he wouldn’t slither away. Not this time.

         
         Hugh waited until the last moment to duck as the guard swung the butt of his rifle toward Hugh’s face. Years of sparring at Almici’s seized hold of him, smoothing the flow of Hugh’s strike as he lunged beneath the giant’s arm and spun, sliding the knife out from beneath his sleeve and driving it through the man’s back in a single, lethal stroke. The sucking gasp of breath as the man dropped to his knees told Hugh he’d pierced the lung as intended. 

         
         Gripping his bleeding arm in irritation, he ran for the hallway, sliding around the last corner.

         
         A pale face flashed at the doorway, its lower half covered by a white handkerchief. The man’s dress jacket was flecked with
            grass and reeked of fire smoke. Hugh raised his blade to throw it, but the man was faster, launching something toward him.
            Black—gleaming—
         

         
         Hugh lunged to catch the perfume flacon, and, like a waking nightmare, he watched it slip just past the tips of his fingers
            and shatter against the ground. He had only a second to react, holding his breath as he flung his arm over his nose and mouth.
            Magic hissed around him like a vile, living thing, spreading its poisonous mist until it choked the hallway.
         

         
         Somehow, logic overcame his terror, and rather than rush back the way he had come, Hugh followed the attacker out into the
            clear night air just as Glenmoor and the policeman galloped away on their horse.
         

         
         Hugh spun, searching for the man who had thrown the bottle, finally releasing his pent-up breath.

         
         God, no—regret bellowed through him. Because, of course, the perfume had splattered onto him, and the moment he was foolish
            enough to lower his arm, it invaded his senses.
         

         
         The agony of his wound was nothing to the thorned vines that seemed to tear through his chest. The spiked magic raged in him
            with each anguished breath he drew.
         

         
         Damn it—damn it all—

         
         He ripped off his glove and patted at his chest, every small movement making it feel as though his skin were bursting open
            with sores. His hand was shaking by the time he found the fairy pendant tucked into the pocket there. Gripping it, he fell
            back against the ivy-strewn wall, feeling the charm flare with heat as it lapped the perfume’s malevolent magic. Hugh turned
            toward the arcade that Glenmoor had disappeared through, staggering toward it.
         

         
         The world surged beneath him, and his body betrayed him before his mind, his spine collapsing like a column of ash.

         
         He hit the ground hard, blood exploding in his mouth. The fall shattered his thoughts and may as well have broken every useless bone in his body. His heart slowed, as if grasped in the cold hand of the Devil himself. Lungs seizing with a torrid pain, he was unable to draw more than a thread of air. 

         
         The charm pulsed like a second heartbeat against his palm, too slow, too late to have any hope of keeping up with the barbed
            pulse of the poison.
         

         
         No, he begged. Not now . . .

         
         He dragged himself forward blindly with his right arm. The sky rumbled above him like the voice of God.

         
         Not yet. Not like this . . .

         
         Something cold and wet struck his neck. His hand. His face. Rain pattered down around him.

         
         It could . . . it could rinse away the poison, the scent . . .

         
         He forced himself to crawl out into the open heart of the courtyard. Each slash of rain drove into him like a knife, robbing
            him of that last bit of strength. He coughed, choking on his own agony as the rain splattered his face.
         

         
         He tasted blood. Tasted bile. Fury.

         
         The distant clatter of hooves faded beneath the ever-slowing thump of his heartbeat in his ears. Each wave of new agony tore another strip of his consciousness away, flaying him from the inside,
            but he fought it, fought to hold on to the last face lingering there, smiling softly, hair ablaze. Viola.

         
         The darkness couldn’t take her, too—Hugh’s hands curled against the unforgiving ground, sweat and tears and blood dripping
            from him. Don’t take her . . .

         
         But there was no escape from what was already inside of him. His soul tore open, and the dark agony devoured him at last.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

         
         It was just like the Patricians to insist on having their extravagant fete, blissfully dancing the midnight away, even after
            one of their most prominent members had been dramatically exposed as a traitor.
         

         
         I glowered down at them from the top of the stairs into the gardens, prowling like one of the caged animals at the Royal Menagerie.

         
         “Rather shocking, isn’t it?” Eleanor said from where she leaned against the damp stone railing, surveying the twirling dancers
            with a look of distaste. “I cannot tell if they’ve bred the scruples out of their family lines or if they simply see it as
            part of the evening’s entertainment. Either way, they are remarkably unbothered.”
         

         
         One of the guards nearby snorted in amusement, only to straighten back to attention when Eleanor and I glanced at him.

         
         I moved to join her, bracing a hand against the railing and the other against the Foxcourt tiara as I leaned over, searching
            for the door Hugh had disappeared through. It had been nearly a half hour since he’d pursued Glenmoor, and ten minutes since
            Reddy had given up the pretense of being untroubled and gone to find him. I was about to come out of my skin.
         

         
         “You played your part exquisitely,” I told her softly. “He never saw you coming.”

         
         “Because he and all the others think I’m weak,” Eleanor said.

         
         “You’ve changed that perception tonight,” I told her.

         
         The princess smiled, at least. “I’m grateful to you,” Eleanor said. “Truly.”

         
         “I think you should be more irritated than grateful,” I told her. “Glenmoor took my only working blend. Immortal Rose still
            isn’t complete.”
         

         
         Her smile appeared and vanished again, quick as a hummingbird. “But it will be come tomorrow morning, won’t it? You are giving
            me back time, and for me, that is power. Whether it is Glenmoor or someone else, I would be controlled completely in a regency.”
         

         
         And yet, what Greystone had said in parting still troubled me. “Do you have any idea what Glenmoor had on your uncle?”

         
         Eleanor shook her head. “At first I thought he merely saw him as a son, but—”

         
         I reached out, touching her arm to silence her as I pivoted toward the door. A moment later, Willie and Tommy appeared there,
            looking ashen.
         

         
         Willie blinked rapidly as he came toward us, struggling to muster the words. My knees bobbed, suddenly weak, as the world
            spun around me.
         

         
         “What’s happened?” I demanded. “Where is he?”

         
         Eleanor signaled to the closest guard, drawing the whole cluster into a tight formation around us.

         
         “You’d best come, my lady,” Willie said at last. “We barely got him into the coach—I’m not sure how much time he has left.”

         
         The dark night air pressed in around me, ice to my skin. I hauled up my skirts, demanding, “Where?”
         

         
         Tommy had only got out the words servants’ court before I was off like a shot, running through the open doorways into the hall. The walls of flowers wilted around me, their
            scent suddenly suffocating, tinged with decay, the very horror of life and death.
         

         
         Near the servants’ wing, a new, terrible stench slowed me—rancid, a bitter green with the slightest essence of sweetness.
            Of licorice.
         

         
         “No,” I gasped. The magic had faded to a sinister murmur, its fangs blunted as it had dispersed.

         
         Hugh. His name pierced me like a dagger to the heart, because I knew now what this was.
         

         
         Poison.

         
         I started toward the door into the servants’ wing, only to be grabbed from behind.

         
         “No, my lady, not that way—” Strong arms hauled me from the corridor.

         
         Eleanor rushed forward, her face blurring in front of me. “There’s another path to the courtyard—here—”

         
         We were inside one moment and outside the next. The rain-washed air drove out the spikes of the poisoned perfume, clearing
            my mind. Water dripped from the ivy covering the walls, apace with the distant melody of the string quartet. My eyes skipped
            from an abandoned black jacket crumpled on the ground to the waiting coach. Cartwell hovered near the open door, looking stricken.
            Just inside, Reddy crouched beside a shadowed figure curled on the seat.
         

         
         At the sound of our approach, Reddy climbed out. He met my gaze silently as he handed me up, and it was only then, when I saw the fear in his face, that the last of my hope abandoned me. 

         
         I dropped to my knees beside the seat in a cloud of dress and petticoats. Hugh’s essence surrounded me, its comfort stolen
            by the thready scent of the poison that clung to him.
         

         
         His hair was still soaked through with rain, and the wool blanket they’d wrapped around him did little to stave off the chill
            that had appeared to have set in.
         

         
         I stripped off my gloves, careful to replace my ring on my finger to keep from losing it. I clasped his face between my hands,
            gasping at its icy touch. His lips were tinged with a terrifying blue.
         

         
         “Hugh,” I choked out. “Hugh—can you hear me?”

         
         There was no response. Not even a groan of pain.

         
         “What happened?” Eleanor demanded.

         
         “I don’t know,” Reddy answered. His voice was gentle. Too gentle for my liking.

         
         “Home,” I called out to Cartwell. “Home, now.”
         

         
         I turned back to Hugh as the coach door slammed shut. There were muffled voices, then the sway of the coach as the Longmounts
            and Cartwell reclaimed their positions. The bobbing movement jostled us both, and for the first time, Hugh cried out.
         

         
         His arm slipped down off the seat, and something fell from his grasp, clattering into the floor’s dark well. I felt for it,
            gasping as my fingers brushed against scalding metal. It pulsed as if it possessed its own heartbeat.
         

         
         The fairy charm.

         
         I looked between it and Hugh’s face. If it absorbed magic, helping to nullify it—

         
         “My God,” I whispered. It had to be slowing the effects of the poison, sapping at it. Keeping him alive—for now.

         
         I reached over Hugh, clawing at the knot of his cravat until I could open the front of his shirt. He gasped again in pain
            as I cradled the back of his skull, lifting it only long enough to loop the leather cord around his neck. The silver pendant
            crackled like fire devouring wood as it came to rest against his skin.
         

         
         I leaned over him, knocking frantically on the coach’s back window, unsure of whether it opened.

         
         It did. Willie’s pale face appeared there as he crouched down, keeping a perilous grip on the coach.

         
         “Do you have the pin?” I asked breathlessly. “Glenmoor’s pin?”

         
         He patted the jacket of his livery with his free hand. The charm bounced from his hand to mine as the well-sprung coach battled
            the cobblestones. I just barely managed to catch it again before it disappeared into the dark footwell.
         

         
         I pinned it to Hugh’s shirt, just over his heart. If the other charm failed, there would be this one, and if this charm failed . . .

         
         “Don’t you dare die, you insufferable toff,” I told him, my eyes stinging with tears. My gaze fixed on his pale face, on that
            faint, shallow breath. “You promised me a dance.”
         

         
         But he was beyond hearing. Beyond seeing.

         
         But not, I knew, beyond saving.

         
         

         The ride to Foxcourt House was the most agonizing passage of time I could remember since Mama’s horrific decline on the eve
            of her death.
         

         
         It was his breath—the way it rattled with each shallow gasp, as if his lungs were drowning themselves in blood. The way his
            eyes snapped open only to stare vacantly past me, to the dark roof of the coach, murmuring delirious, hoarse words.
         

         
         Someone leapt down from the coach before it had come to a stop outside the mews—Reddy, who had apparently been riding up front
            with Cartwell. He was joined by Willie, tearing up the garden path and bursting into the house.
         

         
         By the time Cartwell had brought the coach to the back garden gate, they’d returned with a stretcher and brought the rest
            of the household with them.
         

         
         Brigadier barked wildly at the flurry of activity, circling and circling the coach until she was snatched up by Felicity,
            who was already supporting a pale-faced Fleming.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes flung the coach’s door open, her expression turning stricken at the sight of us.

         
         “Help,” I managed to get out. “He’s . . .”

         
         Mrs. Silver edged in beside her, making a quick assessment. “Poison?”

         
         I nodded, the heavy collar of my necklace suddenly strangling. “Perfume.”

         
         Cartwell’s grave face appeared beside them, reaching inside for me. “Come out, then, darling,” he said soothingly. “We’ll
            bring him in.”
         

         
         I took his offered hand, navigating the knot of my crushed skirts. The steps they’d set down wobbled uncertainly under me, or perhaps that was only my footing. In either case, Mrs. Keyes was there to grip my other arm. 

         
         “Did it come?” I asked her. “The nectar?”

         
         It had to be past midnight. If Greystone had cheated us, if he’d delayed its arrival by even a moment . . .

         
         “Yes,” Mrs. Keyes said, watching as Reddy and Willie slid the stretcher inside. “It arrived like a visiting royal, complete
            with a gilded coach—careful now!”
         

         
         That last order was barked to the young men as they attempted to settle Hugh’s supine form onto the stretcher. My body went
            rigid at his hoarse cry of pain.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes turned back to me. “Unfortunately, there’s another matter you may need to see to first.”

         
         Reluctantly, I trailed after her to the house. The flower beds shivered in the wind as we passed them. The drops of rain clinging
            to the leaves and petals looked like teardrops in the dark.
         

         
         The scent of the house was a balm to the heavy ache in my chest. As my eyes adjusted to the light in the kitchen, the matter
            revealed itself at once: Theo sat at the head of the staff table, looking to all the world like a haughty boy king as he stared
            down a grizzled man swathed in tattered clothing.
         

         
         The latter rose at our entrance, his lips shaping into a perfect O at the sight of me. He swept off his hat, releasing his
            ponderous clouds of side whiskers for us all to admire. “M’lady, I—God’s teeth!”
         

         
         The visitor balked as the door opened behind me and they carried Hugh in. Willie stopped, his face scrunching at the sight
            of the man. He passed his end of the stretcher to Tommy. “Reynolds, you’d better have a good reason to have turned up here—”
         

         
         I glanced toward the others as they passed, saying, “Put him in my bedchamber, please. I think we’ll need the room to see
            to him.”
         

         
         “Of course,” Reddy said quickly. “Some hot water might be helpful—”

         
         “Yes,” Mrs. Silver said, her wrapper flying out behind her as she moved to the stove. “Yes, right away.”

         
         “I’ll find clean clothes for his lordship,” Fleming said, hurrying after the stretcher.

         
         “As I told you, Mr. Reynolds, now is not the time for your urgent business,” Mrs. Keyes told the bedraggled man.
         

         
         His attention snapped back to us as the commotion in the kitchen settled. “I—well—ye told me to come if I’d ’eard anything about them snatchers. And I did, straight off.” 

         
         I began unfastening the heavy pearl earrings, fighting my impatience. Felicity held out her hand for them, already at work
            removing the roses from the base of the Foxcourt tiara. I ducked to allow her to lift it off my head.
         

         
         I gritted my teeth. “All right. What is it you’ve found?”

         
         “I’d forgotten till I talked to my boys, see—ye remember how it is, Willie, how these things get away from ye until they matter
            again,” Reynolds continued, scratching at his nose. “We was having ourselves some ale at Traydon’s and got to talking about
            the snatchers and such. One of them—Colby, ye remember ’im, don’t ye?”
         

         
         Willie looked like he wanted to kill Reynolds, then Colby, as slowly as possible. “Yes.”

         
         With a comforting stroke of my arm, Felicity took the parure and ducked out of the kitchen to see it put away.

         
         “Well, ’e mentioned ’e ’eard one of the snatchers being called Sweetflyer,” Reynolds continued. “Colby swears ’e saw ’im take
            a boy, no more than ten.”
         

         
         “Could he describe the man at all?” I asked.

         
         Reynolds shook his head. “Said it was dark and ’e wore a cloak. This was years ago, mind, when we were lads ourselves.”

         
         But of course. That would have been too easy.

         
         “Thank you,” I told him.

         
         Reynolds looked to Willie. “About that silver ye promised—ack—” Willie gripped him by the collar, dragging him away.
         

         
         “I told you not to come here,” Willie growled as the garden door shut behind them.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes blew a loose strand of hair out of her face. “Is the hot water ready?”

         
         “Yes, my love,” Mrs. Silver said. “Help me bring it up, won’t you?”

         
         The women hoisted the cans of hot water and vanished through the doorway. Quiet descended on the kitchen as I steeled myself
            with a long, steadying breath.
         

         
         “’E’s wrong.”

         
         Theo, for once, had been so quiet I’d forgotten he was there.

         
         “Reynolds?” I asked.

         
         He nodded, scratching absently at his ear. “I’d forgot till now, till I ’eard it, like ’e said.”

         
         “That’s all right,” I said, fighting my impatience to go to the still room. “What was he wrong about?”

         
         “The name of the shadow man.” The boy stared back at me with dark eyes that seemed entirely too old for his face. “The other
            sweeps, they called ’im Sweetfeather.”
         

         
         That word again. Sweetfeather.

         
         I started toward the still room, only to be stopped by his quiet whisper.

         
         “That toff,” Theo said. “’E’ll be all right, won’t ’e?”

         
         Through the still room door, I could see where not one but four brown bottles had been placed on a tray, all in whimsical
            shapes like the others I’d seen in the archive at Briarwood Palace. Greystone had sent them all, not just the nectar.
         

         
         Rather than amaze me, the realization was unsettling. There would be invisible strings attached to the other three, no doubt.

         
         “Yes,” I promised Theo. “He will.”

         
         Because there was still Immortal Rose.

         
         

         I brought two candles into the still room with me, setting one on either side of the table to light my workspace. As I tied
            an apron around my dress, I considered the bottles, the hint of their nature that escaped their stoppers.
         

         
         I opened the Treasury, quickly turning the pages until I found a perfume that used heatherbore—A Whisper of Mist, for clearing
            the chest of congestion.
         

         
         All the Rosebourne perfumes, magic or otherwise, were pleasing to the nose—there was a harmony to their scents. Given the
            grasses and oakmoss listed for the perfume, heatherbore was likely to be the one that smelled like cool, damp earth—it drew
            to mind the image of a shadowed grove.
         

         
         One by one, I worked through them. It was so rare to discover new scents, it was difficult, even under the circumstances,
            not to be swept away by them, feeling the shimmer of their magic kiss my fingertips through the glass.
         

         
         Silverbranch had an unusually cold scent, almost like tuberose carved from ancient silver into a key—one used to find what was lost or hidden. Moonflower was a crisp, sweet scent, and like the first bite of a peach, that sweetness kept unfolding, revealing new, nuanced depths. Every perfume that used it involved some form of protection, including from nightmares. 

         
         Which left the final bottle. The divine nectar of the flowering Afallach tree.
         

         
         Tart like strawberry or rhubarb, but rounded by a honeyed note that made my whole soul lift. It was weaker than the other
            scents, and as I took the bottle in hand, drawing it toward the candle’s light, I saw why.
         

         
         There was a single drop of it left inside—enough for exactly one dose.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty

         
         Life was so rarely kind, it at least ought to have been fair.

         
         I’d lived the truth of that my whole life, and still—still—that single, shimmering drop of nectar sliding across the bottom of the bottle felt like its greatest betrayal. Because in
            my hand was salvation for one man and doom for another. It was a reckoning.
         

         
         My heart or my inheritance.

         
         I closed my eyes, drawing the lip of the bottle up to rest beneath my nose, as if it might whisper the right path.

         
         For so long, I’d believed the only safety for a woman was wealth and freedom—hadn’t Mama proven as much? Losing the first
            had cost her the second, and her only way to regain it had been through desperation. Death.
         

         
         The injustice burned in me for years, and there had been no way to unleash it onto the man who had deserved that ire most,
            and so it had burned straight through my heart. And to know, too late, that William Rosebourne had been searching for me—that
            he had wanted to find me after twenty-five years . . . That had to mean something, didn’t it?
         

         
         The House of Rosebourne was meant for me. I knew it down to the marrow of my bones. Mama hadn’t wanted to walk away from it,
            she’d been forced to, and she’d left a piece of herself with it that she had never been able to recover.
         

         
         The thought of walking away now, abandoning her there after I’d already failed to save her—after she had died for me—it left me feeling like the world itself was burying me alive. I could scarcely breathe.
         

         
         Feelings . . . love . . . they could change, couldn’t they? Hardening like deadwood. There was no security there, but that
            risk was the proving ground for love.
         

         
         My thoughts raced, dizzying. If we laid them side by side and I opened the perfume flacon between them . . . no. Unlike the
            other magic scents, including the Crown of Veracity, every healing perfume in the Treasury required the wearer’s blood, to give the magic someone to bind to. Would it dilute the potency of the magic to include both of their blood, or to add in none at all? Would it be a matter of which of them breathed it in first? 

         
         Adjusting the formulation for how little of the nectar I had . . . it would hardly be a single dab. Would the scent even last
            long enough to heal him? With the others I had made before, the magic had lingered in the heart notes of the perfume, after
            the lighter top notes had lifted. But there was no telling how long the magic would have to work before it faded altogether
            into the base notes.
         

         
         My inexperience infuriated me. There was no one left to ask, and there simply wasn’t enough nectar to risk testing any of
            these theories. There were only terrible choices.
         

         
         I could use the nectar for one man and be forced to claim an innocent life to make a second batch to save the other, as the
            Treasury stated.
         

         
         I could save Hugh and keep what I had gained here at Foxcourt House, or I could save the King and claim my inheritance, accepting
            all the risk that entailed—not just to my heart, but to the household.

         
         If Hugh died, what would happen to them? They would never forgive me, just as Hugh would never forgive me for choosing him
            over the King, over the good of the country, and over Eleanor, who would find herself beneath the thumb of a different regent.
         

         
         In either case, I was consigning at least one person to death.

         
         I don’t know what to do, I thought, the rush of horror and fear crashing over me.
         

         
         I had been Viola Lockwood, struggling to survive. A man I despised would have me be Viola Greystone, an heiress to limitless
            greed and power. But the paths I would choose—Viola Rosebourne, Countess of Foxcourt—could not exist in tandem.
         

         
         I don’t know what to do, I thought, my head aching, my eyes burning. Help me, Mama, please . . .

         
         Was there another perfume—one that might at least alleviate suffering or give one or both more time? Give me more time to procure additional nectar?
         

         
         My thoughts raced as I picked up the quizzing glass I had left on the table earlier, when I’d retrieved the working blend
            of Immortal Rose.
         

         
         Could I give Hugh the King’s Blend and hope the fairy charms worked to nullify enough of the poison—would that be enough?
            I didn’t know which of the poison perfumes had been used on him. The rain had washed away much of the scent, save that terrible
            licorice base note.
         

         
         I flipped the heavy mass of Treasury pages back to the start and began to quickly thumb through them. There was a loose order to the pages: the guide began with formulations for scents without magic, before progressing into perfumes to change appearances, enhancements for emotions and good fortune, those that affected the minds and the hearts of the scenters, and, finally, cures, ailments, and poisons. 

         
         I straightened, blowing out a hard breath. It was worth a try. The notes of the King’s Blend were simple enough: mint, bergamot,
            ginger. It was the magical element that posed the problem.
         

         
         Sweetfeather.

         
         That name again. It had been one of the missing oils, hadn’t it? But then Greystone had spoken of it, claiming William Rosebourne
            had wanted his help in finding it. So did that mean Rosebourne had simply run through his supply?
         

         
         I was so certain you were here to discuss sweetfeather. If only.

         
         I stared at the pages spread open before me. There had to be a sacrifice that could be made in place of sweetfeather noted somewhere in the godforsaken Treasury.
         

         
         From what I’d learned, each fairy plant had some specific magic quality, meaning the replacement sacrifices were usually of
            a kind, if not more specific to the perfume’s purpose. The King’s Blend had no sacrifice listed, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t
            experiment with one, the way my Rosebourne ancestors clearly had as their supply of fairy flora withered.
         

         
         Sweetfeather seemed to have some sort of renewal effect, depending on how it was applied. It could clear the skin of hives
            and rashes in small doses, restore lost confidence, and, as the old song went—cinnamon, sweetfeather, and thyme, to make the fairy wings shine—it seemed to naturally enhance the beauty of a fairy.
         

         
         There was Youth Elixir, which shared all the same notes as the King’s Blend save for the inclusion of lavender. William Rosebourne’s familiar, slanted hand had crossed both it and sweetfeather out and
            written in . . .
         

         
         I straightened, pulling back from the Treasury as if it had snapped shut on my fingers. I stared at it—stared and stared.

         
         Mama’s letter had scarred itself into my memory, but the wound reopened now, bleeding freely. I cannot abide, nor forget, what you’ve done, and I want none of it.

         
         My heart slammed in my chest, making me feel dizzy.

         
         Only one of our souls is bound for hell.

         
         I had the strangest sense of distance from my own body as I returned to the Treasury, as if I couldn’t bear to be close to
            the truth slowly unveiling itself in all its monstrous glory. I needed to see it again—the entry. I needed to prove to myself
            I hadn’t imagined it.
         

         
         I hadn’t.

         
         I will not bring a child into this dark nightmare you have erected.

         
         I pressed a hand to my mouth, stifling the noise of shock. Of anguish.

         
         That was how Tommy found me, only a few moments later, locked in that moment of horror. “What’s the matter?”

         
         “I . . .” I couldn’t bear to say it.

         
         “Is there something you need?” he pressed. I hadn’t realized I was swaying until he gripped my arms, steadying me.

         
         Finally, I looked at him and heard myself say, “I need someone to bring a message to the palace.”

         
         

         They made remarkable time returning to Foxcourt House—so remarkable that I hadn’t quite worked out precisely what I wanted
            to say. I was still sitting on the staircase, my thoughts streaked with a succession of horrors, when they came in through
            the front door.
         

         
         “Oh, my lady,” Vernon said, dropping into a bow as he saw me there. “I was so sorry to hear about what happened to Lord Foxcourt.
            How is he?”
         

         
         “Not well, unfortunately,” I said carefully.

         
         I looked at him then, really looked at him. He was a small man, in both stature and presence, and bore all of aging’s harshest markers: parchment-thin skin that
            revealed knots of blue veins, a face that sagged with the weariness of decades, shocking white hair, rheumy eyes that had
            softened with genuine concern.
         

         
         Tommy inclined his head in silent question. I nodded to him. He drifted back into the study. Near enough, but still granting
            the courtier a measure of privacy.
         

         
         “I’ve brought His Majesty’s blood,” Vernon began, his gaze as uncertain as the last time he had come to visit. “As you requested.”

         
         “Thank you,” I told him, rising to take it from him. Slipping the small bottle into the pocket of my apron, I clasped a hand
            on his arm. “I would like to ask another favor of you, if I may?”
         

         
         “Of course,” he said instantly.

         
         I steeled myself. “Thank you. If you’ll wait right here?”

         
         At his confused nod, I climbed the steps to the landing. The movement rustled the tulle hanging over Lord Foxcourt’s portrait.
            With a deep breath, I twisted the coarse fabric in my grip and tugged.
         

         
         The mourning shroud drifted to the ground silently, falling like a shadow at my feet.

         
         And all the while, I watched Vernon. Watched as the blood left his face and the terror set in. His body tensed, as if preparing
            to bolt back to the door.
         

         
         “I—” he began. “I don’t understand—this—”

         
         I picked up Rosebourne’s commonplace book where I had left it balanced on the table beneath the portrait, opening it to the
            page I had marked.
         

         
         “‘Radcliffe Apothecary,’” I read. “‘Encounter with hostile man—ask Lord F about placement—if man is related to DeForests?’”

         
         Vernon jumped as I shut the book and left it behind on the landing. I descended the steps, and he drew back, his shoulders
            curling in as he hunched at the waist.
         

         
         “Vernon,” I began softly, “how old are you?”

         
         “I’m—sixty-seven,” he choked out. “I’m sixty-seven.”

         
         “How old are you in truth?” This was a nightmare. It had to be. “How old would you be if you had never encountered the man
            in the portrait?”
         

         
         He was silent save for his heavy breathing. Until: “Twenty-seven.”

         
         I pressed a hand to my chest, trying to smother the dagger-sharp pain that pierced it. “And when you were taken by a snatcher?”

         
         “Seven.”

         
         I bit my lip, trying to control my own emotions as his unraveled. I saw the boy in his face then, how very frightened he was.
            It reminded me so much of Theo, I nearly wept.
         

         
         “How did you know?” he whispered. “I was careful . . . I was so careful. I never revealed it. Not even His Majesty knew. Only
            the perfumer. Only that man.”
         

         
         The perfumer. My grandfather. My stomach twisted viciously.
         

         
         “He wrote about the required sacrifice of youth to create a perfume, adjusting it to the King’s tastes in the book of perfume
            formulations,” I forced myself to say. “It replaced another ingredient called sweetfeather.”
         

         
         Vernon flinched again at the name.

         
         “That was the alias Lord Foxcourt used when he hired men to steal children from the Brickbats, wasn’t it? Children few people
            would care to look for or miss,” I whispered. “To take their youth and vitality for the King’s perfume.”
         

         
         A perfume that he claimed revitalized him, that had somehow warded off even poison for a time. Now I knew why.

         
         “A monster can wear a smile and an orchid on his lapel,” I said, repeating his words back to him. “He wore them often, didn’t he? That was why he was depicted with one.”
         

         
         The white orchid on Lord Foxcourt’s painted lapel was bright despite the house’s evening gloom. My soul raged at it. A symbol
            of purity. Of innocence.
         

         
         “You were so nervous when you came to see me, and then you mentioned the statue in the back garden’s pond, as if you had been
            here before,” I continued. “I asked the others, and the statue you recalled broke nearly twenty years ago.”
         

         
         Just around the time Vernon had his youth ripped away from him.

         
         “He . . . he placed me in service, after,” Vernon said hoarsely. “As a consolation. Can you credit that?”
         

         
         “Oliver’s grandparents,” I said. “I remember.”

         
         “It was fine . . . I was fine . . . until we came to live with the Radcliffes and I was surrounded by young boys,” Vernon said. “It was a mockery,
            a punishment. Every day I felt more like an atrocity, neither adult nor boy. A wasted, withered freak.”
         

         
         “No—” I began.
         

         
         He held up his hand, silencing my protest. “Oliver knew nothing of my past, but he sensed my pain. That was why he helped
            me gain employment at the palace. The old Foxcourt had no idea until I had already ingratiated myself with the King.”
         

         
         “Why would you ever want to work for the man who had done this to you?” I whispered.

         
         “I wanted him to see me, to know what he had done,” Vernon said. “But, of course, he didn’t recognize me. Why would he? He
            never saw any of the children. Royals live a life devoid of friction. They have every need cared for, as a child might. They
            needn’t concern themselves with how something they desire is procured, only that it is handed to them when they will it.”
         

         
         Vernon’s pained smile broke my heart.

         
         “Did he know?” I asked. “About the sacrifice needed for his perfume?”

         
         “Yes,” Vernon said. “If not from the start, then when Glenmoor confronted him, shortly after becoming home secretary. The
            King was beside himself. He had no choice but to agree to all the duke’s demands or else be exposed and lose the perfume and
            its magic.”
         

         
         My God. The blackmail. This had to be at the root of Glenmoor’s plans for Albion; he had taken this horrific seed and used
            it to plant the beginning of his garden of terrors.
         

         
         “His Majesty has been unwell for some time. That was not something I was made aware of until he brought me into his confidence,”
            Vernon said. “He had gray fever as a child, which weakened his heart. He’s required the perfume ever since. Then the supply
            of sweetfeather ran out, and William Rosebourne was tasked with finding a new source of it.”
         

         
         “How many children were affected?” I asked.

         
         He gave a hopeless shrug that chilled me.

         
         “There’s only one part of this I can’t understand,” I began. “How were you able to lie when you were questioned under the
            Crown of Veracity?”
         

         
         “The same way I am able to provide such unsavory assistance to the King,” Vernon choked out. “I have not been able to smell
            anything since that day.”
         

         
         I couldn’t begin to fathom what that must be like. It would have been like carving out my soul.

         
         “You must understand, the duke told me that I would be given a perfume that would restore me,” Vernon whispered, clutching
            at his face. “If I applied the poison to the King’s clothing, he said the DeForests could reverse the loss.”
         

         
         Oh, I thought, anguished. Oh, God.

         
         “If that were possible,” I told him gently, “it would mean someone else had their life stolen from them.”

         
         At that, Vernon finally cracked open, shattering before my eyes. His breath came in deep, heaving sobs, the tears spilling
            out over his fingers. “I knew, in my heart I knew, that must be the case. I only—it’s so unfair—”
         

         
         “It is,” I told him, reaching for his arms again. “What was done to you is unforgivable.”

         
         He sagged at the touch as he wept. “My hatred is a poison to my heart, but I cannot kill it. I cannot.”

         
         “You are a good person,” I told him sincerely. “You didn’t deserve this.”

         
         What he’d been subjected to had been punishment enough. A king did not deserve his life more than a young boy deserved his.
            That was the truth I held on to. The one that settled firmly in my heart.
         

         
         And I understood, then, the nature of the power at my disposal. Why it had been impossible for generations of Rosebournes
            to resist, even when faced with such dire choices. The power was the choice itself—becoming an arbiter of fate.
         

         
         The thought stirred another. “Glenmoor said at least one of the DeForests was working alongside him, someone who still possessed
            the family’s magic. He even said they were attending the ball. Do you know who supplied the poison for the King?”
         

         
         “No,” Vernon said. “But I overheard a conversation between him and his secretary, about finding a family here in Albion who
            are descended from the DeForest line.”
         

         
         I nodded, absorbing this. “Vernon, I think it may be best for you to disappear, at least until the danger to you passes. With
            the perfumer and Glenmoor somewhere in the city, they could expose you . . . or worse.”
         

         
         “Yes . . .” He breathed out, bowing his head. “Yes, you’re right . . . I will tender my resignation to Her Royal Highness . . .”

         
         “Do you have savings?” I asked him. “I could have money sent—”

         
         “No,” he said quickly, “no, I thank you for that kindness, but I have savings.” He forced a tremulous smile on his face. “I
            live at the palace. I’ve no family left—none who would recognize or accept me. I simply do not have anywhere to go.”
         

         
         “I know of a place.”

         
         Mrs. Keyes’s voice was measured, carrying to us as she made her way down the stairs, glancing up at the portrait as she passed.
            It was impossible to tell how much she had heard. All of it, I assumed.
         

         
         Vernon flew back at her sudden appearance, knocking into the table at the center of the hall. A sheen of sweat broke out on
            his face as he eased behind me, the way a child might hide behind their mother’s skirts.
         

         
         “You recognize me,” Mrs. Keyes said quietly.

         
         Vernon swallowed. Nodded.

         
         A stark pain tightened her expression. “You were one of the children he would bring here from time to time, to be cleaned
            and fed.”
         

         
         Vernon could only nod again.

         
         Mrs. Keyes’s posture was terrifyingly rigid as the full weight of the deception bore down on her. “He told us he would find
            work for you all. He never gave us reason to believe otherwise. I am very sorry, and I would like to help you, as I said.”
         

         
         “Where would he go?” I asked.

         
         “An academy for orphaned girls, in Caledonia,” Mrs. Keyes said. “Girls with unusual stories. They are always in need of staff,
            and it is quite picturesque, though I cannot recommend swimming in the loch. It is freezing, even at the height of summer.”
         

         
         I’d read a story once, about a man who could charm snakes with his instrument, drawing them into a mesmerized dance with nothing
            but a song and the fluid movement of his hands.
         

         
         Mrs. Keyes’s words seemed to have a similar soothing effect, luring Vernon out from behind me. He swept his hand over his
            face, settling himself as he’d no doubt been called to do time and time again, from too young of an age.
         

         
         “Come now,” Mrs. Keyes said, her hawk eyes softening. “I’ll tell you more of it as we prepare you for the journey north.”

         
         She took his arm then, supporting his first few unsteady steps. Before they entered the kitchen, Mrs. Keyes met my gaze in
            a long, pained look.
         

         
         They hadn’t known, either. Of course not. And knowing now . . . I couldn’t begin to imagine what it might do to them. What
            it would do to Hugh, who’d molded himself after the man who had raised him. Who had saved him, even as he had destroyed the lives of other children.
         

         
         I pressed a hand to my mouth, stifling a scream.

         
         This is what I stood to inherit with the House of Rosebourne. This hideous truth and countless others that remained buried.
            Rosebourne had built his empire on suffering, shrouded in a veil of beautiful perfume. It did not deserve to carry on. Let
            it die, like the monster who had built it.
         

         
         The King had already taken too much, quilting the youth and vigor of innocents onto his life to unnaturally extend it. I would
            not throw that man another line to save him from death.
         

         
         Vernon’s pained words haunted me. I simply do not have anywhere to go.

         
         I had a place here, didn’t I? The house, with all its florals and pastels, felt like the worst sort of disguise to me, as if the last Foxcourt had tried to paper over the shameful rot at its heart. 

         
         Its ghosts hovered around me now, as silent as secrets. They were traces of the lives, of the emotions, of the ancient family
            line that had walked its halls. All the pain, joy, excitement, frustration, and shame.
         

         
         And from the landing of the stairs, the spymaster watched as I made my choice.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-One

         
         This was the truth of fairyborn magic, the one that allowed so many of us to hide in plain sight: even as it’s drawn upon,
            it cannot be perceived. There are no wisps of smoke, no glimmers of light at our fingertips. Any onlooker might mistake it
            for a moment of quiet introspection. A summoning of will.
         

         
         It is secret and sacred—a journey through the layers of ourselves, the way our fairy ancestors once descended through the
            mounds to their realm. One that can only be taken alone.
         

         
         That meeting place appeared differently to everyone, a gift that was uniquely their own. Mama once described hers as a single
            pale crystal glowing in the woods.
         

         
         Within me, it was a garden.

         
         Alone in the still room, I placed an empty flacon before me and carefully portioned out the beginnings of Immortal Rose I had already blended to account for how little nectar I had. The perfume’s scent curled around me. After adding a drop of
            the blood Mrs. Keyes had collected from Hugh, I held that flacon in one hand and the bottle of the nectar in the other and
            closed my eyes.
         

         
         In that stillness, I drew out the seed of shimmering gold from my heart, imagining it flowing through my body with twining
            roots. In the darkness behind my eyelids, with no sight to interfere, the floral notes of Immortal Rose sharpened, became
            greener, like the memory of their earliest life, when they’d first pushed through the garden’s soil.
         

         
         Then, as if I had dreamt them into being, they were before me, a vision of a vast, lush garden that spread out as far as the
            eye could see in every direction. Blankets of pink, blue, red, and purple blooms swayed in some phantom breeze. The sight
            of them allowed me to step out of that fear I’d felt, the horror, and into something pure, and mine.
         

         
         I had escaped here so many times as a child, not knowing what it was, only seeking a safe place to hide from the pain of beatings.
            Even now, it had the power to soothe me.
         

         
         I took a step forward and was rewarded with the release of the warm, sparkling flutter in my chest. The sky was crystal clear, the color of the finest aquamarine. Here, it was always day. There were no shadows. 

         
         Flowers and herbs sprung from the soil as I continued down the path, as if eager to follow me to the soul of the garden. Jasmine
            bloomed on ancient stone walls, and here and there, the lilies turned their faces toward me, encouraging. I felt Mama walking
            beside me as surely as I felt my own heartbeat.
         

         
         The warmth in my chest turned sparkling. Divine. How easy it would be to simply stay here, to lie down in the cool grass and rest. The temptation stole my breath.
         

         
         The bottles in my hands felt sun-warmed as I followed the final curve of the path beyond the hedge grove to where a sprawling
            oak awaited me—solitary, vast, ancient.
         

         
         A soft, otherworldly hum filled my ears as I stretched a hand toward its gnarled trunk, stroking it. My love was overwhelming,
            enough to bring hot tears to my eyes.
         

         
         The oak’s song turned anticipatory. Adoring. When it quieted, I knew it was waiting for its offer. Here, in the past, I would
            have whispered, I give you a night’s sleep for another’s slumber, or a lock of my hair’s beauty, so that another may be so perceived. Precise, precise, precise. That had been Mama’s greatest lesson.
         

         
         But this was the first time I had come here to offer a fairy fruit’s magic, and for a moment, I was at a loss for what to
            do.
         

         
         The hum returned, pulsing in time with the fluttering in my chest, with my heart.

         
         The words came to my mind then, as if someone had whispered them into my soul.

         
         I held up the bottles, pouring that single drop of nectar into the other flacon. Gripping it in one hand and placing the other
            back onto the oak, I spoke. I seek to make Immortal Rose, the antidote of all poisons and venoms. I offer the nectar of the flowering Afallach tree to
               make it so.

         
         So there would be no mistake of whom the perfume was intended for, I brought an image of Hugh to mind, enveloping him in a
            golden, healing light, envisioning the poison lifting from him like smoke.
         

         
         There was a last moment of quiet before I felt the stirring of magic within the oak. It raced up the length of my arm in whorls
            of light and power. The force of it nearly knocked me back, threatening to sever the connection between myself and the magic
            roaring through the air. The heat coiled at my center, blinding, until I blazed like a star.
         

         
         Then, as quickly as it had come on, the outpouring of magic eased, cooling like sand as it settled closer to my skin once more. A ragged breath escaped me as the last of its coils spun around the hand clutching the flacon. 

         
         The tree fell silent, and the garden receded. When I opened my eyes again, I was in the still room, the first brush of predawn
            stealing in through the windows behind me.
         

         
         I held up the completed perfume, bringing the quizzing glass to my eye. Inside the flacon, the perfume swirled with fading
            glimmers, and the scent that filled the air was nothing short of divine.
         

         
         Tears pricked my eyes again as I breathed in that lost scent, the impossible beauty of Immortal Rose. I had never smelled
            anything like it and likely never would again. For a moment, I was Venia herself, waking to new life beneath the roses in
            the garden of the gods.
         

         
         I set the quizzing glass down and placed a stopper in the flacon. Relief sent a wave of tremors through me as I picked up
            another bottle and began blending the other components of the perfume again, finishing it without the nectar. Done, I sealed
            it and stepped back.
         

         
         The lingering effect of the magic that had coursed through me left me in an exhausted daze. Taking that small, precious dab
            of perfume with me, I made my way upstairs.
         

         
         The melancholy light covered the bedchamber like a mourning shroud, dimming even the light from the roaring fire in the hearth.
            The onslaught of heat made me lightheaded as I crossed the threshold. 
         

         
         Mrs. Silver looked up from where she was stroking Hugh’s damp hair from his forehead. She and the others had bathed him before
            piling wool blankets over his shivering form.
         

         
         The sight of his clenched jaw, tensed with pain, reassured me. He was still alive. He could still be saved.

         
         “May I have a moment alone with him?” I asked.

         
         Mrs. Silver took in the sight of me. I wondered if she might have suspected, or if she was afraid I might try something reckless.
            As it was, it was too late to prevent either.
         

         
         “Of course, ma chère,” she said as she rose and came toward me. She leaned down to kiss my forehead. The simple act left my
            throat thick and my hands trembling.
         

         
         My eyes went to the portrait of Mama on the easel.

         
         “I cannot regret this,” I told her. “I’m sorry.”

         
         With a final look, I moved to the bed. The mattress dipped as I sat beside Hugh. He stirred in response. He was so pale—his eyelids fluttered, as if he was fighting with every bit of that abominable will to open them. 

         
         “It’s all right,” I told him, stroking his clammy cheek. “Everything is well. You can rest.”

         
         He strained again.

         
         “It’s all right,” I whispered again, pulling out the flacon’s stopper. The scent of Immortal Rose released like a lover’s
            sigh, but my heart’s hammering didn’t ease until Hugh’s breath evened out.
         

         
         “There we are,” I said, dabbing the perfume onto my finger.

         
         I painted the fragrance along his jaw, along the curve of his top lip, down his neck to that hollow at the base of his throat,
            until there was nothing left in the bottle. On the chance it might help in some small way, I set it on the table beside the
            bed, studying his face for any change. If anything, he only sank deeper into sleep.
         

         
         Lifting his uninjured arm, I slid into the bed beside him, resting my head against his shoulder. His chest rose and fell beneath
            my hand as I slid it over his clean shirt, searching for his heartbeat. There was a rustle as he instinctively turned his
            face toward me, his cheek settling against my hair. My heart swelled until I feared it would shatter.
         

         
         I must have dozed off, because the next thing I was aware of was a soft knock at the door. I bolted upright, twisting around
            to look at Hugh. The fear that ripped at my heart lessened with the next steady, deeper breath he drew in.
         

         
         Bewildered from the brief sleep, I rose, straightening my hopelessly ruined dress. The light in the room was a touch brighter;
            it had likely been only a few minutes.
         

         
         Fleming waited in the hall, his expression grave. He held out a slim note. “This has just come for you, my lady. From the
            palace.”
         

         
         Desperation pierced me as I took it from him and broke the seal. I already knew what it would say. Come at once. It is his final hour.

         
         “My lady?” Fleming prompted. “How may I assist you?”

         
         “I’ll . . .” God, could I really do this? “I’ll need the coach brought round.”

         
         He nodded, looking relieved to have something to do. “At once.”

         
         There was no going back now.

         
         Quickly, I changed into a simple brown dress and grabbed one of the dark cloaks. Felicity had sewn a pocket into it at my request, and it would be just big enough to hold the other flacon. 

         
         I lingered at the bed, leaning over Hugh to brush my lips against his. Rising, I pulled myself together, trying to settle
            my mounting nausea with a deep breath. God, it was awful leaving him before I knew for certain if Immortal Rose had worked.
            Tearing myself away felt like ripping my heart in two and leaving half of it with him.
         

         
         But step by step, I forced myself out of the room. Down the hall. Down the stairs. Down the servants’ corridor into the kitchen.
            Down the garden path.
         

         
         Down, down, down to the hell of seeing this terrible business through.

         
         

         I stared out the coach’s window, watching the procession of coaches reentering Summerland Palace’s forecourt to convey their
            lords and ladies home. Of course. Dawn had arrived, and now they would amble home to their beds, sleep away the day, and when
            they rose again, their world would be the same as it ever was. Serene, gilded, easy.
         

         
         My resentment festered.

         
         The weight of the perfume flacon tugged at my cloak, until that slight pressure pulled its collar like a noose.

         
         Rather than return to the inner courtyard where they had found Hugh, Cartwell brought the coach around to the wing that overlooked
            Queen’s Park—the royal family’s private apartments. Even in the low light, I could just make out the shadowed impression of
            Briarwood Palace through the screen of oaks.
         

         
         The entry was protected by two guards. Clearly, they’d been expecting us, opening the gate at once to reveal another, smaller
            porte cochere.
         

         
         My pulse heightened to a painful degree as Cartwell brought the coach to a halt beneath it and climbed down to assist me.
            Both Willie and Tommy had gone out to help Reddy track down Glenmoor, and just then, I missed their reassuring presence.
         

         
         “Would you like me to accompany you?” Cartwell asked gently.

         
         I nearly said yes. When had I become such a coward?

         
         “I’ll be all right,” I assured him, clasping his arm as I stepped down.

         
         “I’ll be just here, waiting for you,” he promised. “And—”

         
         “Viola!”
         

         
         A familiar voice made me wheel around toward the gate.

         
         “Oliver?” I called, half in disbelief. But there he was, restrained by one of the guards, even as he gripped the gate’s bars.

         
         “It’s all right,” I told the soldier. “You can let him through.”

         
         They did, reluctantly. Oliver hurried toward me, looking far more rumpled than he had earlier in the night. His essence was
            drenched in wine and ratafia, but he seemed sober enough as he looked me over.
         

         
         “My God, I thought that was your coach—I was just heading to Foxcourt House—” Oliver paused to catch his breath. “I heard
            about what happened to the earl—is he—?”
         

         
         I drew him into the palace, where another guard was posted.

         
         “Lady Foxcourt,” that one started to say, “I’m to accompany you—”

         
         I held up my free hand. “I know the way, thank you.”

         
         Oliver gave me a bewildered, searching look as the guard fell back with a nod. A musky wariness followed in our wake as I
            guided us farther down the darkened corridor, away from prying ears.
         

         
         “Is it true?” Oliver whispered. “Was he poisoned?”

         
         It wasn’t hope in his face—not exactly. Something about the wildness in his eyes reminded me of a glass balanced on a table’s
            edge.
         

         
         “He was,” I said quietly. “Glenmoor’s gone to ground. He could be anywhere by now.”

         
         “I’m so sorry,” Oliver said, taking that in with a pale face. His expression softened as he gave me a closer look. “Why are
            you here? Why did you come back?”
         

         
         “I’m here to deliver the perfume that was commissioned,” I forced myself to say.

         
         “You look like you’re walking to the gallows,” he said, clasping my hand between his. The hallway’s chandeliers drew out the
            whimsical leaves and roses embroidered onto his jacket with emerald thread. “It couldn’t have waited until after you’d had
            some rest?”
         

         
         “It can’t wait.” I breathed out, wishing desperately I could embrace him, anyone, to drive out the chill from my blood. My
            exhaustion felt so complete just then that I couldn’t bring the sight of him into focus. “Will you come with me?” I whispered.
            The thought of returning to the servants’ wing alone, finding those traces of Hugh’s essence fouled by the poison . . .
         

         
         “Of course,” he said, gently tucking my hand in the crook of his arm. “Which way?”

         
         We walked in silence until we reached the central wing. The palace’s staff had busied themselves with the needs of the remaining
            guests and had begun to gather the wilting flowers. No one paid us any mind as we ascended the grand staircase and made our
            way to the upper floor. There, we crossed into the servants’ wing.
         

         
         Oliver’s essence shifted, sweetening to mint as the stress and tension of the moment took hold of him. There was a lick of
            pepper through the heart of it that might otherwise be excitement in any other scenario. Here, it indicated only nerves.
         

         
         He refrained from any further questions until we were a few doors away from the King’s sickroom.

         
         “I think it would be best if you waited here,” I said softly, my throat aching.

         
         God, I didn’t want to do this. No matter what the King deserved, I didn’t want to have to be the one holding his life in my
            hands.
         

         
         “Oh, right,” Oliver said. “Your cloak—here, let me.”

         
         It felt strangely intimate for any man besides Hugh to be fussing with the fastening of my clothing, even a cloak. I stood,
            my body tensed like a mouse in the jaws of a cat, until he’d finished tucking the fabric over his arm.
         

         
         “I’ll be just here,” he said, turning back toward the window.

         
         I swallowed. Nodded. Took a step. Then another.

         
         “Wait, Vi,” Oliver said. “Goodness, you are tired.”
         

         
         I glanced back, only to find him holding the flacon out to me. I released a shuddering breath.

         
         “Thank you,” I told him, pressing an embarrassed hand to my face. “This shouldn’t take long.”

         
         I wouldn’t stay. I would give Eleanor the perfume to apply and tell her to wait a few hours. And when the King finally shuffled
            off to his eternal reward, I’d lie and say that the perfume had come too late. I would say that I was sorry, even though I
            was not.
         

         
         I raised my hand. Knocked. The moments fractured around me into crystal-bright shards:

         
         Eleanor’s “Enter.” The dawn-lit faces awaiting me inside. The roaring, unbearable heat of the fireplace. The King’s shriveled,
            unconscious form in that massive bed, as brittle as kindling.
         

         
         Eleanor was still in her fine gown, and at her look of relief I wanted to sink through the floor and disappear. “Thank you for coming on such short notice. Were you able to get . . . ?” 

         
         “The nectar?” I breathed out. “Yes—”

         
         The sight of two unfamiliar men brought me up short.

         
         “This is Brighten, the captain of my guard,” Eleanor said, gesturing to the red-haired man. He had posted himself beside the
            window, his large form braced against it. “And this is the royal physician, Lord Chatford,” Eleanor said, gesturing to him.
            “Lord Chatford, this is Lady Foxcourt.”
         

         
         While Brighten had greeted me with a bow, the physician eyed me with rank suspicion. He wore a fine suit, having clearly been
            invited to the ball himself, and that was possibly the only nice thing I could say about him.
         

         
         His essence cut through me like a scalpel, as wretched as the disdainful look on his face. There was blood there, yes, but
            there was also the scent of marrow, herbs, bittersweet medicines, a jagged metallic odor like a saw. Within moments, it had
            even stained the lovely perfume in my hand, tinging the rose with a sickly decay that nearly brought me to my knees.
         

         
         “I do not see how your family’s infernal fairy magic will be of use,” he spat out. “I cannot believe I am being made to witness
            this. It degrades the art of healing.”
         

         
         “My lord,” Eleanor said sharply, “I’ll not have you speak to my friend in such a way. She’s here to help as much as you are.”

         
         My friend. Guilt flooded my mouth with bile. After tonight, I doubted she’d claim me as such.
         

         
         The physician flushed with the same molten hatred as his essence, curdling like hot wine. “Indeed.”

         
         “I’ll just apply it and leave you to your art, then,” I said faintly.

         
         “You’ll do no such thing,” Chatford growled, snatching the bottle out of my hand. “Tell me how it is meant to be applied and
            be off.”
         

         
         “My lord,” Eleanor said again, her words cleaving the air like a sword. “Enough.”
         

         
         With a snorting breath, the man relented, gritting his teeth.

         
         “Where?” he asked me again.

         
         “Beneath his nose and where you feel the pulse on his neck,” I supplied, matching his disdain with my own. “It may be hours
            before you see a result—”
         

         
         “Not even instantaneous,” the physician sneered to himself. “Bloody fairy magic.”

         
         On that, at least, we were in accord.

         
         I tried to resist my body’s natural pull toward the door, feeling Brighten’s eyes on me as the royal physician knelt on the
            edge of the bed.
         

         
         “Should we leave?” Eleanor asked. “Will the perfume affect us?”

         
         “No,” I heard myself answer, as if from the other side of the room. Sweat drenched my back now, making my hair cling to my
            neck. “It contains his blood. The magic should only affect him.”
         

         
         Eleanor moved to the King’s side, her hand dwarfing his shrunken shoulder. I couldn’t stop staring at the King, at his pitiful
            appearance. But . . .
         

         
         I didn’t feel sorry. Not truly. This man had stolen the lives of an untold number of children to keep himself in good health
            for decades.
         

         
         Death is natural and beautiful, Mama had told me as she lay in bed, too weak to take more than a sip of broth. And like the shadows that give a painting depth, or the animalic notes we use to enhance our florals, it cannot and should
               not be avoided. Not if life is to have any meaning at all.

         
         The physician was still darkly muttering to himself as he dabbed the perfume onto two fingers and applied it above the King’s
            top lip and over his pulse point, as I’d instructed.
         

         
         I wished, then, I had thought to bring a handkerchief to cover my mouth and nose. The soft florals in the perfume sharpened
            viciously as they met the doctor’s acerbic essence, turning the rose rancid.
         

         
         I jolted as a log on the fire popped, firing sparks into the air.

         
         “I need to . . .” I began.

         
         The shift was subtle at first. The King’s breathing had been shallow before, but as his lips parted and released the scent
            of his rotting teeth, its whistle grew ragged. It smelled almost like burnt flesh—though that might have been the good physician’s
            annoyance singeing my nostrils.
         

         
         Unable to tolerate it a moment longer, my hand rose to cover my mouth and nose.

         
         “Are you well?” Eleanor asked, wide-eyed—but not to me. To the stone-still physician, whose face had gone as pale as chalk.

         
         A high, keening noise filled the air, only to become a bloodcurdling scream. It was a noise like nothing I had heard before—a
            raw, animal sound. The physician wrenched around, his body contorting as he gasped and sobbed, clutching at his hand. His
            glasses were knocked askew as he lifted it before his face.
         

         
         “My God!” Brighten’s voice choked off in horror.

         
         At first, I couldn’t understand what I was seeing. Not the clumps of red that slid wetly from his fingers to the floor, splattering
            the air with blood. Not the small lengths of white that appeared, only to crumble as if devoured. The physician dropped to
            the floor in a dead faint.
         

         
         This time, it was my turn to scream.

         
         The King had turned his face toward me, his eyes open and bulging with agony and accusation. His upper lip disintegrated like
            ash, crumbling to reveal the bone below. And on his neck—
         

         
         The skin there burned away. Burned down to the artery. Through it.

         
         Blood spurted into the air, spraying the bed, the canopy, the headboard, painting the King’s face crimson.

         
         “Uncle?” Eleanor choked with terror as she tried to apply pressure to the wound. Her dress and gloves were drenched with gore
            in an instant. “Uncle—Brighten, help me! Help me!”
         

         
         But the shocked guard was only staring at me. One hand reached for the sword at his hip, his fist closing around the hilt
            as he advanced toward me.
         

         
         The perfume, the perfume—I backed away, horror ripping me open from the inside. It couldn’t be. It was only oils. I had blended them myself. I had . . .
         

         
         There was a terrible gargle as the King stretched a grasping hand in my direction. His signet ring, with its enormous yellow
            diamond, slid from his finger and clattered onto the floor. I saw the moment the last gasp of life left him. His sightless
            eyes bore into mine, his ruined face slackening. 
         

         
         Inside my mind, a sharp, piercing wail began, drowning out even my confusion and terror.

         
         Dead. The King was . . .

         
         “Uncle!” Eleanor sobbed. “Oh, God—”
         

         
         A movement at my right slammed me back into the moment like a fist to the cheek. I pivoted, my feet stumbling over the hem
            of my dress.
         

         
         “Lady Foxcourt,” Brighten snarled, his face livid. “What is the meaning of this?”

         
         “I didn’t—” I gasped, holding out my hands between us. “I didn’t—this—”

         
         The guard lunged for me. I couldn’t say what made me do it. Reflex, mindless fear, desperation—it was all the same. All of it made me pick up the nearest side table and fling it at the guard, forcing him to bat it away. 

         
         And that instinct I’d had since coming here, since stepping into the cursed room, was finally answered. Suffocated by the
            stench of death and roses, I turned and fled.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-Two

         
         The first golden light of dawn had broken through the windows of the quiet hall, leaving no darkness in which to hide. It
            was just as well. Hiding wasn’t an option, not anymore.
         

         
         I burst through the door, gathering my skirts above my ankles to free up the movement of my legs. Oliver’s form was nothing
            more than a vague blur as I broke out into a full run, my heart racing ahead of my feet—of that last, gruesome sight of the
            King’s face.
         

         
         It didn’t matter where I was going, it only needed to be away from here. The palace had as many corridors and rooms as the
            Brickbats had alleys and lanes, and as I began a winding path through it, my mind distantly tracked the scents around me,
            avoiding rooms and halls where I could smell servants or, worse, guards.
         

         
         “Viola!” Oliver shouted behind me, damn it. I glanced back, unsurprised to find his face pale and streaked with sweat.

         
         “Go!” I told him. “Don’t follow me!”

         
         He’d strain himself. He’d collapse and I’d be responsible for another life. But, my God, his scent was woody with determination.
            As long as I ran, so would he.
         

         
         Bloody hell. Brighten’s voice boomed out behind us, his essence gathering with others I didn’t recognize. “To me! To me!”
         

         
         I could do this. I could disappear into the city—if I could find another way out, where they wouldn’t think to look for me,
            where the servants would still be away, attending to the guests. The kitchens? The statuary or gallery? Not to the private
            apartments, not to Cartwell. There were guards there. If I could just get out, if I could get back to—
         

         
         My chest seized with the realization. No. I couldn’t go back to Foxcourt House. I couldn’t give the palace the impression
            that they were involved in any way. And—
         

         
         Oh, God. Hugh.

         
         I blazed past the grand staircase, the pale stone sleepy with morning. I had stayed after I’d applied the perfume—I would
            have seen if it had had that effect on him, wouldn’t I?
         

         
         My toe caught on the edge of a carpet, momentum carrying me down hard onto my knee. I gasped in pain as my ankle twisted, and struggled to pull myself back up again. Each time I swung my right leg forward, pain sliced up the muscle from my foot to my hip. 

         
         I gritted my teeth, fighting past the painted landscapes lining the hall. The crimson carpet spread out around me like a spill
            of blood, and for a disorienting moment, I was sure I was sinking into it, that I would drown in it.
         

         
         A hand caught my arm. I sent my elbow back a second too late to keep it from connecting to Oliver’s chest.

         
         “Oof—” he gasped out, doubling over. “Viola—”

         
         “This way!” Brighten shouted, his voice echoing along the stone walls.

         
         Oliver straightened at once, his essence flooding with wet fur. He spun in a desperate arc, trying to orient himself as to
            where we were in the ceremonial wing of the palace.
         

         
         “Here,” he said. “Just up ahead, the statuary . . .”

         
         He was stronger than I had ever given him credit for, that much was clear. Supporting the bulk of my weight, he rushed us
            toward a room on the right, just past a painting depicting the storm of cannon fire and sinking ships that marked the end
            of the Battle of Rocheblanche.
         

         
         The small gallery smelled of cold stone and the faint essences of their sculptors and the emotions they had carved into the
            marble. The checked floor was dizzying and dark; the lush red curtains were still drawn, the room waiting to be opened for
            the day.
         

         
         Oliver pulled us behind a towering statue of Lune in Solarius’s embrace, tucked into an alcove. There was just enough room
            for us to kneel behind it.
         

         
         I panted as I dropped to a crouch, bracing my palms against the cold tile.

         
         “What happened?” Oliver gasped out, the whites of his eyes flashing in the dark.

         
         He was trembling, his emotions a potent blend of peppery excitement and damp fur and the mint undercurrents of his stress.

         
         “He—the King—” I whispered, my voice a harsh scrape. Outside, the guards thundered past the room. One of them—who smelled
            strongly of horses and tooth powder—lingered in the entry, the door creaking as he pushed it open. A slash of light fell over
            the tiles; I held my breath, my ears straining for the click of his boots against them.
         

         
         After a moment, however, he retreated into the hallway, throwing us back into a near-complete darkness. I released a shuddering breath. 

         
         “The King?” Oliver prompted. “What happened to him?”

         
         “It was—” I shook my head, pressing my fist to my mouth to stanch the surge of nausea. “It was horrible, I can’t—I don’t understand
            what happened—”
         

         
         He shook me, his essence taking on a metallic spike. “Is the King dead?”

         
         Despite the chaos of my thoughts, despite my heart rioting in my chest, I stilled.

         
         The cold marble tile bled through my dress skirt into my skin, and yet, it was nothing to the icy bite of comprehension that
            spread through me like hoarfrost.
         

         
         “Is he dead?” Oliver demanded.

         
         Not, Did the perfume work? Not, What happened?

         
         I breathed in sharply, forcing myself to answer calmly: “Yes.”

         
         Oliver sat back with a harsh exhale like a laugh.

         
         And I knew.

         
         Not from the way the air turned to a cloud of pepper around us, but the pure honeysuckle of elation that blossomed in it.

         
         I shot forward, gripping his jacket, tearing it open. The buttons scattered around us, pinging the statue. I felt his pockets,
            felt for—
         

         
         The flacon of perfume I’d brought with me. The one I’d had in my cloak—that I thought he’d handed me.

         
         He stared at me through the darkness. His lips curled, twisting the shadows over his face until he was nearly unrecognizable.

         
         We moved at the same moment. I broke the perfume bottle against the statue and jabbed the jagged remnants forward blindly,
            catching him in the shoulder.
         

         
         The glass pierced him the moment his gloved hand slapped over my mouth and nose, and he tackled me back against the alcove
            wall. I screamed into his palm—screamed my rage, and betrayal, and pain.
         

         
         “You made this . . . so . . . difficult,” he snarled, blood staining his pristine white shirt. “If you’d just used the bloody
            jasmine grandiflorum oil—”
         

         
         Without air, my vision was crowding with a deeper, more frightening darkness. I shoved at him, cutting my own hand to jam the broken perfume flacon harder into his shoulder. He pulled back with a yelp of pain, and air flooded into my lungs. But the scent of his glove lingered, nagging at my awareness. Sweat, leather, and . . . 

         
         Licorice.

         
         Heat gathered in my blood, fizzing like sparkling wine. I knew at once what it was. Magic.

         
         “You,” I gasped, scrambling back around the statue. “It was you—you saw the poison in Mama’s journal, you—”
         

         
         “I knew from the moment I met you at the flower stand,” Oliver said. “I knew you were like me. The way you spoke about scents,
            about being able to smell how someone felt . . . My whole life, I had been the only one. My father thought I was mad. I learned
            not to speak of it. Not until he came to find me.”
         

         
         “Glenmoor,” I choked out.

         
         He nodded. “I told you my mother’s family was Gallian, didn’t I? The DeForests were sure the talent had died out in the bloodline,
            thanks to your grandfather. They have given me everything I needed to see this through, including the acid. I thought that
            a nice touch of irony.”
         

         
         I balked.

         
         “But you were the one to truly teach me. I learned so very much from listening to you, watching you, reading your mother’s journal . . .”
         

         
         He rose, following my frantic path with a look of contempt.

         
         “You’ve rather muddled our plans, you know,” Oliver said. “We had everything in place to create an endless array of perfumes:
            the House of Rosebourne’s materials and manufacturing, Glenmoor’s control of the country, countless unwanted children in the
            orphanages he built, teeming rookeries waiting to be reclaimed. We could have created new perfumes, more powerful perfumes.”
         

         
         I stared at him in horror. “You wouldn’t.”

         
         “Ah, there it is,” Oliver said with a cold laugh. “You always thought me weak. Everyone did. Do you know what that’s like?
            To have your family see you as pathetic . . . hopeless . . . soft . . .” He spat each word. “I tried to be good. To be nice. I was so bloody nice to you. And none of it mattered.”
         

         
         I couldn’t think. “Oliver . . .”

         
         “I knew there was something great in me, and I thought you would recognize it,” he said. “If it hadn’t been for Glenmoor bringing the DeForests into my life, I would have dawdled after
            you forever, accepting what meager scraps you offered. We could have achieved so much together, but instead you opened your legs like a whore to the first titled lord who gave you a second glance.” He shook his head, revulsion and disbelief pouring from him. “Even now, you pity me. You pity me. I wanted you more than anything, more than anyone, and you pitied me, like I was the gutter-born one.”
         

         
         My nails clawed at the floor as I scrambled back, trying to put more distance between us. “Why did you go through with it?
            Glenmoor has been exposed. You won’t get the House of Rosebourne no matter what becomes of me.”
         

         
         “The best way to prove a man’s innocence is to demonstrate another’s guilt,” Oliver said, with another terrible smile. “If
            you had just said yes to me at Fairgate, none of this would have happened. Now that you’ve killed the King and proved all
            the nasty newspaper stories true, Glenmoor can step back into the good graces of society and rule as regent.”
         

         
         I tried to stand, only for my ankle to collapse beneath me. I dragged myself back, away from him, until I bumped into the
            statue of a saint at the center of the room.
         

         
         Using every ounce of my boiling anger, I dragged myself up along its holy form. “He will never rule.”

         
         “Then I’ll deploy my perfumes on the new regent,” Oliver said, “and bend him to my will until I have everything I desire.”
            His eyes drifted over me. “Well. Nearly everything.”
         

         
         “What are you—” I began.

         
         “Viola,” he interrupted, “come here.”
         

         
         The trickle of warmth I’d felt before roared with sudden heat, blazing through my blood. My skull, already aching, flared
            as if ringed with fire. It was haunting to feel my body move without my willing it to. To feel my very soul seem to recede,
            burning away in those golden shimmering flames.
         

         
         The glove. Magic. The words broke apart, scattering. My body limped toward him, teetering as my balance failed me. With a grunt of annoyance,
            Oliver met me halfway, coming to stand so close, I could pick up the trace of the perfume he’d dabbed onto his glove.
         

         
         Using the arm I hadn’t wounded, he cupped my cheek. “Stay still.”

         
         The magic clamped me in its flaming jaws as he brought his face in line with mine.

         
         “If I have to sacrifice you to have everything I want, I can at least have this.”
         

         
         His pupils were enormous, drowning out the other colors in his eyes. Dread coiled in me. I knew what was coming next.

         
         “Don’t fight,” he murmured. His fingers tightened so painfully in my hair I cried out, only to be silenced by the insistent press of his lips. 

         
         My vision tinted black with the force of my panic. I lifted a hand to shove him away, only for my fingers to feebly graze
            his silk waistcoat. I wanted to vomit, to scream, as every soft memory I had of him was shredded.
         

         
         He pulled back with a soft sigh, and I seized my chance. Before he could think to issue another command, I drove my forehead
            into his nose, relishing the satisfying crack as it broke.
         

         
         Oliver cried out, choking as blood poured down his face and throat, momentarily blinded by the pain. I fled for the door,
            ignoring the jagged agony that lanced through my ankle.
         

         
         Breath sobbed in and out of me as I burst back into the bright hallway. Magic thrummed and hissed in my veins, feeding on
            my fear.
         

         
         “There!” someone cried out. “There she is!”

         
         To my right, Brighten and two other guards stood at the end of the hall. I bolted left, trying to double back the way I had
            come.
         

         
         Three steps.

         
         I made it three steps before Brighten bellowed, “Lady Foxcourt, stop!”
         

         
         Magic roared in me at the command and my body locked up as if slamming into a wall. Off-balance, I fell to the carpet with
            a pained gasp, my vision flashing with bursts of light at the impact. The floor shuddered as the guards rushed forward, and
            I closed my eyes, my soul straining to get up, to keep running, to escape.
         

         
         And when the butt of the rifle cracked against my skull, knocking me into the waiting darkness, it was a mercy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-Three

         
         I knew where I was before I opened my eyes.

         
         How could I not? There was only one festering pit of hell in Linden that stank this badly of desperation, piss, and wet straw.

         
         For a moment, just one, I was terrified I had dreamt it all—that I had never left this place. But, no, I felt the story playing
            out on my body, the bruised aches and jagged pains. The hollowness that yawned open inside me.
         

         
         I was alone. There was no telling how much time had passed, and maybe it didn’t matter; this was a hell that existed beyond
            the reach of a clock’s hands. I steeled my heart against the tide of emotion that threatened to rise. 
         

         
         I was here, and I was alone. No one had come for me, and after what I’d done, I knew no one would.

         
         Not until they stretched my neck at the gallows.

         
         My cheek scraped against the rough ground as I shifted, trying to take account of myself. A harsh throb clanged through my
            skull in time with my heartbeat, the worst of the agony centered on a spot just above my neck. Fire and needles rushed through
            my arm as I lifted it, feeling along my head until it found that place where the pain emanated from. I hissed as I felt the
            crust of dried blood.
         

         
         Right. Brighten had been all too eager to put me down like a dog. The King’s mangled face and unseeing eyes flashed in my
            memory.
         

         
         I forced my eyes open. Darkness breathed around me, damp and freezing. A pile of straw lay just to my left and a suspiciously
            familiar wood bucket to my right.
         

         
         It couldn’t be . . .

         
         I rolled off my stomach and onto my back, wincing as I jarred my ankle. My eyes drifted up along the cell’s crooked stone
            wall until they found the message scrawled there. hell’s tits.
         

         
         “Indeed,” I rasped out, turning to stare at the low ceiling. The bastards had put me back in the same damn cell.

         
         My bravery lasted about as long as my sense of humor. A bleak feeling swept over me, rising from the pulse of my swollen ankle. If Branson was still alive, if he was still walking these halls, I wouldn’t be able to run. 

         
         A woman began to sob loudly from a nearby cell, and I felt every tear, every catch in her breath, as if it were my own.

         
         My thoughts spiraled toward the shadows above me and I shivered, the damp ground soaking through the bodice of my dress. I
            could only imagine what the others would think of me, once they’d heard what I’d done. After all the kindness they’d shown
            me, inviting me into their home . . .
         

         
         Home. Tears gathered at the edges of my eyes, threatening to spill down my frozen cheeks. I had been so close to having that.
         

         
         Maybe it had been a dream, but, for a moment, it had been mine.
         

         
         And Hugh . . . God, was he even alive?

         
         I raised my fists to my eyes, pressing against them to stop the flow of tears before it could start. He would hate me for
            this, and even if he lived, even if he desired to help me now, not even his title would protect me. The privilege of peerage
            didn’t extend to high treason. I told him that myself. There had been witnesses to the death of the King.
         

         
         The guard. The new, too-young Queen. My handing the physician the flacon. The way I’d stood there, shocked, doing nothing
            to help. How I’d fled.
         

         
         It’s the running that outs the guilt, as Arabella always said.
         

         
         And I was guilty. I had gone there to make certain the King would die. 

         
         “Stop this,” I mumbled, trying to will the dark thoughts away. “Stop this. You have to find a way out.”

         
         There is no way out, a voice whispered in my mind, but with a deep breath, I pushed myself up, lightheaded and dazed, crawling over on hands and
            knees to the wall, to rest against it. I wouldn’t be lucky enough to find a weapon in the cell this time, I knew, but . . .
            I eyed the bucket contemplatively. Perhaps something could be improvised.
         

         
         Thunder rumbled overhead, somewhere beyond the prison. The walls growled with the force of it. Wonderful—the day had apparently
            decided it could get worse.
         

         
         Using my good foot, I caught the bucket’s handle and shifted it over several inches, to catch the rainwater that would come
            pouring through the crack in the ceiling at any moment. But no rain came. Only another blast of thunder.
         

         
         This one rattled the bones in my body and clattered the bars of every cell in the hall. The other women woke with startled cries as dust pelted us from the ceiling. I threw my arms over my head, covering it as best as I could. 

         
         That—that was not thunder.
         

         
         Distant shouting rose, and I jumped at the report of gunfire. Heedless of the sharp bite of pain in my ankle, I clawed my
            way up the wall, feeling the dirt and grit pack beneath my nails. I hobbled forward, catching myself on the bars of the cell.
            I looked to the end of the hall just as the door there swung open with a metallic bellow.
         

         
         A hooded figure appeared, thrusting a lantern into the darkness. The light illuminated the confused and anxious faces in the
            other cells as it passed by. My heart sped with each step they took. Closer . . . closer . . .
         

         
         I didn’t let myself believe they were here for me. Not until they stopped before my cell and turned, raising their lantern
            to illuminate their face.
         

         
         Shock raked its claws through me. It was a moment before I could find the words to speak.

         
         “What the bloody hell are you doing here?”
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