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The old man was all but barefoot, with only a mismatched pair of leather flaps, much eroded by time and wear, bound to his feet with strips of rags. The feet themselves seemed scarcely worth protecting: grotesquely swollen, purple with cold, the toenails entirely torn off — and yet they kept moving over the slick, rain-soaked cobbles. He shuffled crabwise, shaking as with a palsy, a leathery stick of a man rolled in shreds of rotting cloth. Beggars and vagrants were a common enough sight in the seedier parts of the city, yet there was something about this one that made all recoil. Some stared after him. Others, wiser, kept their eyes averted.

None of this signified anything to the man. He couldn’t have told the date of his last meal, his last bath, or his last good night’s sleep. But he knew what he needed. It was just around this corner — the last endless, filthy corner in this city he detested with all he was and had been. Hate was the only subject that meant anything, the only emotion that lit his eyes, on occasion. But tonight was too cold even for that. With a last gasp of effort, he turned into the alley. The entrance he wanted — a hole rather than a doorway — had a small sign above, for those who cared to read it: AWAN SURGAWI —“heavenly cloud,” in Malay. Funny. He’d always known it was here. Scarcely remembered a time when he’d have walked past it with indifference. Tonight, though, he paused and read the sign for the first time. It was a damned lie, like everything else in filthy, freezing, godforsaken London. In England.

The coins were knotted into the hem of his shirt. He’d felt their weight like a promise all evening, every time he moved. Now he stumbled down the narrow, uneven stairs into a murky hell that couldn’t have been less like heaven. Of that much he was certain. But it was good enough for him.

Sayed saw him through the gloom and, with a flick of the eyes, directed him to a straw mat. The man stumbled to it, as close to gratitude as he’d ever come, and his bones cracked loudly as he settled himself, as though praying to the battered hookah on the floor. Sayed squatted patiently while the man’s gnarled fingers struggled with rotting fabric. Eventually, the coins dropped into the waiting hand.

“Not much here, Uncle,” said Sayed dubiously.

The man didn’t reply. He’d come with less, in the past.

Sayed sighed and pressed his lips together. “I’ll see what I can do.” He measured a parsimonious amount of opium — heavily cut with cheapest tobacco — into the hookah’s bowl. After a brief pause, during which he refused to meet the old man’s gaze, he added a little more. He covered the bowl with a small metal disk, then lit a match. Once the flame caught, he pressed the snake-like smoking tube into the old man’s trembling palm. “Wait,” he said in a warning tone. “Not yet.”

The old man kept an impatient vigil as the water heated and sufficient steam built up. At long last, it was ready. Raising the mouthpiece to his lips, lungs hollow and aching for the thick smoke, he felt a very specific sense of calm amid his frantic need. This was new — an omen. He disliked both those things intensely. Yet as he sucked on the pipe, welcoming the fragrant poison into his body, it was the calm that remained with him. As though his troubles were nearly over. As though tonight, in some way, he would meet his fate.

Pipe dreams, he thought, and drifted away.
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Her Majesty Victoria, by the Grace of God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland Queen, Defender of the Faith, had a lamp shade on her head. Again.

“A lamp!” shouted Prince Leopold. Age six, he was of a literal disposition.

“You’ve already guessed that, Leo,” said Princess Helena. “Give somebody else a go.”

“A hot-air balloon?” asked Prince Arthur. He was sprawled across the rug, keeping half an eye on the game of charades while building a model ship.

“A fine guess, but rather disproportioned, don’t you think?” said the queen, a twinkle in her eye. “There isn’t a lamp shade in the palace big enough to turn me into a montgolfière.”

“One more guess,” said Helena. “Bea, shall I give you a clue?”

Princess Beatrice nodded vigorously and quickly pulled her finger from her nostril. Helena bent to whisper in her sister’s ear. In a moment, the toddler’s eyes lit up. “A Christmas tree!” she shrieked, to the family’s amusement.

There was a vigorous round of applause for the tiniest princess, and her father smiled indulgently. “Well done, children — especially for guessing before your mother set her hair on fire.”

“And before our guests arrived to find me wearing a lamp shade.” Her Majesty laughed. “Think of the gossip! The scandal!”

At her station in the corner of the Yellow Drawing Room, where she was arranging a tableful of sherry glasses, Mary bit back a smile. Queen Victoria’s public reputation was for demure virtue and domestic bliss. In private, however, her casual high spirits sometimes reduced her family to tears of laughter. In the six weeks Mary had been posted at the palace, she’d heard Her Majesty tease her children, banter with her husband, and even engage in wild games of hide-and-seek, which seemed always to end with shrieking laughter as the queen was discovered beneath a piano, crouched on a windowsill, or, once, memorably, inside a suit of armor.

The queen moved between her roles with ease, and this early-evening gathering was a perfect example. After the young princes and princesses had had an early supper in the nursery, they came down to the drawing room to see their parents before going to bed. It was quite common for Her Majesty to invite a handful of extra-privileged dinner guests to join them at this time, for sherry, before bidding her children good night and proceeding to her state dinner, resplendent in silk train and tiara. Clearly, she was determined to emphasize her domesticity as a central feature of her character as sovereign.

Mary finished arranging the sherry table and glanced about the room. No other alterations seemed necessary, as tonight’s dinner was a relatively intimate affair with only two dozen guests. She slipped into the corridor, passing an underbutler bearing a drinks tray. Her progress was arrested, however, when a lady-in-waiting rounded the corner.

Like a well-trained servant, Mary instantly stopped and turned to face the wall — becoming, as it were, part of the furnishings. It was a serious breach of domestic discipline not to do so, and Mary had once been delayed for nearly a quarter of an hour when two of the elder princesses had stopped in the Long Gallery to examine a painting.

This particular lady-in-waiting, though, spoke to her. “Who is that?”

Mary turned and curtsied. “It is Quinn, ma’am.”

“Quinn. Tell the butler that the Earl of Wintermarch is prevented by illness from dining with Her Majesty this evening.”

“Very good, Mrs. Dalrymple. Is there anything else?”

“What? No, of course not. Why do you ask?”

“No reason, ma’am. I shall tell Mr. Brooks immediately.”

“See that you do.”

With faint amusement, Mary watched Honoria Dalrymple stalk away. She was a greyhound of a woman in her late thirties — thin and elegant, with cold green eyes and a habit of sniffing whenever she entered a room, as though mistrustful of what might lurk in its corners. Such suspicions were probably well founded: it was generally servants who occupied room corners, and they universally detested Mrs. Dalrymple.

It was no mystery why. Her peremptory ways were normal enough (although the royal family managed to speak with civility to their servants), but she was a known troublemaker. On one of Mary’s first days in service, the assistant pastry cook pulled her aside to warn her: the lady-in-waiting changed her mind, and blamed the servants; ordered boiled fowls, then pitched a fit and insisted that she’d said roasted. It was impossible to please Mrs. Dalrymple, and no one tried seriously. The trick, said the pastry cook, was not to let her put you in the wrong before the family.

Mary returned belowstairs and presented herself to the head butler, Mr. Brooks. As she delivered her message, the top of his bald head turned scarlet.

“Did she say what illness he had?”

Mary was startled. “No, sir. Just ‘prevented by illness.’”

Mr. Brooks muttered something extremely impolite. The Earl of Wintermarch’s absence put a hitch in the seating plan. So did Mrs. Dalrymple’s report of his indisposition, as it was only moderately reliable. Would it be worse to have an empty place at table when the company proceeded into the dining hall or to have laid no place at all for such a high-ranking guest? “Get up there,” said the head butler finally, “and tell Richardson to keep his eye out for the earl. If he’s miraculously recovered, I need to know instantly.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And tell Potter, too, in case the earl slips into the pen.” The pen — the term was short for “cattle pen”— was the staff nickname for the White Room, where less privileged guests were given their pre-dinner sherries.

“Yes, sir.”

“Quinn, why are you dillydallying there? I expected you back fully ten minutes ago.”

Mary spun about and saw the housekeeper, to whom she officially reported, standing at the end of the corridor, arms akimbo and lips pressed tight. From this angle, she looked not unlike an awkward reproduction of Mrs. Dalrymple. “I’m coming immediately, Mrs. Shaw.”

Mr. Brooks may have shared Mary’s impression. His tone was frosty as he said, “You mustn’t blame Quinn, Mrs. Shaw; she was charged with a message for me, and I have only just finished giving her further instructions.”

“I am surprised you should so forget the chain of command as to give orders to one of my domestics, Mr. Brooks.” Mrs. Shaw’s military language was habitual and seldom failed to inspire eye rolling when her back was turned.

“It is a matter of urgency,” he replied. “Quinn will return the very instant she’s relayed my message.”

Mary seized her opportunity. “Indeed, sir. Thank you for understanding, ma’am.” And she fled.

It was going to be a long evening.
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One of the last rituals each night, after all duties had been completed and staff prayers conducted, was the doling out of hot-water bottles. The servants, weary and eager for their beds, queued in relative silence outside the housekeeper’s room. Mrs. Shaw called them in one at a time, inspecting their uniforms and appearances for the last time before permitting them to take a large stoneware bottle filled with boiling water and tightly stoppered. The hot-water bottles were heavy, cumbersome, and pure heaven in an unheated attic room in midwinter.

This evening, when Mary presented herself, Mrs. Shaw had an envelope on her desk. “Quinn, there’s a little note here for you. I don’t know when it arrived. From your mother again, I presume, though it’s a bit early for her weekly letter.”

Mary tried not to scowl at the housekeeper’s presumption. “It looks like her hand, Mrs. Shaw.” All letters and parcels directed to servants were first delivered to their supervisors. Although this was, in theory, for efficiency’s sake, Mary had heard from other servants that Mrs. Shaw occasionally opened and read her underlings’ letters, citing “morals” as her justification.

Mrs. Shaw paused before placing the letter in Mary’s open hand. “Have you laid the breakfast table ready for morning?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“How did you fold the napkins?”

“Into fans, as you said I should, ma’am.”

A sniff. “Are there fresh candles in the candelabra?”

“Yes, ma’am.” It had been such a cold, dark winter. And Her Majesty breakfasted early — often before sunrise, during these dark months.

“Your apron is dirty.” This last was in a tone of satisfaction.

Mary looked down at the tiny smear of orange that marred the edge of her apron’s crisp whiteness. From the lily stamens, she supposed, whose dye was indelible. She ruined an apron every other time she changed the flower water. “I shall replace it immediately, ma’am.”

“See that you do.” Mrs. Shaw dropped the letter into Mary’s hand and nodded; Mary was dismissed.

As she climbed the narrow wooden stairs to the servants’ quarters, a scalding-hot bottle tucked into the crook of her arm, she wondered again what she’d done to offend Mrs. Shaw. The woman was an exacting housekeeper, an older woman with rigid ways of doing things. But that didn’t account for the angry joy she exhibited when Mary was in error. It was quite possible that she resented Mary’s sudden appointment; perhaps she’d had a favorite in mind for the plum position of upper housemaid. It was rather a change in the palace for a newcomer to be placed so high. Of course, Mrs. Shaw had no way of knowing just why it was so.

It had been someone high up — Mary wasn’t permitted to know who, for her own safety — who’d first approached the Agency about the delicate matter at the palace. Small ornaments and trinkets were going missing. The first, a tiny tortoiseshell snuffbox that had belonged to Queen Victoria’s uncle, the Duke of York, might have been gone for some time before it was missed in the densely ornamented Blue Room. But the second, a Dresden shepherdess, had been prized by Her Majesty’s mother. Its disappearance inspired a spring cleaning and general inventory of the palace’s domestic decorations. Yet despite the heightened safety measures instituted by the Master of the Household — locking of drawing-room doors at night, for example — the thefts continued. No obvious suspect emerged. There was, apparently, no trail to follow.

Calling in the Metropolitan Police was impossible, of course: much too sensational and inclined to stir high-society gossip. And without clear evidence, the Master of the Household declined to sack individual employees. And so, for this pettiest of crimes, Mary found herself posing as a seasoned housemaid in the queen’s own household. It was her first assignment as a newly elevated full member of the Agency; she’d completed her training just before Christmas. And while she still dreamed of complex assignments, a hint of danger, and a twisty problem to puzzle out, she had accepted this staid little case philosophically. She was content to pay her dues.

It was a soft landing, as far as domestic service went. Food was plentiful, uniforms were provided, and some upper servants even had their own tiny bedrooms in the attics. It didn’t prevent them from grousing, however. The food was too plain: Her Majesty was suspicious of French sauces and pungent herbs. The evenings were dull: Her Majesty had abstemious ways, and so fine wines and spirits were served only to guests. And gossip was forbidden. It was this last stricture that Mary found most frustrating. After nearly six weeks at the palace, she’d heard nothing of use about the thefts. The servants were banned from even mentioning the fact, and so Mary’s weekly report to her mother — that is, to the Agency — was very thin indeed.

With a sigh of relief, Mary entered the chilly bedroom and closed the door behind her. It hadn’t a lock. Amy, her new roommate, would be up soon, but the current silence was a rare pleasure. The envelope was still sealed. Unless Mrs. Shaw had taken the time to re-gum it, her “mother’s” words were still private.



My dear Mary,

I had a letter from my cousin Alfred, who you recall was married last year. He is now father to a little boy called Edwin. The birth was difficult but now all danger is past and the baby is, by the midwife’s own report, a healthy babe. Will you travel down to Wimbledon this Sunday to help out?

Your loving mama



They’d agreed to use the simplest of codes, for speed: every eleventh word contained the Agency’s real instructions. What she read now — recall; little danger; report Sunday — was utterly surprising and perplexing.

The Agency seldom recalled its undercover agents. If it did, it was usually because of grave personal danger: a disguise gone wrong, or a new and volatile element of risk. But this message was the inverse of what she’d been trained to expect. If there was so little danger, why not permit her to stay and achieve what she could?

A new and humiliating thought struck her: perhaps her employers, Anne Treleaven and Felicity Frame, had tired of her lack of results. Five full weeks with nothing to report, and she could only say the same again tomorrow. Mary was too reasonable to think that it was her fault. There had been no subsequent pilferings; nobody gossiped about the original rash of thefts; nobody had behaved suspiciously under Mary’s watch. And yet the total absence of results shamed her. She felt, in some obscure way, responsible for producing answers — even if they were provisional.

Or it might be the client. Perhaps Buckingham Palace thought that after more than a month’s lull, the thief had moved on. Her Majesty was notoriously frugal. Perhaps Mary’s work was simply another unjustifiable expenditure, if the thief was disobliging enough to have gone on holiday. Yet an uncaught thief almost never retired satisfied. After another month, the thefts would begin again, and then where would the palace be? Yet it was impossible to think that Anne and Felicity wouldn’t have explained this carefully to their client.

Mary scowled about the spartan room. It wasn’t that she’d miss this place, or this rather dreary little assignment. And she hadn’t much to pack, or long to wait: she could ask permission to visit her “mother” tomorrow, while the family was at church. Even so, failure stung. Especially as this was her first proper case.

The door handle clicked, and almost immediately the barrage of words began. “Oh, my good lord, what a night! What is that Mrs. Shaw like? Thinks she’s the queen of all us girls, don’t she? I were that close”— Amy gestured with vigor —“that close, I swear, to telling her where to stick her blooming feather duster.”

Mary rolled her eyes. “I wish you would.”

Amy’s outrage dissolved and she giggled. “Aye, that would be a sight to see. Maybe I’ll save it for my last day.”

“Got that planned, have you?” Despite Amy’s volubility, Mary didn’t know her well. They’d begun sharing this room only a few nights ago, after a falling-out between Amy and her previous chamber-mate.

Amy kicked off her shoes and winked. “Well, a girl can’t stay in the same place forever. Even if it’s quite a nice one.”

“I didn’t know you were ambitious.”

She smiled broadly. “Oh, aye. My ambition’s to stop being Miss Tranter and to become Mrs. Jones.”

It was a common enough ambition, and Mary nodded, folding up her letter. Amy was well-nigh unstoppable on the subject of her beloved Mr. Jones.

“What’s that, then?” asked Amy. Her voice was muffled by the dress she was pulling over her head. “Love letter?”

“It’s from my mother.”

“Lordamercy. Anything juicy?”

“Not really, but I’ll ask permission to go and see her tomorrow.”

“Dearie me, you’re but a babe unborn. Here, give us a hand with this corset.” As Mary obediently began to unpick the fiercely knotted strings, Amy asked, “Why haven’t you got a beau? You ain’t ugly.”

“Thank you.”

“You know what I mean, silly. Don’t you want a beau? No, daft question: every girl wants a beau. But you’ve got to be sharp about these things, y’know — not just any beau will do. Them footmen — waste of time, all of them. What you want is a gentleman friend. Somebody with a bit of class, a proper gent.”

Mary nodded mechanically. She’d heard this before — each night, in fact, as they got ready for bed. It was the Gospel According to Amy.

“No sense in wasting your time with some poor cove in service. What’s he got to offer, eh? A life just like this one. No, you want a gent what can set you up in your own home. You want to be the mistress.” She prized off the corset and plucked at her crushed, rather damp chemise. “Ooh, that’s better! I were like to die in that. Now, you take my Mr. Jones: nice office job — late hours sometimes, but his time’s his own when he ain’t there. And so soft and clean, his hands are, when he comes round! Never any black under the fingernails. It half makes me ashamed of my own.”

Mary hadn’t heard exactly this variation before, and her ears pricked up. “He comes round here?”

Amy’s mouth opened and shut soundlessly, and her cheeks flushed pink. “Er — not round here, exactly . . .” she finally managed to say. “I mean, only of a Sunday, when he calls to take me for a stroll in the park.”

Mary stifled a smile. “Oh, I see. Well, he sounds very nice.”

“He’s better than nice.” Amy smiled. “Tell you what: I’ll ask him tomorrow if he’s got any friends what might like to meet you.”

“Oh, there’s no need,” said Mary immediately. “Honestly. I don’t want a beau. Not right now, that’s certain. Maybe one day . . .”

Amy looked at her with genuine pity. “A babe unborn,” she muttered, shaking her head. “A babe unborn.”
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Mary woke with a start, as from a nightmare. She lay in the bed, trembling slightly, trying to think why. She couldn’t remember what she’d been dreaming of, but its residue troubled her in an unusual fashion. As she retreated further from sleep, she became aware of Amy’s serene snores, quiet and steady, and the relentless clatter of rain on roof shingles. It was still black outside — not that darkness indicated a great deal during a London winter.

She shivered again, now from cold rather than fright. Her hot-water bottle was frigid. She forced herself to sit up and pull on her dressing gown. The palace was completely silent, below and around her. Mary nestled deeper into the bedclothes, willing her tense limbs to soften back into slumber. And yet, what did it matter? She was being recalled from her assignment today; she’d likely be back in her own bed at Miss Scrimshaw’s Academy tonight, if she knew Anne and Felicity. She waited another minute for sleep to take her, then grimaced at her own foolishness.

No. If this was her last opportunity to work on this case, she had better exploit it. What was the use in imagining a still, silent palace if she stayed neatly tucked up in bed? Below that logic simmered the irrational hope that a scrap of proof — any sort of lead, however slight — might persuade Anne and Felicity to let her continue. It was a lightweight assignment, true. But perhaps that way of thinking had influenced her approach, had caused her to give it less than her full, thoughtful attention. If so, this was her last chance to put that right.

She dressed swiftly in her morning uniform, a light print dress designed to mask dust and smudges from her cleaning duties. Indoor shoes, which were lighter and quieter than her boots. She hesitated before knotting her hair and added the compulsory maid’s cap and apron, both of which made her more visible in a dim light. Still, she could hardly wander around without them and expect to be unchallenged. At least if she wore them, a casual passerby might assume that she was on duty.

The corridor smelled of mildew, sweet and damp. Halfway down the hall, someone snored loudly; the thin doors did little to muffle the sound. But apart from that innocent rattle, all was quiet. The service stairs were narrow, so vertiginous that even in full daylight Mary kept one hand on the banister when descending. Now, in the dark, she moved slowly, establishing a foothold on the next small tread before shifting her weight.

The Blue Room, from which the trinkets had been stolen, was locked each night according to the Master of the Household’s instructions. There were three keys, distributed among the queen, the master, and Mrs. Shaw, as the master’s deputy. It was locked now. Yet it wasn’t as secure as everybody assumed. This was an old mechanism — no bad thing in itself, but one installed before the palace had become the palace. Back when it was Buckingham House: a grand home for a duke, to be sure, but without the strict need for safety and privacy required of the primary royal residence. Mary withdrew her special hairpin — a steel needle, fine and strong, and rather longer than one might expect. It was special issue from the Agency, and remarkably useful in a diverse number of applications.

Opening a lock without proper lock picks was a delicate operation requiring patience and a keen ear. She would have to work each tumbler round to the correct position and keep it there. Mary made herself comfortable. But she was only a few minutes into this operation when she was distracted by, of all things, the faint sound of a bell ringing. It was so improbable as to make her shake her head, in an effort to clear it. Surely she was imagining the continual jangle of the service bells belowstairs, her daily life bleeding into her nights?

And yet . . . she froze.

Listened.

After a few moments, it started again, louder and more frantic if that were possible, and continued for perhaps a minute until it broke off midpeal. Mary abandoned her task, slid the hairpin back into place, and stood, wondering what might come next.

She hadn’t long to wait.

This time, the rumpus was different — a kind of vigorous hammering. It was much louder now, and she followed the sound to the Ambassadors’ Portico, on the palace’s east wing. From where she now stood, at the top of the flight of stairs to the second floor, the sound was unmistakable: somebody was pounding furiously on the palace doors, seeking admittance at — the chiming of a nearby grandfather clock conveniently announced — the ungodly hour of half past four in the morning. A Sunday morning, no less.

Mary’s course of action was clear. She couldn’t possibly have heard the ruckus from her quarters; neither could she explain the fact that she was fully dressed for morning service. So she retreated into the shadows, tucking herself behind the useful grandfather clock, and waited.

The thumping let up for a moment, but only so that the caller could redouble his efforts. In fact — she listened carefully — it was at least two men, hammering slightly out of rhythm with each other. They weren’t using their fists — that much was certain; human knuckles would be bloodied and broken as a result of that sort of vigor.

At very long last, a sleepy manservant stumbled into the hall, clutching a single candle. He wore livery trousers, a half-buttoned jacket, and no shirt that Mary could see. “Who goes there?” he said, yawning, clearly not expecting a sensible answer.

“The Metropolitan Police, on a matter of urgency!”

The footman rubbed his eyes. “Now, see here, this ain’t the time for a prank. It’s a serious business, coming here and disturbing Her Majesty in the middle of the night. If you don’t pack up this instant, I’ll send for the real Scotland Yard. Go on, then!”

A different voice came this time: a calm male voice, quiet, with real authority. “This is Commissioner Russell of Scotland Yard. I am not trifling with you, my good man. We require an immediate audience with Her Majesty the queen.”

The servant blanched and nearly dropped his candlestick. “Just a moment, Your High — er, sir. I’ll fetch the key.” He scurried off, leaving Mary in the shadows, her heart pounding.

This was a stroke of — not good fortune, precisely, but intrigue. She tried to slow her racing mind. Conjecture was so often harmful. Her role here was simply to observe as attentively as possible and leave the interpretation until later.

It was a surprisingly swift few minutes before a procession of three returned, led by Mr. Brooks, dignified in a woolen dressing gown and slippers, holding aloft a large candelabra. Behind him stalked a tall woman, also in a dressing gown, whose abundant chestnut hair trailed down her back in a loose braid: Honoria Dalrymple. They were tailed by the hapless footman who’d finished buttoning his jacket, although the buttons were misaligned. He carried a second candleholder with unsteady hands.

Mr. Brooks opened the door with perfect sangfroid, as though the police commissioner had been expected all along. Before the commissioner could step forward, however, Honoria addressed him with considerable hauteur: “Her Majesty is asleep. You cannot possibly disturb her at this hour.”

“I’m afraid you don’t appreciate the urgency of the situation, ma’am. We require an immediate audience with the queen.”

“My instructions, Inspector —”

“Commissioner.” The correction was polite but firm. This was a man unaccustomed to refusal.

“Your pardon: Commissioner.” Honoria sounded arch, as though humoring a child. “My instructions remain unchanged: unless urgently summoned by the prime minister on a matter of national importance, the queen conducts all business at court, during the usual hours. She has the highest regard for the Metropolitan Police Service, and for that reason, she will, I feel confident in saying, agree to see you today.”

“Mrs. Dalrymple, can I not impress upon you just how urgent this matter is? It involves the royal family in the most immediate way. It may even have repercussions for the queen herself.”

Honoria opened her lips to answer but was interrupted by a new sound: a set of carriage wheels bumping across the cobblestones at a brisk pace. The carriage clattered to a stop and a brisk, middle-aged gentleman carrying a doctor’s bag sprang into view.

“Where’s my patient, Commissioner?”

“In my carriage. I thought that would be more comfortable for His Highness.”

The physician vanished without a word.

At the sight of Mr. William Lawrence, Her Majesty’s sergeant surgeon, Honoria’s face blanched. And with the commissioner’s reference to “His Highness,” she tottered visibly. “It’s —” She cleared her throat. “It’s — not — Prince Albert Edward, is it?”

The police commissioner nodded. “Yes, ma’am. We summoned Mr. Lawrence directly, to save time.”

“He is — seriously injured?” Honoria looked in danger of fainting, and the commissioner stepped forward as though in readiness to catch her. Immediately, she recoiled and pulled herself upright, flinching away from the policeman.

“His life is not in danger.”

“Oh, thank God.”

“But we must speak with Her Majesty immediately.”

Honoria pulled herself together with obvious effort. “If — if you would be so good as to wait here . . .” The voice contained only a shadow of its former arrogance.

Mary waited with even less patience than the commissioner. What on earth could have happened to the merry, lazy, pleasure-loving Prince of Wales? Mary had only briefly glimpsed the young man, as she’d begun her work at the palace a few days before he returned to Oxford for his second term. The younger children seemed to adore him, though, begging him to play games with them all day long. When they misbehaved, he pleaded for clemency on their behalf. And while the queen and her husband lectured and admonished him almost hourly, there was no concealing their deep fondness for their eldest son. It was astounding to learn that such an affable scamp was, this minute, in the hands of Scotland Yard.

“Would you be so kind as to clear the entranceway?” It was Mr. Lawrence’s voice again. To the policeman standing just behind the commissioner, he added, “Your assistance, sir, would be appreciated.”

A moment later two police officers entered the hall, bearing between them the apparently unconscious figure of Albert Edward, the Prince of Wales. He was in evening dress, although much disheveled. Mary wondered whether this disarray was a result of medical attention or if he’d been picked up by the Yard in that condition. She saw Mr. Brooks’s nostrils twitch, very faintly, as the heir was borne past him and wondered what sort of malodor could cause the usually impeccable butler to react so.

Within a few minutes, Honoria returned, looking about her for the missing Prince of Wales. When she spoke, her voice was tight. “Her Majesty will receive you in the Yellow Room. If you would be so kind as to follow me.”
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The invitation wasn’t for Mary. Nevertheless, she moved swiftly, keeping ahead of the small, grim delegation as they climbed the grand staircase toward the second floor. The Yellow Room, despite being the most intimate of the drawing rooms at the palace, was a vast, high-ceilinged apartment; she’d never overhear a thing unless she concealed herself inside. It was the riskiest option, of course, but tonight’s investigations had nothing to do with caution. In a few hours, she would leave the palace forever. And luck was with her tonight: Mr. Brooks must have unlocked the door, for when she tried the handle, it turned beneath her hand.

The gas lamps were already hissing — Mr. Brooks again — and they defined the area in which the conversation would take place: two deep armchairs, arranged rather like a pair of throne chairs, facing an open space framed by a Persian rug. One of its silk tassels was ever so slightly disarranged — another subtle indication that even the butler, under his neutral facade, churned with anxiety tonight. She had just enough time to whirl behind a heavy curtain and ensure that its pleats remained perfectly regular before the door handle clicked again. Any footsteps were muffled by the silk carpets, but soon enough Mary heard Honoria’s voice, scarcely altered by the thick drapes. “Her Majesty will see you shortly.”

They hadn’t long to wait. The queen was remarkably quick when occasion required, moving with a smooth rapidity that belied her short-legged bulk. Mary wished she could see Her Majesty now, as the door opened and closed once again. It was impossible, though, without disturbing the curtains and giving away her hiding place.

“You bring news of the Prince of Wales,” were her first words, spoken in a clipped tone.

“Your Majesty; Your Highness. I am Commissioner Russell, of the Metropolitan Police Service, and this is —”

“We know who you are.” The voice was colder than the room. There came a pause. Then the queen continued, in a voice so different that Mary scarcely recognized it. “Where is my”— there was a barely repressed sob —“where is the Prince of Wales? Is he injured?”

“But very slightly, ma’am: one or two bruises and a slight graze. The Prince of Wales is now resting safely in his apartment.”

“His apartment here in the palace?”

“Yes, ma’am. A doctor is with him.”

“Then we shall go there. You may give us your news afterward.”

“Your Majesty — if I may have just a moment, to explain what —”

Queen Victoria interrupted the commissioner. “My eldest son is here, in highly irregular circumstances. You say he is well, yet you have summoned the sergeant surgeon to his bedside. Do not trifle with us further, Commissioner.”

There was a tense silence. Mary imagined the policemen frozen with awe and frustration.

And then a new voice spoke. “Her Majesty and I shall not be long,” said Prince Albert. As prince consort, the queen’s husband but not king in his own right, he had allowed his wife to take the lead. “But we must satisfy ourselves as to the Prince of Wales’s well-being.” His German accent sounded especially harsh — the only indication of the anxiety he, too, must have been feeling.

There was a sweep of fabric, the click of a doorknob, and then the room fell silent. The commissioner heaved a gusty sigh. After a very long interval — perhaps ten minutes, in reality, although to Mary it felt several times that duration — the second man said, in a hesitant tone, “Shall I try to find the queen, sir?”

“Whatever for?”

“This news — it can’t wait much longer.”

“And you propose to — what? Romp through the palace, calling out for Her Majesty? Tell her to hurry, as we’re on police business?”

“N-no, sir.”

“Then be silent. It is Her Majesty’s privilege to take all day, should she so desire.”

But as Mary had witnessed during her service at Buckingham Palace, Queen Victoria seldom presumed upon her privileges. She was a dutiful, serious-minded monarch whose small frame contained apparently boundless self-discipline as long as she was on state business. This morning proved no exception. Within half an hour, she and the prince consort were back in the drawing room.

“We appreciate your patience, Commissioner,” said His Highness. “Our minds are somewhat relieved to have seen the Prince of Wales, resting under Mr. Lawrence’s orders.”

“Was it on your instruction that he was given a sedative?” asked the queen, a sharp note in her voice.

“Our suggestion, Your Majesty,” said the commissioner in his humblest tones. “The prince was gravely upset and very emotional, I’m afraid. We were anxious that he should rest.”

There was a charged silence. Then, abruptly, the queen turned the conversation. “This is not a time for riddles. You had better explain exactly what has happened.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. We are here to inform you of a grave accident that has happened, this night, to the Honorable Ralph Beaulieu-Buckworth. I believe you are acquainted with this young person?”

Prince Albert’s voice was hard. “One could scarcely say ‘acquainted.’ He is the same age as the Prince of Wales. They may even have friends in common. But the prince does not associate with the person you named.”

Commissioner Russell scarcely paused. “Your Majesty, Your Highness. I am sorry to inform you that your son was in the Honorable Ralph Beaulieu-Buckworth’s company at the time of the — tragedy. The time, in fact, of Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth’s unfortunate death.” His last word seemed to echo in the silence that followed; a heavy, absolute silence in which the soft ffffft of the gas lamps became loud and obtrusive. There was no soft oath, no sudden intake of breath, from the royal couple. When Russell spoke again, his tone was even, measured — the voice of a bureaucrat doing his job. “The Prince of Wales has stated to us that he came down to London this afternoon at the invitation of Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth.”

“You questioned the Prince of Wales in the absence of his parents?” Her Majesty’s anger was clear. “He is but eighteen years old.”

“We did not formally question him, Your Majesty; I apologize for the false impression my words may have created. The Prince of Wales, in his agitation, gave us to understand a number of facts. We realize, of course, that upon reflection he may be able to correct some of those statements. But we are repeating to you the information he volunteered to us.”

A grim, skeptical silence. Then the prince consort again: “Carry on, Commissioner.”

“Thank you, sir. The young men’s intention was to celebrate Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth’s birthday, and a number of young gentlemen were invited to the festivities. The prince’s equerries were in attendance, naturally.” A pause.

“It was rather a large gathering. They dined at —”

“Oh, what does it matter where they dined?” cried the queen in a voice so terrible that even the commissioner’s dry recitation faltered. “Stop toying with us, man, and tell us what has happened!”

Russell swallowed audibly. “Very well, Your Majesty. You’ll understand, ma’am, that the young men had drunk wine with dinner, and continued to indulge in various wines and spirits over the course of the long evening. The Prince of Wales informs us that by two o’clock in the morning, he and Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth were gravely impaired. They had become separated from their companions, including the prince’s equerries, and Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth proposed a tour of what he called ‘the dark side.’ Against the prince’s better judgment —”

The queen gave a sharp, sudden sob. “Judgment, my God! The boy lacks all common sense and good judgment!”

Commissioner Russell paused, uncertain.

“Pray continue, Commissioner,” said Prince Albert.

“The Prince of Wales assented. Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth led him into east London, through a maze of streets the prince assured us he should never have been able to navigate alone. They eventually came to an establishment catering to the desire for the consumption of opium —” Commissioner Russell paused.

“Even we, with our sheltered lives, have heard of opium dens,” said the prince consort with heavy irony.

Russell cleared his throat. “Quite. At any rate, Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth persuaded the prince to enter, in order to view what he described as ‘the scum.’ The prince informed us that he was reluctant to enter. However, he feared losing Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth, who promised to guide him afterward out of the maze of slums. Thus he followed his friend into the opium-smoking establishment.

“The prince tells us that a dark-skinned man — the proprietor of the establishment, we believe — asked them if they wished to smoke. Although they declined, the dark-skinned man proceeded to fill a hookah for them and urge them to sample his wares. Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth became agitated — remember, he was extremely intoxicated — and either struck or kicked at the smoking device.” The commissioner stopped, as though considering how to phrase his next sentence.

The room became perfectly quiet once more, the queen and her consort still awaiting the terrible blow that was surely to come.

Eventually, Commissioner Russell cleared his throat. “At this point, the prince’s recollections become regrettably confused, but he describes, in general terms, a contretemps. The proprietor was angered by this destruction of his property, and harsh words were exchanged. There were a number of patrons — Lascars, mainly, on shore leave — smoking opium at the time. Some were, of course, in a drug-induced stupor that left them unaware of the goings-on. But others were more alert, and one seems to have been enraged by Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth’s language; the prince described it as strong. This man — the prince describes him as an elderly sailor and an Asiatic — rose up and staggered toward the young gentlemen. The Prince of Wales was a little closer to the Asiatic and thus caught the first blow. The prince says he attempted to grapple with the man but soon found himself thrown aside with a force that was quite astonishing, given the Asiatic’s apparent age and build.

“Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth said something — the prince does not recall precisely what. The Asiatic then turned to Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth. It seemed a fistfight, at first, but in a very short time — the prince was unable to say how many minutes, as he was still downed and attempting to make sense of the struggle — Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth lay sprawled on the floor, facedown.”

Mary could well imagine what Beaulieu-Buckworth’s “strong” language had been like. England was rarely a comfortable place for Asiatics, or any foreigners for that matter. But since that past summer’s aggression and bloodshed between Britain and China, tempers and temperatures had run especially high, particularly for the Chinese community in London. England was not at war with China. Not officially, at least. But English troops were killing Chinese — both soldiers and civilians; the Chinese retaliated, and there had been rumors of torture.

The horrors in China now echoed through Limehouse, where for generations Asians had lived in quiet — if not, perhaps, peaceful — coexistence with their English neighbors. Now there were reports of conflict: service refused to a Chinese woman at market, a Chinese man attacked by a gang of boys, a shop selling Chinese herbs burned down. English outrage was high, and some took that as license to “retaliate”— as though the denizens of east London were responsible for the actions of the Chinese emperor. There could be no doubt as to where Beaulieu-Buckworth stood.

Had stood. That was the key: the pig was dead. And although his name was mud in aristocratic circles — a well-known gambler, whoremonger, drunkard, and coward — he was still one of them. He was, after all, an “Honorable,” a scion of a noble house. That his short life had been almost entirely without honor or nobility mattered not. There would be no satisfactory ending to this tale.

“The prince,” continued the commissioner, “though alarmed by the general violence, decided this was a good opportunity to persuade Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth to depart. But when he tried to help his friend up, he found him dying, a knife buried deep in his chest.”

A strange, high-pitched sound erupted — a cry that seemed more animal than human. “Murder!”

Mary scrambled to make sense of this scream. It hadn’t come from the queen.

“Murder of a young aristocrat, and an attempt on the Prince of Wales’s life!”

“Indeed, Mrs. Dalrymple,” said Russell. “But we are speaking to Her Majesty in confidence; it is of utmost importance that you keep silence about what you’ve just heard.”

“That goes without saying,” said Her Majesty severely. “We do not tolerate tale bearing and idle gossip at our court.”

“Forgive me, Your Majesty.” But Honoria’s voice continued to vibrate with emotion.

“We are glad of your discretion in coming to us first,” said Prince Albert, “and we still have much to discuss. But first: you have arrested the vermin, of course?”

“Yes, Your Highness. The miscreant is in Tower jail even as we speak.”

“He was an opium fiend?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“And an Asiatic, you said.”

“A Chinese sailor, Your Highness, and a rather elderly one at that. Unless I’m much mistaken, he sailed his last journey some years ago.”

A pause. Then the prince consort murmured, “That is useful.”

“‘Useful,’ sir?”

“Surely you understand me, Commissioner,” said His Highness in a meaningful tone.

“Mrs. Dalrymple,” said the queen suddenly, “you may instruct my maids to draw my bath and prepare my morning dress.”

“Very good, Your Majesty,” said Honoria in a soft, even voice. A few moments later, the door closed behind her with the softest of clicks, and Mary tried to visualize those who remained: Queen Victoria, Prince Albert, Russell, and Russell’s silent subordinate, she thought.

“The Prince of Wales must not be named as a party to this shocking event,” said the queen in a rapid and matter-of-fact fashion. “Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth was alone in his visit to the opium den. The prince and his equerries became separated from the larger group at a much earlier hour, and the prince returned here, to his family, at midnight.”

Russell cleared his throat. “There is the small matter, ma’am, of the other witnesses. Patrons of the opium den, for example.”

“A ragtag band of drug-addled sots,” replied the queen.

“And the owner, with whom the prince exchanged words?”

“He must be convinced of his error. He cannot possibly believe that the Prince of Wales entered his low den and spoke to him.”

“We can certainly try, ma’am. But the gravest difficulty lies with the Lascar who attacked Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth. He will insist that the Prince of Wales was present — perhaps, even, that he joined with Mr. Beaulieu-Buckworth in attacking him. Pure invention, of course,” Commissioner Russell added hastily, “but these scoundrels seize upon anything to shore up their defense and muddy the truth.”

“He may be certain of a second gentleman,” allowed the queen, “but he is clearly mad if he imagines it to have been the Prince of Wales. Did you not say the man was an opium fiend?”

“We believe so.”

“And do opium addicts not suffer from fits and delusions?”

“Y-yes . . .”

“Then we have no difficulty.” There was a long, meaningful pause. “Have we?”

“And yet we may.” Prince Albert’s voice was deep, reluctant — and utterly surprising. “The first attack,” he said very slowly, “was on the Prince of Wales. And you say the Asiatic sailor recognized him?”

“The Prince of Wales thinks so,” said Russell. “He believes he was recognized.”

“Then we have not only a clear identification, but a much more serious crime: an attack — most likely a murderous attack — on the person of the future King of England.”

There was a prolonged silence, during which the unspoken word seemed to reverberate about the chilly room. Treason — not merely against the state, but against the monarchy. That made it high treason.

“Correct, Your Highness.”

“That is true only if Bertie is correct about the identification,” objected Queen Victoria. “Could he not be in error? What would an opium-addled foreigner know about the Prince of Wales’s appearance to enable him to identify him so confidently, especially in such circumstances?” Her voice grew angry. “It beggars belief that such a villain could instantly recognize — and have the temerity to attack — the future king. This must surely be a grotesque error.”

“The Prince of Wales is a public figure,” argued Prince Albert. “His portrait appears regularly in society papers. Just as your subjects recognize you, my dear, they recognize your heir.”

“Perhaps,” said the queen. “And I grant the seriousness of the attack. But if we pursue this route, the Prince of Wales will be subjected to a public scrutiny far too painful for him to bear. There will be scandal, not to mention the horror of a trial — good God, what if he were required to testify? Only think of what people would say — what newspapers might print! I cannot permit this!”

There was another prolonged silence. It was perhaps fanciful of Mary to imagine, sightless as she was behind the drapes, but this pause had a different quality. It was not a standoff but a sort of silent negotiation between husband and wife. Mary had witnessed this before — the rapid, minute flashes of change and exchange in their eyes. The sort of conversation only a close, long-married couple could have.

After a moment, Her Majesty once again addressed the commissioner. “The prince consort and I shall speak with our son tomorrow, when he is awake and calm. We shall ask the Prince of Wales to repeat his impressions of the night’s events. Once we have arrived at an understanding, we shall inform you of how we wish to proceed.”

A pause. Then, reluctantly, “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

The interview was over, bar the formalities. Mary let out a long, silent breath she hadn’t known she was holding until that moment. She raised her shoulders and willed her tense muscles to soften. Outside this room, the day was starting. Servants would soon be rising. It was cutting it fine, but she ought to have time to return to the bedroom before Amy woke.

“A moment, Commissioner.” Queen Victoria’s voice sliced through Mary’s thoughts. “What is the name of this opium fiend — the murderer?”

“It’s a Chinese name, Your Majesty. Difficult to say — even assuming he gave his real name.”

“Do your best.”

A pause. Then, haltingly, “It’s Lang.”

Mary caught her breath. The blood in her veins seemed to freeze for a long moment, then resume its course with a drunken swoop. Foolish, she scolded herself. Utter coincidence. Lang was a common-enough Chinese surname. What did it matter that it was the same as hers — the real name she’d abandoned, yet another fragment of her lost childhood?

“Why, there are Englishmen named Lang.” Prince Albert sounded the g in Lang, making the name hard and Teutonic, not tonal and Chinese. “The name is of German origin.”

“It’s the rest of his name that gives trouble, Your Highness,” said Russell with an air of apology. “His Christian names — although I doubt he’s a Christian. It’s something like Jinn High.”

Mary swayed and caught desperately at the windowsill for balance, suddenly knocked dizzy by two syllables.

“Jinn what?”

“Spelled J–i–n H–a–i, Your Majesty. Jin Hai Lang.”

Her pulse roared in her ears, so loudly she could scarcely hear the queen’s terse thanks and dismissal.

Jin Hai Lang, a Lascar in Limehouse.

Lang Jin Hai, his name in Chinese.

An opium addict.

A murderer.

And, unless she’d gone completely mad . . .

Her father.

Mary stumbled back up to her attic room, kicked off her shoes, and climbed back under the bed coverings. Her head ached. Her pulse hammered a single rhythm through her consciousness: Lang Jin Hai. Lang Jin Hai. Her father’s name, and one of the few things about him she could remember.

He was gone — lost at sea when she was a small child — risking all on a mission to uncover truth. His death was the reason she and her mother had suffered so. The bone-deep cold and perpetual hunger. Her mother’s desperate turn to prostitution and, not long after, her death. Mary’s own years on the streets, keeping alive as a pickpocket and housebreaker. The inevitable arrest and trial, and the certainty of death — so very close that she’d all but felt the noose about her neck.

And then, miraculously, her rescue. The women of the Agency had given her life anew. Mary Lang, the only child of a Chinese sailor and an Irish seamstress, was gone forever. She’d been reborn as Mary Quinn, orphan. Educated at Miss Scrimshaw’s Academy for Girls. Trained as an undercover agent. An exciting, hopeful, active life had lain before her. Until this morning.

Mary pressed her palms to her temples, as though that might still the roar of her blood. The blood she shared with an opium fiend and a murderer. The father she’d longed so desperately to rediscover. At least while she’d thought him dead.

What if it were a hideous, improbable coincidence? There might be another Lascar who shared her father’s name. What else had the police said of him? “Elderly,” they’d called him. That was superficially comforting. Yet her father, had he lived, would now be in his late forties or early fifties — old enough, especially for a wind-blown, sun-beaten working man. It was not unthinkable that he might appear elderly. What else did she know of him? Only that in his youth he’d resembled Prince Albert: his nickname around Limehouse had been Prince. Was it possible for such a resemblance to persist, through years of hard living and wayfaring?

Her chances of getting a look at this Lang Jin Hai were slender. He was in prison and soon to be arraigned as the murderer of the dishonorable Ralph Beaulieu-Buckworth. He might be charged with the even graver crime of high treason, depending upon the queen’s decision. For the queen, this whole affair was largely a question of propriety, yet nobody was willing to challenge her views — not even the commissioner of the Metropolitan Police. That rankled, too. It wasn’t that Mary wanted the Prince of Wales’s reputation sullied or the royal family disgraced through its association with Beaulieu-Buckworth. But Queen Victoria’s unquestioned authority in this matter raised other, even more dangerous questions about the sort of justice Lang Jin Hai might receive.

A new thought came to Mary: what if the prince was mistaken about what he had seen? What if he’d seen a struggle and a death but leaped to conclusions about the causes? He’d been slightly injured, of course — perhaps breathless and frightened and nursing his bruises when Beaulieu-Buckworth confronted the Lascar. What if Lang — as she must call him, whether he was her father or not — had attacked Prince Albert Edward first in an opium-induced haze without recognizing him at all? Lang may even have acted in self-defense, protecting himself from what he saw as a pair of aggressive, drunken toffs. Why, Beaulieu-Buckworth might even have picked up the knife and been the first to wield it!

She sat up suddenly, fingertips tingling. She’d been blind — a fool — as bad as the queen herself, in failing to address facts. No, she’d been worse. She, of all people, ought to know that appearances could deceive, that things weren’t always as they seemed. How could she have assumed, like all those narrow-minded children of privilege, that Lang was guilty?

Across the room, the lump that was Amy stirred and mumbled something. Mary sprang out of bed. She would have to investigate. Uncover the truth. And, possibly, fight to save an innocent man.

A man who might be her father.
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