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One
Saturday, 13 October 1860

The streets of London

I t was a miserable day for a walk: sleety, frigid, dark. 

Nevertheless, Mary Quinn and James Easton, Private 

Detectives, were out for a ramble about Bloomsbury, 

bundled against the penetrating drizzle, straining to dis-

tinguish people from lampposts in the dense fog that 

swamped the streets. Mary’s skirts were soaked to the 

knee and much heavier than when she’d first set out. 

Their boots were thick with mud. 

Mary smiled up at James, squeezing his elbow. “Isn’t 

this delightful?”

He laughed. “Unalloyed bliss, apart from the rain, the 

wind, and the bitter cold. Can you still feel your fingertips?”

She wiggled them experimentally. “A little. Could you 

tilt the umbrella toward me, please? It’s dripping on my 

shoulder.” James complied, and they paced on, passing a 

sodden, shivering boy wielding a broomstick taller than 

he was. “Wait a moment, James.” But James was already 

turning back, pressing a coin into the  crossing sweeper’s 
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unresisting palm. He murmured something and gave the 

child a gentle pat on the shoulder.

Mary watched the boy stumble away, a slight figure 

swallowed by the dark smog. She shuddered. It was like a 

heavy-handed morality play, to which there could be only 

one conclusion.

James returned, offering his arm once more. “Where 

were we?”

“You were complaining about the weather. Not for 

the first time.” She smiled at him again, teasing now. 

“Are you quite certain you don’t want to come up to my 

flat for tea and toast and scandal?” As her future hus-

band, James wanted their marriage to be respectable. It 

wasn’t for his sake, particularly, although she suspected 

he cared about reputation more than he would acknowl-

edge. No, it was for Mary: in order to bury her past 

and allow her a fresh start, they had agreed to behave 

with Utter Propriety. No matter how hypocritical and 

inconvenient the conventions of etiquette, it was worth 

observing them for the  social invisibility it would afford 

their marriage. These cold and uncomfortable walks 

about town were a perfect example of their new court-

ship: How else could an unmarried lady and gentle-

man hold a truly private conversation, unchaperoned 

and uninterrupted? James’s logic was inarguable. And 

yet, after twenty years of freedom, Mary desperately 

resented these superficial social  restrictions. Was this the 

moment to propose her little escapade? 
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His reply wiped all thought of it from her mind. “I’d 

love to. Let’s just pop into the next church and get mar-

ried first.”

She puffed with amusement and saw her breath in the 

air. “Of course you’ve a marriage license in your pocket.”

“Do you doubt it?”

“I’d no idea you were on such intimate terms with the 

Archbishop of Canterbury.”

“There are common licenses, you know. One can be 

obtained from any vicar.”

She halted and stared up into his dark eyes. They 

glinted with mockery, and something else, too: a challenge.  

Her mouth dried. “A-are you — in earnest?”

“I’m asking you to declare yourself. We could be mar-

ried within the hour, if you so chose.” His expression was 

neutral, his tone maddeningly even. He might have been 

offering her his seat on the omnibus.

She was suddenly at the edge of a precipice, fascin-

ated and terrified in equal measure. Of course she wanted 

to marry James . . . someday. But now? Here? “I — I don’t 

know what to say,” she confessed, unable to meet his gaze.

“That is an answer in itself.” He sounded calm, but 

there was no missing the undercurrent of hurt in his voice.

She spun to face him fully, taking both his hands in 

hers. “I’m sorry, James. I love you, truly. And I want to 

marry you.”

“But not yet.”

“I’m just learning a whole new way of being. Can you  
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picture yourself in my place?” Mary closed her eyes briefly, 

knowing that James certainly tried. He was deeply sym-

pathetic to the horrors of her childhood on the streets, 

her life as a juvenile housebreaker, her unexpected escape 

from the death sentence. She’d never been free to explain 

exactly how she’d been rescued by the Agency, but he knew 

enough. “After a childhood such as mine, I’m suddenly a 

woman of means. I can choose what to do with my days. 

I answer to nobody. Can you see why I might want a little 

more time for such selfish liberty? This is my first taste of 

true independence, the closest I’ll ever come to perfect free-

dom.” She paused. “It is selfish; I have no illusions that it’s 

anything else. But it’s a giddy, dizzying sort of freedom, and 

I want more time to explore it.”

After a few moments, he squeezed her fingers. “I 

think I do understand.” She felt limp with relief. “It’s too 

easy for me to forget. I answer only to George, and that’s 

as a business partner. He may also be my brother, but I am 

very much my own man.”

She smiled. “That you are. And you’ve chosen a wil-

ful, stubborn, scandal-ridden disgrace of a fiancée.”

“Only the best for me.”

“James.” Mary pulled him close — too close for perfect 

propriety. “Thank you.”

His finger glided against the curve of her cheek. “I 

can’t say ‘My pleasure.’ ” 

She smiled. “I do want to belong to you one day. And 

to claim you as my own, as well.”
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“I very much look forward to being claimed.” He 

glanced around furtively, then dipped his head to hers, 

kissing her — all too briefly — on the lips. “Perhaps I’ll 

have your name tattooed on my arm so there’s no doubt 

as to whom I belong,” he said, tucking her hand into the 

crook of his elbow and resuming their steady walking 

pace. “What would you say to your initials in Gothic let-

ters, surrounded by scrolls and hearts?”

“No need,” she said with a laugh. “Once you’re mine, 

I won’t permit you to forget it.”

They walked on in a daze, utterly distracted by each 

other and by visions of their future. It wasn’t until they 

heard church bells ringing the hour — it was already 

 eleven — that Mary returned to the present. “Ought we to 

talk business?” she suggested with a slight sigh.

“Sadly, yes. What news of ailing Mr. Colfax?” It was 

the last — and, admittedly, only second — item on their 

list of current cases.

“I’m afraid it’s bad: I’ve traced the purchase of three 

substantial amounts of arsenic over the past year directly 

to his wife.”

James whistled. “I thought it was supposed to be dif-

ficult to buy arsenic now. There was all that administra-

tive reform after the Bradford tragedy.” Less than two 

years earlier, there had been an accidental mass poisoning 

in the north, when arsenic was mistakenly included in a 

batch of peppermint sweets.

“In theory, yes. But all one need do is tell the chemist 
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what it’s wanted for — everybody in the world wants it to 

kill rats — and sign the ledger.”

“Did she sign in her own name each time?”

“For the first lot, yes, which makes me wonder if the 

idea only came to her after the fact. But for the second and 

third purchases, which are more recent, she took care to 

use a false name and address. I’m certain it’s her, though. 

Not only does the handwriting match, but the chem-

ists — she used a different shop each time — remembered 

her and described her with accuracy.”

“What’s next?”

“We still don’t know exactly how she’s doing it,” 

said Mary. “She’s not suffering from any sort of diges-

tive upset, and neither are the domestics. It must be in 

something he alone consumes. Dissolved in the whiskey, 

maybe, or perhaps he’s the only one who likes sugar in 

his coffee.”

“I’ll ask him to consider what it might be,” said James. 

As the male partner, he was also the public face of their 

fledgling detective firm — a concession to convention that 

seldom failed to irk Mary, if she dwelt upon it. “And per-

haps he ought to take a short holiday. It would be useful 

to confirm that he doesn’t suffer these digestive horrors 

when he’s on his own; only when dear Mrs. Colfax pre-

sides over the menu.” 

Mary nodded. “In the meantime, I doubt Mrs. Colfax 

is a threat to anybody but that very heavily insured hus-

band of hers.” 
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They plodded on, contemplating the faithlessness 

of modern love and marriage. Their client had been a 

frail and rather elderly bridegroom for three years — a 

 doting  husband until, after too many sudden and ago-

nizing gastric attacks, he had slowly begun to suspect 

the worst. Before their marriage, Mrs. Colfax had been 

a  lively young widow, handsome and sociable and 

 absolutely penniless. Their marriage was just the sort of 

thing Mary had been taught to eschew at the unconven-

tional Miss Scrimshaw’s Academy for Girls. The thing 

was, she thought, that with just a little more patience, 

the fortune would pass legally to Mrs. Colfax. Yet she 

seemed reluctant to wait for it. Money had a way of 

spoiling people’s judgment. 

Had it done the same to her? Mary thought half  

guiltily of her own fortune, the gift of a grateful and gen-

erous Queen Victoria after Mary had averted an attempt 

on her life. That lump of capital, while a tiny sum to the 

queen, had changed Mary’s life entirely. It had made her a 

woman of some means, a person with the power to shape 

her own future. It would also mark her as a  potential tar-

get for small-time fortune hunters if word of her inde-

pendence got out. Of course, when she married James, 

her money would become his property. . . .

“What are you brooding about?” asked James. “You’re 

not planning to poison me with arsenic, are you?”

That raised a smile. “If anyone’s buying arsenic, it’s 

your precious housekeeper.”
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James grinned. “I thought Mrs. V. had thawed toward 

you a bit.”

“A very little bit. You know, she might be the main 

 impediment to our marriage.” 

He shivered dramatically. “Absurd. The real impedi-

ment is that I’ll be a solid block of ice before you give me 

a definitive yes.”

“So much whining!” Mary laughed. “Are you really 

about to collapse from the cold? We could take a turn 

about the museum now that our confidential business is 

concluded.”

“I wish we could,” said James, “but I’ve got to get 

back to the site. It’s payday for the men, and I don’t like 

to be late. Next time, certainly. Or better yet, we’ll end in 

a coffeehouse.”

They turned and walked briskly toward Mary’s 

small flat in Burton Crescent, picking their way  carefully 

through the muck churned up by passing horses and 

carts. As always, James waited for her to extract her door 

key, then unlocked the front door and returned the key to 

Mary’s upturned palm. 

This was the moment. She had to speak now. She 

 tilted her face up to his and said, “I’ve a proposal to put 

to you.”

James batted his eyelashes and spoke in a quavering 

falsetto. “Darling, I thought you’d never ask.”

“You may regret saying that when you hear just what 

it is.”
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“Is it so very dull?”

“Quite the reverse. Not to mention thoroughly unlady-

like and far from respectable.”

“We’ve waded through sewers, dangled from a bell 

tower, and stumbled out of a burning building together. 

Can you top that?”

“Possibly.” Mary fumbled in her reticule and pro-

duced a torn half sheet of paper. “I found this yesterday.” 

“This” was a handbill for “Mr. Ching, a Chinese 

 pugilist of noble extraction, closely related by blood to 

the Chinese Emperor,” who challenged “the sportsmen of 

England, Britannia’s athletes, all of Her Majesty’s skilled 

and subtlest fighters, to best him in an unarmed fight,” 

with the winner to receive a prize purse of one pound. 

For the semiliterate, there was even an illustration of a 

determined-looking Chinese man, wearing loose robes 

and facing the reader in a fighting stance.

Curiosity lit James’s eyes. “‘Mr. Ching claims the  

superiority of Chinese hand-and-foot fighting,’” he read, 

“‘and promises ocular proof of such. Not only will Mr. 

Ching fight: he will take on all who present themselves.’ 

Are you planning to challenge the distinguished Mr. 

Ching, Mary?”

“No,” she admitted. “But I would dearly love to see 

him fight.”

James’s brows drew together in a frown. “The  address 

is in Leicester Square. ‘Hazardous’ doesn’t begin to 

 describe the place. . . .”
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“Hear me out,” she said quickly. “The notice made me 

think of my father. After I saw it, I suddenly remembered 

watching him practice these very complicated chains of 

hand and foot movements when I was a child. He claimed 

that when used at speed, they were more effective than 

most weapons. He promised to teach me, when I grew 

older.” She paused. “Then, of course, he disappeared.”

“I’ve heard of such a style of fighting,” allowed James. 

“But setting aside questions of safety and propriety for 

the time being, how will seeing this Mr. Ching affect you, 

do you think? Is it wise to revisit this sort of memory?”

“I’ve never claimed to be wise,” said Mary. “And I’ve 

no idea what the effect might be. Quite likely, it will be a 

crashing disappointment. . . .”

“But you want to go. No. You intend to go.”

“Yes.” She drew a breath and looked up at James. “It’s 

tonight.”

His expression was scrupulously neutral. “The only 

women in the vicinity will be prostitutes. You’ll be in 

 danger from the moment they see you.”

“I’ll go as a boy, of course.”

“The return of Mark Quinn?” He considered. “Still 

risky. You make rather a handsome lad.”

She hesitated. “Aren’t you going to scold me for doing 

something so inappropriate? We’ve been so thoroughly 

dull and forbearing for months now, and I’m jeopardizing 

all our hard work.”

“And what good would scolding you do?” His smile 
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was wry. “Besides, is that how you think of me, Mary? 

A stuffy killjoy, obsessed with what respectable people 

might think? A fusty old man who can’t quite under-

stand how your mind works?” His mouth twisted further. 

“Perhaps that’s why you don’t want to marry me.”

Mary was genuinely alarmed. “James, that’s not it at 

all. I know you want what’s best for me. For us. As for 

being a fusty old man . . . well. I’ve never once thought of 

you as either fusty or old.” She smiled up at him. “Believe 

me, I thoroughly appreciate your manliness.”

He permitted himself a small smile at that, then low-

ered his voice. “Has it occurred to you that if we married 

now, you would be infinitely freer to do as you please?”

She blinked. “It hadn’t.” She paused, then spoke more 

slowly. “But now that I think of it, it’s only partially true. 

You can go to a boxing den at any time, on your own or 

with male friends. But if it was ever hinted that I’d gone, 

too, such a rumor could still threaten our social reputa-

tion as a married couple, or that of your family firm.” 

He considered her words. “So it’s a larger problem we 

face. You will always want to exceed the limits of respect-

able feminine behavior.”

She thought about it seriously. “Yes, I think I will. 

Sometimes, at least.” A pause. “And you? Will you  always 

value propriety and a spotless reputation? Are those so 

dear to you?”

He was already shaking his head. “I respect those 

things for their utility. They make daily life smoother and 
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easier, and I want your life — our life together — to be as 

free and pleasant as possible. But they are not paramount 

to me —” He was interrupted by the chiming of the nearby 

bells of St Pancras Church. It was half-past eleven.

“You had better go pay your laborers.”

“Yes. But we need to finish this conversation, Mary.”

She nodded. “As for tonight, will you come with me?”

“I suppose there’s no dissuading you.”

“No. I’ll go alone, if you prefer not to come.”

“Then how can I possibly refuse?”

She looked at him. “You ought to, really. You shouldn’t 

let me coerce you with threats of danger and scandal.”

“What if I just want to see you in breeches again?”

She smiled and raised an eyebrow.  

“I’ll call for you at eight.” 

“Better if I meet you at the corner of Russell Square,  

I think.”

“Right.” Usually, James took his leave by kissing her 

hand and murmuring some tender endearment. Today, 

however, he chucked her under the chin. “Cheerio, Mark.”
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M ary’s rooms were on the top floor, up three flights 

of stairs. The flat was inexpensive because of the 

 inconvenience, but to Mary this was one of its great 

 appeals. It had small, high windows, with views of the 

rooftops, and seemed almost to press against the low gray 

sky. It was practical, too: she never had to listen to neigh-

bors’ tramping footsteps as they passed her door on the 

way to their own flats, and this veneer of solitude pleased 

her immensely. 

Unlocking her front door seldom failed to give her 

a thrill of satisfaction. This was her own home, the one 

she’d chosen and for which she paid a quarterly rent. It 

was small: a postage stamp of a hall linked to a cozy  sitting 

room, beyond that a bedroom, and, finally, a tiny bath-

room. There was a shared kitchen buried in the depths 

of the building, to which Mary never ventured. Instead, 

she dined out once each day. The new class of coffeehouse 

or restaurant that deigned to serve unaccompanied ladies 
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sequestered them in a separate dining room, to be sure, but 

they were offered hot, competently cooked meals none-

theless. At other times, Mary boiled an egg and toasted 

bread over the sitting-room fire or nibbled on fruit and 

tea. This never struck her as subsistence. Rather, it was 

freedom from the tyranny of three square meals a day,  

of sticky porridge and spattering chops, and the ordeal of 

washing up that followed. Mary also had a daily maid, a 

girl who came in each morning to clean. 

In all, Mary was as free and private as a young woman 

could possibly be. James had seen her flat only once, 

before she’d moved in. Nobody else visited. When she 

closed the front door behind her, she was the creator and 

sole inhabitant of her own small world. 

Mary shed her rain-heavy cloak, lit a small lamp, and 

stoked up the fire in the sitting room. She balanced a ket-

tle on its tripod over the bright fire. 

She had just exchanged her walking dress for a dry 

woolen gown when her doorbell rang. James. She skimmed 

down the steep flights of stairs, unlocked the front door, 

and threw it open with a broad smile — a grin that slack-

ened into astonishment when she beheld the thin, neat, 

middle-aged lady standing before her. 

Several long moments passed. Mary knew she was 

gaping, yet couldn’t quite summon the appropriate greet-

ing. Eventually, she settled for a weak “Miss Treleaven?” 

Her first, panicked thought was that Anne had seen James 

depart. It was more than likely.
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“Hello, Mary.” The Agency’s past and present man-

ager, Anne Treleaven, smiled sedately. “May I come in?”

It wasn’t really a question. Mary nodded, stepped 

aside to let her in, and assumed something approximating 

a serene expression. “Of course. How lovely to see you, 

Miss Treleaven.” It wasn’t a lie; she was extremely fond 

of and grateful to Anne, who, with Felicity Frame and the 

rest of the Agency, had rescued, educated, trained, and 

supported her for so many years. Mary owed them, quite 

literally, her life. Yet this unannounced visit was discon-

certing, to say the least. 

She led Anne up the stairs at a much more conven-

tional pace than her usual two-by-two. She needed the 

time to gather her thoughts. Inside, Anne removed not 

only her cape but also her hat and gloves, confirmation 

that this was no fleeting social call. As if there had ever 

been a chance of that. 

As Mary showed Anne into her small sitting room, 

she became intensely aware of its spartan appearance. 

She’d rented the flat unfurnished, preferring not to live 

with others’ bits of cast-off history. Yet, Mary had discov-

ered, shopping was tedious. Once the initial flush of nov-

elty had worn off, she could think of half a dozen things 

she’d rather do than browse mediocre furnishings in 

Tottenham Court Road. As a result, the sitting room was 

oddly bare — a single sofa, a low table, a rug — calling to 

mind her simple room at Miss Scrimshaw’s Academy for 

Girls rather than a lady’s parlor. 
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They perched awkwardly on opposite ends of the 

small sofa and spoke of safe things at first: Mary’s new 

life as mistress of her own flat; the fierce public debates 

that had raged all through the summer and autumn over 

Mr. Darwin’s incendiary book On the Origin of Species; the 

capture of Beijing yesterday by British and French forces 

and its repercussions for the opium trade; school life at 

Miss Scrimshaw’s Academy, which covertly housed the 

Agency in its attics and where Anne was head teacher. 

Mary poured boiling water onto fragrant tea leaves 

and discovered two remaining biscuits in the tin.

Anne made no mention of her former fellow man-

ager, Felicity Frame, and her departure, which had frac-

tured the Agency. Mary understood the divide in terms of 

 ideology. Felicity had wanted to employ male sleuths and 

 expand the Agency with the help of her new, high- ranking 

contacts in government. Anne thought the  Agency should 

concentrate upon its specialty, placing female detectives 

in discreet situations. But Mary couldn’t imagine what 

Anne’s new reality must be like, having worked for so 

long and so intimately with Felicity. She was both anxious 

to ask and reluctant to hear the answer. But before she 

found the right opening, Anne leaned forward and came 

to the point.

“I am here to ask if you’d consider one more job for the 

Agency,” she said, taking charge of the teapot. A not-so-

subtle power play, wondered Mary, or was Anne showing 

signs of nervousness?
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Mary permitted herself to look surprised, but said 

nothing.

“You’ve a comfortable life here, that’s clear. I also real-

ize you’re disappointed in the way things ended between 

Felicity and me. . . . You’re not the only one,” she added. 

“Disappointed” failed to come close as a descrip-

tion. Anne Treleaven and Felicity Frame had been much 

more to Mary than the managers of the Agency; they’d 

been closer to stepmothers, an unlikely and extraordin-

arily effective duo whom Mary had tried to emulate in all 

things. Their falling-out nine months ago had torn apart 

the Agency and, with it, Mary’s life. She had lost both her 

surrogate family and her home.

Mary silently offered Anne a biscuit, but neither 

woman took one. The tension was already too high. 

“But I’ve come to you first, because you’re the best 

choice for this task,” said Anne at last. “Do you wish 

to hear more?” This was the same phrase that Anne 

had always used when offering Mary a chance at an 

 assignment. From this point on, all they discussed would 

be in strictest confidence. Mary searched her face for a 

sign, but Anne’s spectacles were as good as a mask. 

Faced with this familiar challenge, Mary felt a 

peculiar swirl of emotion: intense curiosity, a surge of 

 suspicion. Why couldn’t an Agency member do the job 

just as well? Above all, though, she had a sudden, pow-

erful desire to be on assignment for the Agency once 

last time. 
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It had been nine months since the events at 

Buckingham Palace that launched her independence. 

Nine months since the rift in the Agency. Nine months 

since she and James had founded their own fledgling 

detective bureau, Quinn and Easton. She didn’t actually 

need the Agency anymore. But just as surely, she missed 

it, in the way one might long for a childhood home.

Mary leaned forward in her chair and nodded. “Yes, 

please.”

There it was: a gleam of satisfaction in Anne’s steel-

gray eyes, distinct even behind the spectacles. An instant 

later, it was gone. “You recall, of course, the Thorold 

family.”

How could Mary ever forget? Her time with the 

 Thorolds had been her first experience of detective work: 

a routine exercise that had suddenly ballooned into a 

swift and deadly criminal plot. “Naturally. Mr. Thorold 

admitted his guilt with regard to  insurance fraud and 

was sentenced to life imprisonment. Mrs. Thorold fled the 

country. ” 

Anne nodded. “Henry Thorold stoutly denied any 

involvement in the piracy scheme, and his denials rang 

true: there was no logical reason for him to be involved 

in attacks on his own merchant fleet. Scotland Yard views 

his wife’s flight as an admission of guilt, and she remains 

their prime suspect for the acts of piracy and the deaths 

of so many Lascars. The sheer scale of Thorold’s marine 

losses over the years — dozens of ships sunk, dozens of 
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Lascar crews dead, extremely valuable antiquities never 

 recovered — points to somebody with inside knowledge 

of the vessels’ routes and cargoes. The circumstantial evi-

dence is compelling: Mrs. Thorold had both means and 

opportunity to commit those crimes. 

“There is also her attempted murder of James Easton, 

and the suspected murders of two others. As you know, 

Mr. Easton’s testimony will be conclusive. Yet until Mrs. 

Thorold returns to England, our police are powerless to 

arrest her.”

Mary nodded. This seemed obvious enough. “So much 

for the parents. What about Angelica? She announced her 

intention to study music in Germany. Did she do so in the 

end?”

Anne nodded. “She studied first in Germany, where 

her music teacher had connections, and later in Vienna. 

She has never returned to visit her father in jail, until now. 

Henry Thorold is dying, Mary. As his next of kin, Angelica 

was notified of this. She embarked on the journey from 

Vienna to London last week.”

“Was Angelica never regarded as a suspect? Why seek 

the mother but not the daughter, who also promptly fled 

for the Continent?”

“Angelica was interviewed by the Yard and judged to 

be profoundly ignorant of the family business. You must 

remember that she’d been away at boarding school for 

several years before coming to live at home again that 

spring.”
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Mary frowned. “And Mrs. Thorold?”

Anne’s smile held little amusement. “Scotland Yard’s 

best guess as to her location is ‘somewhere in Europe.’ 

But you’re right. They are very interested in the possibil-

ity that she may return in order to see her husband one 

last time.”

“Why on earth? It’s not as though they were fond of 

each other, what with Mrs. Thorold using pirates to raid 

her husband’s merchant ships.”

“Yes, but if she could persuade him to make a death-

bed confession. . . . ?”

Mary sat up, scalp prickling with the possibility. “Thus 

clearing her name, and freeing her to return to England?”

“Precisely. The police ensured that the news of  Thor- 

old’s illness — a cancer, it seems — was well known. He has  

suffered a slow decline, but the prison physician believes he 

now has only a few days to live. We — the Agency — have 

been asked to watch for Mrs. Thorold’s return.”

Mary swallowed hard: a difficult gesture, given the 

lump in her throat. Her first thought was of James, whom 

Mrs. Thorold had very nearly murdered. Her second was 

a fervent prayer for his safety, in this moment and those to 

come. “She’ll be in disguise,” she managed to say. “You’re 

watching all the ports?”

Anne paused, clearly surprised to be questioned in 

this way. “Yes. But she’s extremely practiced in changing 

her appearance, as you know, and very few members of 

the Agency have actually met her face-to-face.”
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“What about the banks? She must have left a nest egg 

somewhere, under a false name.”

“The name is Mrs. Fisher, actually, and the bank’s 

been notified.” Anne looked amused. “Anything else, my 

dear?”

Anne was treating this like a game. Didn’t she realize 

how deadly the situation was? “Another house, under a 

third name?”

“Not that Scotland Yard is aware of.”

“What about former associates? She had a junior part-

ner in the piracy scheme.” Mary’s mind raced ahead. 

Someone else who could set the stage, even before Mrs. 

Thorold was on English soil . . . 

“Ah, yes. He confessed to everything, but most 

unhelpfully died before his trial. We’re not aware of any 

other assistants.”

Mary nodded as the scene emerged clearly in her 

mind. “So you’re asking me to watch the prison, since 

Mrs. Thorold will need to make personal contact with her 

husband.” 

“Yes. You’re the most likely to recognize her, having 

lived in her household.”

“She played the invalid matron to perfection through-

out my time there. It was a genuine shock to see how 

she really spoke and moved when she thought herself 

unobserved.”

Anne nodded. “She is a formidable adversary.” The 

two women fell silent as they remembered Maria Thorold: 
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accomplished dissembler, unhesitating murderer. Such a 

vengeful woman was unlikely to have a short memory. 

After a pause, Anne finally acknowledged what was 

only too evident. “I realize, of course, that you’ll be in an 

 extremely hazardous position if Mrs. Thorold learns you 

were the cause of her initial downfall. Mr. Easton is also 

at risk, of course.” Anne inclined her head. “I believe you 

are in frequent contact with him?”

Mary nodded. More silence. Finally, she asked, 

“Where is Thorold being held?” Her thoughts went to 

Pentonville or Millbank prisons, so-called model jails, 

recently built on humanitarian schemes. They were tidy 

and orderly and clean. Nothing like her own brief experi-

ence of incarceration.

Anne’s hesitation prepared Mary for the answer. 

“Newgate,” said the older woman at last. “He’s in 

Newgate.” She leaned forward and touched Mary’s arm 

with a light, hesitant hand. “I’m sorry, my dear. I am 

deeply reluctant to ask this of you, but Mrs. Thorold is an 

exceptionally dangerous criminal who remains at large.”

Mary nodded, her blood suddenly roaring, nearly too 

agitated to be contained by her veins. Of course it was 

Newgate. Where she had narrowly escaped hanging, after 

an ill-judged attempt to steal a piece of gold plate from a 

deceptively well-guarded house. Unbidden, the stench of 

its corridors suddenly entered her nostrils: dung and filth 

and fear. She forbade herself thoughts of the jail, blinded 

herself to memories of its dank cells. She tried, at any rate. 
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And after several moments, a measure of logic asserted 

itself against terror. “Surely not Newgate?” she finally 

managed. Her voice was loud in the quiet room, but she 

didn’t care. “Newgate holds prisoners who haven’t yet 

been tried.” 

“And those awaiting deportation,” said Anne, “ neither 

of which is the case for Mr. Thorold. I, too, thought this 

highly unusual and looked into the matter. He’s being 

held under a relatively obscure classification, as a person 

convicted of offenses on the high seas.”

Logic had its limits, and Mary found this explanation 

of little reassurance. Fear still clawed her insides at the 

very word “Newgate,” and her memories of its dark inte-

rior remained vivid. She held herself as still as possible so 

that she didn’t curl into a ball. She tried to breathe slowly, 

focusing on the high, wide window of her parlor, the 

warmth of her own fireplace. She was her own woman. 

She was free. 

When she recovered herself, Anne was saying, “I 

should count it as an enormous favor, Mary, if you were 

to accept this assignment. I know there’s nothing now to 

tie you to the Agency . . .”

Except gratitude, thought Mary. And memories. 

And very real affection for this woman, who’d rescued 

her from jail and changed her life beyond recognition. 

Every thing in the world still tied her to the Agency . . . 

 except her loyalty to James Easton, and their hopeful new 

partnership. She cleared her throat, and Anne instantly 
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became attentive. “Before I can give you an answer, Miss 

Treleaven, I must discuss the matter with Mr. Easton. He 

is my business partner now.”

Something very like regret compressed Anne’s features, 

but she quickly smoothed her expression. “Naturally.”

It was only in that moment that Mary realized what 

else was wrong about the conversation: Anne’s use of “I.” 

When Felicity Frame had been part of the Agency, she 

and Anne had always spoken as “we.” Mary had always 

thought they meant the Agency as a whole, the collec-

tive of clever and unconventional women to which she 

was privileged to belong. But Anne’s use of “I” suggested 

otherwise.

“I realize this is an urgent matter and shall endeavor 

to give you an answer as quickly as possible.”

“Tonight?”

“Tomorrow,” said Mary firmly, and rose. It was impol-

ite of her, of course, all but demanding that Anne depart, 

especially with a cup of tea unfinished. But what was 

 decorum compared to the problems she and James now 

faced? Her mind whirled. James was Mrs. Thorold’s pri-

mary adversary in England, the essential witness in any 

case against her. Mary’s anxiety on his account was rea-

sonable in its foundation but distorted by emotion: it was 

unlikely that Mrs. Thorold was already on his trail, ready 

to do him harm. It would be excessive to interrupt his 

work with a message, and she would see him in a few 
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hours. Logical as her thoughts were, they offered little 

comfort.

“I shall await your reply,” said Anne, recalling her to 

the present moment. “At any hour of the day or night.”

Mary nodded. “Thank you.”

She saw Anne down the zigzagging flights of stairs 

and into a hansom. The rain had stopped; the dank chill 

subsided. But as Mary closed the front door behind her, 

she shivered.
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