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Chapter 1: The Red Chamber

[image: ]




Paris, December 1642

A bitter wind howled through the narrow streets of Paris, carrying flecks of ice that stung the exposed skin of Captain Henri Devereux's face. He pulled his cloak tighter and quickened his pace toward the looming silhouette of the Palais-Cardinal. The summons had come at an unusual hour—well past midnight—delivered by a silent messenger who had vanished before Devereux could ask questions.

Five years. It had been five years since he had walked these particular corridors. Five years since Cardinal Richelieu had dismissed him from special service after the disaster in La Rochelle. Now the most powerful man in France required his presence again, and Devereux found himself responding like a loyal hound despite everything that had passed between them.

The guards at the Cardinal's private entrance recognized him immediately, their eyes widening slightly before their faces resumed the practiced blankness of men paid to see nothing. No questions were asked as they escorted him through a series of progressively smaller hallways, each more richly appointed than the last.

"Captain Devereux," announced one of the guards as they reached an ornate door emblazoned with the Cardinal's coat of arms.

"Enter." The voice from within was softer than Devereux remembered, but no less commanding.

The guards stepped aside. Taking a deep breath to steel himself, Devereux pushed open the door and stepped into the Cardinal's inner sanctum—known throughout court circles as the Red Chamber for its crimson wall coverings and the decisions of blood that were occasionally made within its confines.

Cardinal Richelieu sat behind a massive oak desk, a single candelabra casting dramatic shadows across his gaunt features. He was dressed not in the scarlet robes of his office but in a simple black cassock, making his pallor all the more striking. Devereux was shocked by how much the man had aged. The Cardinal had always been lean, but now he appeared almost skeletal, his skin stretched tight across prominent cheekbones. Only his eyes remained unchanged—piercing, calculating, missing nothing.

"Your Eminence," Devereux bowed precisely as protocol demanded, neither too deep to suggest sycophancy nor too shallow to imply disrespect.

"Captain." Richelieu gestured to a chair positioned before the desk. "Sit. We have matters of grave importance to discuss."

Devereux remained standing. "With respect, Your Eminence, I've been summoned from my bed in the middle of winter's night after five years of silence. I believe I'm owed some explanation before we proceed to business."

A thin smile crossed the Cardinal's lips. "Still as direct as ever, I see. Your candor was always your most valuable trait, Captain—and occasionally your greatest liability." He coughed, covering his mouth with a handkerchief that came away spotted with blood, which he quickly concealed. "Very well. I'll be equally direct. Someone has stolen something from this very room—something that, should it fall into the wrong hands, could bring France to its knees."

Despite himself, Devereux glanced around the chamber. The room was a fortress within a fortress. He counted three separate locks on the heavy door he had entered through, and the single window was narrow, barred, and at least thirty feet above the courtyard below.

"Impossible," he said flatly.

"I assure you it is not only possible but has happened." Richelieu stood with visible effort and moved to a bookcase that occupied most of the eastern wall. He pressed a hidden mechanism, causing a section to swing outward, revealing a small alcove. Within was an iron safe—its door hanging open and its interior empty.

Devereux stepped closer, professional interest overcoming his reluctance. "When?"

"Two nights ago. I discovered it missing yesterday morning."

"The guards?"

"Saw nothing. Heard nothing. The door remained locked from within."

"Then whoever took it had a key to your chambers."

"That is the troubling part, Captain. I have the only key." The Cardinal pulled a long iron key from within his robes. "And it never leaves my person."

Devereux's mind raced through possibilities. "A forgery, perhaps? A master locksmith could—"

"This lock was designed by Giovanni Cassini himself. Its internal mechanism changes configuration each time it's used. Even with the same key, one must know the correct sequence of turns, which also changes daily according to a mathematical formula."

"Then someone knew the formula."

"Only two people in France know it. Myself and the King." Richelieu's expression darkened. "And His Majesty has been bedridden with fever for a week."

The implications hung heavy in the air between them. Either the Cardinal was lying, or they were dealing with an adversary of extraordinary skill and inside knowledge.

Devereux finally took the offered seat, his curiosity fully engaged despite his lingering resentment. "What exactly was stolen?"

Richelieu returned to his desk, moving with the careful precision of a man in pain. "A box. Small, made of Spanish cedar, sealed with wax bearing my personal signet."

"And its contents?"

The Cardinal's eyes fixed on Devereux with uncomfortable intensity. "Documents of a sensitive nature. Intelligence reports. Names of agents throughout Europe. Evidence of certain... arrangements I've made to protect France's interests."

"Blackmail material," Devereux translated bluntly.

"Let us call it diplomatic leverage." Richelieu did not deny the characterization. "Captain, there are secrets in that box that could shatter alliances, trigger assassination attempts, perhaps even reignite religious wars we've spent decades trying to extinguish."

Devereux leaned forward. "Why not use your extensive network for this? You have spies in every tavern and bedroom in Paris."

Another thin smile. "Because my 'extensive network,' as you put it, may be compromised. This theft required intimate knowledge of my security measures and habits. I need someone outside my regular channels. Someone whose loyalty to France supersedes any personal feelings toward me."

"You speak of loyalty after what happened at La Rochelle?" Devereux couldn't keep the bitterness from his voice.

Richelieu sighed, suddenly looking even more frail. "La Rochelle was... regrettable. Sacrifices were made. Your team paid a price I had not intended."

"Philippe died. Isabelle nearly followed him. We were abandoned without support or extraction."

"The mission succeeded," Richelieu countered softly. "The Spanish plot was exposed. War was averted."

"At what cost?"

"At precisely the cost that France could bear." The Cardinal's voice regained some of its former strength. "That is the burden of governance, Captain. Not what we wish to pay, but what we can afford to sacrifice."

Silence stretched between them, heavy with shared history and unresolved grievances.

Finally, Richelieu opened a drawer and removed a small leather pouch, which he slid across the desk. "I'm not asking you to forgive me, Captain. I'm asking you to serve France once more. Inside that pouch is a royal commission, temporarily restoring you to your former status and authority. There's also gold—a substantial advance on what will be an equally substantial reward upon recovery of the box."

Devereux didn't touch the pouch. "And if I refuse?"

"Then France may fall into chaos, and you will spend the rest of your days knowing you could have prevented it." The Cardinal leaned back, studying him. "But you won't refuse. Not when you learn what I'm truly offering you."

"Which is?"

"Redemption. A chance to reassemble your old team."

Devereux felt as though the floor had shifted beneath him. "They've scattered to the winds. Some by choice, others by your directive."

"I know precisely where each of them is." Richelieu withdrew a folded paper from his sleeve and placed it beside the pouch. "Isabelle de Vauban continues her masquerade as a male guard at the Comte de Brissac's estate. Christophe Lavalle operates a workshop beneath Mortimer's bookshop in Les Halles, where he conducts his 'experiments' away from the Sorbonne's disapproving gaze. And young Alexandre Dufort has been gambling his father's fortune away in establishments frequented by nobles who are... shall we say, not among my admirers."

The Cardinal's detailed knowledge was unsettling but not surprising. "You've been watching them all this time."

"I never entirely lose track of valuable assets." Richelieu coughed again, this time longer and more painfully. When he recovered, he fixed Devereux with an uncharacteristically sincere expression. "Listen carefully, Captain. I am dying."

The blunt admission caught Devereux off guard. Court rumors had suggested the Cardinal was ill, but few suspected how grave his condition might be.

"The King's health is also more precarious than is publicly known," Richelieu continued. "France stands at a precipice. The Dauphin is but a child. If both His Majesty and I should die before proper regency arrangements are secured..." He left the sentence unfinished, but the implications were clear enough.

"So this is about succession," Devereux said, pieces falling into place. "The box contains something that could affect who controls France if both you and the King die."

"You always were quick to see the heart of matters," Richelieu acknowledged. "The contents of that box represent both danger and security for France's future. In whose hands it ultimately ends up may determine whether the years of stability I've built survive my death."

A bitter laugh escaped Devereux. "So once again, Your Eminence requires our particular skills to clean up a mess of your making."

"On the contrary," Richelieu replied sharply, "I require your skills to prevent a catastrophe that none of us made but all of France will suffer. Whatever your feelings toward me, surely the prospect of civil war or foreign domination is sufficient motivation."

Devereux stood and paced the room, mind working through implications and possibilities. "You still haven't told me everything. What exactly am I looking for? Who took it? Where do I start?"

"If I knew those answers with certainty, I wouldn't need you," Richelieu pointed out. "But I can offer one clue that may prove illuminating. When my personal guard investigated, they were baffled by the lack of evidence. No forced entry. No disturbance of my papers. Not a single footprint in the thick dust I deliberately leave on certain sections of the floor."

"A ghost couldn't manage that."

"Indeed. Which suggests our thief never touched the ground." Richelieu's eyes gleamed with the intellectual pleasure of a complex problem. "The superstitious might claim witchcraft. I suspect a more earthly explanation."

Devereux stared at the empty safe, then at the barred window, calculating angles and possibilities. Despite everything, he felt the familiar thrill of a challenging puzzle. This was why Richelieu had chosen him specifically—not just for his loyalty to France or his combat skills, but for his mind.

He turned back to the Cardinal. "I'll need full authority to act in your name. Access to resources without explanation. Freedom to move my team without interference from your regular agents."

"The commission provides all that and more." Richelieu gestured to the untouched pouch. "Though I suggest discretion in how openly you invoke my name. If the theft was orchestrated by someone within the court, flaunting our connection may alert them."

Devereux finally picked up the pouch, weighing it in his hand. Heavy with gold and heavier still with responsibility. "Time frame?"

"Court intelligence suggests movement among certain factions. Whatever they intend to do with the information, it will likely occur soon—perhaps within a fortnight." Richelieu hesitated, then added, "There is another complication. The Spanish ambassador has requested an unexpected audience with the King for three days hence. I doubt this is coincidental."

"Spanish involvement would explain much," Devereux muttered, thinking of the ongoing war and the Queen's divided loyalties.

"Perhaps." The Cardinal looked unconvinced. "Or it may be that someone wishes us to suspect Spanish involvement as a convenient distraction."

Devereux pocketed the commission and gold. The familiar weight of duty settled across his shoulders like an old cloak—comfortable in its familiarity yet heavy with remembered burdens.

"I'll find your team," he said, not quite ready to call them his own again. "But I make no promises about their willingness to serve. You burned those bridges thoroughly five years ago."

Richelieu nodded, accepting the condition. "Tell them whatever you must. Offer them whatever they require—within reason. But Captain..." His voice dropped to ensure the guards outside couldn't hear. "Should you recover the box, I expect you to deliver it to me unopened. Whatever your curiosity, whatever you may hear from others who seek it, the contents are not for your eyes."

"Is that an order, Your Eminence?"

"It is a plea from a dying man who has sacrificed more than you know to keep France whole." For just a moment, the politician's mask slipped, revealing genuine concern beneath the calculation. "Some secrets are burdens that you would not wish to carry."

Devereux studied the Cardinal's face, trying to separate truth from manipulation—a nearly impossible task with Richelieu, whose entire existence was an intricate dance of half-truths and strategic omissions.

"I'll recover your box," he said finally. "After that, we shall see where duty leads."

He turned to leave but stopped when Richelieu spoke again.

"One last thing, Captain. Trust no one who cannot prove their loyalty beyond doubt. Paris is full of shadows these days, and many wear familiar faces."

Devereux nodded grimly and left without another word, the door closing heavily behind him. In the corridor, he paused to collect his thoughts, feeling the weight of the commission against his chest. Five years ago, he had sworn never again to be Richelieu's instrument. Yet here he was, drawn back into the Cardinal's web by duty and perhaps something else—a hunger for the purpose he had known when he led his specialized team of musketeers.

Outside, the December night had grown even colder, the wind carrying whispers of snow. Devereux pulled his cloak tighter and set off toward Les Halles. Christophe would be his first stop—the inventor's analytical mind would be essential for understanding how someone could steal a box from a locked room while leaving no trace.

As he walked through the deserted streets, Devereux couldn't shake the feeling that eyes watched from the shadows. The thief who left no footprints. The secrets that could bring France to its knees. Richelieu's warning about familiar faces hiding unknown loyalties.

The game had begun again, and the stakes were higher than ever. France's future hung in the balance, with a dying Cardinal, an ailing King, and a child heir all vulnerable to whatever forces had orchestrated the theft. Devereux quickened his pace, mentally preparing arguments that might persuade his former companions to rejoin a cause they had every reason to reject.

Tomorrow, he would begin reassembling the team that Richelieu's machinations had once destroyed. Whether for redemption or ruin remained to be seen, but Devereux knew one thing with absolute certainty: The shadow war for France's soul had begun, and they were already behind in a race against unseen enemies.
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Chapter 2: The Forgotten Company
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The pre-dawn air bit at Devereux's face as he crossed the Seine, the river below a black ribbon cutting through the sleeping city. The few souls abroad at this hour—night watchmen ending their shifts, bakers starting their day's work—averted their eyes as he passed. A man moving with purpose in darkness rarely welcomed interruption.

His mind churned with memories of the team he was tasked to reassemble. They had once been the Cardinal's most effective instruments—four individuals whose combined talents had resolved seemingly impossible situations. Until La Rochelle. Until the mission that had fractured everything.

Christophe would be easiest to convince, he reasoned. The inventor had the least to lose and his insatiable curiosity would be piqued by the puzzle of a theft that defied physical explanation. But Devereux chose not to seek him first. This mission would require all four of them, and the most difficult recruitment should come before his resolve could waver.

Which was why, as the eastern sky began to lighten with the promise of dawn, Captain Henri Devereux found himself fifteen miles outside Paris, approaching the sprawling estate of the Comte de Brissac.

The Comte was a peculiar nobleman—a recluse who had largely withdrawn from court politics after the siege of La Rochelle, claiming poor health but widely suspected of harboring sympathies for the Huguenot cause. More importantly for Devereux's purposes, the Comte maintained an unusually large contingent of personal guards, among whom was rumored to be France's most unusual musketeer.

Devereux abandoned his horse in a copse of trees half a mile from the estate's outer walls. Moving through the winter-bare forest with practiced stealth, he positioned himself where he could observe the changing of the guard at first light. He had timed his arrival carefully. If Isabelle maintained the habits he remembered, she would be taking the dawn watch—the least desirable shift among house guards, and thus the one a newcomer would be assigned.

His patience was rewarded when the guards assembled in the courtyard. Even from this distance, and even in the masculine attire that had become her permanent disguise, Devereux instantly recognized Isabelle de Vauban. She stood a hand's breadth shorter than the men around her, her posture impeccably straight as she received instructions from the captain of the guard. Her hair, once a cascade of chestnut waves, was now cropped short beneath her wide-brimmed hat. The transformation was remarkable—convincing enough to fool all but the most observant eye.

For two hours, Devereux watched as she patrolled a section of the estate's perimeter wall. Her movements were methodical but alert, exactly as he had trained her years ago. When she reached the northeastern corner of the property—the point furthest from the main house and the other guards—Devereux made his move.

He approached openly, hands visible and away from his weapons. Surprise might save time, but it would also likely result in a blade between his ribs. Isabelle had always been quick with her daggers.

She spotted him when he was still thirty paces away. Her hand went immediately to her sword hilt, her stance shifting to one of readiness.

"That's close enough," she called, voice deliberately pitched lower than her natural tone. "State your business at Comte de Brissac's estate."

"I've come to offer you better employment," Devereux replied, continuing his approach at a measured pace. "One befitting your actual skills, Mademoiselle de Vauban."

He saw the shock register in her eyes, quickly replaced by wariness. She drew her rapier in one fluid motion. "You are mistaken, monsieur. I am Jean Levesque, and you are trespassing."

"No," Devereux said softly as he came within conversational distance. "You are Isabelle de Vauban, daughter of the Baron de Vauban, who was executed for treason when his correspondence with English Protestants was discovered. You escaped Paris disguised as your father's page, and eventually found your way to the musketeers through an... unconventional route."

Her blade didn't waver, but a muscle twitched in her jaw. "Whoever you are, you're either mad or dangerous. Either way, turn around and leave before I run you through."

"You won't," Devereux said with quiet confidence. "Because you recognize me, even if you're reluctant to acknowledge it."

A long silence stretched between them. Finally, Isabelle's eyes narrowed. "Captain Devereux. Five years of silence, and now you simply appear at my post? What game is this?"

"No game. A mission." He reached slowly into his doublet and withdrew the royal commission. "From the Cardinal."

Her face hardened instantly. "Then you've wasted your journey. I want nothing to do with Richelieu or his schemes. Not after La Rochelle."

"You haven't even heard what's at stake."

"It doesn't matter." She gestured sharply with her rapier. "Go back to Paris, Captain. Tell your master I died, if that makes your failure more palatable."

Devereux had expected resistance, but the vehemence of her rejection still surprised him. "This isn't about Richelieu. It's about France."

"With him, it's always 'about France,'" she replied bitterly. "Strange how the good of France so often aligns with his personal ambitions."

A fair point, Devereux had to admit. He changed tactics. "The Cardinal is dying."

That gave her pause. The tip of her rapier lowered slightly. "Court gossip has claimed that before."

"This time it's true. I saw him last night. He can barely stand, and he's coughing blood."

Isabelle's expression remained skeptical, but she was listening now. Devereux pressed the advantage.

"Something's been stolen from him—something that could throw France into chaos if he and the King die before the Dauphin is secure. We're talking about potential civil war, Isabelle. Spanish intervention. Everything we fought to prevent."

"And he sent you to find it." It wasn't a question. "Why not use his network of spies and informants?"

"Because he believes the theft may have been orchestrated by someone within his inner circle. Someone with intimate knowledge of his security arrangements."

A spark of professional interest flickered in her eyes. "What exactly was taken?"

"A box containing sensitive documents. From a locked room that showed no signs of entry." Devereux took a calculated risk. "The Cardinal said the thief 'never touched the ground.'"

"Interesting," she murmured, almost to herself. Then her expression hardened again. "But not my problem. I have a position here. Security. Anonymity."

"And boredom," Devereux added. "Patrolling walls, standing watch over provincial nobles who've never faced real danger. Is this really what you envisioned when you fought so hard to prove yourself worthy of the musketeers?"

Her rapier came up again, the point hovering near his throat. "You abandoned us at La Rochelle. Philippe died. I nearly followed him. And now you appear, invoking duty and questioning my choices?"

"I never abandoned you," Devereux said quietly. "I was told you were already extracted. By the time I learned the truth, it was too late to return." He met her gaze steadily. "I've carried that guilt for five years, Isabelle. Do you think I wouldn't have come for you if I'd known?"

Uncertainty flickered across her features. "The Cardinal said you'd received new orders. That the Spanish treaty took priority over our extraction."

"Another of Richelieu's manipulations," Devereux said grimly. "He told me you were safely away before sending me to Madrid."

They stared at each other, five years of misunderstanding and resentment hanging between them. Finally, Isabelle lowered her blade.

"Even if I believed you," she said, "why would I risk everything I've built here for another of his missions?"

Devereux played his final card. "Because I have information suggesting Comte Rochefort is involved."

The change was immediate and dramatic. Isabelle's entire demeanor shifted, her body tensing like a drawn bow. "Rochefort? You're certain?"

"The Cardinal mentioned unusual movements among 'certain factions.' When I pressed, he admitted Rochefort's name had surfaced in his intelligence reports."

Rochefort—Richelieu's former spymaster who had orchestrated the La Rochelle trap. The man whose blade had pierced Philippe's heart while Isabelle watched, helpless and wounded.

"If Rochefort is involved," Devereux continued quietly, "this could be your only chance to settle that debt."

Isabelle turned away, staring out over the winter-brown fields surrounding the estate. The rising sun cast long shadows behind her, stretching like fingers across the frost-hardened ground.

"I would need to leave without explanation," she said finally. "The Comte has been good to me. I wouldn't repay his kindness with discourtesy."

"Write a letter. I'll deliver it after we've gone."

She turned back to him, studying his face with an intensity that suggested she was looking for something specific—some sign of deception or manipulation. Whatever she saw—or didn't see—seemed to satisfy her.

"I'll need an hour to gather my things and leave without being observed." Her voice had shifted subtly, the artificial lowering of pitch abandoned now that her disguise was unnecessary between them. "Where should I meet you?"

"There's an inn called The Blue Pheasant, three miles east on the Paris road."

She nodded once, decisively. "If you're not there by midday, I'll assume this was some kind of trap and disappear. Permanently this time."

"Fair enough," Devereux agreed. "And Isabelle... thank you."

She sheathed her rapier with a precise movement. "Don't thank me yet, Captain. I'm not doing this for you or for the Cardinal. I'm doing it for the promise of Rochefort."

With that, she resumed her patrol, her back straight and her steps measured, as if their conversation had never happened. Devereux retreated into the forest, satisfied with the first recruitment but aware that the hardest part of his task was yet to come.



The Blue Pheasant was a respectable establishment that catered primarily to merchants traveling between Paris and the eastern provinces. Devereux secured a private dining room and ordered a simple meal of bread, cheese, and wine. He was halfway through his portion when the door opened to admit Isabelle.

She had abandoned her guard's uniform for attire more suited to a young gentleman of modest means—plain but well-made breeches, a dark blue doublet, and a traveling cloak that had seen better days. A rapier hung at her hip, and Devereux had no doubt that at least three daggers were concealed about her person. Her short hair was hidden beneath a cap pulled low over her eyes.

"You came," he said, gesturing to the chair across from him.

"I said I would." She took the offered seat but ignored the food. "Now tell me everything. From the beginning."

Devereux recounted his midnight summons to the Palais-Cardinal, the revelation of the theft, and Richelieu's explanations and suspicions. Isabelle listened without interruption, her expression betraying nothing.

"So," she said when he had finished, "we're to find an impossible object stolen by an impossible thief, while navigating court politics, Spanish agents, and potentially a conspiracy within Richelieu's own network. With the future of France supposedly hanging in the balance."

"That summarizes it quite neatly."

"And we're to trust that the Cardinal is being forthright about the contents of this box and the risks they pose."

"That," Devereux admitted, "is where faith comes in."

Isabelle's laugh was short and without humor. "Faith in Richelieu. There's a concept."

"Faith in France, then. In the need for stability."

She sobered. "And the others? Christophe and Alexandre? Will they join us in this fool's errand?"

"That's our next task. Christophe is in Paris, operating a workshop beneath Mortimer's bookshop in Les Halles."

"And Alexandre?"

"According to the Cardinal, he's been frequenting gambling halls, socializing with nobles opposed to Richelieu's policies."

Isabelle raised an eyebrow. "Interesting company for the son of one of the Cardinal's most loyal supporters."

"Perhaps he's gathering intelligence," Devereux suggested. "Or perhaps he's simply rebelling against his father's expectations."

"Either way, he'll be the hardest to convince." Isabelle finally took a piece of bread, tearing it methodically into small pieces as she spoke. "He was closest to Philippe. Blamed himself for not being there when it happened."

"He was carrying dispatches to Paris on my direct order," Devereux pointed out. "There was nothing he could have done."

"Logic rarely overcomes guilt, Captain. You should know that better than most."

The observation struck uncomfortably close to home. Devereux changed the subject. "We should reach Paris by nightfall. Tomorrow we'll find Christophe."

"And then?"

"Then we investigate the theft properly. The scene, potential witnesses, recent unusual activities in Paris that might connect to it."

Isabelle nodded, finally taking a sip of wine. "Like old times," she murmured, a complex emotion flickering across her face—part nostalgia, part wariness.

"Not quite like old times," Devereux corrected gently. "We're all different now. Changed by what happened."

"For better or worse remains to be seen." She rose from the table. "I'll wait with the horses. The sooner we reach Paris, the sooner we can determine whether this mission is salvation or another carefully constructed trap."

After she had gone, Devereux remained at the table, contemplating the challenges ahead. Bringing Isabelle into the fold had been difficult but straightforward—her resentment was balanced by her desire for vengeance against Rochefort. Christophe would likely join for the intellectual challenge alone.

Alexandre was the unknown quantity. The youngest of their group had changed the most in the aftermath of La Rochelle, according to Richelieu's intelligence. From an eager, idealistic young nobleman to a cynical gambler keeping questionable company. Convincing him might prove impossible—or it might be unexpectedly simple, if rumors of his family's financial difficulties were accurate.

One recruitment down, two to go, Devereux thought as he rose to join Isabelle. Then the real work would begin.



Les Halles was already bustling when they arrived the following morning. Merchants shouted the virtues of their wares, housewives haggled over prices, and pickpockets wove through the crowd searching for unguarded purses. Mortimer's bookshop stood at the quieter edge of the market, a narrow three-story building with leaded windows displaying leather-bound volumes that few in the neighborhood could afford.

"Nothing changes," Isabelle murmured as they approached the shop. "Christophe always did prefer hiding in plain sight."

The shop's interior was dimly lit and smelled pleasantly of paper, leather, and the particular dust that accumulates among rarely disturbed books. A thin man with spectacles perched on his nose looked up from behind a counter.

"May I help you gentlemen?" he asked, eyes narrowing slightly as he assessed their attire—too practical for aristocratic browsers, too well-made for common laborers.

"We're looking for Monsieur Lavalle," Devereux said. "I believe he rents space in your establishment."

The bookseller's expression grew more guarded. "There's no one by that name here."

"Perhaps he uses a different name now," Isabelle suggested smoothly. "A scholar. Interested in natural philosophy. Experiments with mechanical devices."

"Ah." Understanding dawned on the bookseller's face. "You mean the tinkerer. He rents the cellar. For storage, he claims, though the noises suggest otherwise." The man leaned forward conspiratorially. "Between ourselves, gentlemen, I believe he may be engaged in alchemy. Most concerning for the safety of my inventory, but he pays his rent promptly and in advance."

"Could you tell him he has visitors?" Devereux asked. "Former colleagues."

The bookseller hesitated, then nodded. "Wait here." He disappeared through a door behind the counter.

Left alone, Devereux wandered the shop, scanning titles while actually assessing potential exits and defensive positions—old habits that had kept him alive through years of clandestine missions.
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