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For Tom










A confidence scheme, when properly executed, will follow five movements in close and inviolable order:


I. The Mark. Wherein a fresh quarry is perceived and made the object of the closest possible study.


II. The Intrusion. Wherein the quarry’s outer layers must be pierced, his world peeled open . . .


III. The Ballyhoo. Where a golden opportunity shall greatly tempt and dazzle the quarry . . .


IV. The Knot. Wherein the quarry is encircled by his new friends, and naysayers are sent gently on their way . . .


V. All In. Where all commitments are secured, and the business is happily – and irrevocably – concluded.


A coda: there may be many counterstrikes along the way, for such is the nature of the game; it contains so many sides, so many endless possibilities . . .


Rulebook – 1799










Prologue



August 6th, 1898


Berkeley Square, London


Quinn


There was no suggestion that Quinn might be allowed to dress herself. The boudoir was packed with people: maids and waiting women, ladies hovering behind painted screens. They’d peeled off her nightdress with fingers like spiders; they’d bathed her, ornamented her hair, added stain to her lips. And now they were arranged round the room in a circle, waiting for her next move.


Quinn could sense their nerves. This was a day of supreme importance, after all. The newspapermen were gathered on the pavement outside; the sketch writers had arrived en masse to take notes on the breakfast. The lawyers were waiting on the landing, and the whole house was thick with the scent of orchids and pink roses and kippers. This day had been oiled, stoked, heated – readied for her.


‘Come along, then,’ she said to the room, extending her arms, beckoning for the wedding gown. ‘Bring me the dress.’


This boudoir was like all the rooms in the house: low-ceilinged, dark-lacquered. It was octagonal in shape, like a jewel box or crokinole board, full of cunning holes and gaps and hidden doors. The mirrors were age-spotted, marked with holes and scratches. Quinn perceived motion in the reflection: housemaids in dark uniforms, bringing out the dress.


It was a brutal-looking gown – constructed at great expense, according to Quinn’s design. She touched the tangled, coruscated beading round the waist, letting the fabric glide from her fingers and ripple into creaseless folds. This dress was very ugly. Which was a good thing. Now was not the moment to be seduced by this wedding, nor this house. Quinn would not be lulled into false security by hot baths and swan-feather pillows and an army of servants. She had come too far, had been working too hard, to grow soft today.


‘Lovely,’ she said, and stepped into the gown.


This was it: the final move in the game. She felt the pleasure of it, low in the gut. Ribs: hers. Spine: hers. Voice, changing. Expression, smoothing out. It wasn’t acting, or not simply that: it was bigger and more important altogether.


Eyes down, lips pressed, waist tight, face becoming more famous by the hour. A face that in the past week had been photographed, sketched, scrutinised for flaws, praised for its beauty, decried for irregularities. A face for every occasion, a face that revealed nothing.


Her dress struggled, buckles snapping – as if it recognised her for what she was. A fraud. The best confidence woman in London. Queen of her very own underworld. But Quinn smiled. Arranged her skirts.


‘Thank you,’ she said to the maids who laced her in. They flushed, pleased.


But they weren’t on her side.


The clocks began chiming, right on schedule. This house was filled with clocks, a hundred shimmering faces, a thousand points and alarms.


Time to get married.


‘Where is the Duke?’ she murmured, breathing through her veil.


‘His Grace is waiting for you downstairs,’ they said, as if to imply, you need to hurry.


It didn’t matter how long you watched someone, spied on them, tried to learn their habits – you never really knew what was in their mind. But there was no time to doubt herself. Quinn was not someone who hesitated. She hated waiting; she despised it above all things. She had marched into that room to get her life back, to do what she had been trained to do. She adjusted her bouquet gingerly, wincing at a small pain in her wrist.


She – Quinn Le Blanc – dissolved. The person Berkeley Square needed, expected, believed her to be shimmered into view.










DAY ONE



The Mark


♠ ♥ ♣ ♦
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Five days earlier


Spitalfields, London


Quinn


Here was how it began. Four miles east of Berkeley Square, a few turns from Fashion Street and several doors down from the synagogue, stood a humble old house in Spitalfields. Four floors high, four bays across. Rose-coloured shutters, a green trim to the door. A basement kitchen hidden from the street, and a colony of house sparrows nesting in the eaves, feasting on bread crusts and milk pudding scrapings.


On the first floor, behind peeling sash windows, stood Quinn Le Blanc.


She changed her gloves. She had a fine selection at her disposal, per her exalted rank in this neighbourhood – chevrette, pleated mousquetaire gloves for daytime, ridged ones for riding, silk-lined, fur-edged. All shades, too – dark, tan, brandy, black, mauve. No suede, of course. And no lace: nothing that could snag. The purpose of the glove was the preservation of the skin. Not from the sun, not from the cold.


From people.


She pulled on the French kid – cream-coloured with green buttons – flexed her fingers, tested the grip. For she was the reigning Queen of Fives, the present mistress of this house; the details were everything.


‘Mr Silk?’ she called from the gaming room. ‘Have you bolted the rear doors?’


His voice came back, querulous, from the stairs. ‘Naturally I have.’ Then the echo of his boots as he clumped away.


The gaming room breathed around her. It was hot, for they kept a good strong fire burning year round, braving incineration. But now she threw cold water on the grate, making the embers hiss and smoke. She closed the drapes, which smelled as they always did: a tinge of tobacco and the sour tint of mildew. Something else, too: a touch of cognac, or absinthe – one of the prior queens had enjoyed her spirits.


Quinn examined the room, wondering if she should lock away any valuables for the week. Of course she had no fears of not returning on schedule, in triumph, per her plan – but, still, she was venturing into new and dangerous waters. Some prudence could serve her well. The shelves were crammed with objects: hatboxes, shoeboxes, vinegars, perfume bottles, merino cloths, linen wrappings. But then she decided against it; she despised wasting time. The most incriminating, valuable things were all stored downstairs, in the bureau.


The bureau contained every idea the household ever had, the schemes designed and played by generations of queens. It stood behind doors reinforced with iron bolts, windows that were bricked up and impassable. It was safe enough, for now.


‘Quinn?’ Silk’s voice floated up the stairs. ‘We must be punctual.’


‘We will be,’ she called back, with confidence.


Confidence was all they had going for them at the Château, these days.
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The Château. It was a pompous name for a humble old house. But that was the point, wasn’t it? It gave the place a sense of importance in a neighbourhood that great folk merely despised. There were tailors and boot finishers living on one side, cigar makers and scholars on the other, and a very notorious dosshouse at the end of the road. Quinn had lived in it nearly all her life, alongside Mr Silk.


Quinn descended the creaking staircase, flicking dust from the framed portraits lined along the wall. They depicted the Château’s prior queens, first in oils, later in daguerreotype, with Quinn’s own picture placed at the foot of the stairs. Hers was a carte de visite mounted in a gilt frame, adorned with red velvet curtains. In it, Quinn wore a thick veil, just like her predecessors. She carried a single game card in one hand, and she was dressed in her inaugural disguise – playing the very splendid ‘Mrs Valentine’, decked in emerald-green velvet, ready to defraud the corrupt owners of the nearby Fairfield Works. She was just eighteen, and had already secured the confidence of the Château’s other players – and she was ready to rule.


That was eight years ago.


Quinn rubbed the smeared glass with her cuff. The house needed a good spring clean. She’d given up the housekeeper months ago; even a scullery maid was too great an expense now. Glancing through the rear window, she caught her usual view of the neighbourhood – rags flapping on distant lines, air hazed with smoke. The houses opposite winked back at her, all nets and blinds, their disjointed gardens tangled and wild. She fastened the shutters, checking the bolts.


Silk was waiting by the front door. ‘Ready?’ He was wearing a bulky waistcoat, his cravat ruffled right up to his chin. His bald head shone in the weak light.


Quinn studied him, amused. ‘What have you stuffed yourself with?’


‘Strips of steel, if you must know.’


‘In your jacket?’


‘Yes.’


‘For what reason?’


‘My own protection. What else?’


Quinn raised a brow. ‘You’re developing a complex.’


‘We’re living in a violent age, Le Blanc. A terribly violent age.’


Silk was forever clipping out newspaper articles about foreign agitators, about bombs being left in fruit baskets on station platforms.


‘Stay close to me, then,’ Quinn said, hauling open the front door, squinting in the light.


Net curtains twitched across the road. This was a quiet, anonymous street, and the location of the Château was a closely guarded secret, even among their kind. But the neighbours kept their eyes on the Château. Nobody questioned its true ownership: the deeds had been adulterated too many times, sliced out of all official registers. In the 1790s it was inhabited by an elusive Mrs B— (real name unknown). Some said she’d been a disgraced bluestocking, or an actress, or perhaps a Frenchwoman on the run – a noble comtesse in disguise! She caught the neighbourhood’s imagination; they refashioned her in their minds. B— became ‘Blank’, which in time became ‘Le Blanc’. Her house was nicknamed le Château. Smoke rose from the chimneys; queer characters came and went; the lights burned at all hours. Some said Madame Le Blanc had started a school. Others claimed it was a brothel.


In fact, it was neither.


It was something much cleverer.


The Queen of Fives. They breathed the title with reverence on the docks, down the coastline. A lady with a hundred faces, a thousand voices, a million lives. She might spin into yours if you didn’t watch out . . . She played a glittering game: lifting a man’s fortune with five moves, in five days, before disappearing without a trace.


The sun was inching higher, turning the sky a hard mazarine blue. ‘Nice day for it,’ Quinn said, squeezing Silk’s arm.


Silk peered upwards. ‘I think not.’ He’d checked his barometer before breakfast. ‘There’s a storm coming.’


Quinn could feel it, the rippling pleasure down her spine. ‘Better and better,’ she replied. ‘Now, come along.’
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They made an unassuming pair when they were out in public. An older gentleman in a dark and bulky overcoat, with a very sleek top hat. A youngish woman in dyed green furs, with a high collar and a sharp-tilted toque. He with his eyes down, minding his step. She with her face veiled, gloves gripped round an elegant cane. Always listening, watching, rolling dice in their minds.


Silk and Quinn had a single clear objective for the day. Audacious, impossible, outrageous – but clear. He showed her his appointment book: ‘Three p.m. – Arrive in ballroom, Buckingham Palace, en déguisé.’


‘In disguise? Doesn’t that go without saying?’


‘You tell me. Has your costume been delivered?’


‘Not yet. But we have a more serious impediment.’


‘Oh?’ he asked her.


‘I’ve still not received my invitation card to the palace.’


They turned into Fournier Street. Silk tutted. ‘I’ve dealt with that. Our old friend at the Athenaeum Club will oblige you.’


‘You’re quite sure? We’ve never cut it so fine before.’


‘Well, you might need to prod him a little.’


‘Just a little?’


‘The very littlest bit, Quinn.’


Unnecessary violence was not part of their method. But persuasion – well, that was essential. Let’s call a spade a spade: the Château was a fraud house, a cunning-firm, a swindler’s palace ruled by a queen. It made its business by cheating great men out of their fortunes. In the bureau stood the Rulebook, its marbled endpapers inscribed with each queen’s initials, setting the conditions of their games.


And this week the Queen of Fives would execute the most dangerous game of her reign.


Quinn paused outside the Ten Bells. ‘Very well. We can’t afford any slips. I’ll go to the Athenaeum now. Anything else?’


Silk shook his head. ‘Rien ne va plus.’ No more bets.


They gripped hands. He gave her his usual look: a fond gaze, then a frown. ‘Play on, Le Blanc.’


She grinned at him in return. ‘Same to you, old friend.’


They parted ways.


And the game began.
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Quinn hailed a hansom cab at the junction of Aldgate East and Commercial Street.


‘Which way, love?’ said the driver. His eyes fixed on her fluttering ribbons, bright Lincoln green, whipping in the breeze.


‘Piccadilly,’ she said. ‘The Athenaeum Club. Fast as you can.’


She worked in the back of the cab, chewing her pencil, marking up fashion sketches sent by her seamstresses on Hanbury Street. Quinn paid better wages than the sweating system, and her people worked quickly. Plus, the Château had a good string of haberdashers on their books to supply lace and trimmings at knock-down prices. Even so, this job required a significant wardrobe – fresh garments by the hour, on a need-to-wear basis, for all occasions. She willed herself not to think about the costs. Dwelling on her debts would only distract her at a time when she most needed to hold her nerve. The first day of a job was a delicate one. It needed to be handled with care.


The cab slowed, heading downhill, avoiding the broughams rolling out from St James’s Square. Quinn glanced through the window, watching the buildings expand, become grander. As she arrived at her destination, she fished out her purse, handed the driver his fare. ‘Keep the change.’ She leapt from the cab, avoiding the muck in the road, adjusting her veil.


The Athenaeum Club stood at the foot of Pall Mall, its stained plasterwork braced against a cloudless sky. A carriage drew up on the opposite side of Waterloo Square. A clergyman, evidenced by his dog-collar, descended rather blearily to the pavement, also arriving on schedule for his luncheon. Quinn aimed straight for him, letting out a friendly cry. ‘Archdeacon!’


Quinn always liked to keep a churchman on side. One never knew when one might need someone to vouch for one’s character, particularly on a job like this one, where she would have to penetrate the upper circle of society. The Château had clocked the Archdeacon long ago, noting his more lascivious tastes, guarding his secrets. But they never blackmailed him. As long as people remembered what they owed to the Château, there was no need to tighten any screws. So Mr Silk said, at any rate, listing obligations in the ledger.


The Archdeacon swung round as Quinn approached. ‘Surely not,’ he said, looking around fast, trying to see whether they’d been observed. ‘This is my club. My own personal domain! Whatever are you doing here?’ Then his face paled. ‘I suppose you’ve come about that dreadful woman. Well, I won’t have it. She simply hurled herself upon me, absolutely without provocation, against my wishes. I would have every right to press charges against her . . .’


Quinn laid a gloved hand on his sleeve. ‘I’m not calling about your indiscretions, Archdeacon. I need your assistance.’


‘Absolutely not. I’ve signed more than enough credentials for one year. You’re pressing me too hard.’


Quinn dug her fingers into the crook of his elbow. ‘I’m not pressing at all, Archdeacon. I’m simply asking for your help.’


He shook her off. ‘Regarding?’


‘We are trying to procure an invitation to this afternoon’s Drawing Room. We intend to present a young lady to the Queen.’


‘Impossible.’


‘Quite possible.’


‘But what are you coming to me for? I can’t give you access to Buckingham Palace – and certainly not at this hour. You’d need to speak to the Lord Chamberlain.’


‘We have tried – without success. Hence my request.’


The Archdeacon’s lip curled. ‘I fear he may be rather out of your reach, madam. Even your charms have their limits.’


Quinn studied him coolly through her veil. ‘But yours don’t. Go to the Lord Chamberlain at once.’


‘Look here, enough is enough. I can’t possibly . . .’ The Archdeacon shook his top hat at her. ‘Extortion is one thing. But to poke a chap’s social currency, ask him to call in favours from his friends? It simply won’t do. I shall have to go to the police.’


They’d been through this a hundred times before. Quinn unfolded a banknote from her sleeve. ‘First payment, Archdeacon, as a goodwill gesture. And the next to follow later this week. I need an admittance card.’


Sometimes Quinn wondered if it would count against her at the gates of paradise, offering so many bribes to men of the cloth. Apparently it didn’t worry the Archdeacon.


‘You really are quite an extraordinary young woman,’ he said, folding the bank order into his pocket. ‘Silk’s trained you so remarkably well. You appear perfectly well bred.’


Quinn ignored this. ‘How quickly can you get me the card?’


‘I can’t make you any promises. You shall have to supply me with all the references: moral character of the girl in question, the name of a lady to make the presentation . . .’


‘Naturally. But I shall expect the card to be in my hand the moment I arrive at the palace. You have five hours.’


‘You are asking me to move heaven and earth, madam. I can guarantee you nothing.’


‘Do you wish to repay your advance, Archdeacon?’


He studied her for a long moment. Then sagged, beaten. ‘Very well. I shall try my very best. Who’s your victim this time?’


‘Victim?’


‘Your quarry, your kill? Who do you intend to ruin this week?’


Quinn saw no harm in telling him. They had him by the throat; he was employed by the Château under indentured servitude.


‘The Kendal family,’ she said. ‘Do you know them?’


The Archdeacon began to laugh in disbelief. ‘Know them?’ he repeated, slapping his thighs, as if the joke were too good to be true. ‘Do I know them?’


Quinn would have quite happily shoved him into a passing omnibus. But his face suddenly became serious.


‘You don’t stand a chance.’
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Tor


Kendal House was once considered a handsome building: one of the oldest residences in Berkeley Square, Palladian in its lines, constructed from honeyed limestone. Now it was transformed, a house so lavishly remodelled it might have been stricken with scarlet fever, fronted with crimson sandstone and blood-coloured brick. It was wide and flat-faced, seven bays across, adorned with dark pediments and mouldings that looked like devils’ wings. But Tor thought it was a perfect house, the best in London. It stood vast and aloof on the north side of Berkeley Square, running to its own rhythms, containing a myriad wonders: the orchid house heated with steam pipes; the oak staircase crenellated in the mediaeval style; the magnificent smoking parlour, festooned with rich silks and giltwork. Its perfection transferred itself on to the servants and the horses; it ran through every polished, lacquered line and flickered in the electric lights.


It was the best house anywhere.


Every time Tor Kendal ascended the broad front steps, spread out her arms, ran her fingers along the tips of those vicious, up-thrusting railings, she felt the deep, pleasurable sensation of knowing she was home. Her blood existed in the bones of this house. She would never leave.


Tor liked to say these things out loud, even though such frankness made other people uneasy. Of course she understood this. She knew she was one of society’s most detestable creations: a well-born woman of thirty-five, not married, too rich to bear. But Tor spoke her mind, regardless of censure. After all, being a Kendal was not like being any other sort of person. This family was not like other families.


Tor’s neighbours went to church every Sunday and tried to pray their sins away – or else pretend they had no sins at all. Tor didn’t care about sinning. Her sins belonged to her; she was not afraid of them. Sometimes the neighbours – fellow members of the nobility, members of parliament, illustrious bankers – stared at her askance, or tutted as she rode by – not towards St George’s, or St James’s, or the Church of the Immaculate Conception, but in the other direction altogether. To the park, to the wide-open sky, to freedom. She didn’t know why they needed to demonstrate their judgement. To frighten her? To remind her that she was alone in the world? To discourage her independence? Well, Tor was not discouraged and she was unrepentant.


She would not change for anybody.
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The day had opened with a message from Tor’s stepmother. It was inscribed on a small card, delivered to her rooms on a silver platter. They did a lot of message-sending in this household. Kendals travelled in a pack – stepmother, brother, sister, shifting from Kendal House to Loch Lomond, the Peaks, the Isle of Wight, Biarritz, Paris, Cowes – but they maintained separate quarters, interests, hours. Communication was managed through intermediaries; they didn’t need to talk to one another.


The notecard from Lady Kendal had been stamped with the family crest: blood red, dripping. The words had been copied out in a secretary’s rigid hand, presumably by dictation:


Darling Victoria. Today we will attend the Queen’s Drawing Room. No need at ALL to accompany. With love. M.


Tor had woken as she always did, at six o’clock, to the sound of the girls scuttling up the servants’ stairs lodged between the walls, cleaning the grates in her private parlour. She had eaten no breakfast to speak of, only a few slices of fruit, placed on a dish with a Kendal-monogrammed napkin. Then she’d dressed herself in her riding habit. Every morning, irrespective of the weather, she circled Hyde Park and Rotten Row. Afterwards she would return for a scalding hot bath, change – without the assistance of a maid – and then attack the day. She was the first up, the first out, and she would do all this without seeing or hearing from her stepmother and brother at all. So the arrival of this message gave her a prickle of unease.


‘Any reply, my lady?’ the footman asked.


The card was embossed, gilded, thick. Tor turned it over. ‘Lady Kendal sent this?’


‘Yes, my lady.’


Tor frowned. ‘They’re going out?’


He nodded.


‘Together?’


‘Separately. Lady Kendal has appointments in town. The Duke will leave at noon; he has ordered the landau.’


We are attending the Queen’s Drawing Room.


For what reason? The Kendals were known for never attending society functions; Tor declined invitations for balls and suppers and breakfast parties all the time; they never went to the races or to diplomatic receptions. Tor couldn’t think of the last time her brother had visited a presentation ceremony at the palace – probably not since her own coming-out, more than fifteen years before.


‘Why are they going?’ she asked the footman.


Of course he was unable to answer this. The family didn’t explain itself to anybody. Our blood, our laws. He looked at her helplessly.


‘No reply, then,’ Tor said, and closed the door.


She locked it, as she always did, to avoid any prying eyes.
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The best thing to do, when unsettled, was to seek further information. So Tor sent a message of her own to someone who would be compelled to tell her the truth. Not one of the servants: they were not easily compromised. But one of the lawyers, secretaries and money men.


‘Send for Mr Willoughby,’ Tor told the housekeeper. ‘Tell him to come riding with me.’


The air in the stable yard was humid. These stables – plastered, plumbed, illuminated by electric lights – were the best in London. Tor had ordered portraits of the family’s ponies to be put up on the interior walls: a whole gallery of dun mares, wild-eyed and lovely, bearing the names she’d chosen for them – ‘Beauty’ and ‘Amulet’ and ‘Cousin Emmeline’. Tor kept hunters and jennets in London, as well as some very superior Flemish mares, and a rare little Scotch Galloway, and a collection of Barbs and Turkoman descendants, purchased at quite unimaginable expense. Well, not wholly unimaginable. Mr Willoughby kept an eye on the bills. He’d already given her several warnings about the dangers of profligate spending. Tedious – and quite unnecessary. Kendals could indulge every whim, every fantasy they could conjure, and they’d still have a fortune left over.


‘My lady?’


Tor turned. Willoughby was trotting out from the stables to greet her, tipping his top hat. The grooms had saddled Patience for him, one of her favourite mares. She approached, and he halted. She ran her fingers down Patience’s crest, knuckled the mare’s forehead gently. ‘Poor girl,’ she said in a low voice, leaning against the horse’s shoulder. ‘You slept badly, did you not? We will take care of you.’


She glanced up. Willoughby was sleekly dressed in a bright blue coat, a little garish for a man of his age – past forty, Tor was certain, though his smooth face and polished skin belied it. He grinned down at her, his teeth white and glinting.


‘How nice of you to send for me.’


She studied him seriously. ‘You do know how to ride, don’t you?’ she asked. He was a town creature, she realised – slender in his build, delicate around the wrists and ankles. He might have no seat on him.


His smile faltered fractionally. ‘Of course! One adores to ride.’


Tor checked Patience’s straps. ‘Not right,’ she said to the horse, adjusting the buckles. ‘Not right at all. Our grooms must want you to break your neck.’


They brought out her own horse: she lifted herself smoothly into her saddle. ‘Now, tell me,’ she said over her shoulder, getting straight to the point. ‘What are my brother and Lady Kendal up to?’


She saw it: the brief contraction in his expression – as if calculating. And then she knew, she knew: something was happening.
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The quickest way to Hyde Park was along Hill Street, and they rode together without the grooms, Tor leading the way. The sky was blue, almost cloudless. Tor wore her tricorn hat, pressed down hard upon her brow; she could feel sweat prickling against her scalp as the constable halted the traffic coming round Hyde Park Corner. People stopped and stared at her from the pavement. She understood this: she was a great lady, riding out in state. She expected she made a very fine sight.


‘I don’t know that Their Graces are up to anything,’ Mr Willoughby said. They turned leftward towards the riding track.


‘No?’ Tor nudged the mare, moving it neatly into a canter, lining up with the smooth curve of the carriage drive. ‘Then why is my brother going to the palace? He never does.’


‘Don’t you think it’s rather nice that His Grace wishes to go abroad in society a little? The season is almost over, after all. The world will start to forget about the Kendals if they never go out, my lady.’


Tor snorted at this. ‘When did we ever depend on society’s interest in our actions? You can sing for your supper if you like. I don’t wish to.’


Willoughby appeared to take this placidly. ‘There comes a time, Lady Victoria, when even a duke must go hunting for favours.’


‘Favours?’ The crowd by the railings thinned out; they cantered to the long stretch of the track beyond, the mud dry and burnt by the sun. ‘What favours does my brother need?’


The breeze tossed Willoughby’s voice towards her. ‘Friends. Allies. Votes.’


‘Votes? Max can’t bear going to the Lords. That has nothing to do with it.’ Dust rose in huge clouds around her. ‘And what will he do with himself at a presentation ceremony? Talk to a collection of chinless debs?’


‘He might enjoy meeting some of the new young ladies at court.’


‘No,’ Tor said firmly. ‘He won’t. He’ll stand in the corner and talk to nobody. I know my brother.’ She gave Willoughby a sharp look. ‘Are you trying to provoke me?’


‘Why should it anger your ladyship, to see the Duke happy?’


‘He is happy.’


‘A little courting could make him happier still.’


‘Courting?’ Tor reined her horse in. ‘Is that what he’s doing?’


Willoughby shifted in his saddle. ‘Would it be a very bad thing?’


Tor felt a headache coming on. This, again? Over and over, the subject came up from the household – the lawyers and the secretaries and the money people. Marriage, always marriage. Not hers: that topic had been closed long ago. But Max’s.


‘My brother will not marry,’ she said shortly, adjusting her tricorn hat. ‘Whatever you say about it.’


‘You sound so certain.’


‘He is too old.’


‘He is thirty! Or about to turn so.’


‘Precisely.’


‘Well, what better time to settle the matter? Lady Kendal’s ball could provide the perfect occasion to make a happy announcement.’


‘Oh,’ Tor said with a shudder, ‘the ball.’ The servants were in a frenzy over it. Her stepmother had decided they ought to celebrate Max’s birthday in some style – although Tor could not think of the last time they’d opened their doors to a crowd, not even for a card party. She dreaded it: the house would be overrun by interlopers. ‘I am sick to death of hearing about it.’ She turned. ‘What is Lady Kendal’s part in all this?’


He remained neutral. ‘Naturally the household has spoken to Her Grace about the merits of His Grace getting married. It is a rather pressing topic. The Duke’s succession will protect you all.’


‘Not all,’ Tor said fiercely. ‘Not all of us.’ She gripped her reins tighter. ‘Discuss it between you as much as you like. I’m certain my brother won’t bend on it.’


‘I think he will, your ladyship.’


‘Then you shall be proven wrong.’


Willoughby’s expression darkened. ‘I wish your ladyship would leave the matter alone.’


‘I am sure you would. But perhaps I shall raise it with my brother instead.’


Willoughby revealed a flash of discomfiture. ‘Strictly speaking, the Duke has not yet made up his mind to go to the palace this afternoon. The lawyers and I intend to raise it with him this morning.’


Tor reined in her horse. She stared at Willoughby in astonishment. ‘Lady Kendal’s note said the appointment was settled.’


‘And so it shall be! Once we discuss it with His Grace.’


‘So my stepmother is leading the matter.’


‘I think Lady Kendal’s motives are to be commended. Her Grace desires peace and prosperity for both of you, and for the whole estate.’


Tor flicked her horse’s reins. ‘I’ve heard enough. Don’t speak of this again. There will be no marriage. We don’t need any strangers in Kendal House.’
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Yet on the return journey, she began to grow anxious. Lady Kendal loved Max quite as much as she loved Tor: her word, her guidance, her suggestions – these things would carry weight with the Duke. If she did take Max to Buckingham Palace, they would have every opportunity to inspect the young women being brought out into society. But it perplexed Tor utterly. Why would Lady Kendal push for Max to marry – now, after all this time? She had never interfered in their personal affairs before. ‘Darling Tor,’ she always said, expression misty. ‘All I ever want is to see you perfectly happy.’


Tor was perfectly happy. She would be absolutely and fully content if things remained exactly as they were. Was that so very much to ask? Of course she had her grievances; who wouldn’t, in her position? She was the eldest child of the House of Kendal, but her brother had been the heir to the estate from the day he was born, the repository of the family’s hopes and expectations, filled with Latin and Greek and all the right opinions. He would inherit the earth and she would inherit nothing. So far so typical. Naturally Tor had been advised to marry, for her own welfare – but she didn’t wish to acquire security through marriage. What she wanted was to keep her home. She wanted the land, the rocks; she wanted to stay dug into her soil.


Here was the source of her fear. If her brother married, sired a child and an heir, then Tor’s position would be supplanted. A new Duchess of Kendal would never put up with Tor’s omnipresence in the house. Her rooms would be stripped and remodelled and transformed back into nursery quarters.


But she and Max had made their agreement: they would never marry. Years had passed; they had both held fast.


It was bad enough that she was expected to join the birthday ball. To break the customs of this house – to throw open the doors, just to celebrate the hour of his birth. Nobody held a dance for Tor when she turned thirty. The very notion would have made her sick.


Things were moving in a disagreeable direction. They required direct intervention. Back at Kendal House, Tor took out a notecard, scratched out a message in navy ink – and made an appointment to see her stepmother.










3



Mr Silk


Mr Silk knew that some people thought him dour, even stuck in the mud. But he understood his own capacities. Some showmen wore big capes and handled lions. They loved the stage; they needed applause. But Silk prided himself on being a faithful lieutenant. Pulling levers, mending gears, fixing lights – from the wings.


And today he was in his element, ready to run an auction.


It would not take place in an auction house. Rather, it would be conducted from the back parlour of Mr Russo’s Luncheon Rooms on Lisle Street, where Silk kept regular appointments at his favourite table. He liked to do business on this side of town – while it was no less smoggy than Spitalfields, and in some corners very badly paved, holding meetings here preserved a proper distance from the Château. And doing things properly was Silk’s watchword.


He grew sentimental as he crossed Shaftesbury Avenue. He’d spent his boyhood in Soho, and it was hard not to mourn the things that had vanished from this neighbourhood: Cantelo’s Chicken Establishment, and the coffee shop on Berwick Street that smelled of marjoram, and the ability to order a good piece of roast beef for sixpence. Sixpence! But those things had been replaced with everything modern and convenient: market stalls selling Milanese stockings, and eating houses that served lamb cutlets à la Constance, and waiters who spoke very intelligent German. Quite right, of course, and Mr Silk was the last person in the world to impede progress. But he would have enjoyed a little of that shrimp sauce they used to serve on Beak Street.


‘You’re growing soft,’ Quinn had told him amusedly, when he expressed this opinion.


‘Good,’ he replied. Too many men were brutes. A certain pathos was necessary in their line of work. ‘We need to see into people, right down to their bones. We need to feel everything, to slide under someone’s skin.’


‘How ghoulish.’


‘I’d rather be a ghoul than be hanged.’


‘Oh, you won’t be hanged,’ Quinn had laughed. ‘We’ve made it this far in life. Nobody can possibly catch us now.’


This was so utterly not true that it had almost made Silk lose his temper – until he realised that Quinn was bluffing, testing him. Some people presumed Silk was the paterfamilias of the Château: a kindly uncle, a gruff tutor, a tetchy major-domo. This missed the mark entirely. Silk was Quinn’s chief counsel, her liege man. The oldest, most loyal servant to her crown. It was he who guarded the Rulebook, who took care of the bureau.


The bureau had always resided in the fortressed gloom of the back parlour at the Château. It was a Flemish cabinet, made of dark oak. It contained a dozen drawers, the knobs hung with tassels, and bits of shipyard rope, and desiccated conkers, and gemstones wrapped in black thread – symbols and reminders left by other queens over the years. Inside the drawers were the notecards and the indexed games. Each one carried precise particulars. A proposed game: ‘False Prince’, ‘Vanishing Act’, ‘Firework Surprise’, ‘Death of a Countess’ and so on. Notes: engineering, acts of coercion required, estimated payouts, necessary costs. It was the Château’s brain. It was the source of all their trade.
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Mr Russo’s waiter greeted him at the anonymous door on Lisle Street, conducting him to a back parlour illuminated by lanterns flooding the crimson-patterned wallpaper. The windows were so heavily swagged with velvet as to eliminate both the sunlight and the view of the dingy yard beyond.


‘Allow twenty minutes for each visitor, please,’ Mr Silk told the waiter. ‘If they’re blathering, burn something in the kitchen.’


‘Very good, sir.’ The waiter put a large glass of champagne on the table, adding, ‘Particular compliments of Mr Russo.’


Silk inclined his head. ‘You may tell Mr Russo we appreciate his courtesy very much.’ He made a reminder in the margin of his appointment book: reduce Mr Russo’s levy by six shillings per annum. When it came to managing their suppliers and informants, Silk always played fair. Mr Russo had been paying gifts to the Château for years, and this was a most excellent glass of champagne. Silk could loosen the shackles.


He allowed the waiter to unfold his napkin with a flourish, and a bell tinkled in the hall. ‘Your first companion, Mr Silk.’


Silk smiled, admiring the glinting surface of his knife. ‘Do send him in.’
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The first meetings went swiftly. Each visitor arrived punctually, was seated by the smooth-mannered waiter, enveloped by their napkins. They were of a similar type: land agents and private secretaries and attorneys retained by powerful gentlemen. They picked at the dishes waved under their noses: eggs à la Villeroi, potatoes aux truffes, a little roast fowl, some of Mr Russo’s delicious risotto. When eighteen minutes had passed, the waiter would murmur, ‘Perhaps you wish to wash your hands, monsieur?’ and the fellow would rise from the table, make his clipped farewells, and depart.


The fourth man to arrive was a chap called Mr Lancer, who had a long, thin face and fussed endlessly with his cutlery. ‘What are you hawking?’ he asked Silk, trying to catch an asparagus spear on his fork. ‘Stocks? Bonds?’


In normal circumstances, Silk would have nodded and passed over a written prospectus. This time he dabbed his mouth with his napkin and said, ‘I’m representing a lady. In a personal matter.’


Lancer grimaced. ‘A lady?’


Quinn had planned her latest part with care. She and Silk had rehearsed all the details. ‘A lady of very good stock, residing near St James Garlickhythe.’


‘Cheapside?’


‘The daughter of a merchant-banking family, long established in the City.’


‘Name?’


Silk smiled. ‘White,’ he said. ‘Miss White.’


‘And what does she want with me?’


‘Nothing at all, Mr Lancer. But you represent Lord Rochester’s affairs, do you not?’


‘What of it?’


‘I hear those affairs have been a little – turbulent, of late.’


Lancer’s expression became flat. ‘The Earl’s finances are in perfect order.’


‘Really? I caught word of quite monumental debts. Of course I understand. The price of coal beggars belief.’ Silk sipped his champagne. ‘I presume his lordship would like to turn his fortunes around?’


‘We’re always looking to invest, sir,’ said Lancer, swigging his own claret. ‘But I presume your Miss White is not selling stock options.’


‘Miss White is looking to be married.’


Mr Lancer fell silent. He ran his fingernail round the circumference of his claret glass. ‘Married?’ he said. ‘Goodness.’ But there was a light in his eyes now. ‘I’m not sure I can oblige you. Lord Rochester is a sentimental man. He’d only ever marry for love.’


‘Of course,’ Silk replied, chewing his cold beef contentedly. ‘Quite right.’


‘And he’s a widower, of course.’


‘Indeed.’


‘And fastidious. He doesn’t go dipping in any old tuppeny-ha’penny ponds.’


Silk said, more curtly, ‘No.’


‘Are we brokering a marriage?’


‘At this moment we’re just enjoying our lunch.’


‘And are you talking to anyone else?’


Silk tilted his head. ‘I do have a number of appointments.’


Mr Lancer put down his fork. ‘Lord Rochester is one of the principal peers of the realm. He does not need to enter competition for any bride.’


Silk cleared his throat. ‘I should tell you, Mr Lancer, that Miss White’s parents are sadly deceased.’


Lancer glanced up. ‘She’s an heiress?’


‘She is.’


‘How much?’


‘In dowry?’ Mr Silk reached down, picked up a leatherbound folder. He had produced ledgers and balance sheets, a labyrinthine account of bonds and settlements, assets traded and sold. Falsified, naturally – but extremely convincing.


Lancer was alert now. ‘Dowry – and the rest.’


‘In general terms, including any depreciations not yet realised in the accounts?’


‘Yes. Bottom line. What’s the sum?’


Silk named a figure.


Lancer sat up straighter.


Silk said, ‘Naturally there is significant interest in Miss White’s hand.’


‘Who? A few old baronets taking a pop? I can’t tell Lord Rochester to send for his mother’s engagement ring if he’s going to get beaten to the altar. We put in all sorts of approaches to a girl from New York last year, but her family closed with a brewer instead. Complete waste of time.’ He scratched his chin. ‘What’s the girl like? Is she a decent shot? What of her stock? Fertile? Has she ever been to Cowes?’


Truthfully he and Quinn had never been to the Isle of Wight for the racing; it had always felt too far above their usual station. Silk dodged the question, draining his glass. ‘She will be the jewel of the season.’


‘And your objective . . .’


‘Is to keep you informed. In the spirit of neighbourliness.’


Mr Lancer gave him a quizzical look. ‘Are we neighbours?’


‘In the spirit of fraternity,’ Silk said quickly. He disliked this sort of horse-trading; he disliked it intensely. But Quinn had pushed him.


‘Don’t be squeamish,’ she’d told him. ‘You’re not selling me, not really. You’re selling “Miss White”.’


‘It’s crass,’ Silk had replied. ‘It’s grubby. And, besides, it’s a waste of time. We have our mark. It’s the Kendals we’re after. And they don’t need to marry a rich heiress for money. They’ve got money.’


‘Exactly,’ Quinn said briskly. ‘Which is why we need to drum up some competition, to attract their interest. I want an auction for my hand. A big one. By the time the world sees me, I want every great family gasping for my attention.’


‘Gasping?’


‘Gasping, Silk.’


Silk knew in his heart that Quinn was right: her powers of negotiation were ferocious. So he’d sent out his tendrils, sprinkled his gossip and set up these luncheons. He was holding them on the first day of the game for a reason. Whip up the market too early, and they’d lose control of the story. Leave it too late, and they’d generate no interest at all. Precision, as always, was everything. Besides, this was a new card, freshly plucked from the bureau. Nobody at the Château had ever played ‘False Heiress’ before.


Mr Lancer picked at his bread roll, leaving crumbs all over the tablecloth. ‘I suppose,’ he said carefully, ‘Lord Rochester might be inclined to look over this young lady’s paperwork.’


‘He had better do so swiftly,’ Silk said. ‘Her diary is unutterably full. She is being presented at court this afternoon.’


Lancer’s expression was supercilious. ‘If she’s out for a title, she won’t do much better than the Rochesters.’


‘Will she not?’ Silk said mildly. ‘We’ll see.’ He laid down his butter knife. ‘I’m taking best bets, Mr Lancer. Do let me know if you’re in.’
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After luncheon, Silk spent a long time scrubbing his hands. The Earl of Rochester was a joke. An impoverished nobleman with a crumbling estate. Still, the exchange had done the trick: Mr Lancer had scuttled straight off to discuss the matter with his master. The other secretaries and lawyers with whom Silk had met would be doing exactly the same. By three o’clock, Quinn would have achieved her design. The news would be out across the capital: a great and mighty fortune was coming on to the market . . .


But these were just the preliminaries, stoking the fire, making sure their ground was piping hot. The true gambit would come this afternoon – provided Quinn gained entry to Buckingham Palace in time.


If anyone could, she could.


Silk was good at his job. He knew the rules. He kept hens in the backyard, minded the books, consulted the Rulebook on points of order. He preserved the old customs: dusted the portraits of past queens, indexed their games.


But Quinn kept them both alive.


He knew the world was changing, the century coming to a close. He couldn’t very well not know it: ironworks closing, steamer routes opening, strikes, the endless prescription of anodynes. It wearied him tremendously. Mr Silk had grown up among the old trades – silk weaving and rag fairs – he didn’t care about dynamos and small arms and electricity. He didn’t care for change. This was his great strength. Doing things in the proper order, to assure the Queen’s success.


He owed everything to the Château. This place had given him refuge when nobody else would, when even sixpence for roast beef seemed like an eye-watering sum. He had been hired on decades before – as a boot boy, scrawny and watchful. The Château taught him to read, fed him, gave him manners. It gave his life shape, warmth, routine. He became a true and faithful servant to the house.


Regardless of the cost. Regardless of the little voice that told him: you’ve given up your life, your whole life – to play second fiddle.


Regardless, too, of their mounting debts, and the threats posed by their more incalcitrant neighbours. Silk did all he could to protect the household, to preserve the Château’s neutrality during gang skirmishes. Theirs was not the only criminal empire in East London, not by any stretch of the imagination. Mr Silk paid a regular levy to Mr Murphy, down in Bow, for the privilege of playing on turf the Murphy family otherwise controlled. But Silk was late on that payment; they’d received two reminders already.


The Murphys were not the sort to send a third.


Silk swept his concerns from his mind, dried his hands, buttoned his greatcoat. He felt a little woozy from the wine; he took a neat sip of tepid coffee. ‘Compliments to Mr Russo,’ he said to the waiter, and then he beetled out into the city, ready for his next move.
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Quinn


Quinn marched uphill to Piccadilly and boarded an omnibus heading towards Oxford Street. She sat on the top deck, ordering herself to enjoy the breeze. Fresh air would provide a stimulus. She needed to use her imagination now; she needed to hold her new character in her mind.


‘Ticket, miss?’ said the conductor.


‘Portman Square,’ she replied, testing a new voice. Something clipped. Something that indicated wealth and refinement.


‘Eh?’


‘Portman Square,’ she repeated, clearing her throat. Evidently she needed to warm up. The conductor punched her ticket and he leaned on the metal railing, studying the street below. There was an argument underway – someone had upturned a coster’s barrow, sending his turnips rolling into the gutter. Quinn focused herself. Pretending to be a wealthy heiress wasn’t difficult. Maintaining that fiction for more than fifteen minutes would be very nearly impossible. Society would conduct the most ruthless due diligence on her. Parentage, reputation, moral rectitude, medical antecedents, stock fertility, asset placement, stock and bond certificates . . .


So Quinn needed a chaperone. An aide-de-camp who could go places Mr Silk couldn’t. A person with an unimpeachable reputation.


She had only one candidate in mind. A lady who was not easy to pin down, not easy to persuade. Quinn had been leaving her visiting cards at her house for weeks, angling for an appointment, all in vain. Now time was running out. She needed to settle this.


Once this would have been straightforward enough to arrange. At the start of Quinn’s reign, the Château had a dozen people living under its roof – old-fashioned dodgers, actresses selling counterfeit maquillage, chisellers seeking funds for Spanish prisoners, girls trained in the Academy – sharing proceeds, running jobs right across the capital. Quinn could have dolled any of them up in long gloves and ostrich plumes and passed them off as a decrepit countess or keen-eyed secretary. This was her prerogative. The Queen of Fives was supposed to have a whole band of merry players at her disposal, to furnish her games, to feather her nest – and inherit her crown, when she decided to set it aside.


But the old players had drifted away, one by one. Quinn accepted their reasons, though she cursed their disloyalty – and her own failure to retain them. There was a time when Quinn Le Blanc was famed for raising more capital in a single year than any other swindler in Europe. Moreover, she spread the profits around Spitalfields, earning loyalty as a beloved queen. It made her heart thrum with satisfaction; it was the work that rooted her to the city, that gave her life meaning.


But the past two years had yielded poor returns: jobs kept stuttering, their marks getting scared off. Her debts rose; her influence waned. The Château’s courtiers had started badgering her for their dividends, pressing her endlessly to make changes to the way she ran the Château – to find new jobs, win bigger prizes, take risks outside the strict parameters of the Rulebook. Wasn’t she going to consider steam power? Or phosphorescence? Or emotionometers? There was a man in Berlin using fluorescent prisms; couldn’t she try some of that? Their pentagonal method was growing passé.


‘Phosphorescence,’ Silk muttered. ‘Really.’


‘And you need a new steward,’ one of the old players had told Quinn, nodding towards Mr Silk, bustling around the yard. ‘Someone with a bit of imagination.’


This bewildered Quinn, although she was careful not to admit it. ‘Sign this,’ she’d said coldly, passing him his deed of confidentiality and dispensation. ‘And don’t come back.’


Quinn would never dismiss Silk. Could never dismiss him. He was as much a part of the Château as the Rulebook, as the bureau, as the games themselves. Still, she wondered whether he had everything in order.


‘Do we need to take out a loan?’ she’d asked him.


‘Not in the least,’ he replied, poring over his ledgers. ‘We’re simply fine, especially if it’s just the two of us. No risk at all.’


Quinn didn’t call him a liar; she knew he believed his figures. But she knew they couldn’t go on like this. She was twenty-six. She couldn’t spend her whole life cutting costs, watching the walls closing in, seeing the light fizzling out of her life. She needed to place some bigger bets. It gnawed at her, night and day.


She touched the necklace at her throat, seeking the assurance it always offered. Her mother’s initials were still monogrammed on the pendant: L. Q. R.


Lillian Quinn.


Quinn’s mother – and one of the Château’s best-loved queens.


Lillian had been twenty-seven when she died. Only one year older than Quinn was now. Her portrait stood on the staircase: a queen in pearlescent silks, sumptuous chocolate velvet trim and tassels. A young woman in the prime of her life, at the height of her reign – with a daughter barely two years old.


When she thought about her mother, Quinn felt as if her heart were tick-ticking ever faster – by the month, by the year . . .


It made her determined to win this game.


Her mind drifted, preoccupied, fizzing – and so she didn’t notice the chap sitting three rows behind. She didn’t see him slip a slender hand into his shiny blue silk waistcoat, checking the knife in his breast pocket, didn’t realise she was being held under observation at all.


[image: ]


Quinn got off the bus at Portman Square and went the rest of the way on foot, stopping outside a spindly coffee-coloured house on Spanish Place. She steeled herself and rang the bell.


She heard movement on the other side of the door, sensed an eyeball watching her through the spyhole.


‘Quinn Le Blanc for Mrs Airlie,’ she called.


A shuffle of footsteps as the person on the other side retreated into the house.


Quinn waited.


The sun was warm on her neck. The house stared down at her, flat-faced, anonymous – but she caught a tiny twitching of the blinds on the third floor. One of Mrs Airlie’s students had peeked out of the window. This wasn’t simply a private residence. It was the Academy.


The door opened. A housemaid stood there, wincing in the daylight. Her apron was a dazzling shade of white: hand-made, exquisitely embroidered. Mrs Airlie believed in taking care of the details.


‘Come in, then,’ the maid said, unsmiling, and pulled open the door.


Quinn stepped inside.


The front hall was long and dim, the carpet as soft and dense as moss. Quinn could see her reflection in a myriad oval mirrors as she unclasped her veil and lifted her hat. She removed her hatpins, letting her hair fall loose over her shoulders – her own dark waves, for she wasn’t wearing a wig yet. Then she held up her arms while the maid swept her hands all over Quinn’s blouse, armpits, waistline, down her thighs, nipping sharp fingers round the inside of her boots.


‘I’m not carrying anything,’ said Quinn.


The maid rose, curtsied. ‘Mrs Airlie says to come upstairs.’


The drawing room was on the first floor. Here the light was golden, the furnishings swagged in yellow and green and brown velvet, the walls crammed with prints and miniatures. A lamp swung gently from the ceiling and beneath it, haloed, sat a woman – perhaps fifty, perhaps a little older – guarded by side tables and footstools and escritoires and armchairs. She was watching Quinn as she entered the room, counting every hair on Quinn’s head, studying every muscle in Quinn’s face.


‘Le Blanc,’ the woman said, with the faintest, most quizzical note of surprise.


‘Mrs Airlie,’ Quinn replied.


The drawing room door clicked shut.


Quinn could hear the tread of footsteps upstairs – Mrs Airlie’s girls returning to their desks and their studies. Unexpected visitors were an abnormal occurrence in the Academy for this place kept the tightest of schedules. Routine was important. It was the stuff of life. Quinn had been taught that lesson herself: Mrs Airlie had once been her own tutor.


‘You’ve come seeking a favour,’ said Mrs Airlie. It wasn’t a question.


‘You didn’t return my cards,’ said Quinn lightly. ‘I thought I’d stop by in person.’


Mrs Airlie didn’t smile. Her self-possession was absolute. She kept her neck collared, her hair artfully twisted and upholstered. Her skin glowed white under the light veil that came down to her chin; she almost certainly went in for the enamelling of the face, and she was wrapped all over in muslin: hands concealed in fragile gloves. But it was still possible to see her eyes – large, dark, rounded.


‘Tell me when you intend to leave,’ she said.


Not, why are you here? Not, what do you want? Long ago, Mrs Airlie had taught Quinn a simple rule. Calculate the number of minutes you wish to remain in a room. Subdivide that number into thirds. At the end of the first third, you must create a surprise. At the second, a crisis. At the third, you must depart, leaving your hostess desperate for you to stay. It was the only way to manage a visit, to command a room. It was the method that Mrs Airlie herself had developed as a young and wealthy bride – back when she moved in polite circles, before she disappeared from society and established the Academy.


Quinn considered it. ‘Twenty-four minutes,’ she said.


Mrs Airlie raised a pristine eyebrow. ‘Eights,’ she said. ‘Ambitious. The girls upstairs are stuck on fives.’


‘So was I, for the longest time.’


‘You, my dear, are stuck forever.’ Mrs Airlie reached towards one of her side tables, picked up a silver stop-watch, jabbed the button with her veiled thumb. ‘Clock’s ticking,’ she said, lips thinning beneath her veil.
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Mrs Airlie was no longer a confidence woman, not exactly. She had been a player in the Château once, long ago. Rumour had it she’d even stood to be elected queen – she must have lost the vote. Later she focused her energies on the London season, attaching herself to a certain Brigadier Cuthbert Airlie, inheriting his modest fortune when he died. But that life didn’t agree with her: she’d unstitched herself from polite society before she’d even left mourning. She purchased a house for a whole new purpose.


‘This is the nature of our world,’ she’d once told Quinn. ‘You can never leave it behind.’


She didn’t resume playing confidence tricks. She came up with a completely different enterprise: instructing the next generation in the arts of disguise. She bought the silent house on Spanish Place, selected her pupils with utmost care, trained them to run their own jobs in Paris, Monte Carlo, St Petersburg. There were plenty of wealthy – and frankly rather criminal – families both in England and abroad who admired the Château from afar. They envied its profits, and happily paid for their own daughters to study at the Academy – in the hope that their girls might one day join the Château, or one of the other cunning-firms popping up across the Continent. Silk had sent Quinn to the Academy when she turned eleven. She was one of Mrs Airlie’s most intelligent students, the most disciplined, the one everyone said was destined for greatness. She was Mrs Airlie’s best advertisement.
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