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I ought to be jealous of the tower. She is more famous than I am.


—Gustave Eiffel




Late August 1886


Paris


The door to my flat clicked shut behind me, and I eyed the worn green carpeting in the narrow hall with long-held resentment. Apparently, I wasn’t worth the cost of refurbishment when the rest of the building had been done the previous year.


Not that I could waste energy on worrying over that at the moment. I hurried down the winding stairs to the bottom floor.


“Monsieur Tighe.” The concierge, Mademoiselle Jeunesse, blocked the path to the glass-plated vestibule. She lived in a ground floor apartment, ideal to manage the comings and goings of the tenants. Perhaps it was uncharitable, but her narrow-faced glare always felt to me as though she was spying. I twisted the handkerchief in my pocket. Using it to wipe away the perspiration dotting my brow would give away my anxiety. Not now, damn it. I’m late already.


“Bonsoir, Mademoiselle.”


She stayed firm in her spot, as though daring me to push past her. The red-papered walls of the foyer went claustrophobic. Had I—or more likely my cousin and flatmate Aurélie—committed some transgression? Mademoiselle Jeunesse’s lips thinned as she took in the untied cravat that hung limply around my neck. I’d forgotten to pick up the laundry in my rush to make it home to change before the performance and was reduced to reusing a crumpled one.


Damned Eiffel, keeping us late on this evening of all evenings. I was an engineer, not a lapdog. I needed to get to the ballet to watch Aurélie’s debut, and Mademoiselle Jeunesse was one of the last people with whom I’d choose to speak even when I wasn’t embarking on a mad dash.


The image of how my father in all his smug superiority would behave in this situation flickered in my mind’s eye, and I squared my shoulders, looking down my nose at her, recapturing my inner poise. “Is there something you wish to discuss?”


Her eyes dropped to the floor. “I merely wondered if you’d be on time with your rent this month.”


My mouth dried even though it wasn’t due yet. The flash of movement through the filtered glass reminded me that I had seconds to catch the omnibus. I straightened the button placket of my splendid—and egregiously expensive—new waistcoat and gave her a curt nod as though dismissing her. Then I raced through the two doors to the outside and dropped my coins into the driver’s hand.


In the evening’s heat, it would be more comfortable to ride on the uncovered upper deck, but I opted for the humid anonymity of the main carriage. The horses lurched forward, catching me off balance, and I nearly fell into the lap of a shopgirl who giggled as she pushed her body closer to the window so I could share her seat.


“Désolé, Mademoiselle.”


She giggled some more as I deftly knotted the cravat and lifted my hat to smooth my hair.


“Allow me, monsieur.” She blinked coquettishly as she adjusted my tie, her hands lingering at my throat a second too long.


I raised my brows as though affronted, and she dropped her hands immediately, staring out the window as though enraptured by the swell of humanity dotting the pavement. I did my best to calm my nerves and focus on the upcoming ballet, on my cousin’s elation at being onstage at last after years of training. She was part of the corps de ballet, but it was the highest step in her career thus far.


Honestly, for me, the ballet was the last place I wanted to be after a long day of calculations at Eiffel’s offices in Levallois-Perret. The mood was tense at work. Eiffel had staked much of his reputation on his beloved tower, which was now at risk. Even though Eiffel’s design had been chosen by committee to represent Parisian technological marvels in the upcoming Exposition Universelle, a furor of public outrage at the audacity of his modern design had pushed the government into withholding the promised five million francs of financial support.


Monsieur Eiffel hadn’t faltered. Instead, he’d devised a scheme to round up private investors to cover the costs. He’d offered full repayment of the investment plus a percentage of ticket sales for two full decades. It was an astounding offer. Even though I hardly had two sous to rub together between paychecks, I scraped up a hundred-pound bank loan to get in on the deal. I’d also racked my brain to think of anyone I knew who might be enticed into investing.


Because even if I currently clung to the edges of the bourgeoisie by my bitten-off fingernails, my youth had been spent in boarding schools with any number of men who did have the kind of bank accounts that Eiffel looked for. For once in my life, I’d set aside any sense of shame and written letters to a handful of them with what I hoped was an offer too lucrative to ignore.


I’d been sure that at least one or two would have been swayed by the romantic allure of adding a new landmark to the Parisian skyline—or their wives would be, at any rate. But after nearly two months, no one had responded.


The Opéra’s flamboyant façade peeked through the windscreen one block ahead. I stood, crossing my fingers no one saw me emerging from a common omnibus. I tugged the brim of my hat low and kept to the inside of the pavement until I rounded the corner and could have been coming from anywhere, checking my pocket watch. Blast—the second act had already begun.


Under one of the pretentious arches that flanked the outside of the theater stood a dark-haired man in an absurdly tall top hat smoking a cigarette. His face hid in the shadow, but the whites of his eyes widened when he caught me looking.


Two chaps turned the opposite corner and ascended the steps quickly, apparently meeting the cigarette smoker. The shorter of the two glanced around almost furtively and hung back a few feet. He lit a pipe, and I was reminded of my father, who smoked the same brand. I recognized the other as he ignored the hand stretched out for a shake by the first man: retail entrepreneur Michel de Gênet. A valuable client of Eiffel’s.


De Gênet meant money. Buckets of it. He was one of the wealthiest men in Paris, who’d taken a small chain of shops his father founded and become the largest retailer in France, with a marvelous flagship on the Rive Gauche, which Eiffel designed.


“Wasn’t there a more respectable place we could have met?” The annoyance in de Gênet’s loud voice was palpable.


I’d been on the receiving end of his derision a number of times when I’d worked on the design for the glass-and-iron roof of his grand magasin Qualité. It was a masterpiece of form and modernity, even if I admitted my bias.


Glancing as unobtrusively as I could over my shoulder, I gave the pair a second look. I did my best to place the man speaking with de Gênet in much more hushed tones, but there was nothing familiar about his long, slender form leaning against the stonework. He, however, narrowed his eyes at me. The hairs on the back of my neck rose, though I sweltered in the warm evening air.


Peculiar. Perhaps he mistook me for someone else?


With an internal shrug, I pushed into the lower level of the Palais Garnier, maneuvering around gaggles of patrons blocking the ornate marble staircases to get to the gilt and glamor that was the foyer du danse.


The crush of Paris’s most rich and famous gentlemen—Tout-Paris, as they glowingly referred to themselves—in all its male glory waited to swoop down and choose a dancer as their evening’s plaything. There was a lecherous status in being able to afford the annual subscription and to be known as an abonné. I wasn’t shocked there was such a proliferation of them in the lavish long salon, rather than seated in the theater.


Love of the dance wasn’t what brought them.


No. It was the petits rats, the gutter flowers, or whatever slang they used to refer to the ballet dancers.


I adjusted my sleeves from the wrist and took stock. The room was full of men whose names were in the papers daily. Some stuffy bankers who likely insisted to their wives they were there for the art. Industrialists in their heaviest wool, no matter the warmth of the evening, their sons arrayed like peacocks in silk with exotic flowers tucked in their lapels. A healthy smattering of artists not giving a damn and letting everyone know it in their corduroys and velvets, jaunty scarves instead of white ties.


And me, in a bespoke tailcoat that cost nearly a month’s salary.


It was armor, allowing me to fit in, ensuring no one would question whether I’d paid the outrageous subscription fee to belong in the salon. I’d scrimped for months to buy the coat. But the coat did its job: not even the maître du danse, presiding over the entire spectacle, batted an eye over my presence.


I knocked a cigarette from the silver case I’d carried since I was at university and rolled it in my fingertips as I appraised the crowd with new eyes. These weren’t just vultures from whom I had to protect my cousin.


My eyes lit on one of the servers—a dancer too young to be included in the performance—decked in a froth of black netting that contrasted badly with her poverty-sallowed skin, who slipped through the crowd toward me. Her collarbone was gaunt even for a dancer, but like the rest of them, she’d likely made the calculation that being a rich man’s entertainment for a single evening would feed her family for weeks. I took a champagne flute from her tray, murmuring my thanks.


Perhaps misreading my politeness for interest, her smile blazed. I shuttered my eyes and glanced away, stomach churning that she counted me among the beasts of prey.


From the theater, applause rang over the chatter of the foyer, and there was a visible change in the atmosphere as men shifted to face the curtains that led to the dressing rooms. Very soon, the dancers of the Paris Opéra ballet would stream out to be evaluated and haggled over before being snatched up to be taken to bed. Perhaps they’d merit a late supper first, if they were lucky.


Lucky.


I had to consciously keep the snarl from my face.


The dancers would enter the foyer in what was meant to look like an impromptu parade—an utter farce as both abonnés and dancers understood it was conducted in a strict hierarchy beginning with the shimmering étoile, the star ballerina who choreographed her performances offstage with as much care as those in the footlights. After she’d preened came the arrival of dancers who’d had solos—each of which was only earned after the dancer had paid for extra classes—and it was a rare gutter flower who could afford it on her own bank account. And then finally, the members of the lowly corps, like my lovely Aurélie.


A dancer like her—dependent on me and my meager wages—was left with one avenue to showcase her craft: selling herself to an abonné who would pay for lessons, a choice that neither of us could countenance.


And yet Aurélie would not be persuaded to consider any other vocation, no matter the risk. Ballet was her passion.


Across the room, the handsome fellow who’d been smoking outside fiddled with the buttons on his white glove. He waved away the offer of champagne with a brilliant smile that fled when his black eyes met mine through the crowd. I glanced away, unnerved by his chilliness. Who was he? Who did he think I was?


I rid myself of my empty flute as nonchalantly as I could, but stole the opportunity to look over at him again. He was neither a dandy nor slick with nouveau pretentiousness. All understated elegance and reeking of money. Had we met during my work hours? Perhaps, though he’d have to have been a customer rather than another engineer, as smart as his clothes were. Even I could tell his suit was the highest of fashion.


The intensity of his returned stare lit an uncomfortable heat that scorched my ears and cheeks. Without a hint of affability, he lifted one eyebrow like a challenge. I gritted my back teeth to keep from showing my discomfort. How easy life must be for a chap like that. Perfect clothes, perfect face. Enough money to buy a subscription to choose a dancer for however long he wished before dropping her back in the gutter and walking away as though she didn’t matter.


I despised him on principle. Aurélie mattered. They all did. But the truth was my cousin was the only one I had the emotional strength to support. God knows, I had little else, unless I could persuade one of my former classmates to invest in my—Eiffel’s—scheme.


The lush curtains that masked the changing rooms flicked open, and Aurélie burst out, flushed cheeks and anxiety imprinted into every feature. I moved toward her as she threw herself into my arms with a gulp of air.


This wasn’t our planned inconspicuous exit from the theater through chattering self-involved crowds. Instead, every speculating eye was on her. Conversation in the foyer had paused so completely I might have had cotton wool stuffed in my ears.


The master of the stage lifted his hands in dismay, but I focused on the pale gray eyes of Aurélie, steadying her.


And me.


She took a step back as though recognizing the unwanted attention. She calmed her breathing, though the pulse in her neck throbbed. Her voice was husky with agitation. Low, though it echoed in the silence around us. “Will you escort me home at once, Fin?”


“That’s why I’m here.” I winked even though it wasn’t a natural gesture. Still, it worked to soothe her, and her shoulders loosened. I offered her my arm as though nothing unusual had occurred and prayed to navigate to a side door as quickly as possible. Between barely parted lips I asked if she was all right.


A small shudder shimmied the ornamental rosettes on her otherwise demure muted mauve frock. “A groping hand caught me behind the draperies.”


“Are you hurt?” Anger rushed through me.


“Non, but I’d wager that he won’t be taking home any petit rat tonight”—the flash of her teeth with the one slightly crooked canine held no mirth—“or even perhaps for the rest of the month.” Her fury was clear. I needed to get her out the door before she dissolved into a fit of blue curses, but rushing at this point would only draw more attention.


As if a young woman of just eighteen as impishly pretty as Aurélie could simply fade into the background by sheer willpower. Nor was there a clear path for escape. The smog of a hundred cigars hung over the phalanx of abonnés adding to the seeming impenetrability.


Leaving would be impossible were Aurélie on her own—which, again, was why I’d insisted on being there to act as chaperone.


The swell of curious voices faded, and I was momentarily held hostage by the dark scowl across the room. That hostile man was back to his previous position, as focused on me—or surely Aurélie—as every other man within earshot. The muscle around his eye twitched as though he couldn’t contain his contempt, and for the first time in years, I remembered the wriggle of shame I’d had in my belly so often as a schoolboy.


Sod that. I’d vowed never to entertain that discomfort again. I adjusted the brim of my freshly brushed top hat and squared my shoulders as I stared back. In a moment, I memorized his face and channeled the collective generations of spoiled aristocrats whose blood coursed through me. Men who used what, and whom, they wished with no thought of the aftermath for those left behind. Confident that any obstacle would simply melt away, because that was how the unspoken laws of their world worked.


I might not be like my forefathers. Not in any way that could be measured and counted. But I could pretend as well as any actor who’d ever trod the boards. I didn’t glower back. I merely looked through him as I led Aurélie to the side door. I dismissed him as though he didn’t exist.


A man in his position would hate to be overlooked. It was harrowing.


Until one grew accustomed to it.
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It was impossible to persuade Aurélie to give me any further details about what had happened to her in the dressing room, no matter how slyly I went about asking. She insisted that I shouldn’t be overly concerned. I didn’t believe her, but what could I do besides hover in the foyer de la danse every evening?


In the following two weeks, I still hadn’t received any correspondence, aside from an unsettling letter from my bank regarding the loan I’d taken to insert myself into Eiffel’s proposition. After covering the rent, I wasn’t entirely sure how I’d manage without some outside funds. I’d been so confident that I would receive some token from my former schoolmates that I hadn’t questioned what I would do if I was left empty-handed. To be sure, that one hundred pounds would be my making if everything went to plan with the tower—which it would. I’d stake my reputation on Gustave Eiffel’s genius. However, I couldn’t pay my current bills and rent on borrowed hope of a return, three years down the line.


I found myself bone-tired after all of my employment and the additional time it took to fetch Aurélie from the theater, but if I didn’t have some respite from worry for an evening, I’d be in even worse shape. Aurélie didn’t have a performance the following day, and I didn’t have work, so I’d prop my eyes open for long enough to have a catch-up with my friends. I caught myself humming under my breath as I hefted the kettle off the kitchen range.


Steam shrouded Aurélie’s slim shoulders as I poured the warmed water into the shallow foot bath. Moonlight cascaded through the terrace doors and lit up our white-plastered kitchen, illuminating her ivory skin and silvery-blond hair like she was a ghost. Even in daylight she was pale—as if her illustrator had used watercolors instead of oil paints to fill her in.


“Too hot?” We’d indulged in this pantomime for years now, but I always asked even though I’d gotten the exact right heat down to a science.


Her battered toes underwent a transformation not unlike boiled crustaceans. Aurélie rolled her head back and sighed. “Just right. Would you fetch my oil?” She vaguely gestured to the bottle of lavender essence I’d gotten for her birthday at the beginning of August, and I carefully added a few drops.


She pressed a cold cloth to her eyes and waved her wrist to shoo me off. “I might just fall asleep, it feels so good.” Lifting the corner of the rag, she sighed. “Why are you still here?”


Glancing at my pocket watch, I shrugged, feeling guilt over my eagerness to enjoy a few hours on my own cognizance.


“I can’t make you something to eat before I leave?” Her slender form brought out my protective instincts even though she was as strong as a horse.


“Go, Fin. Since I was moved up to the corps, you’ve been hanging around my neck so I can hardly breathe. I’m perfectly fine.”


She was fine, and I trusted she knew how to handle the penknife she kept in her boot.


“You’d tell me if that wretch accosted you again backstage, wouldn’t you?” I made an effort to be nonchalant.


She gave a slight nod that wasn’t reassuring. “I haven’t seen him again.” She stared at her feet as though into a scrying bowl before blinking back up at me. “Will you tell me if you receive a check from your school chums?” Her accented English was particularly charming when she used slang. “Perhaps if we can afford the private lessons, the abonnés will believe I have a patron and leave me alone? I know that’s a lot to ask, after everything else, but it would be such a relief.”


Damn. She was being pestered, despite my efforts.


I examined the back of my hand, not wishing to lie, and equally loathe to admit that I still hadn’t received a response. And every day that came and went made it unlikelier that I would. I made a few noncommittal noises, but Aurélie knew me too well.


Her breath caught. “Mon Dieu, Fin, no one sends cash? Why didn’t you say so? I would never have asked for that new practice pinafore. Can we afford…?” She squeezed her eyes shut tight, her voice trailing, though the thought was audible: rent, food.


I mumbled something incomprehensible to either of us. She opened her eyes again, her brow creased. “Tomorrow night I could take my turn in the presentation—”


“Under no circumstances.” I cut her off with finality and smiled in a way I hoped was convincing. “Don’t fret. I have more than one iron in the fire.”


After the despicable things her brother—a monster I was ashamed to share kinship with—had put her through as a child, I’d be damned if I let her sell herself to any of the wolfish abonnés.


There was a slight quiver of her bottom lip. “Promise? Don’t tease me. If I must—”


“No, you will not.” I’d learned to fib at a young age. If I didn’t know better, I’d have believed the hearty tone in my voice, too. “I promise. Cross my heart.”


Settling herself back in her seat, Aurélie snorted. “I’ll wager you have many fires hoping for your iron at the Green Carnation.” Before I could manage an outraged gasp, she continued with a sly grin. “So why are you still here instead of there?”


Disregarding her impertinence, I assumed a detached expression. “If it doesn’t bother you, I might check ’round the club.” Voice uncaring, fingers crossed that my yearning for an evening of my sort of entertainment wasn’t terribly obvious. “I’ll just be out for a few hours.”


Aurélie shrugged. “I don’t know why you think I care. I’m off to bed as soon as the water cools.” She yawned and didn’t bother to cover her mouth. “Tell everyone I send my love.”


I nodded, even though she’d replaced her eye covering and didn’t see. I rubbed my palm over the cords in my neck, tight with anticipation, and strode out of the kitchen, through the cramped salon lit with a single kerosene lamp to the back of the flat where Aurélie and I each had a bedroom.


In five minutes, I’d changed from my overworked evening suit into more comfortable corduroy trousers and a fresh shirt. A whole night to myself instead of occupied as Aurélie’s guard dog.


Christ, I’d earned it.


Aurélie pushed the door open without knocking and slid a gray-blue silk tie around my bare throat, knotting it with a flourish. She fetched my bowler off the top of my armoire and adjusted it with a tilt after a brief survey.


“I haven’t even fixed my hair yet.”


She smacked my hand away from the hat. “Don’t. You’re more handsome with it unoiled. Like an artist. One of the successful ones.”


I opened my mouth to protest that I didn’t care how I looked, but she sighed, half exasperated and half amused, and I didn’t dare argue.


Where I was headed, it did matter, and we both knew it.


“Don’t forget your boutonnière.” She took the small florist’s box and retrieved the cheap green flower that signaled my preferences to those in the know. It gave my life the slightest edge of danger—the only sort I could tolerate. Steering me to the front door by my shoulders, Aurélie teased, “Yes, I will lock it, and if you just allowed yourself to spend the entire night out, I could even use the chain.”


Mustering outrage, I tightened my spine. “Aurélie, that’s—”


“The truth.” She winked. “It’s been much too long.” She came behind me and pushed me out into the hall. “You need some release or you’ll burst.”


Aghast, I made a low growl of horrified effrontery. She slammed the door too loud for so late in the evening and, as a final gesture, ran the chain across the slide, ensuring I couldn’t come back until morning.


Aurélie might not be the very last person with whom I wished to chat about my dearth of recent sexual adventures, but she wasn’t far from the bottom of the list. Still, she had a point, and I had to fight my flicker of optimism as I saw an envelope just outside our door.


A British postmark. I was awash with the sort of bright flare of hope in which I rarely allowed myself to indulge. Please be the funds.


Because it was either next month’s rent or the minimum payment on my loan. It would hurt to give up a percent of my future earnings by signing over some of my stake, but at least I’d keep a roof over our heads.


I left the building with renewed energy and examined the return address on the letter with a steadying breath. I slapped the envelope against my palm as if I could gauge the amount like it was a stack of gold.


Lemworth Bryant.


Good old Lem had come through.


In the nick of bloody time. I’d assumed the fat lot of social climbers might have had at least some interest in renewing a relationship with the son of an earl. That’s all I’d ever been to them, after all, even though I hadn’t spoken to the man in eight years. Never would again, if I had any say. My father would be likely to sic his lawyers on me if he had a whiff of rumor that I’d made any allusion to our blood relationship—a calculation I’d gambled. No one would be sending money based on my name alone.


But the concern that my father might catch wind of it was why I’d only chosen to reach out to the sons of wealthy merchants. No one likely to go back and tell tales at any social events my father or his friends would deign to attend.


Ripping the flap, I pulled out a piece of card stock loftily monogrammed with Lem’s initials in gold. I poked my finger around inside to feel for the bank draft, swallowing hard when it wasn’t there.


I didn’t even merit a letter—merely a billet-sized card, like he was declining a damned invitation.






Tighe, old man,





I’m still shaking my head in wonder at the idea of you living in Paris. I’ve thought about your offer. Though intriguing, I’m unconvinced that this world’s fair—or exposition, or whatever balderdash the frogs are calling it—will be attended by any more guests than the other ten or so that have failed to attract visitors in the past decade. Even so, I was going to dash off a few hundred as a gesture of good will to an old mate. Regretfully, I’m being kept tight in the purse strings at the moment. New wife, new baby. Nothing left to throw at some ghastly iron eyesore. From the tone of the papers here, it doesn’t appear to be terrifically popular, in any case. You’ll understand my hesitation, though I wish you a rousing success of it. Sorry to hear about your brother.




Cordially, L. B.








Bloody bloody bloody—what? I read it through twice more before faltering on the end.


What had Harry done now? More gambling debts? An illegitimate child—like father, like son, eh? A sour smile crept across my face. Whatever this new scandal Lem alluded to, I hoped it was ruinous. For the entire bloody lot of them.


No time to dwell on those happy thoughts, however. I crumpled the note into my fist, determined to drop it into the first pile of horse dung I came across.
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The evening was one of those unusually warm ones that happen in September: hot and stuffy and acting like a match to light my kerosene-drenched anxiety, which rushed over me all at once like a wave.


I ought to have limited my investment to money left over after paying all our bills. But there never was much, and obviously investing in Eiffel’s venture at the beginning would pay off eventually. Even the lad who sorted the mail had added his meager sum to the pile. As temperate as I normally behaved, this was a deliberate gamble on my future, and I’d caught the fever as much as the rest of my colleagues.


Applying for the loan had felt sensible at the time. Practical, even. And I’d assumed that with the percentage I’d skim off of my former schoolmates—as the disclosed finder’s fee—I’d have been able to make the interest payment without missing a beat.


Hands in my pockets, I wound through two back streets before coming onto the tree-lined rue Balagny, where I slowed my brisk pace to a more casual stroll.


I could manage this crisis—I’d weathered enough of them, after all. I just needed to work out the correct formula, and no one need ever know that I’d been so daft to borrow money to join in on Eiffel’s speculation.


Foolish me for counting on Lem or any of the other fellows I’d gone through school with to come through. When had anyone ever done that for me?


I moved to one of my favorite cafés and settled into my usual table at the edge. A dish of haricots blancs au beurre with a crust of bread would fill me up for next to nothing. Which was exactly the amount I had in my pocket to pay for a meal before heading to the club.


Victoire and Jody weren’t expecting me this evening after my fortnight of absence. If I needed to calm myself for a half hour, that was perfectly acceptable.


If anything could slow the racing of my heart, it was numbers. I could always be soothed by their finiteness. I could scrape up living expenses and manage to pay the bank. I’d check the newspapers to see if anyone needed a few hours of engineering labor. I’d done it before, would likely do it again after this crisis.


With a flourish, I wrote out the sum I could’ve done in my head at age six, let alone one-and-thirty, but I needed to see the answer in writing. To remind myself why I’d wagered money I didn’t have.


Twenty percent return.


An amount that could change everything. It would justify the risk. Twenty percent on the hundred pounds would make a difference, but it wasn’t nearly enough to change Aurélie’s and my life the way I dreamed of.


No.


I needed ten times that amount—one hundred times, if I indulged in the fanciful daydream that it was possible. That sort of investment wouldn’t merely ease our lives; it would radically transform them for the better. It would provide Aurélie with the extra classes that would propel her into stardom, and hand me the keys to the life I’d always determined I’d lead.


I’d show my father’s family that I’d make it on my own effort, which was more than any of them had done.


“Bonsoir, Fin.”


My head whipped up at the unfamiliar male voice. I could count on one hand the people who called me Fin rather than Finley or Tighe, and none of them would linger around a perfectly bourgeois establishment like this tonight—or any night. They kept to their own neighborhood tucked into the dark alleys of the neuvième arrondissement.


It was the man from the foyer de la danse—the one with the cigarette who’d sneered the night Aurélie fled from an abonné’s unwanted pawing.


His artfully arranged red cravat matched the rose on his lapel. A lazy smile stretched across a mouth too wide for his high, olive cheekbones. Yet, if I allowed myself to notice, the composition was worthy of center stage at l’École des Beaux-Arts.


“You are Fin, aren’t you? Fin Tighe?” His voice was indolent, a deep drawl like warm, melted butter.


I nodded, wary.


“How do you do? Gilbert Duhais.” He shook my hand, holding it a moment too long. He pulled out the chair opposite mine and sat before being invited. He held up a single elegant finger for the garçon, who hurried past other patrons waiting patiently for his attention.


I repeated his name aloud, unable to capture the exact trill of his pronunciation even after eight years in his city. Gilbert Duhais? It might have sounded familiar. Then again, it might not.


His smile lifted on one side, and he switched to my mother tongue, though I was more than competently conversant in his. “Bien sûr, you’re English. I’d forgotten.”


Forgotten? Other than the single time at the ballet, I’d swear I’d never seen this chap before in my life. The waiter licked the tip of his pencil, ready to take his order.


Whilst reeling off the name of a particular vintage of wine for the waiter—and a cup of coffee—Gilbert kept his eyes on me. Once we were alone, his words tumbled out in a rush as if rehearsed. “I hoped to find you, so what a coincidence this is.”


A coincidence? Perhaps—but in a city of more than two million inhabitants, I wouldn’t bet on it. Especially as he’d been at the ballet when Aurélie had accidentally showcased herself by prematurely emerging from backstage into the foyer full of abonnés. My having been back to fetch Aurélie after every performance made her connection to me noticeable. I’d prepared myself to turn away abonnés if any had managed to corner me at the Palais. It never crossed my mind someone would approach me outside its gilt chocolate-box walls.


Gilbert slid a pocket watch from his waistcoat and raised a brow as though surprised at the time. He clicked it shut and returned his gaze to me.


The watch was solid gold if I wasn’t mistaken. Straightening my shoulders, I said, “I’m not much of a believer in coincidence, Monsieur Duhais. Before we waste any time, let me assure you that Mademoiselle Blancmaison is not for sale for any price.”


“Your bluntness contradicts your Britishness, Mr. Tighe. Quite unexpected.” High color stained his cheeks, visible even in the shadowed light of the café, but his face remained composed. “Everyone and everything in Paris can be bought if the price is high enough, I can assure you, but that’s not why I’m pleased for this serendipitous encounter.”


I doubted that, but I was even more curious to hear his excuse for why he was pleased to have stumbled across me, though I’d hold my questions.


He seemed equally amenable for me to speak first, and a silence nearly long enough to become awkward settled between us. It was only broken by the reappearance of the waiter uncorking a bottle of red and asking what Gilbert might wish to order to eat.


Gilbert rattled off a list of enough sweets to satisfy the whole corps de ballet from tonight’s performance with a hint of laughter in his voice, as though he also noticed our overly long muteness and mocked the awkwardness of it. Where would he put all of those treats? The slender cut of his evening jacket claimed he didn’t make a habit of indulging. He was fit, I’d give him that.


Not that I needed to risk exposing my preferences by staring, I had to remember. I reoriented myself in my chair and trained my focus on his face, the silence between us more comfortable this time, as though we shared a secret joke. It lingered until the server and his colleague littered the small table with a variety of trifles and parfaits in cut-glass dishes. The decadence was almost obscene, yet Gilbert didn’t acknowledge the unlikelihood that we could devour the entire feast.


“You’ve spent many evenings in the foyer de la danse, so I’ve heard.”


I allowed the growing friendliness to fall from my face. “Safeguarding my cousin.”


“I’m teasing you, Fin Tighe. Won’t you try something?” Gilbert pushed a plate toward me with his elbow, a move that would have had me whipped as a child for its lack of manners. Something about his airy nonchalance didn’t shout rudeness, just that he’d been cherished as a child, rather than being constantly reminded what a burden he was.


I picked a small dish of crème brûlée and tapped the crisp sugar with the side of my spoon.


“Vanille? I should have guessed.” He leaned back and rolled his eyes. “I suppose chocolate or hazelnuts—or heaven forbid!—naughty, naughty framboises are reserved for libertines?”


I was embarrassed but couldn’t really pin down why. He was the one being absurd, and yet I was the one who felt a prig.


Conciliatory, he redirected his chatter to genteel topics that could have been discussed with anyone: observations on an opera he’d heard in its original German in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, of all places, which isn’t far from where I grew up. As it brought up the bad memories on why I’d left and never returned, my appetite vanished, though I ate a few bites for the sake of politeness.


Something about the way Gilbert’s gaze flitted over my face, like he wished to imprint it in his mind, left me unsettled, as though I was exposed. Naked.


Moving on from inanities once more, he asked, “What do you do for a living, Fin? Or are you a gentleman of leisure?” His smile curved slightly, as though mocking me.


I cocked my head. “You’ve found out my name and my nationality, but not what I do for a living? Come now, Monsieur Duhais.”


His eyes were as dark and warm as Turkish coffee, and Gilbert had the grace to look down. He ran a finger around the inside of his collar, fashionably high and stiff with starch with no hint of grime to show he’d worn it for more than an hour or two. And the skin above looked freshly shaven without a shadow of the beard that ought to have accompanied his black hair.


Scraping a hand over my cheek, I wished I’d taken the time to shave. Not that I could compare to Gilbert, wearing clothes that likely cost double our monthly rent.


But I was used to the inadequacies resulting from a distinct lack of cash. Lifetime experience.


“Truly, I don’t know.” Gilbert nodded at the basic sums scratched on the paper at my elbow. “But I see that you work with numbers? This is much too advanced for me.” His lower lip pulled down in a caricature of sadness, but he was obviously teasing again.


“This is merely scribbling about a profit margin.” I sat back and clasped my hands behind my head.


“Ah. Oui, I understand now.” He awarded me a lopsided grin. “Money, hmm? Twenty percent of five million francs? That’s an extraordinary amount.” One groomed eyebrow rose. “Will you rob a bank, then?” His laugh was deep, rumbling from somewhere under his ribs. “If you split it with me, I’ll supply you with an alibi.”


Confronted with his smile, there was nothing I could do to restrain my own, even if I knew damned well he was charming me so he could have his way with Aurélie. “No, it’s a commission rate. I mean to find investors for Gustave Eiffel.”


“You work for Gustave Eiffel?” The question held a hint of disgust that put my back up. “Which means you’re part of the nonsense with the tower? It’ll destroy the city’s skyline.”


Or perhaps a monument made of perfect lines and angles will become the symbol of our modern, rational world. “I do. I’m a lead architectural engineer at Eiffel et Cie. Have you kept up with the drama in the papers?”


He rubbed his chin and gave me a thoughtful stare. “I’ve done my best to ignore it, because from what I can understand, it’s just a very large, very ugly sculpture. The arguments about it make my head ache. Are you able to make it less boring?”


“Probably not—to you. To me, it’s fascinating.” And it was. My favorite thing to talk about, to the chagrin of Aurélie and my friends. But everything about it exemplified the only bulwarks in my life: numbers and their impervious consistency.


Cradling his cheek in one palm, he very nearly purred. “Then make it fascinating for me, as well.”


“It isn’t merely an art installation—this tower is the single most bold engineering feat the world has ever known.”


His skepticism pushed me to find a way to engage him. “The mathematical precision involved—hundreds of thousands of joints and angles measured to the tenth of a millimeter—” I sat back, overwhelmed for a moment. “Not even the Romans would have dared anything close at the height of their arrogance.”


He lifted a sardonic eyebrow. “So, it’s a terribly complex, ugly, large piece of art?”


Normally, I’d have given up at that, unwilling to thrust my excitement onto an argumentative listener. But there was a challenge here. Gilbert was my first real opportunity to discuss this venture with a man of means, and I’d best be more brazen.


“You mock, monsieur, but perhaps you’re the sort that can’t imagine a future that doesn’t look like the present?” My voice was as sugary as the table covered in half-eaten sweets, but the implication set his jaw. “Genius is too easily misunderstood by the common mind, I suppose.” I lifted one shoulder, added a tinge of disappointment to my tone.


Had I gone too far? He was as still as a statue. Or a cat ready to pounce.


And then he laughed again, loud enough that passersby stopped and smiled, as though they were in on the joke. It was the sort of laugh that was impossible not to share. When he finished and the world shrank back to the breadth of our table, he folded his arms across his chest. “Bravo. You’ve caught my interest. Tell me about these equations of yours, hmm?”


Before I stuttered and lost my train of thought, I tapped a nail bitten to the quick on the paper. “Eiffel needs to raise five million francs to have the tower built. The government has exchanged funding the tower—which was the original plan—for allowing Monsieur Eiffel to retain ninety percent of the ticket sales once it’s built. To find support, he’s offered his employees a hefty commission—twenty percent—in return for each franc we bring in. From his share of the profit. On top of what the investor will earn, of course.” My stomach hurtled down to the floor and back up at an alarming speed. “Eiffel has connections. The twenty percent will come from the ticket sales for the entire Exposition Universelle in ’89 and for the following two decades.” I sat back and expelled my breath. “That’s into the damned twentieth century.”


With a sizable enough investment, I absolutely could get rich. If the tower was the success the firm believed it would be. That I knew it would be.


“I’m amazed they keep you working as an engineer if you have to work out simple—one might even say common—equations like that on paper.” His eyes glittered like the stars in the sky where I was raised back in Yorkshire.


“Obviously, we both learned to calculate percentages as children.” I laughed at myself along with him—a bit forced this time, but it sounded true enough. I’d had plenty of practice faking over the years. “I only wished for the visual of what I can do if I try hard.”


He reached a slender arm toward the center of the table, and I couldn’t help but notice that his cuff links were diamonds nearly the size of my small fingernail. His head tilted. “Fair enough. A million francs isn’t worth sneezing over.”


Since his English was so perfect, the awkwardness of his idiom made me smile. “Nothing to sneeze at, you mean?” Not at all.


And because he sat next to me casually wearing enough wealth to cover my wages for the next ten years, I took a gamble. “Know anyone with a few million francs to spare?”


Gilbert didn’t answer, not for a long moment. Instead, he sipped his coffee, steam swirling around his nose, which had a bump as though it had once been broken. Without meaning to, I leaned forward for his response.


“I might be able to help you. Do you know my uncle, Michel de Gênet?” He waggled a finger under my nose. “Oh, you’re frowning. That must mean you’ve had to deal with him, non?”


Blinking, I regained my composure. “I’ve met him.” Ah. It explained why he had been outside the Opéra—to meet with his nephew. “I worked with him on the roof for Qualité.”


Gilbert looked blank for a moment before snapping his fingers. “Ah, oui. I hadn’t realized that was Gustave Eiffel.” A small moue of discontent ran over his face before melting back into a sly smile. “Then you’ve had experience with his very particular—how should I say? His attention to detail.”


Unable to hide my smile, I nodded. “I ended up with at least fifteen designs before it was all said and done.”


“Michel is fastidious in all he does. He demands that everyone in his life be just as uncompromising.” Perhaps Gilbert sensed my disbelief, because he leaned closer as though I were sharing a secret. “You don’t believe that?”


The last thing I ought to have done was cast aspersions on this man’s uncle, but it was too much of a struggle to hold back. “I know he’s involved in a lot of charity work—”


“The Society for Organizing Charitable Relief and Repressing Mendacity.” Gilbert said it with a prim tone that wasn’t matched with the twinkle in his eye.


That was the name. As chaste and self-righteous as I’d remembered. “And yet, I saw him at the Palais Garnier.”


“Oui, but not for any perverse reason. He needed me to do something for him. He rarely attends performances.”


After another bite of crème brûlée, I was direct. “I beg your pardon. I misunderstood the situation entirely.”


Gilbert readjusted in his chair. “However, you were in the foyer.”


“To bring my cousin home safely. Why were you there?”


He flashed his charming smile. “Let’s just say it was for similar reasons. Please don’t criticize; Michel does that enough.”


“But it must be your choice who you spend time with.”


“That’s what I used to believe, as well. But when his son died five years ago, Michel took over my life. I’m his only nephew, so no matter if I had plans to be a journalist; I had to adjust to suit him.”


Poor fellow, made heir to a fortune. No. I was incapable of mustering an ounce of sympathy. On the other hand, access to some of that fortune would certainly make my life more comfortable, especially if I could entice him to invest in Eiffel’s tower.


In his face, real annoyance flashed, and then he shrugged—that quintessential Gallicism I’d never mastered. “Now I study ledgers and stocks. It’s very boring to me, but I learned. I’m materialistic enough to know how to butter my bread. Am I correct?”


Finishing off my dessert—my very proper, terribly dull dessert—I shook my head. “How your bread is buttered, but I comprehended your meaning.”


He pouted for a half second. “I hoped I’d impress you with my command of your language, and now that’s twice I was wrong.”


“I’m impressed, Monsieur Duhais, believe me. It’s unusual to find someone in Paris so conversant in English.” Speaking in my own language was a luxury.


Once more, that sanguine smile wreathed his face. Offering me a cigarette, which I declined, he blew out a long stream of smoke after lighting his own. “I spent nearly two years in England prowling for backers for a British branch of Qualité.” He sat back and picked at a nonexistent piece of fluff on his trousers.


“You’d never imagine the dull people I had to investigate.” Back teeth grinding, he raised narrowed eyes, looking vexed again. Gilbert rubbed the butcher paper with his open palm and blinked away emotion. “But it was good for me to be away from Paris, as I’d suffered a bit of a broken heart.” He inhaled through his nose and smiled once again.


I swallowed, lump in my throat. Compassionate murmuring wasn’t my forte. It also reminded me that for all his engaging chatter, this man hadn’t run into me by accident.


“You have my sympathy on that count, but please know that Mademoiselle Blancmaison would never—”


He cut me off with a sudden fierceness that made me sit back. “I will not speak of Aurélie Blancmaison with you.” He lifted his top hat and ran his fingers through silky hair, exhaling.


The conversation I thought we were having careened off its tracks like a runaway locomotive. My dessert caught like toffee somewhere in my ribs, leaving me the distinct sensation of heartburn.


He drummed the table with such an intense stare that the hair on the back of my neck rose in anticipation. “I met your father there. In London. What are the chances?” He studied my face for a reaction. “He’s a rich man. Why don’t you ask him for the money? In fact, this would be the most opportune time, wouldn’t it?”


My father? Scalding shock boiled my skin. I fumbled in my waistcoat for my own case of cigarettes, needing something to steady myself.


“He said if I could find you, to tell you he was sorry for Annabeth. I hope it makes sense to you?” For a single instant, Gilbert’s smile lost its charm, though I might have imagined it under the circumstances.


Pushing back my chair so it scraped against the concrete flooring, I tipped my bowler, shaking. I would not discuss my sister Annabeth or her death with anyone, hadn’t said her name out loud in years, and didn’t care what that cold-blooded bastard who fathered us had to say about her.


Without grace, I dug into my pockets for coins to cover my bill and dropped them on the table.


Face melting into concern, he covered his mouth, wide-eyed, and stood along with me. “Bon soirée, Monsieur Duhais.” My voice cracked.


Gilbert scrambled behind me and clutched at my arm. “Wait, Mr. Tighe. I beg your pardon. Let me apologize.”


Not wishing to cause a scene, I stopped, my throat tightening further.


“I thought it was nice news. You must believe me.” Regret pulled his mouth down at the corner.


Biting down on the inside of my cheek to keep my emotions hidden, I waved away his concern. I needed a moment to push Annabeth back where she slept. Back down deep where I didn’t have to visualize her crumpled body when they pulled her from the River Ouse. The day I left England for good.


My breathing was rough; my chest ached. From experience, I cupped my hand over my mouth and held air for five seconds, and then ten, until the dizziness passed. Damn him. It had been years since I’d felt that stifling anxiety that had plagued my youth.


But Gilbert Duhais was relentless in his apologies. His feet kept the rhythm of mine as they slapped against the road. “He seemed eager for you to reach out to him. I had no idea it would cause this sort of upset.”


I stopped short. With more passion than I meant to summon, I said, “The only news I care to ever learn about him is to find out that he’s died—in writhing agony, if there’s any justice in the world—so I can raise a glass in celebration.”


A deep crevice split the skin over the concerned dark gaze. “His other son is dead, did you know?”


Pieces fell into place. That must have been what Lem Bryant referred to in his letter. Harry, dead. Not that I knew the boy. A young man he’d be now. Years ago, I’d seen him walking through town with his nanny. I’d spoken with him exactly one time. When he was thirteen or so he’d approached me, asked if the rumors about my paternity were true. I told him they were. He replied it didn’t make me his brother, not really. I didn’t count.


Our father had already made that very clear.


“I’m gratified to hear it.” The words were unbidden, but I couldn’t take them back. And they were true. Not because of Harry; he was the product of his upbringing, and I didn’t care about him one way or another.


I was pleased that the Earl of Rawcliffe had lost the only child who mattered to him.


Gilbert leaned back on his heels, blinking hard. He tipped his hat as if to release me, and I hurried back into the refuge of inconspicuousness, desperate not to reopen any more wounds.
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Usually, I meandered to the cabaret, strolling leisurely down anonymous side streets still not important enough to be lit with electric streetlamps, making circuits to ensure that there was no chance of being followed. Tonight, my heart pounding in my throat, I attempted only two diversions before heading straight to the one place I could be my true self, where I didn’t have to lie about what sort of preferences I had.


The premises were nondescript by design. An establishment catering to gentlemen who preferred the company of other gentlemen might be legal due to a loophole in the Napoleonic Code but also might not hold up well to police scrutiny.


Which is why the owner, my friend Jody, paid a generous sum to the gendarmerie to keep them from conducting any raids without prior notice.


In the basement of a three-story building of flats owned by Jody, there was a dark door, which may have been brown or may have been dark red. It would take daylight to know for sure.


A woman emerged from the stairs, and I had to move out of her way or she would have run into me. “Excusez-moi, monsieur.” Her words ended on a sob.


I squinted into the darkness. “Charlotte? Are you all right?”


Jody’s sister hadn’t been around much lately—though I suppose I hadn’t, either. But she knew me well enough to call me by my name. We’d been on the periphery of each other’s lives for years now. But either she didn’t hear me or ignored me, and I shrugged. There was enough on my mind.


Hurrying down the steps, I rubbed my hands together with anxiety. The ten-minute walk up toward Montmartre—to say nothing of the ghastly conversation with Gilbert Duhais—had made me break a sweat.


I slipped inside a door that led toward a row of flats that belonged to people who had given up hope for Lent twenty years prior. But down the same hall, behind the third door on the left, lay my Eden, carnally decadent and pulsing with life.


The Green Carnation.


With dark walls covered in deep green stripes, the cabaret was cavelike, the lights low. This neighborhood lost most of its gas in the evenings when more well-off neighbors were at home and using more than their share.


My fists unclenched, and my guts untangled as I inhaled the smoky maleness of the place. The cabaret was crowded, full of men from all walks of life, some in evening clothes, but most dressed more casually like me. All around was vibrant chaos; drinking, laughing, even a pale-faced man in the corner crying, poor bastard.


In front of the far wall stood a crude wooden stage transformed into something magical through clever use of papier-mâché and gold paint. It was a fitting backdrop for Victoire, whose magenta silk gown should have clashed violently with her auburn hair, but she had the charisma to pull it off—and to look like an aristocrat on an evening’s lark while she was at it.


She was mid-song, one of her favorites lamenting the broken heart of a woman whose lover had left her—presumably pregnant—after a whirlwind affair. I didn’t care for it. Similar scenarios were too common for the women in my life, and I knew better than most that the stark reality wasn’t poetic.


Accompanying her was an accordionist, and Victoire’s guitar was propped behind her. She lifted one of her long, black-gloved hands and blew me a kiss over the heads of twenty or so men dancing. It was like a mother’s tender stroke across my cheek.


Or at least what I imagined that would be like. Mine had died just before my second birthday.


“Fini.” Jody always called me the French word for “finished,” teasing me because I did my best to live up to it, ending any attachment before it became one.


His brawny arm festooned with naval insignia from years as a sailor squeezed my shoulders. He snatched off my hat and rubbed until my hair stood straight up.


Fixing it with a sigh, I moved to the bar, waving at Laurent, the barkeep and cabaret’s manager, vivacious and handsome in tight trousers and white shirt that contrasted attractively with his dark skin. I indicated four fingers instead of my usual two.


Brandy poured; he pushed it across the smooth wood into my waiting hand—a hand that trembled as it raised the rim for a swallow. I drank it neat and put it down for a refill.


“Is everything all right?” Laurent leaned his elbows on the bar. I nodded from habit.


“Aurélie’s well?” Jody asked. My friends’ concern warmed my belly like the brandy, hitting all at once.


“I… uh… yes. We’re both managing.” Even I heard the hitch in my voice.


The two of them shared a look, and Jody forced me to a stool, placing his swarthy hands on my knees, mouth so close I could smell the anise and wormwood of his worst vice. He forced my chin up and looked into my eyes, concern pouring out of his so expressly I had to shut my own.


“Where’s the cocky Englishman we all adore? What’s happened?”


I bristled at the intimation that I was arrogant. I was cautious, that’s all.


He pulled back, bulging muscular arms folded over his chest. A gold hoop dangled from each ear, like a pirate. He leaned in as to drop a kiss on each cheek as usual, but I drew away. My emotions were too raw, too close to the surface. A smattering of well-intentioned sympathy might be my undoing. Jody smirked and went back behind the bar to pour another drink and push it my way.


I shook my head because I ought to, not because I meant it.


“Medicinal, frère. You never looked so damn pale in your life, even with that fine English rose complexion.” He stroked my cheek with a rough finger. He was one of the few people whom I allowed to touch me like that.


Jody had been my first lover. Perhaps I had been old at twenty-two to have never kissed anyone—male or female. But when I stepped off the boat from England, I was wounded and broken. I needed human comfort or else I’d have died.


He taught me how to find release. And to give it. And God damn, I needed it tonight. And Jody was comfortable, though I already knew I’d never allow myself to love anyone after losing Annabeth. After six months together, he woke me up one morning and told me I’d break his heart when I finally decided to leave him, so he was kicking me out before I got bored.


We remained friends, occasionally falling into bed if the timing was right. It might be tonight. I needed something to anesthetize the excruciating memories Gilbert Duhais awoke so carelessly.


Jody pushed his hand over my thick hair. His own scalp was smooth as a newborn’s. “What’s happened?”


By now, the third brandy did its job. Strong. I was strong again. And engulfed in rage toward Gilbert Duhais for reminding me of all the things I’d never had and so desperately wished for. I lifted off my seat, but calm hands pushed me back down with a soothing shhh.


Jody cupped my chin, and I inhaled sharply. He’d kiss me next, and I could spend an hour or more—or less—and enjoy the touch of humanity I craved. I could go back to the real world refreshed, hungover or not, and continue putting one foot in front of the other for another stretch of time until the next bloody crisis.


I hovered on the threshold of control and release. Exhaled. “Nothing to trouble yourself about.” I squeezed his arm. “I just heard news about my family, and I need to digest it.”


“Family?” Jody narrowed his eyes. “Did you have any family other than your sister?”


I hid my face in my glass and waved my hand. How could I go for days not remembering that I’d even had a sister and then feel Annabeth’s loss so keenly, like it was a fresh wound?


One drunken evening, years before, I’d told Jody how she’d died. He’d cried with me, and then he’d promised he’d never mention her again. That he’d done it tonight was proof I must have appeared as wildly out of sorts as I felt.


“My father, actually.” It scraped at my insides to call that fils de pute something so familial, but Jody didn’t press.


Victoire, however, had no qualms. Hurrying over once her song was over, she squeezed my face between her two hands. “Darling, you look like someone’s just ripped you open.” She kissed me on the lips, no doubt leaving them nearly as rouged as her own. “Not that you don’t look as edible as ever, you scoundrel. One of these days you’ll realize you’ve loved me all along and make an honest woman out of me.”


She loved to tease, did Victoire, even knowing that the frocks and powders that made her feel like her true self were the strongest reason we’d never even shared a lover’s kiss. Her perfect femininity was beautiful and charming—and did nothing to raise my pulse. But she always brought the edges of my mouth into a hint of a smile.


“Fin’s heard something from his father.” Laurent scooted Victoire’s crystal glass her way, replenished.


“I didn’t know you had a father. I just assumed you rose from the waves, fully formed, clad in nothing but foam and a seashell.” Victoire laughed at her own absurdity and licked her tongue along the edge of her mouth for an errant drop of brandy.


“I don’t. Not in any true sense.” And to keep from discussing him, I launched into an explanation of Gilbert Duhais and how he’d cornered me at the café.


“And he’s attractive, this Duhais?” Laurent waggled his eyebrows lasciviously.
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