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HONG KONG, 1880

Trouble walked in around midnight. She was swaying on her feet from too much champagne and had a man on each arm, though neither seemed to interest her much. Phin was leaning against the wall, nursing a glass of brandy and the beginning of a headache. He watched as her eyes skimmed the crowd. The line of red paper lanterns strung across the threshold shed a bloody light over her white-blond hair. When she spotted him, she smiled.

Loose ends, he thought blackly. A man could hang himself with them.

He handed off the brandy to a passing servant, a Chinese girl with a face as round as the moon. She balanced the tray high on her fingertips as she moved toward the exit, and he found his eyes following the glass, envying the way it coasted over the heads of the guests. A neat escape. Christ, he wanted out of Hong Kong. Every society luminary was in attendance tonight, save the governor and the American consul. As soon as he’d noted their absence, he’d known the arrest was imminent. His job here was done, no reason to linger. But Ridland had forbidden him to sail until tomorrow evening. The man was out to prove something to him. What matters is the results, Granville. Take some pride in your work; you’ve a goddamned talent.

Pride, Phin mused. He wondered if a dog took pride in heeling to its master. The chain at his throat was tight enough that he saw no need to learn to like it; it would tighten or loosen at Ridland’s direction, whether or not he saw fit to lick the man’s hand. And if results were all that mattered, he should be gone by now. There would be other agents hereabouts, as ignorant of his identity as he was of theirs, tasked to handle the aftermath. It was not his business to watch the consequences unfold.

He glanced across the room. Miss Masters was coming straight toward him, maneuvering boldly between couples who twirled like puppets to the musicians’ bidding. His brief flirtation with her had turned into a grave mistake. In the end, he hadn’t required her. Limit complications—that was his policy. Alas, he had started to realize that, in this case, his policy was the problem. Miss Masters was not accustomed to being abandoned by erstwhile suitors, and the novelty seemed to intrigue her.

As he watched, her advance overwhelmed her companions. First one, then the other, was knocked away by collisions with waltzing pairs. She seemed to take no notice. That obliviousness had probably served her well, till now. With Gerard Collins for a stepfather, she would not benefit from too much insight. The things she might learn would trouble her beauty sleep.

But the featherbrain was about to awaken into a strange new world. Once Collins was in custody, her admirers would scatter like rats from a stripped corpse. Her mother would probably try to leap out a window. Both women would learn, very quickly, what it felt like to have one’s choices torn away. He saw no good outcome for them; the mother’s family did not speak to her, and neither woman had a marketable skill. Their beauty would sell, of course, but it would not survive a few rough handlings.

The thoughts darkened Phin’s mood beyond repair. A veal calf in yoke, worrying for two lambs led to slaughter: it made for little more than a very bad joke. The women were not his concern, and flogging himself for what he could not prevent would profit neither them nor him. He turned and walked out.

Laughter and squeals swarmed the front hall. He shouldered without caution through careless elbows and dark-suited shoulders, making for a darkened corridor where lamps flickered dimly in windows left open to the humid breeze. Hong Kong was glossy and green, fragrant with flowers after the evening storm; the whole damned city smelled like a debutante.

“Mr. Monroe!”

She had followed him? Phin turned. She paused a few feet away, beneath an archway of red and black tiles; how she’d moved so quickly in that gown, he had no idea. It was tight and narrow, deeply bustled at the back, a sky blue silk that was probably meant to match her eyes. A mistake, in his opinion. Her eyes were such an unlikely hue that they really needed no complement. Paired with the silk, they took on a brilliance that seemed almost outré.

He could see why Hong Kong society disagreed on the question of her beauty. Her coloring did border on the freakish. “Good evening,” he said to her.

“Mr. Monroe,” she repeated, stepping forward. Her voice was breathless and distinctly triumphant, as if his name were the answer to a puzzle that had vexed her for some time. A drop of sweat curled down the delicate line of her collarbone; its progress riveted him. He had no idea why his body had the bad taste to be fascinated by hers. She looked breakable, and he was not a small man. “How does the evening treat you?” she asked. “Surely you don’t mean to retire so soon?”

He mustered a smile. “It treats me very well,” he said. “And, no, I was only going to fetch something from my rooms.” He paused, giving her an opportunity to excuse herself. Of course, she did not take it. “And you, Miss Masters? You looked to be enjoying yourself.”

“Oh, thank you very much! I was enjoying myself. Happy as a clam at high water. But as I was telling my English friends . . .” She glanced over her shoulder, as if only now realizing that she’d left them behind in the ballroom. Turning to face him again, she somehow managed to trip. The little hop she made in recovery brought her stumbling into his chest.

He caught her by the forearms. She smelled like a distillery, and as her eyes widened, they caught him like a fist in the gut. Such an odd shade. He would not argue with her beauty, but he preferred a woman to look like one. With her white-blond hair and huge eyes and petite figure, Miss Masters more closely resembled a porcelain doll. Alas, she could not behave like one. Dolls were mute; she chattered incessantly. He knew a way to silence that mouth.

Christ. The girl made his brain misfire. He set her away from him more forcefully than the instance required. “Have a care,” he said.

She arched a silvery brow. “A care for what?”

For falling on men in darkened hallways. For placing your hopes in a stranger. “For your balance. Stumble in front of company, and people might decide you’re intoxicated.”

“Oh, dear.” Her lashes batted. “Is that not allowed?”

He sighed. Even had circumstances not conspired against her, she would have managed to ruin herself eventually. Her little society world was perfumed and creamy, but it had its rules, and she grew increasingly rash in breaking them. “I don’t think there’s a law against it, no.” His mouth had gone dry; he paused to clear his throat. Good God, this headache was ill timed. Her glance flickered up, and he realized he was rubbing his temple. Come to think of it, this headache had something in common with her: they both grew more irksome by the moment. What had he been saying? Ah, yes. “But you wouldn’t want others to think you intemperate by nature.”

The officiousness of his tone belatedly struck him. She had a knack for inciting such asinine behavior. She was artless in the way of children or puppies; watching her, one found oneself braced for an accident. Puppies got stepped on; children fell from windowsills; Miss Masters was dancing at the edge of a cliff, and no one, not her wan, withdrawn mother or even her tyrannical bastard of a stepfather, cared to leash her.

She was protesting. “But that is so unfair, Mr. Monroe! I drink nothing but champagne, which is very respectable indeed. And if I’ve had a bit too much—why, then it’s only to anesthetize my boredom with the company!”

He laughed despite himself. Occasionally, he came near to being convinced that she was having everyone on with this empty-headed routine. Certainly, from another woman, the remark would have served a masterful set-down to his pomposity.

But no, she smiled along with him, sunny and vacant, ignorant of her success as a wit. “Unless you propose to entertain me?” As her eyes dropped to his mouth, his laughter died. She had better watch out. “Oh,” she said softly, “Mr. Monroe—you have such lovely lips.”

And then she launched herself at him.

At first, he was too surprised to resist. She was forward, yes, but he hadn’t expected a seduction. Not that this was seduction, precisely—she grabbed his hair and pulled down his head with all the subtlety of a crank. Her lips banged into his so forcefully that he anticipated the taste of blood. He pulled back in simple self-preservation, and she followed him, her breasts pressing hot and soft into his chest. The small, breathless noise that burst from her lips bypassed his brain and went straight to his balls.

No. He was not going to kiss her back. She was a reckless, harebrained child, and if he dreamed of her, it was only from boredom.

She opened her mouth and he felt the wetness of her tongue. He took her by the elbows, intending to push her away, but her skin, so astonishingly soft, scattered his intentions. He stroked his thumb down her arm, just to make sure that he wasn’t mistaken, that it really was as smooth as his midnight thoughts had suggested. She moaned encouragement. God save him, but no doll had ever made such a noise. And she was twenty, not a girl.

To hell with it. His mouth opened on hers. She tasted of champagne and strawberries. Her small body, so sweetly curved, pressed against his. The top of his head seemed to lift off. Sweet, so much sweeter than he had expected; she was sinuous as a flame, writhing against him. Her hands pressed into his shoulders, persuading him to step back against the wall. She needed a lesson in subtlety; she needed to be taught some truths about the world, quickly, before the morrow came. He would be glad to teach them. It would be a favor to her—

What the hell am I doing?

He thrust her away, breathing hard. She stumbled backward, and his idiotic hands reached out to catch her; he balled them into fists and made himself wait.

She caught her balance against the opposite wall. Her breasts rose and fell rapidly; her eyes were wide. “Dance with me, Mr. Monroe?”

Good God. He ran a hand over his face, up into his hair. She had no sense whatsoever. That, or rejection was simply unfathomable to her. He sought for some remark that would recall her to propriety, assuming she even knew the meaning of the word. But his body mocked him and his brain felt like sludge. He settled for, “I beg your pardon?”

“My friends from England were complaining of how poorly Americans dance.” She reached up to finger the diamond teardrop dangling from her ear. She had recovered herself now; her manner was perfectly casual, as if she hadn’t just given him a taste of her tongue. “I simply cannot agree. I dance very well, and I feel sure you do, too. Shan’t we prove it? For America, sir!”

Perhaps he was wrong to underestimate her. Certainly, to his continued astonishment, he was a damned fool to overestimate himself. “I don’t think that would be wise.”

She frowned. “Why not? Because I kissed you?”

He glanced down the hallway. “Precisely, Miss Masters.” At this rate, someone was going to catch them together. That was the last thing he needed. Maybe a bit of plain speaking would serve where manners had not. “Unless you have a burning desire to be fucked against a wall.”

The image those words conjured made his own voice hoarsen, but the language did not seem to register with her. “Well, I would never wish to do such a thing in a ballroom,” she said, and took his arm.

He should have used a more genteel word; it was clear that she hadn’t taken his meaning. Or maybe she’d taken it all too well, for her grip was strong, as though the last shred of maidenly decorum had abandoned her. Either way, she was a force of chaos, and her insanity was contagious; he was letting her tow him down the corridor toward the ballroom. He felt thoroughly light-headed.

A dance, then. Simple enough. He could keep his hands to himself for one dance, even if he had to bite off his tongue to distract himself. It wasn’t as if he actually had anything to fetch from his rooms. And God knew, if he tried to act on the pretense, she’d probably follow him into his bed.

The music came spilling out to greet them, much louder than before. Aggressively loud, in fact. He found himself flinching from the clamor as she drew him inside. The current set was concluding. She said something, but he could not make it out. Why was he humoring her? His head ached. She was needless temptation, pretty flesh wrapped around a brain filled with air; there was nothing in her for him but a whole lot of trouble.

The dancers were parting ways. The next set was soon to begin. She turned to him expectantly. When he did not immediately extend his hand, she reached for it. He realized something was wrong when he couldn’t feel her fingers.

He drew a breath, and the floor rocked beneath his feet.

He staggered backward, dimly registering a collision. A cry. The world disassembled, then swam back together. Miss Masters was mouthing something. It felt like twin screws were being forced into his temples. God in heaven. Was this some new variation on malaria?

The girl’s face grew very large. Leaning toward him, that was all. He struggled to focus. Her visage faded in and out. God, he was cold. “Are you all right?” That was what she was asking.

As darkness washed over him again, he realized that malaria did not strike so suddenly. The image of the brandy flashed through his mind, the glass gliding away from him, its contents sloshing. Half full. Only half. “No,” he managed. He was not all right.

He’d been poisoned.

*  *  *

He fell forward, straight into Mina’s arms. His chin slammed into her nose, pain, good Lord, she actually saw stars, and then his chin was settling onto her shoulder. It took a moment, through the shock, to work out what was happening: she’d caught him beneath the arms, quite by accident. He was too tall and too heavy; his knees were buckling. He was going to pull them both to the ground.

She leapt away. He plummeted, face-first. His head bounced against the floor with an awful crack that promised blood. She stared down at him. A few feet away, someone screamed. Silken trains hissed across the floor, ladies whirling to gawk. For three weeks, she had been waiting for Phineas Monroe to fall at her feet. But he had proved to be unnaturally graceful, immune to gravity and flirtation both. Naturally, when he finally succumbed, he did it in the most vexing fashion imaginable. For all his charms, he was, after all, a man.

Dimly, she registered the faltering of the orchestra. That was fine with her. Their Beethoven had sounded a bit tart; only the cellist really deserved a hearing, his bow flowing down the strings like honey off a spoon. She sank to her knees as people began to crowd in around her. “Drunk,” someone guessed, but Monroe had seemed sober enough to her, although he was out cold now; a pat to the face could not rouse him.

Her hand lingered on his jaw a bit longer than necessary. She was tempted to touch the cleft in his chin. His lashes lay against his cheeks, unusually long, all the more striking given that his face was so starkly masculine. Her attraction to him, at least, was not feigned. But she liked him better with his eyes open. They stayed on hers when she spoke, which was a novelty.

She rose and stepped back. That her concern felt genuine made her a little anxious. More and more, she was confusing her hopes for him. He did not snap at servants, and he had saved her once from a very unpleasant interlude with Bonham, but that might mean nothing; she hadn’t been able to tell whether his well-timed entrance was by accident or design. And in the past week, he’d seemed increasingly aloof, distant and curt with her.

She should not allow herself to care. It was asking for trouble.

“My goodness!” A hand crept around her elbow. Jane’s face was pale beneath her crown of chestnut ringlets. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

She sighed. Collins had hired Jane for Mina’s sixteenth birthday. A young lady needs a traveling companion, he’d said. The friendship that had grown between them in these last four years was her most treasured possession, and also, occasionally, her greatest inconvenience. Jane never failed to see through her like a window, and she had cautioned Mina, more than once, against Monroe’s charms. You don’t know the man. Don’t be indiscreet. “He fell onto my nose,” Mina said. “It hurts.”

Jane’s hazel eyes narrowed. “Let me see.” She took Mina by the chin, turning her face. People were crushing in around them now; elbows knocked into Mina’s side, passing feet pulled at her skirts. It was rather novel, to be pushed past without a second glance. She let herself be rocked by the crowd; keeping her balance was like a game. “It looks intact,” Jane decided. “A bit pink. What ails him? Is he dead?”

Mina shook her head. She had felt his breath, hot against her neck, as she clutched him. It had sent a lovely sensation down her spine—perhaps that was why she hadn’t reacted immediately. He kissed splendidly, even better than she’d hoped. But his vocabulary was filthy. Why had he talked to her that way? What had she done to alter his attitude? It irritated her that he had the power to make her worry over it. He was only a friend of her stepfather’s.

Dr. Sullivan’s son shoved past them, jostling them into each other. They turned to follow his progress. He crouched beside Monroe, his fingers reaching for the man’s pulse.

“I should go find Mr. Collins,” Jane murmured.

“Try the card room.” After he’d terrorized Mina’s mother into retiring, he’d ensconced himself at the poker table, where admirers queued to greet him like peons before a king. Every time she passed the card room’s open doors, he winked at her and blew a smoke ring, as if inviting her to congratulate him for his popularity. The effort to laugh for him was scraping her throat raw.

“All right. I’ll just be a moment.” Jane looped her skirts over one wrist and glided away. Mina now found herself the lone spot of color in a sea of broad, dark backs. The gentlemen had closed ranks around Monroe, and the hubbub was taking on a strident tone, each man deploying his loudest, most authoritative, most positively manly voice.

“Move back—”

“Loosen his tie—”

“Is he breathing?”

“Collins’s guest, ain’t he?”

“Hot to the touch—”

Mr. Bonham shouldered through the crowd. When he saw her, he gave her one of his peculiar smiles. She had never seen him smile at anyone else that way. Did he think it attractive? It looked as if he were trying to suck his lips down his throat. She could not smile back. If Mr. Monroe was seriously ill, everything would be ruined.

Dr. Sullivan’s son rose, his bright red hair catching her attention. “Breathing,” he announced, and the gathering sighed.

She went up on tiptoe for a better view. Ten years of her life for two more inches: this was the trade she’d offered God at thirteen, but he had ignored her completely.

Through the forest of shoulders, she saw Mr. Bonham kneel. He lifted Monroe’s head by his dark brown hair and took a sniff. “Too much to drink,” he drawled. “Or perhaps . . .” He looked up, finding her. His leering grew so tedious. “Perhaps he was simply overwhelmed by Miss Masters’s beauty.”

A laugh swept the crowd. Eyes turned toward her from all directions. Several gentlemen who’d been crowding her now found their discourtesy made conspicuous; they took quick steps away and a circle of space opened around her, the better for the crowd’s examination. Inspected like a prize pig on fair day. She felt the urge to cross her eyes and screw up her face.

But at the center of so much attention, she had no choice but to smile. Mr. Bonham took this as a good sign for himself; his own smile widened, baring teeth. He was ambitious and moneyed, a self-made man; in the colonies, this was not a mark against him, and society beauties were expected to flutter in his presence. Had Mina known nothing more of him, she might have done so authentically. He was slim and elegant, with the long white fingers of an artist and hair of deepest black. A banker’s talents, and the face of a poet; his sea-green eyes set the ladies to whispering such nonsense when he passed.

But she had cause to know other things about his nature. His hands ranged more freely than an octopus’s arms. His lips tasted like gutter water. He had a soft heart for the street dogs that gathered outside his gates every evening, but he slapped his servants with the same smile he wore when he fed the strays. He had partnered with her stepfather in a coca plantation in Ceylon, and now he wanted to marry her to boot. She had no opinion on the former, but the latter made her light-headed with panic.

She did not allow herself to dwell on it. She was not Mama; she would not sit around weeping and wringing her hands. Action was the answer, and the man currently napping on the ground was meant to help. Mr. Monroe also wanted to do business with Collins. He was American by birth and wholly Irish by blood, an advantage that Bonham—born to an English father in Singapore—could not rival. Moreover, if he won Collins’s favor, or was caught kissing Mina in dark hallways, she rather thought Bonham would lose interest in her. His pride would demand it.

She took advantage of all the eyes on her. “It might be typhoid. Or cholera? What do you think?”

At the mere suggestion of contagion, the gathering began to disperse. Bonham did not move, but his regard narrowed on her. Like Collins, he had a talent for recognizing the subtler forms of insubordination.

A hand closed over her arm. Collins pulled her around with the same carelessness he would use to turn a puppy by its scruff. “What happened?” he asked as his bloodshot eyes slid to the spot where Monroe’s long body lay.

She thought it was rather evident what had happened, but Collins often asked questions merely for the pleasure of being answered. “He collapsed, sir,” she said.

“Collapsed? Without warning?”

It was rare to hear the brogue in his voice; he must have been drinking quite heavily in the card room. Usually he sounded more American than she, whose diction had been addled by a childhood spent traveling the world and a parade of English governesses handpicked by her mother.

She spoke very carefully. “He did look a bit flushed.” Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Jane approaching, two burly servants in tow. “If you like, I’ll see that he’s settled into his room.”

Bonham rose. “Perhaps it would be wiser to take him to the infirmary in Aberdeen. Miss Masters is right, after all; he may be infectious.”

Mina traded a glance with Jane, who shook her head the barest fraction. Not difficult to guess what would happen to Monroe in the hospital. Bonham did not like competition for her stepfather’s favors; he would make sure one of the nurses confused her medicines.

With a light touch to Collins’s arm, she said, “I would be glad to attend to him, Father.”

He generally liked it when she called him that, but tonight, in the wake of his fight with her mother, he could not be pleased. He shook off her hand. “Can’t understand what happened to him,” he growled. “Seemed fine earlier, eh?”

“Take him to his quarters,” Jane said to the servants.

“Hold,” said Bonham, and gave Jane a sharp look. “With such a sudden attack, the hospital will be better for him. If he’s contagious—”

Mina pitched her voice louder. “Why, Mr. Bonham, I am shocked! Mr. Monroe is our guest. Surely you’ll agree that it’s our Christian duty to care for him.”

Her strategy worked brilliantly: Collins swelled up like an affronted rooster. He swept the gathering with a fierce glare, daring anyone to challenge his hospitality. “Mina is right,” he said. “My household doesn’t turn away a guest in need. Bonham, if you want to be of use, fetch Dr. Sullivan.”

“Of course,” Bonham murmured, and sketched a shallow bow.

“He’s down in Little Hong Kong,” Dr. Sullivan’s son said. “Called to Mrs. Harlock’s childbed.”

“Well, send a boy, then. And someone strike up the music.” Collins turned away, finished with the matter of Monroe. So long as there was liquor available, and cards to be played, he would postpone his sympathy.

As the servants gathered up Monroe’s limp body, Jane took Mina’s elbow. “Mr. Bonham will not like this,” she murmured. “Are you certain you wish to risk offending him?”

Mina nodded, although the question was misjudged. It was not a risk, not when there was no other choice.



Chapter Two


[image: Images]

Only the faintest light shone from beneath her mother’s door, but Mina knew better than to knock. The handle moved soundlessly beneath her palm. Harriet Collins was curled up in the window seat, her legs tucked beneath her, her face turned toward the night sky. Her blond hair fell loose over one shoulder, exposing the slim line of her throat and the softness of her jaw. She looked very young, sitting there in her nightgown. She looked very nearly like the reflection Mina saw in the mirror every morning.

She crossed her fingers in reflex. Never. She would never look so crushed, and all for the sake of pleasing a man. Such love interested her not at all.

Some small noise must have betrayed her entrance, for Mama spoke. “Have the guests gone, then?”

The question made her frown. It was not even midnight. She glanced at the mantel, and found a bare space where the clock had been. A quick search discovered it facedown by the wardrobe, shattered glass all around.

She looked quickly back to Mama’s face, but it appeared unmarked. “No, not yet.” She pulled the door closed. The latch was well oiled and made no sound. Everything in this house was well tended, expensive, and ornate, the better to illustrate Collins’s standing. In that regard, she and Mama were no different from the silk rug that cushioned her feet. “Not for a few hours yet.”

“What?” Mama turned. Her eyes were reddened from crying. “Then what are you doing here? Go back into company. You play the hostess in my absence. And, my goodness, your hair! Have Jane fix that, if you please!”

Startled, she reached up to touch her coiffure. A bejeweled pin dropped loose into her hand. She cast it onto the carpet, a reward for whoever swept up the glass. “No, I’ve retired for the night. Mr. Monroe took ill, and Mr. Collins asked me to care for him.”

Mama frowned. Clearly, she disapproved of the order, but she would not dare to contravene it. “All right, then.” She reached up to fiddle with the locket at her throat. Her voice was thin from crying; she sounded resigned. “What’s wrong with him? Have you sent for the doctor?”

“Yes, but it may take him some time to come. Apparently, Mrs. Harlock’s baby doesn’t want to be born.” As her mother tightened her wrapper, preparing to stand, she added hastily, “Jane is with him right now—there’s no need for you to attend.” Mama tended to frailty; if Monroe really was contagious, there was no call to expose her.

Mama settled back, relief on her face. “Good. I should have hated to risk running into a stray guest.” She hesitated, then held out an arm. “Come tell me about it, then. Quickly, before you go.”

This show of interest was heartening. More and more of late, Mama seemed to move in a daze, as though her mind had detached from her flesh. Mina sat down on the chintz cushion and gave her a smile. “Well, I was speaking to Mr. Monroe—”

“No, start at the beginning. Were you the most beautiful girl at the ball?”

She rolled her eyes. “Must that always be the first question you ask?”

“I like to begin with good news, darling.”

“Well . . .” Mina considered the question, for in Mama’s view, it was never only a matter of looks. Her gown was costlier than any other she’d seen. The pearls at her throat would have paid for five copies of Miss Morgan’s. And the gentlemen had flocked to her; she’d been hard-pressed to sit out a dance. “Yes, I believe so.”

Mama nodded. “Miss Kinnersley is not in attendance, then?”

Mina pulled a shocked face. The Kinnersleys had recently transferred from Rangoon, where the daughter had been the reigning beauty. “Why do you ask? Surely you don’t think her prettier than me?” She leaned forward, squinting into her mother’s face with mock concern. The lines at the corners of Mama’s eyes seemed to have deepened recently. All her creams and potions would be for naught, so long as Collins drove her to cry so regularly. “So young to require spectacles!”

Mama laughed. “Don’t be silly.”

“I can’t help it. I’m a very silly girl.”

“Is she here tonight?”

“Yes, she’s here.”

“And what is she wearing? With whom has she danced?”

Mina shrugged. “Why does it matter? Are we in competition?”

“It is always a competition.” Mama’s hand on Mina’s chin drew her face around. “A woman has only three assets to trade on. Her beauty, her breeding, and, if she is lucky—”

“—her fortune, yes, I know.” Mina pulled free. Her eyes fell on the abandoned clock. The glass glittered in the dim lamplight, pretty as diamonds. No wonder people were often fooled by paste. “You’ve only told me a thousand times.”

“Well.” Mama shrugged. “In the third department, you’re outmatched, and you mustn’t forget it. That’s all I mean.”

If she had a penny for every time Mama had reminded her, she’d be wealthy by now and free to do as she liked, rather than primping herself like a prize at auction. “A pity Mr. Bonham doesn’t see it that way.”

Mama sighed. “I know you’ve gotten off on the wrong foot, but he’s a very likely gentleman, Mina. And he takes a very strong interest in you.”

Not in me, she wanted to say. In her face and figure? Of course. But she knew better than to say it. Mama would not have acknowledged a difference. Mama thought American girls terribly forward. A young lady is not meant to trade on her opinions. She could not understand the license New York society permitted its daughters. In England, a girl does not consort with gentlemen unchaperoned. It seemed that mothers made all the decisions in England, and what decisions they made were designed to crush the fun from life. If you had grown up in England, you would be drinking lemonade, not champagne. England sounded terribly tedious, and the girls there must be as boring as Sunday sermons.

The brief silence had allowed Mama to recall her troubles. She pressed her lips together and fumbled in her lap for her handkerchief.

“Did he throw the clock at you?” Mina asked softly.

Mama pressed the hankie to her eyes, then drew a hitching breath. “Of course not.”

“But he threw it, didn’t he?”

No response. Well, what did the specifics matter? If he’d thrown things away from her tonight, there was no guarantee that he wouldn’t adjust his aim tomorrow.

Mama’s shoulders trembled. The handkerchief muffled her sob.

Take her in your arms. But Mina’s muscles wouldn’t permit it. They balked and contracted like hardening clay. “I fear for you,” she said.

“Oh—” Mama cast down the handkerchief and came into her arms. She held still, feeling tears slip down her chest, under her bodice. Mama’s body shook with a grief that seemed too powerful for her frame. The cotton batiste of her nightgown disguised nothing; every bump and knob in her spine translated clearly to Mina’s fingertips. They were of a height and could wear each other’s dresses, but Mina always felt so much larger, so much more solid in comparison. It worried her, how fragile Mama felt.

She tightened her hold. The angle was terribly awkward, the two of them sitting side by side on the bench with their knees knocking. The tears soaking her bodice made her feel clammy, claustrophobic in her clothes. Mama could weep more copiously than the marble angels in the Rockefellers’ garden, the ones with the fountains hidden inside.

Her own impatience shamed her. She shifted a little, trying to make herself comfortable. But as she drew a breath to start the routine—reassurances (he did not mean it), denials (he will not leave you), promises (he will never leave you), for God’s sake all the manufactured optimism, the lies—she could not muster much feeling beyond exhaustion. You are not meant to cry in my arms, she thought. You are my mother. I am meant to cry in yours.

She tested herself. “It’s all right,” she murmured, and marveled at how kind her voice sounded. Yes, she could do it again, after all. “Shh. It’s all right.” She set her chin atop Mama’s head and stared out the window. White petals floated down from the camellia trees, eddying like snow in the moonlight. Down the mountain, along the path taken by the warm wind, the harbor lights were dying as Hong Kong settled to sleep. The sails in the bay rocked gently, like clusters of strange white flowers caught in the breeze.

The sight pulled something strange from her, cold and fragile as a strand of ice. Loneliness, perhaps. The champagne had left her mouth dry. She always hoped these nights would go differently. “Stop crying,” she whispered. “It will be fine.”

“No. It was a . . . horrible fight. He is so angry with me! Sometimes I think . . . he hates me.”

“Don’t be silly. Of course he doesn’t hate you.” She could not quite bring herself to finish the equation. She could not say, He loves you. It seemed too close to speaking well of him. “He’ll say he’s sorry soon enough.”

“Not this time. He means it, this time.”

She closed her eyes. So many times Mama had scared her with this sort of talk. Mina would lie awake with worry, fearing for their safety, envisioning all sorts of horrors for the morning to come: Mama’s eye blackened, her arm broken, Collins’s guards waiting to throw them onto the street. If only we had money, we would not need to worry. How awful it was to be helpless. On such nights, Jane tried to calm her, but it did not help, because Jane had family in New York who would care for her, and letters of reference and a profession, whereas she and Mama were as useless as those stupid Ming cups Mama collected. Tossed from the china cabinet, they would roll about aimlessly. Soon enough, someone would step on them.

“He will apologize,” Mina said. Certainly he would. It all looked very black right now, but experience had taught her better. Tomorrow she would go down to breakfast and find Mama and Collins smiling at each other. And later, in the hallway, Mama would draw her aside and whisper, He apologized, darling. He realizes how badly he behaved. He’s simply mortified by it. We’ll forget it ever happened. Apologies cost nothing, so Collins found them very easy to give.

Perhaps he shouldn’t even be blamed for it. If a woman’s broken trust could be healed with a few words, then maybe he was right to think it worth nothing at all.

She swallowed her anger. It felt as though it was directed at Mama, which made no sense, like wanting to kick a puppy.

Mama spoke in halting jerks. “I don’t even know what I did.”

“You did nothing.” Collins criticized her for the strangest things. Your long face is depressing me. Or God above, can you not make ten words of intelligent conversation? Always it started with something trivial. But these inconsequential complaints seemed to trigger something in him; very quickly, his rage inflated. And her mother, who as a young widow had led a string of admirers by their noses through the grandest ballrooms in New York, could do nothing but cower before him and make herself sick with apologies. I am sorry, I did not mean to, I did not think I was being so, I never intended to—

“Unless . . .” Mama drew a broken breath. “Unless it has to do with Mr. Monroe? But that is not my fault. How can it be?”

“Mr. Monroe?” Mina pulled away, just far enough to wipe a wet strand of hair from her mother’s eyes. “His illness, do you mean?” But no, that couldn’t be. There’d been no sign of it until this evening.

Mama shook her head. “No, Gerard ran into someone this afternoon at the club, some American freshly arrived from Chicago, who claimed not to know Mr. Monroe. All I said was that perhaps he travels a great deal. I was only trying to smooth over the discomfort. But it was clumsily done, I suppose. It must have seemed that I was contradicting the gentleman.” She retrieved the handkerchief, dabbing at her eyes. “I did not mean to embarrass him. I never used to be so clumsy.”

“You aren’t clumsy.”

“I cannot please him.”

“Then leave him.”

Mama froze.

So did she. She had not meant to propose this right now. But the words felt right to her. Her lips felt powerful for speaking them. In fact, she wanted to speak them again. Leave the brute. “In Connecticut,” she said very softly, “they will grant you a divorce for common cruelty.”

“Don’t . . .” Mama drew away to the end of the window seat. “Don’t be foolish.” She spoke so quietly that Mina could not make out her tone. “We would starve in the streets.”

“We could ask Uncle Edward for help.”

“My brother!” Mama laughed bitterly. “He would be glad to see me in the gutter. He says I’m already there, anyway.”

“I could take a job—”

“You? A job?” Mama’s laughter started bitterly, but ended on a sigh. “And anyway, Gerard would never allow it.”

Mina felt her heart quicken. This, the heart of the matter, she could address. “You’re right, maybe he wouldn’t.” She hesitated, then grasped Mama’s cold hand where it clenched the little button sewn into the seat cushion. If Mama was trying to hold herself down, she did not need to. They could fly—tonight, even! She had been saving for it from her pin money. A meager amount, but enough to book passage to San Francisco. And there was the small trust from her late grandfather, which she came into on her next birthday. “California, then. He would never think to look there. I have researched it.” She tightened her grip and spoke over Mama’s gasp. “All you need do is publish an announcement in a local paper. You need never even tell him your intention! Some newspaper in a small California town, which he would never see—”

Mama ripped her hand away and stumbled to her feet. “Stop it! Do you hear what you’re saying?”

She should never have mentioned the research. It bespoke too much forethought. She dug her knuckles into the cushion. Mama was staring at her in horror, as if she’d just proposed they light a candle for the devil. A weird embarrassment touched her. But there was no need to feel ashamed. This was the modern way to handle such difficulties. “Mama, he—”

“Divorce.” Mama pulled the wrapper tight around her body. She looked peaked, as if the word itself were enough to nauseate her. “Do you hear yourself? That is what you mean. Well.” She gave a short laugh. “You take after your father, no doubt. An American through and through. But Peppins honor their marriage vows. Do you know—have you any idea what people would think? And if Robbie were to hear of it, good Lord!”

Mina knew a sudden, powerful urge to rip the button straight from the cushion. It was incredible. Robbie, some twopenny Englishman whom Mama had jilted twenty years ago, was going to guide her actions? “What does he care? He forgot about you decades ago! Who cares what anyone in England thinks? You yourself said it—they would be glad to see you dead in a gutter!”

“Stop it.” Mama stalked to the dresser to grab a comb. She smoothed her hair with an angry hand, twisted it up, then stabbed in the comb to hold it. “I am shocked by you.” As she pivoted back, her chest rose and fell on a long breath. “That you dare to speak such things to me. . . . It’s clear that I’ve failed you somehow. He is my husband, whom I vowed before God to love and obey. And as his daughter, it is your duty—”

“I am not his daughter,” Mina said flatly. “And I made no vow to him. But he made one to you, didn’t he? Has he kept his vow?”

Mama gave a queer laugh. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Oh, Mina. You’re so young. Far younger than I ever was. I expect it’s your father’s fault; he spoiled you so terribly. What do you know of marriage? Nothing at all.”

She knew enough about it to feel uncertain that she ever wished to learn more. “Would Papa have made you cry like this?” When Mama pressed her lips together and did not answer, she felt resentment twist in her throat. She spat it out with her next words. “Would Robbie?”

Mama’s frown faded. She stared into space for a long moment. “No,” she said. “Robbie was everything good and kind. Though one can never say, I suppose. Love does fizzle, with time.” Her gaze focused on Mina. “And your father was quite good to me as well; don’t mistake me on that. But when he died and left us without the first red cent, that was not love. That was not caring.” As Mina gaped at her, she made an impatient noise. “You think me mercenary? You’ll learn in time that there are all manners of caring. Some are far more useful than others in this world.”

Mina rose. It felt almost like relief, to be given a credible reason to be angry. “You are lecturing me on the value of money? You? The woman who bemoans that she tossed away her true love for a share in Papa’s dirty American fortune?”

“You will address me with respect, or you will hold your tongue!”

“I know I should speak with respect, and I would try to do it, but when you slink behind Collins like a dog with its tail between its legs, I begin to think you don’t deserve any!”

Mama stepped forward and slapped her.

The pain was not so great, really. She would not cry. Mama cried very easily, but Mina never wept; even when Monroe had cracked her nose, she’d shed no tears.

But as she lifted her hand to her face and felt how the impact had left her cheek hot, something inside her seemed to shift, to break away and dissipate. The sense of its loss touched her so sharply that she made a low noise. “And now you hit me. For what? For his sake? I see whose love you find more useful.”

“Don’t be foolish.”

Her voice barely found the strength to serve the words. “Oh, Mama. I am not the fool here.”

Her mother’s mouth flattened. “I lost my temper, and I am sorry for it. It is a terrible example to set for you. But I will tell you that this episode makes me agree with Gerard. You are too headstrong for your own good. Mr. Bonham claims to admire your spirits. Very well, let him deal with them.”

Mina laughed in disbelief. “You made your path, and you chose to walk it. But I’ll certainly not walk it with you. I want nothing to do with Bonham.”

Mama’s brows lifted, and her shoulders squared. For a moment, she looked like the woman Mina remembered from earlier years—proud, composed, assured of her own worth. “That path keeps you in silks,” she said. “But I see how much it pains you to endure such luxury. Poor Mina. How terrible, to be paired with the most eligible bachelor on the continent.”

“As if that has anything to do with it.” She gritted her teeth. “Listen to me, Mama: it will be a cold day in hell before I marry Collins’s protégé.”

“Then I suggest Jane pack your furs. We expect an offer any day now, and we are planning to accept it.”

Mina drew a hard breath through her nose. This was important news. She should be glad to know it, regardless of the manner in which it emerged. Leave, her reason bade her. Go figure out what to do. Maybe it was time to risk speaking with the consul. She’d collected a bundle of documents, some in code, others suggestive enough to provoke his interest, provided that his honor proved stronger than his friendship with Collins.

But her emotions were clamoring for a hotter conclusion to the conversation than her reason desired. She struck a compromise, speaking quietly. “I could have run away, you know. So many times I was tempted to do it. Every time he screamed at me, every time he locked me in my room because I dared to disagree with him, I stayed for your sake. For your sake, I learned to grovel.”

Mama’s expression softened. “Darling. I know it hasn’t been easy for you. You’ve always been so high-spirited. And as God is my witness, I’ve never wished to see you hurt.” She lifted her hand, and Mina turned her head to avoid the touch. “Mina,” she whispered, and her hand fell back to her side. “I love you more than my life. But the world has no use for a woman’s spirits. Trust me: if you learn that now, it will save you a great deal of grief in the long run.”

“There is only one thing I’ve learned tonight. I was wrong to stay with you.”

“Brave words,” Mama said gravely. “I expected no less from you. But my brother no longer acknowledges us. So tell me, child. Where else would you go?”

*  *  *

They had tied Monroe to the bed. “He started to thrash,” explained Jane. She was holding a cold compress to her eye and looked unsteady on her feet. In the corner, a Chinese maid was mixing powder into a cup. “Blackened my eye and threw a manservant into the wall.”

“Poor Jane.” Mina spoke absently. Her cheek still seemed to burn. Was it wrong to feel envy? A black eye would heal, but the numbness in her bones felt unreachable by common medicine. Where else would you go? “Perhaps you should sit down.”

Jane accepted her help into a chair. “I’ve never seen such behavior. First he was laughing hysterically, and then he began thrashing. Do you see how red he looks? His pupils were the size of saucers! And he’s hot as a bedpan to boot. I’d think it some queer tropical fever, but he hasn’t voided himself. We’re giving him quinine anyway, and laudanum to dill him—just until the doctor arrives. It can’t hurt, I think.”

“Probably not.” She couldn’t marry Bonham. He was so much like her stepfather. He would expect her to sing on command and to fall silent at his bidding, and when she failed to do so, he would consider it his right to punish her, for he was, after all, a man of power and reputation, whom any woman should be grateful to have for a husband.

But if he took after Collins, she did not take after her mother. She would kill him before she let him cow her.

“Mina. Are you all right?”

She exhaled. “My mother has decided to marry me to Bonham. As if she has had any success in choosing a husband. As if her judgment hasn’t been proven wrong in a million different ways!”

“Did you tell her of your objections?”

“Of course. She thinks me too high-spirited.”

Jane sighed. “You must have a little compassion for her, I think. She regrets her own choices, and wants to make sure you don’t do the same.”

No. She was done with compassion. “I told her not to marry him.” She remembered the exact moment she had seen Collins as he really was. He had just arrived to pay a call; it had still been early in his courtship. She had come in from the garden, laughing, and greeted him as he was handing over his hat. He had looked over her muddied gown in a cold silence, then instructed her to go and change; she was too old to be frolicking like an urchin, he said sternly.

It had not been his right to upbraid her. But he had taken it anyway. And at twelve years old, she’d already been wiser than Mama. She had known to suspect any man who claimed entitlements that did not belong to him. “I told her it would be better for us to starve,” she whispered. “But she didn’t trust me. She said my fears were girlish.”

Jane spoke very gently. “And how could you expect her to trust you? Or anyone, for that matter? Dearest, she doesn’t even trust herself.”

Her thoughts now felt too raw and hot to share. Looking up, she mustered a smile. Sometimes the act of aping cheer made her feel more cheerful. Lies were like medicine, that way. “Dear heart, your eye must feel awful. Why don’t you go and rest, and let me watch him for a while.” She did not want insightful company at present. If she had to share a room with someone, better that he be unconscious.

“Are you sure?” But Jane had come to her feet. “I admit, I have a terrible headache. I only wish I knew what ailed the man.”

“Malaria, maybe.”

“A very odd case of it, then. He doesn’t sweat at all. In fact, it reminds me of nothing so much as that poor Wilkins boy who used to live down the street from my parents. The doctor tried to cure his tetanus with belladonna, and ended up killing him with it. I would give Mr. Monroe a little morphine to see if that improved things, but—well, why would he have eaten nightshade? Unless he’s an epileptic, and didn’t tell us?” She shook her head. “Has Mr. Bonham sent any word as to when the doctor might come?”

“No, but I’m sure he’ll come soon.” Mina glanced at the bed. “I hope he will,” she added more soberly. Mr. Monroe looked very poorly.

When Jane had departed, Mina perched on the little stool by the bed. It was no normal flush that stained Monroe’s cheeks, but an angry rash that rose in welts. She reached out to touch his cheek, but at the last moment, her fingers curled away. He had not wanted her to touch him in the hallway earlier. She hadn’t understood it. Only a week ago, he’d been so attentive . . . and she was Collins’s stepdaughter, after all. Spurning her overtures was like refusing a shield in the midst of battle.

Her eyes strayed down his length. They had removed his jacket, and the white lawn of his shirt clung to his lean torso. If he really was contagious, she’d certainly caught it when she kissed him. She touched her lower lip. He had bitten her, very softly, there. And she had liked it. For three weeks, she had liked him—his wit, and his quiet way, and how closely he listened. She had liked him so much that once or twice she had been tempted to cast aside all caution and speak to him honestly. Do not do business with Collins, she’d wanted to say. You’re too good for him.

The memory made her sigh. So naïve. He had shown his true colors now; how she would have regretted it if she’d revealed hers beforehand! She was usually smarter than that. Maybe his looks had blinded her.

She considered him critically. He was handsome, no doubt. But she should have seen the arrogance in his face. The sharp blade of his nose seemed designed for looking down on women whose behavior did not match his standards. You wouldn’t want others to think you intemperate. Well, and people might think him an overbearing, painfully sober bore, but she had not remarked on it, had she? Those sharp cheekbones bespoke haughtiness, and the stark square of his jaw, inflexibility. Have a care, Miss Masters. I don’t think that would be wise. She could not interpret the cleft in his squared-off chin, but it probably accounted for his vanity.

She sat back, irritated with herself. To think she’d chased him down a hall! He was a typical specimen . . . apart from those delicious lashes of his, which lent his eyes such arresting gravity. No, she told herself sharply. His looks would no longer impress her.

He whispered something.

“Are you awake?” She came to her feet on a wave of relief. But his eyes remained closed, and he did not respond.

The Chinese maid said something. Mina could not make it out. The maid shook her head and waved a dismissal; she was to ignore Mr. Monroe.

“Delirious?” she asked the girl, who shrugged helplessly, then pillowed her hands against her face to mime sleep. Mina nodded, resuming her seat.

“Aberdeen,” Monroe muttered.

She smiled reluctantly. It figured that an associate of her stepfather’s would mutter of the dockyards in his delirium.

“Midnight,” he whispered. “Take the schedule.”

How odd. He was a Chicagoan born and raised, but he pronounced the word schedule like an Englishman.

“Go quickly,” he mumbled. “Tide . . . the tide is low.”

She leaned toward him. When he repeated the phrase, her eyes followed his lips.

A chill brushed over her. She was not imagining it. He was speaking the Queen’s English, his intonation as crisp as her mother’s.



Chapter Three
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“Pilgrim’s Paradise,” Monroe said, and sighed.

Mina came to her feet, her hands fisting at her waist. That was the name of one of her stepfather’s ships, but not one that he publicly claimed to own. And why would he? He used it to transport guns bound for Irish revolutionaries; he had no wish to get himself hanged. Even Mama did not know of that ship. Mina had learned of it quite accidentally—and at great risk to herself, she suspected. Had Monroe somehow found the documents she’d squirreled away?

He pulled against the ropes, a sharp yank as his muttering grew louder. “At midnight,” he said clearly. “Go then.”

The maid was watching him as well, a frown on her brow. She did not seem to understand English, but one never knew for sure. Collins kept a network of spies, and the household would not be exempt from it. “You may go now,” Mina said to her.

The girl tilted her head in puzzlement. Not for the first time, Mina bitterly wished she had some Cantonese. She had thought to learn it once, during one of their longer visits to Hong Kong, but Collins had forbidden it. Ostensibly, he did not want her to “go native, like those damned missionaries”; but later that season, he’d made a remark far more telling. A monopoly on knowledge is tantamount to a monopoly on everything else of value, he’d told one of his cohorts. And when he’d caught Mina staring at him, he had winked at her and smiled.

Mina pointed toward the door. “Out,” she said, and added a smile for good measure. Her pulse might be racing, but her demeanor would not betray her. She had learned better than that. She could smile and blink more vacuously than a cow.

The girl’s face cleared. She bowed and slipped from the room. Mina crossed to turn the key behind the maid, then leaned back against the door. “So,” she said. Her voice hitched on the syllable, and she paused to compose herself. Nerves were useless, and in her experience, they bred on oxygen; give them voice and they flourished. She cleared her throat and spoke very coolly to the man on the bed. “Interested in breaking monopolies, are you?”

He did not reply, of course. The door latch dug into her back like a prodding finger. She drew a long breath. The air smelled bitter from the quinine Jane had administered.

Monroe might be in league with her stepfather. That would explain his knowledge. But why then would he pretend to be American?

The energy coursing through her demanded an outlet. She walked a tight circle between the washstand and the window, wrapping her arms around her waist to make sure she did not indulge the urge to tremble.

“To Bantry,” Monroe mumbled. “Three ships.”

He was correct. Her stepfather had three ships in the harbor, only two of them legitimate. The other was bound for Bantry.

She sat down on the edge of the mattress, watching him. It seemed he was not so typical after all; suddenly, he looked even more fascinating than he had in her dreams. Was Mr. Monroe even a businessman? The profession of collecting secrets through deception was generally called spying.

If he was a British spy, then he was here to stop her stepfather. He was here because of the guns Collins supplied to the Fenians.

She realized she was chewing on her knuckle. It was an old and very bad habit, which her governesses had tried to break with admonitions and whacks from a ruler. The hands declare the lady. She bit down harder. If he was here for the guns, Collins would kill him. Collins detested liars and brooked no interference in his plans. Once, in Manhattan, a new maid had gone into his study to clean. Only Collins’s personal attendant was allowed into that room unsupervised. The maid had disappeared shortly afterward, and the gossip among the staff was that she’d been found dead in Five Points.
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