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Five to Port
Six weeks. One accidental seating chart. Five strangers who were never meant to sit together — and cannot, as it turns out, stop finding trouble.
When a clerical mix-up seats Julian Ashcombe, Lady Beatrice Hawthorne, Rupert Montgomery, Simon Cartwright, and the watchful Evelyn Fairchild at the same small table aboard the liner Arcadia, nobody expects it to matter. But across six weeks and eight ports — a Biscay storm, a masked ball in Lisbon, a scavenger hunt in Gibraltar, a chase through Monte Carlo, a night locked inside the ruins of Pompeii — the five of them find themselves entirely unable to avoid each other, or the sapphire smuggling operation quietly unfolding in their wake.
Accidental engagements. A duke who won't take no for an answer. A Scotland Yard detective convinced they're criminals. And one passenger who isn't quite who she says she is.
Five to Port is a Mediterranean comedy of manners, mistaken identities, and unlikely devotion — for anyone who has ever fallen in love with the wrong seating arrangement.
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Chapter One
The Seating Plan Atrocity
There are few sentences in the English language more likely to strike terror into the heart of a shipping line than "Lady Pomfrey has seen the seating plan," and it was this exact sentence, delivered in a strangled whisper by a junior steward, that caused the Chief Purser of the Arcadia to spill an entire inkwell across three weeks of meticulously arranged dinner cards.
The Arcadia was, by common agreement, one of the handsomer vessels on the Mediterranean run: six hundred feet of gleaming white hull and polished brass, with three raked funnels painted in the line's cheerful ochre and black, and enough teak decking to floor a small county. She carried something over eight hundred passengers when full, which she very nearly was. Her reputation, well earned, was for arriving nowhere on schedule and everywhere in style. She had left Southampton at eleven that morning under a sky the colour of good pewter, with the kind of send-off that made grown men weep and bandsmen play slightly off key out of sheer excitement. Streamers had been thrown. A dowager had fainted, been revived with brandy, and fainted again, apparently on principle. Somewhere belowdecks, nine hundred and thirty-six pieces of luggage had already been misdirected. This included, unfortunately, the Bishop of Bath and Wells' entire wardrobe, which was now on a slow boat to Rotterdam.
None of this troubled Julian Ashcombe in the slightest, chiefly because Julian did not yet know it had happened, and would in fact not have minded terribly if he had, being a young man who regarded most crises the way other people regarded weather: interesting to observe, tiresome to dress for, and certain to pass.
He stood at the rail in a suit that had cost more than most people's motorcars, tall and fair-headed in the particular reddish way that made him easy to spot in any crowd, watching England recede with the mild, benevolent interest of a man watching someone else's dog run away.
"Frightfully sad, isn't it," he said to no one in particular, "leaving home."
"Is it," said a voice beside him, in the tone of someone who did not require an answer and would in fact prefer not to receive one.
Julian turned to find a young woman regarding the coastline with an expression that suggested she found England, on the whole, rather overrated. She had dark hair cropped in the modern fashion, and a notebook tucked with suspicious casualness into her coat pocket, along with the specific, watchful stillness of someone extremely interested in everyone around her, while wishing to appear interested in no one at all.
"Miss—?"
"Fairchild. Evelyn Fairchild." She did not offer her hand, which Julian found refreshing, as he was never entirely sure what to do with hands that were offered to him. He generally either shook them too hard or bowed over them in a manner three decades out of fashion, and he had long since resigned himself to getting it wrong either way.
"Ashcombe. Julian Ashcombe. I say, are you traveling alone? Six weeks is an awfully long time to have no one to blame things on."
"I find I manage," said Evelyn, and something in the set of her mouth suggested she had, in fact, been managing very successfully at a number of things Julian could not begin to guess at, which was true, though not in any way he would have predicted, on account of the notebook in her pocket containing, at present, four pages of extremely uncharitable thoughts about a marchioness's hat.
There was, in truth, rather more to Evelyn Fairchild than she had let on. The wardrobe was her cousin's. The dead aunt in Cannes would not have survived even the mildest questioning. And the notebook riding in her coat pocket had nothing to do with resting her nerves, and everything to do with a private theory she had been turning over for months — that the idle rich were never more themselves, nor more useful to a watchful observer, than when they were at sea, with nowhere to run and nothing to do but be exactly as ridiculous as she had always suspected.
She had not expected the proof of it to introduce itself within the first hour of the voyage. But there it stood beside her at the rail, being sad about England.
"I say," Julian said again, because he had noticed a habit in himself of saying "I say" whenever a silence threatened to last longer than four seconds, "will you be at the Captain's table?"
"I sincerely hope not."
"Oh, good, nor will I. I've been demoted." He said it cheerfully enough, though something in his face suggested the demotion had stung rather more than he was letting on. "My aunt says I embarrassed the family at the Hendersons' garden party, and I still don't entirely see how, as all I did was let their peacock out, which anyone would agree is exactly what a peacock in a cage is for—"
He might have gone on, as Julian generally did, but he was interrupted by a sound that could only be described as an American accent hitting a deckchair at speed, followed by the deckchair's opinion of the matter, which was loud, collapsible, and unfavorable.
"I'm terribly sorry — is anyone — I didn't see the — " The young man untangling himself from the wreckage was perhaps twenty-four, short and solidly built, with the compact, muscular frame of a man who'd spent considerable time rowing without ever quite growing into the height to match it, and hair an ordinary, unglamorous shade of mud-brown that no amount of pomade seemed able to improve. He was possessed, too, of the specific, hopeful, faintly desperate energy of someone who has been told his entire life that adventure is for other people and has come rather violently to disagree.
"Are you hurt?" Evelyn asked, in the mild, unbothered tone of someone far more interested in the answer than she wished to let on.
"Only my dignity, and that took off running somewhere around Portsmouth." He extended a hand to Julian, who shook it with the enthusiasm of a man delighted to have found something to do with his hands after all. "Rupert Montgomery. My father's got me doing the Grand Tour — the whole works, improve my mind, learn some culture, get some polish, whatever that's supposed to mean." He said the word polish the way other men said prison sentence. "Supposed to be studying Renaissance art in Florence, if you can believe that. What I'd actually like," he added, dropping his voice like the deckchair might rat him out, "is to get arrested for something. Just once. Nothing serious — smuggling, maybe. My old man would have a stroke."
"That," said a new voice, warm and amused and entirely unbothered by the fact that it was joining a conversation to which it had not been invited, "is possibly the most promising thing I've heard all year."
They turned to find a young woman leaning against the rail with the particular ease of someone who had never in her life doubted she belonged wherever she happened to be standing: slim, fair-haired, and pretty in the effortless way that made the effort itself entirely beside the point. She was dressed with the kind of understated expense that only the very well-bred can achieve, nothing about her shouting money while everything about her whispered it insistently. She regarded the three of them with an expression Julian would later come to recognize, with some alarm, as scheming.
"Lady Beatrice Hawthorne," she said. "Bea, if you're not going to be dull about it. I couldn't help overhearing that you'd like to be arrested, Mr. Montgomery, and I feel I should warn you that this is the sort of remark that tends to come true on ships like this one, generally by dinner on the second night."
"Is that a promise?"
"It's a Tuesday," said Bea, "which is nearly as good."
Lady Beatrice Hawthorne was, at that moment, three days into a scheme of her own, though she had not yet had occasion to mention it. It was, after all, rather early in the voyage to announce that she had boarded the Arcadia specifically to avoid marrying the Duke of Penhallow — a large, kind, catastrophically boring man of forty-one whom her family had selected for her with the same brisk efficiency they might have applied to purchasing a sensible motorcar. Her mother believed her to be resting her nerves. Her father believed the sea air would do her good. Bea believed that six weeks was ample time to either fall in love with someone entirely unsuitable, or manufacture a scandal so thorough that even the Duke's mother would withdraw her blessing. She was, on the whole, prepared to settle for either.
"I don't suppose," she added, looking round at the three of them with the frank, assessing pleasure of a general surveying newly arrived troops, "any of you know where we're meant to be sitting for dinner? I've lost my card."
"So have I," said Julian.
"And I," said Evelyn, who had not, but who had begun to suspect that something interesting was assembling itself around her, rather more interesting than she was prepared to admit, and had quietly pocketed her own card on the theory that being lost was more promising than being found.
"Mine's already wearing soup," said Rupert, indicating a small orange stain, "which I figure disqualifies it on principle."
It was at this juncture, with the four of them still clustered at the rail, England now reduced to a grey smudge behind them, the band belowdecks working gamely through a foxtrot for an audience of exactly no one, that a fifth figure arrived, moving with the unhurried grace of a man who had never once in his life been in a hurry and did not intend to start now on a boat.
"I couldn't help noticing," said Simon Cartwright, "that none of you appear to know where you're sitting, and I happen to know precisely where everyone is sitting, having spent a very educational quarter of an hour with the Purser, who is, incidentally, having the sort of day usually reserved for shipwreck captains and men who've just discovered termites."
"Oh?" said Bea, with interest.
"There has been," Simon announced, with the relish of a man delivering the best possible news, "a catastrophe."
❦
The catastrophe, as it transpired over the following half hour, pieced together by Simon with the confidence of a man who had, in fact, invented roughly forty percent of it on the spot, and embellished the rest for narrative symmetry, was this.
The Arcadia's seating plan for the first-class dining saloon had been prepared, as was traditional, several weeks in advance, by a committee of persons whose sole qualification for the task was an encyclopedic knowledge of who could not, under any circumstances, be seated within conversational range of whom. The Dowager Lady Pomfrey could not sit near the Honourable Mrs. Ainsley-Trotter, on account of the Ainsley-Trotter divorce of 1919, in which Lady Pomfrey's late husband had featured with a prominence he had not entirely deserved and never fully lived down. The American Vandermeer family could not sit near the other American Vandermeer family, unrelated but similarly named, on account of a lawsuit concerning a racehorse. The Bishop of Bath and Wells could not sit near anyone who might mention cocktails, cards, or the Bishop of Exeter.
This delicate architecture had survived three weeks of correspondence, two threatened withdrawals, and one actual duel challenge (later downgraded, after tea, to a strongly worded letter). It had not survived the Chief Purser's inkwell, nor the junior steward who, in an act of panic Simon described with real admiration, had attempted to reconstruct the entire plan from memory in the forty minutes before dinner and had instead produced something that Simon called, with the air of a connoisseur, "a masterpiece of unintentional chaos."
The result was a seating chart in which five perfect strangers — a peer's younger son, a sharp-eyed young woman travelling under a name that wasn't quite her own, an American heir with a taste for trouble, a duke's reluctant almost-fiancée, and a young man who appeared to know absolutely everyone and be employed by absolutely no one — found themselves placed at a single small table near the orchestra, apparently on the theory that they were a family party, on account of a clerical note reading only five together — see attached which had, tragically, become detached.
"So you see," Simon finished, with the satisfaction of a man who has told a story exactly as long as it deserved to be told, "we are, officially, a family."
"Can't say I see the resemblance," said Rupert.
"Nor does the Purser, which is rather the point. He's dreading dinner. I told him not to worry — that we'd sort ourselves out quietly and no one would even notice."
"Will we?" asked Evelyn. "Sort ourselves out quietly?"
Simon considered this with the seriousness of a man weighing a genuinely difficult philosophical question.
"No," he said. "I don't think we will at all. But I think it will be considerably more fun this way, and I've found that when given the choice between the sensible course and the fun one, the sensible course tends to sort itself out eventually."
It was, none of the five would later be able to say precisely why, an entirely persuasive argument.
❦
❦


Chapter Two
The Ashcombe Party
There is a particular kind of anticipation that settles over a ship on its first night at sea, once the excitement of departure has worn off and the passengers have discovered, with some surprise, that they are still exactly the same people they were that morning, only now afloat. It expresses itself, mostly, through an unreasonable amount of care taken over evening dress.
Julian spent longer than he would ever have admitted deciding between two nearly identical dinner jackets, on the grounds that one of them "felt luckier," a piece of reasoning he recognized as nonsense even as he acted on it. Rupert, by contrast, dressed in four minutes flat and spent the remaining half hour attempting, without success, to persuade a steward that a soda siphon constituted appropriate luggage for the dining saloon. Simon did not appear to dress at all, in the sense that he simply seemed to already be wearing the correct thing at every hour of the day, a talent Julian found almost as irritating as it was impressive.
"You look nervous," Bea said, catching Julian outside his cabin, resplendent in green silk and an expression of complete unconcern.
"I'm not nervous. I'm considering my jacket."
"You've been considering it for twenty minutes. I timed you."
"That seems like an excessive amount of attention to have paid to my jacket."
"I have very little else to do at sea," said Bea, "besides observe people making fools of themselves over small decisions. It's practically the only entertainment available before dinner." She looked him over once, with the quick, assessing thoroughness of a woman deciding whether an outfit passed muster. "The blue one. Obviously."
"I wasn't wearing the blue one."
"You will be in about thirty seconds."
He was.
❦
Dinner that evening was, by any reasonable account, a triumph, in the sense that a controlled explosion is a triumph: nothing burned down, but several assumptions did not survive contact.
The five arrived at their table to discover a printed card reading THE ASHCOMBE PARTY, propped with terrible confidence against a centerpiece of hothouse orchids, and it took approximately four minutes, Julian would later insist it was closer to two, though no one believed him, for the surrounding tables to begin drawing conclusions.
The conclusions were, roughly, as follows.
The Dowager Lady Pomfrey, three tables distant and squinting without her spectacles, concluded that Julian had married an American, which explained, she felt, quite a great deal about the family, though she could not for the life of her recall having heard of it, and resolved to write to his mother directly after the soup course.
An elderly admiral, half-asleep between courses as was his custom, woke fully only once, took in the tableau of five young people laughing rather louder than was strictly proper, muttered "disgraceful," and went back to sleep, satisfied that civilization had been appropriately condemned for the evening.
A retired schoolmistress two tables over decided, with the swift and unshakeable confidence of a woman who had spent thirty years correcting other people's grammar, that the five of them were clearly cousins, and spent the remainder of dinner attempting to work out which side of the family accounted for the American.
An opera diva at the next table over, a magnificent woman named Madame Volkonskaya who conducted every conversation as though it might at any moment require an aria, observed the group with professional interest and announced to her companion, in a voice calibrated to reach the back row of any room she happened to occupy, that she had never seen five people who seemed so different fall in together so completely, and that it reminded her powerfully of the second act of something Russian.
And a slim, quiet man three tables away, who had introduced himself to his neighbors as a wool merchant from Bradford and had spent the better part of the afternoon making a series of small, careful notes in a pocketbook that had nothing whatsoever to do with wool, looked at the five of them, laughing, arguing pleasantly about the wine, already, somehow, finishing one another's sentences with the ease of people who had known each other twenty years rather than twenty minutes, and wrote a single word beside the date.
Interesting.
Detective Inspector Alan Weeks of Scotland Yard did not, as a rule, believe in coincidence, and five strangers thrown together by clerical accident, on the exact voyage on which a certain sapphire was making its exact quiet way to Alexandria, struck him as precisely the sort of coincidence a sensible man ought to watch rather closely.
He was, it must be said in his defence, entirely correct that something was going on at that table. He was, in every particular that mattered, wrong about what.
❦
"To the Ashcombe Party," said Bea, raising her glass somewhere around the second course, with the specific gleam in her eye that Julian — who had known her for exactly three hours and forty minutes and already recognized it as trouble — would come to know very well indeed. "May we be worthy of the confusion we have caused."
"Hear, hear," said Simon.
"I still think," said Rupert, draining his glass with the enthusiasm of a man draining considerably more than a toast, "we ought to actually do something to deserve the reputation, instead of just falling into it."
"Rupert," said Evelyn, not looking up from what appeared to be an entirely innocent examination of her fish, but was in fact a great deal of quiet amusement carefully kept off her face, "I have known you for one dinner, and I feel I can say with some confidence that you will not need to try very hard."
She was, though she could not have known it at the time, being far more accurate than she intended. Rupert had caught the tail end of a toast being offered at the neighboring table — something about the health of the ship, the King, and, confusingly, someone's grandmother. He had also had rather more of the excellent claret than was wise on an empty stomach and a new sea. He rose unsteadily to his feet, lifted his glass toward Bea with the solemn, glowing sincerity of a man about to say something he would remember fondly for the rest of his life, and said, in a voice that carried a good deal further than he intended:
"To Beatrice. Finest woman I ever met, bar none, and I mean to marry her if it's the last thing I do."
There was a silence of the particular quality that only descends upon a room the instant several dozen people simultaneously stop chewing.
Bea, to her enormous credit, did not so much as blink.
"How lovely," she said, into the silence, lifting her own glass with perfect composure, as though young Americans proposed to her over the fish course several times a week, which, it must be said, was not entirely far from the truth. "I accept, provisionally, pending your father's approval, my father's approval, and a decent interval of at least a fortnight in which to get to know one another better than we currently do, which is, I believe, not at all."
The room, robbed of its scandal by the sheer speed of Bea's recovery, exhaled, laughed, and returned to its dinners, already reshaping the story into something it could repeat over coffee.
Rupert sat down very slowly, the colour draining from his face at roughly the rate the claret had gone in.
"Did I just—"
"You did," said Simon, delighted.
"Is she actually—"
"Not remotely," said Bea pleasantly, buttering a roll with the steady hand of someone who has just narrowly avoided, or perhaps narrowly created, an international incident, and has decided to be amused about it either way. "But it would be terribly rude to say so in front of everyone, and besides, Mr. Montgomery, I find I rather admire the commitment. Most men take considerably longer to embarrass themselves this thoroughly. You've saved us all a great deal of time."
"I am never," said Rupert, with feeling, "drinking claret again."
"You'll drink claret again by Thursday," said Julian, with the easy authority of long experience in exactly this sort of promise. "Everyone always does."
Three tables away, Detective Inspector Weeks wrote, beneath his single word, a second note — engagement (?) — cover for something — and underlined it twice. It was, though he did not yet know it, the first of what would eventually become eleven pages of increasingly elaborate and increasingly wrong theories concerning the five occupants of the Ashcombe table. He would come to think of them, privately and with mounting frustration, as the Suspects — despite a marked and continuing absence of any evidence whatsoever that they had done anything except be unaccountably entertaining.
He was not to know, nor, in fairness, was anyone else at that table, on that first night, with England not yet a full day behind them and the whole glittering, absurd length of the Mediterranean still ahead, that somewhere in the ship's strongroom, wrapped in velvet and locked behind steel, a sapphire called the Blue Sultan sat waiting for Alexandria, entirely indifferent to the fact that it was about to become the least interesting thing that happened aboard the Arcadia.
That distinction, as it would turn out, belonged entirely to the five of them.
❦
They found their way to the deck afterward, as if by unspoken agreement, none of them quite ready to end the evening indoors. The band had long since given up on the foxtrot and moved on to something slower, drifting up faintly from below. England was gone now entirely — nothing but black water in every direction, and overhead, more stars than any of them were used to seeing from a city.
"I don't think I've laughed that hard in — gosh, I don't even know. Years, maybe." Rupert leaned on the rail with the loose, happy exhaustion of a man who has embarrassed himself thoroughly and lived to tell it. "Is it always like this? Dinner, I mean. On ships."
"No," said Simon. "This was a considerably better dinner than most. You should be flattered. You provided the entertainment."
"I provided an accidental marriage proposal."
"Exactly what I said. You're basically a circus now. People will be disappointed if you don't propose to someone every second night."
Bea had gone quiet, watching the water, the giddy, reckless brightness of the dinner settled into something softer. Julian came to stand beside her, not too close, and for a while neither of them said anything at all.
"Penny for them," he said eventually.
"I was thinking that I haven't thought about the Duke once tonight," she said. "Not once, since dinner. I hadn't noticed until just now."
"Is that good or bad?"
"I haven't decided yet. Ask me again in Lisbon."
Evelyn, a little apart from the others, took out her notebook — not to write anything, tonight, but simply to hold it, the way some people held a rosary or a lucky coin. She was not thinking about the marchioness's hat anymore. She found, a little to her own surprise, that she did not especially want to.
"Bed," Simon announced eventually, to no one in particular. "Tomorrow we cross Biscay, and I intend to face it rested, dignified, and — if the barometer has any decency at all — entirely dry."
"The barometer," said Julian, "has never once shown decency to anyone."
He was not wrong.
❦
❦


Chapter Three
Biscay Objects
The Bay of Biscay, it should be understood, has never in the history of maritime travel let a ship cross it without comment, and the Arcadia, for all her three ochre funnels and her reputation for arriving everywhere in style, was not to be the exception that proved the rule.
The trouble began, as trouble at sea generally does, with a barometer, which on the second morning out of Southampton dropped with the swift, silent enthusiasm of a man diving off a very high board, and by luncheon the Arcadia had begun to develop opinions of her own about which direction was up.
"I don't feel at all unwell," Julian announced at breakfast, in the tone of a man making a formal declaration for the historical record, "and I should like that on the record, in case anyone asks later."
He then went slightly the colour of the tablecloth and left with great dignity, at speed, in the general direction of the deck.
"I shall remember that," said Simon, buttering toast with the serene indifference of a man who had, by his own account, crossed the Atlantic four times and the Channel eleven, and had never once in his life been troubled by a wave. Bea privately suspected this claim was roughly ninety percent bravado and ten percent genuine constitution — the proportion depending, as ever, on whichever suited the story he happened to be telling.
Rupert, for his part, appeared to be enjoying himself enormously. His theory — loudly and repeatedly stated — was that a proper storm was exactly the sort of adventure his father's itinerary had been conspicuously lacking. He spent a happy quarter of an hour attempting to walk in a straight line down the promenade deck, purely to see whether it could be done. The scientific enquiry ended with him folded into a deckchair belonging to a startled clergyman, apologizing with the breathless sincerity of a man who has just discovered that the floor is, in fact, capable of moving without permission.
Evelyn alone seemed entirely unmoved by the ship's new habit of attempting to stand on its ear every few minutes. When pressed, she attributed this to a childhood spent on her uncle's fishing boat off the Norfolk coast — a childhood that had not, strictly speaking, occurred, but which served its purpose admirably. It explained why she was able to sit calmly in the observation lounge with a cup of tea that never once left its saucer, watching the storm through the rain-streaked glass with the quiet, private satisfaction of someone storing away a very great deal for later use, though she could not, at present, have said precisely for what.
"You're very steady," Bea observed, dropping into the chair opposite with the particular carefulness of someone whose stomach had opinions but had not yet voted on them.
"I've a strong constitution," said Evelyn, which was true in every sense that mattered, if not quite the one Bea assumed.
"I wish I could say the same. I've decided the sea is simply badly designed. Someone ought to write to the Admiralty."
"I'll draft the letter," said Evelyn, "if you'll sign it," and found, rather to her own surprise, that she meant it as something closer to friendship than to anything else, which was a distinction she had not previously found it necessary to make about anyone.
❦
By four in the afternoon the storm had settled into the specific, businesslike fury of weather that intends to stay for dinner, and the Arcadia's grand staircase — usually the site of a great deal of leisurely, well-dressed loitering — had become instead an obstacle course of alarming diagonal angles, down which passengers descended less by walking than by a kind of controlled, dignified falling.
It was on this staircase that Julian, somewhat recovered and determined to prove it, encountered Bea coming the other way, and it was the staircase, rather more than either of them, that arranged what happened next.
The Arcadia chose that precise moment to roll with real conviction. Julian, reaching out with the entirely reasonable intention of steadying himself on the banister, instead steadied himself on Bea, who steadied herself on Julian. The two of them arrived at the bottom of the staircase in a tangle of limbs and evening wear that would have looked, to any observer arriving at that exact instant, very much like an embrace of considerable warmth and duration.
The observer who did, in fact, arrive at that exact instant was the Dowager Lady Pomfrey. She had been making her own perilous way down the opposite banister, and stopped dead at the sight, one hand pressed to her chest, wearing the expression of a woman who has just had a suspicion magnificently confirmed.
"Well," she said, to the empty air, since Julian and Bea were still too occupied with disentangling themselves to notice her. "Well." She continued on her way with the brisk satisfaction of a woman who now had two letters to write instead of one, and possibly a third, to the Tatler, depending on how generous she was feeling by teatime.
"I do apologize," said Julian, once they had both regained something approaching vertical. "Wretched staircase. Are you quite all right?"
"Perfectly," said Bea, straightening her hair with a hand that was not, she noted with some private irritation, entirely steady, though she attributed this firmly to the ship and nothing whatsoever else. "Though I rather think we've just been engaged again, if Lady Pomfrey's face was anything to go by."
"Again?"
"You were there for the first one. Mr. Montgomery, over the fish."
"Ah, yes." Julian coughed. "I do recall being remarkably unhelpful about it at the time."
"You were. You told him he'd drink claret again by Thursday, which was true, but not, I think, the comfort he was looking for."
"In my defense, I hadn't fully appreciated I might be next," said Julian, and found that he was obscurely, unreasonably pleased by the thought, a feeling he chose not to examine, on the general Ashcombe family principle that he had quite enough complications already without going looking for more.
❦
Dinner, when it finally arrived, was a subdued affair. A skeleton staff of stewards moved with the low-slung, wide-legged gait of men who had made their peace with gravity being optional, serving perhaps a third of the passengers who had managed it the night before. The Ashcombe table, battered but present, assembled itself around a tureen of soup that spent as much time attempting to leave the bowl as remain in it.
"I have," Simon announced, arriving last and settling into his chair with the air of a man bearing important news, "spoken with the Admiral."
"The one who sleeps through everything?" said Rupert.
"The very same, though I caught him in a rare waking interval. He tells me this is nothing. Nothing. He says he once crossed Biscay in a gale so severe the ship's cat was declared missing, presumed at sea, only to turn up four days later in the second-class laundry, considerably thinner and, in his words, 'thoroughly disillusioned with the Navy.'"
"That's not remotely reassuring," said Bea.
"It wasn't meant to be reassuring. It was meant to be a very good story, and I think we can agree it succeeded on those terms even if it failed on the other."
Evelyn, working her way through soup with the calm precision of someone who had genuinely never once been troubled by the sea, found herself watching the table with a particular warmth. She had arrived at a thing without quite noticing the exact moment she'd arrived at it. It was barely two days since she had known none of these people. Two days ago, if she was honest with herself — which she generally was, being professionally suspicious of anyone who wasn't — she had been fully prepared to keep the four of them at a careful, watchful distance, the way she kept most people: pleasant enough, but ultimately unremarkable. It was a habit that had served her extremely well for three years. It had never once, in that time, produced an evening like this one, in which she had laughed so hard at Simon's Admiral story that she had nearly lost the soup completely, storm or no storm.
She did not examine this feeling any more closely than Julian had examined his own, though for slightly different reasons. There would be time enough, she told herself, to work out exactly what she felt about all of them. There always was. She had never yet met a person she couldn't step back from when it mattered.
She was not, at that moment, entirely correct about this, though it would be some weeks yet before she was obliged to admit it.
❦
The storm reached its full, operatic height somewhere around ten that evening. By then, most of first class had retired, defeated, to their cabins, and the observation lounge had been left to the small, stubborn handful of passengers who preferred to watch a disaster rather than lie in the dark imagining one.
Among this handful, inevitably, were all five of the Ashcombe table. There was Madame Volkonskaya, who had installed herself in the best armchair with a large glass of something fortified, providing a kind of running operatic commentary on the weather — "Ah! Now she builds! Now she releases!" — that several passengers found more alarming than the storm itself. There was the Admiral, asleep in a corner despite the best efforts of the entire Atlantic Ocean to wake him. And at a small table near the window, making notes with the studious, unhurried care of a man to whom weather was simply one more variable, sat Detective Inspector Weeks, wool merchant of Bradford. He told himself his attention to the Ashcombe party was purely professional. It was, in point of fact, entirely genuine; he had by this stage developed a real and growing suspicion that whatever these five were up to, it was going to be considerably more interesting than the sapphire.
He was not wrong about the interesting part. He remained, on every other point, spectacularly mistaken.
"I've decided," Rupert announced, watching a wave the approximate size of a townhouse break across the bow with an expression of undiluted joy, "that this is the best evening of my entire life."
"You said that about the peacock," said Julian.
"That was a different category of best evening. This is adventure. My father wanted me to see cathedrals — cathedrals, of all things — and he never once mentioned anything might try to kill me. I feel like I got cheated out of every vacation before this one."
"You may feel differently," said Bea, "when the ship stops being so obliging about staying afloat."
"I have complete confidence in the Arcadia," Rupert began.
It was at roughly this point that the Arcadia gave a lurch of quite exceptional violence. It sent Madame Volkonskaya's fortified glass sailing gracefully across the lounge. It upended a small table of cards belonging to two elderly gentlemen who had been playing bridge with the calm, unbothered persistence of men who had survived worse. And it threw Rupert — mid-declaration of his complete confidence — directly into the arms of a young woman he had never met, who happened at that moment to be crossing the lounge with a tray of drinks she would not, in the end, deliver anywhere near their intended destination.
There was a crash. There was a great deal of spilled sherry. And there was, emerging from the wreckage, a young woman of perhaps twenty, soaked through, furious, and — Rupert would reflect later, once his own considerable embarrassment had subsided enough to allow reflection — really quite extraordinarily pretty about it.
"I am," said Rupert, with the particular thoroughness of a man determined to get an apology exactly right, "so profoundly, catastrophically sorry, and I'd like to marry you, to make up for the sherry, and also because you haven't stopped looking furious for a single second and I think that's terrific."
The lounge, which had been holding its breath since the lurch, released it in a wave of laughter that even the young woman herself, a Miss Prudence Latimer, travelling with her father to visit an aunt in Cairo, though nobody at that table would learn this before the night was out, could not entirely resist joining, despite the sherry now soaking thoroughly into a dress she had rather liked.
"That," she said, wringing out one sleeve with as much dignity as the operation allowed, "is the single worst proposal I have ever received, and I have received three, all from men with considerably better balance than you."
"I can only improve from here," said Rupert.
"You may try," said Miss Latimer, with the specific tone of a woman who had decided, on the spot, that she would in fact permit him to, "once you've found me a towel, apologized to my father, and explained to the entire lounge why you appear to be under the impression that this is how introductions are generally conducted."
"Two proposals," said Bea, watching this unfold with the delighted, proprietary satisfaction of a woman watching her own theory of the world proving itself correct in real time, "in two days. I begin to think Mr. Montgomery simply cannot help himself."
"In my defense," said Rupert, extracting himself from the remains of the sherry tray with as much composure as a soaked dinner jacket permitted, "I don't think either one counted. Nobody's actually said yes."
"Miss Latimer looked very much like she hadn't said no," Simon observed.
"That's not the same thing."
"It rarely is," said Simon, with the air of a man who had made a career of the distinction, "which is, in my experience, precisely why it works."
Detective Inspector Weeks, at his small table by the window, wrote a third note beneath the first two — second engagement (?) — target now includes unknown female — expanding operation? — and underlined it with the same grim thoroughness he had applied to the first. He privately began to wonder whether his superiors at the Yard had any real appreciation for what he was up against.
He did not sleep well that night, though this had rather more to do with the storm than with his notes, however much he might, in a weaker moment, have blamed the latter for the former.
❦
By morning the Bay of Biscay had exhausted its objections. The barometer had climbed back to a civilized reading, and the Arcadia emerged into a calm, apologetic sea beneath a sky scrubbed clean by the night's efforts, as though the whole affair had been slightly embarrassed by itself and preferred not to dwell on it.
Julian appeared at breakfast pale but upright, and immediately, formally withdrew his staircase engagement to Bea "on the grounds," he explained, "that neither of us meant it, and also that I should like to be engaged to you on purpose at some point, rather than by accident, which I feel is generally considered the more romantic approach."
He said this with such cheerful, oblivious ease that it took him a full three seconds to register precisely what he had just said aloud, at breakfast, in front of witnesses, at which point he went, for the second time in two days, thoroughly the colour of the tablecloth.
Bea, to her very great credit, did not laugh, though it cost her something to manage it.
"How very forward-thinking of you," she said instead, buttering her toast with tremendous concentration, "to plan so far in advance, Mr. Ashcombe," and if her voice was not quite as steady as she would have liked, she attributed this, with some firmness, entirely to the lingering effects of the storm, and refused, on principle, to consider it any further before coffee.
Evelyn, watching the whole exchange over the rim of her own cup, thought — with a small, private warmth she was not, this particular morning, inclined to examine — that Southampton already felt a very long way behind them indeed, and whatever Lisbon had in store, it was unlikely to be dull.
Lisbon, as it turned out, had rather a lot in store.
❦
❦


Chapter Four
Lisbon Acquires a Prince
Lisbon rose out of the morning haze in tiers of pink and ochre and white, tumbling down toward the Tagus in the manner of a city that had never quite decided whether it wanted to be built on a hill or beside a river, and had, with characteristic good humour, elected to attempt both at once. The Arcadia eased into her berth just after nine. Her passengers lined the rails in the particular state of restless anticipation that afflicts people who have been at sea for three days and are prepared to find even a moderately interesting lamppost thrilling.
"A whole day," Rupert announced, rubbing his hands together with the enthusiasm of a man unwrapping a very large present, "a whole entire day ashore, with actual solid ground that doesn't move, and I plan on making the most of every second of it."
The plan, insofar as five people who had known one another for three days could be said to possess a plan, was respectable enough on paper. A morning at the Jerónimos Monastery, admired at length by Bea, who had a genuine passion for architecture and had brought a small sketchbook expressly for the purpose of annoying everyone by stopping every four minutes to draw a column. An afternoon in the Alfama district, winding through streets so narrow that two people could not comfortably pass without one of them retreating bodily into a doorway. Simon declared it "obviously designed by someone who disliked strangers on principle." And an evening at what the ship's social secretary had described as "a perfectly charming masked ball, held annually by the Lisbon aristocracy for the benefit of visiting dignitaries" — a description delivered with the breathless confidence of a woman who had clearly never attended one herself. The Arcadia's first-class passengers had been extended a general, and, as it would transpire, somewhat loosely worded invitation.
It was this last item that would prove, by any reasonable measure, considerably more educational than the monastery.
❦
The trouble, as trouble on this particular voyage nearly always did, began with Simon, and began, more specifically, with a hat.
He had acquired it in a small shop off the Rua Augusta: a magnificent plumed confection that the shopkeeper assured him, in rapid and largely untranslatable Portuguese, had once belonged to a person of considerable importance. Simon accepted this with the same generous credulity he applied to most claims made about most objects, on the general theory that a good story cost nothing and improved everything.
"I shall wear it tonight," he announced, modelling it for the others outside a café where they had stopped for something small and startlingly strong in tiny cups, "and I shall be whoever the hat suggests I ought to be. That's the whole art of a masked ball, you understand — one simply commits."
"Commits to what, precisely?" asked Bea.
"That," said Simon, "is rather the point. One finds out."
What Simon found out, roughly forty minutes into the ball that evening, was that the hat suggested, with startling specificity, that he ought to be a minor European prince.
The mechanism by which this occurred was later reconstructed, with some effort and considerable disagreement about the finer details, as follows. Simon, resplendent in the plumed hat and a domino mask borrowed at the last minute from a bemused steward, had entered the ballroom — a glittering, candlelit affair in a converted palace overlooking the river. He was almost immediately intercepted by an elderly Portuguese countess, who peered at him through her lorgnette with an expression of dawning, delighted recognition.
"Mas é o senhor príncipe!" she exclaimed, to no one in particular and everyone within earshot. Before Simon had entirely worked out what was being suggested, he found his hand seized, kissed with real enthusiasm, and himself steered toward a receiving line of considerable local importance, all of whom appeared to share the countess's conviction absolutely.
"I don't suppose," Simon murmured to Bea, who had drifted close enough to witness this development with an expression of pure, uncomplicated delight, "you happen to know which prince I am?"
"Not the faintest idea. But you're clearly a popular one."
"That's something, I suppose."
It transpired, over the course of the evening, pieced together in fragments, mostly by Evelyn, who had an easy way of getting strangers to talk without ever seeming particularly interested in the answer, that the hat did indeed bear a genuine and startling resemblance to one habitually worn by a minor Balkan prince currently touring the Iberian peninsula on a private and largely unpublicized visit. Almost none of the assembled guests had actually met this prince, but all of them had been extensively primed to expect him. And Simon, tall, dark-haired, wearing precisely the right hat at precisely the right ball, resembled him just closely enough, at a candlelit distance and through the forgiving medium of a domino mask, to complete the illusion entirely.
"You must simply stop correcting them," Bea instructed, catching Simon by the arm as he attempted, for perhaps the fourth time, to explain the misunderstanding to a beaming dowager who plainly regarded his modesty as evidence of exactly the sort of charming humility one would expect from royalty. "Nobody wants the truth. They want the prince. Give them the prince."
"I have given three toasts already in a language I do not speak, to a country I could not locate on a map."
"And you've done it beautifully. There's a naval attaché over there weeping with pride."
"That is precisely what concerns me."
Julian, meanwhile, had found himself paired for the evening's first dance with a young woman whose mask concealed rather less than she perhaps intended. She spent the entire dance attempting, with mounting and increasingly obvious frustration, to determine whether he was in fact the prince's traveling companion, a role Julian accepted with the same cheerful, uncomprehending good nature he brought to most situations. Whatever was happening was clearly meant to happen, and he might as well enjoy the dancing.
Rupert had not, in fact, come to the ball at all. He had elected instead, with an earnestness that surprised absolutely no one who had witnessed the sherry incident, to spend the evening walking the riverside promenade with Miss Prudence Latimer and her father, a mild, myopic solicitor named Mr. Latimer. Against all reasonable odds, Mr. Latimer had taken an immediate liking to the young American who had ruined his daughter's dress and then spent every spare hour since sending flowers, notes, and, on one memorable occasion, an entire basket of extremely good Portuguese oranges by way of apology.
"He's perfectly ridiculous," Miss Latimer informed her father, watching Rupert attempt, and fail, to skip a stone across the darkening river, "and I've decided I rather like that in a man."
"Your mother," said Mr. Latimer, "will want to know his prospects."
"His prospects appear to consist entirely of enthusiasm and an alarming quantity of money, which I'm assured is not the worst combination."
"It rarely is," said Mr. Latimer, who had been married thirty years and had learned, somewhere around year four, exactly when to stop arguing.
❦
It was Evelyn who first noticed the man in grey.
She had excused herself from the ballroom's brighter and more crowded reaches in favour of a quiet alcove near the terrace doors, ostensibly to catch her breath. In truth, she had developed, over the past three days, a genuine and inconvenient habit of watching this particular group of people simply because she liked doing it, a habit she had not yet found the vocabulary to explain to herself, and was not, at present, inclined to try.
From this vantage point she observed a man of unremarkable height and entirely forgettable features — the sort of man, she thought, who had likely spent his whole life being described as "the sort of man." He was engaged in an extremely intent conversation with two others near the terrace, all three angled carefully away from the light, in the manner of people who did not wish to be noticed.
She caught, in the scattered way one catches fragments of conversation across a crowded room, only a handful of words. Alexandria. Transfer. Before the ball ends.
It was, she told herself, almost certainly nothing — three men discussing shipping logistics, or a business arrangement, or any of the thousand mundane things that men in grey suits discussed at parties they had not particularly wanted to attend. And yet something in the careful angle of their shoulders, the way their conversation stopped entirely the moment a waiter passed too close, struck her as worth remembering. Evelyn had learned, over the years, that the things worth remembering very rarely announced themselves as such.
She said nothing to the others. Not yet. There would be time enough, she told herself, once she had something more than three overheard words and an instinct she couldn't fully account for.
She did not notice, in the shadow of a nearby column, Detective Inspector Weeks — himself resplendent in a borrowed evening jacket two sizes too generous through the shoulders — watching the same three men with an attention considerably more practiced than her own, and making, in the small notebook he had by now filled to a distressing degree, a note that read simply: confirmed. tonight, or Gibraltar at the latest.
Neither of them, watching from their separate corners, had yet worked out that the other was watching too.
❦
The evening reached its natural crisis point, as evenings of this sort generally do, at approximately eleven o'clock. Simon — three toasts, one impromptu speech about Balkan-Iberian friendship, and a great deal of unearned champagne into his reign — was approached by a stout, red-faced gentleman who introduced himself, in perfectly serviceable English, as the Balkan legation's actual attaché. The man regarded Simon's plumed hat with an expression that shifted, over the course of roughly four seconds, from polite confusion to dawning horror to something considerably more dangerous.
"You," said the attaché, in the tone of a man arriving at a conclusion he very much did not want to arrive at, "are not His Serene Highness."
"No," Simon agreed, with the particular calm of a man who has been waiting all evening for someone to finally say so and is almost relieved it's happened. "I really am terribly sorry about that. I did try to mention it several times, but nobody seemed at all interested in hearing it."
"Then who—"
"Simon Cartwright. Oxford, more or less. No fixed profession, though I've been assured this evening that I make an excellent prince, so I may reconsider my options."
The attaché's face, by this point, had achieved a shade of purple that Julian would later compare, with real admiration, to a particularly good claret. For a moment it seemed entirely possible the evening might end in some form of genuine international consequence — a stiff note between governments, perhaps, or at minimum a very frosty exchange of diplomatic correspondence. Then Bea materialized at Simon's elbow, with the swift, decisive instincts of a woman who had spent a great deal of her life extracting people from consequences of exactly this sort, and intervened.
"Oh, but that's the whole point of a masked ball," she said, to the attaché, with a warmth so complete and so entirely convincing that Julian, watching, felt a fresh and renewed appreciation for precisely how dangerous she could be when she put her mind to it. "Nobody's meant to be who they say they are. It's the entire tradition. I'm told His Serene Highness finds it enormously flattering, actually — that a masked stranger could impersonate him so convincingly that half of Lisbon's aristocracy couldn't tell the difference. I should think it says rather wonderful things about how beloved he is."
The attaché considered this. It was, Bea privately reflected, a considerable stretch even by her own generous standards, but she had learned, across twenty-three years of getting herself and others out of trouble, that the trick was never subtlety — the trick was total, unwavering confidence, delivered with just enough warmth that the alternative, disbelieving her, began to feel almost rude.
"Flattering," the attaché repeated slowly, as though tasting the word for the first time.
"Enormously."
"I shall have to think how to phrase this in my report."
"I'm sure you'll find exactly the right words. You strike me as a man of real diplomatic gift."
By the time the attaché had been thoroughly buttered, flattered, and gently steered toward the champagne, three separate governments' worth of potential incident had been reduced to what Simon would later describe as "a mild diplomatic misunderstanding, favourably resolved" — a phrase he intended to have engraved on something.
"One evening," Julian observed, once the immediate crisis had passed and the four of them had regrouped near the terrace with considerably stronger drinks than they'd started the evening with, "and there are now three governments who believe you might be a prince."
"Two, I think," said Simon. "The attaché seemed fairly well convinced by the end."
"That's worse, Simon."
"Is it? I rather think it's an improvement. Fewer people looking for the truth, more people simply enjoying the story. I find that's usually how these things resolve themselves best."
Evelyn, standing slightly apart, watching the four of them laugh together against the glittering backdrop of the ballroom and the dark river beyond, found herself thinking — not for the first time that evening, and with a small, private unease she was becoming less and less able to dismiss — that whatever those three men on the terrace had been discussing, it had nothing whatsoever to do with princes, or hats, or diplomatic misunderstandings favourably resolved.
Gibraltar, when it came, would prove her right in ways she wasn't yet prepared for.
❦
❦


Chapter Five
The Rock Says No
Gibraltar announced itself a full hour before the Arcadia reached it, rising out of the strait the way a stubborn relative arrives at a party: uninvited, unmissable, and entirely unwilling to leave before everyone has acknowledged them properly.
"It's pretty big," Rupert observed, from the rail, with the tone of a man who felt the situation called for understatement and was doing his best.
"It's a limestone monolith fourteen hundred feet high with several miles of tunnels bored straight through it by the Royal Engineers," said Simon. "'Large' is doing a great deal of work in that sentence."
"I stand corrected. It's enormous, and also, I gather, ours."
"Ours in the sense that the Spanish would very much like it back, and the Navy has strong feelings about that ambition, yes."
The plan for Gibraltar, unlike Lisbon's, had arrived with actual structure attached, this being almost entirely Bea's doing. She had heard, from a fellow passenger who had heard it from a steward who had heard it from someone in the port office, that the officers' mess was hosting its annual scavenger hunt for visiting ship parties. It was a tradition, apparently, stretching back decades: teams competed to locate a list of increasingly improbable items scattered somewhere across the Rock, for a trophy that Bea was reliably informed was "a rather ugly silver monkey, but one with real history behind it."
"I want it," she announced, with the flat, immovable conviction of a woman who had wanted very few things in her life and had, as a direct consequence, gotten every single one of them. "I don't care what it looks like. I want the monkey."
"That's not remotely a reason," said Julian.
"It's the only reason that's ever mattered to me. Are you in or not?"
Julian, who had discovered over the preceding days a distinct and worsening inability to say no to Bea about anything, found himself in.
❦
The list, when they collected it from a harried lieutenant at the officers' mess, ran to eleven items, several of which appeared to have been included specifically to torment visiting civilians. A photograph of the Barbary macaques. A pressed flower from the Alameda Gardens. A shilling from before the war. The signature of any serving officer above the rank of major. A stone from the very top of the Rock. And, at the bottom, underlined twice by someone with evident feeling: One item that will make the judges laugh. Use your imagination. Please do not bring another dead fish. We are asking nicely.
"I feel there's a story behind that last one," said Simon.
"There's always a story," said the lieutenant, with the weary authority of a man who had personally adjudicated several of these hunts and hoped never to do so again. "Good luck. Try not to fall off anything."
They split, by unspoken and entirely sensible agreement, into two parties. Julian and Bea wanted the macaques and the flower, and had a private theory, unstated but understood, that the walk up to the top would be more agreeable in a party of two. Simon and Rupert were dispatched toward the town proper in search of the shilling and the officer's signature — an assignment Simon accepted with the cheerful confidence of a man who had never once in his life failed to talk a stranger into doing him a favour.
Evelyn, characteristically, elected to go her own way. Her stated reason was that four people chasing a silver monkey required a fifth to keep an accurate record of the day's events for posterity. Her unstated reason was that she had not been able to stop thinking, since Lisbon, about three men on a terrace and the word Alexandria.
❦
The macaques, it transpired, had no interest whatsoever in being photographed on command.
Julian and Bea found them a third of the way up the Rock, lounging across a low stone wall above the old signal station in the manner of minor aristocracy inspecting tenants. They spent a genuinely educational twenty minutes attempting to persuade one particularly self-possessed specimen to look toward Julian's camera rather than, as it clearly preferred, directly into Bea's handbag, which it had already opened twice and inspected with the brisk efficiency of a police officer.
"I don't think he respects either of us," Bea said, watching the monkey extract, examine, and discard her powder compact with an expression of profound disappointment.
"He's given the compact a fairer hearing than most critics give my poetry."
"You write poetry?"
"I wrote one poem, once, about a dog I liked. It wasn't good. I've chosen not to repeat the experiment."
"I should like to hear it anyway."
"Absolutely not. Some things are better left in the drawer where they can't hurt anybody."
The eventual photograph, achieved only once Bea produced, from some depth of her handbag the monkey had somehow overlooked, a small paper packet of biscuits she had been saving since breakfast, showed the macaque mid-chew, regarding the camera with an expression of magnificent disdain. The lieutenant would later describe it, judging the entries, as "the single most contemptuous animal I have ever seen photographed, and I include several regimental goats."
The flower proved far easier. The Alameda Gardens offered more blooms than any reasonable scavenger hunt required, though Bea insisted on a full ten minutes of deliberation before selecting one, on the grounds that "if we're pressing something forever, it ought to be the right one." It was a sentiment Julian found himself agreeing with more completely — and about rather more than flowers — than he was fully prepared to examine.
It was on the walk back down, with the whole blue sweep of the strait spread out below them and Africa a smudge of hills on the far side of the water, that Julian did the thing he had been circling for the better part of four days without quite admitting it to himself.
"Bea."
"Yes?"
"I would like to propose to you sometime. Not now — I don't think a scavenger hunt is the correct setting, and I've been assured that proposing while holding a wilting flower and smelling faintly of monkey is not considered romantic in most circles. But at some point. Properly. I wanted you to know it was coming, rather than have it arrive as another accident."
Bea was quiet for a moment — a genuine quiet, the kind that cost her something, given that silence was not, as a rule, her natural habitat.
"That," she said eventually, "is the first entirely sensible thing anyone has said to me in about a fortnight, and I find I don't quite know what to do with it."
"You don't have to do anything with it yet. I just didn't want to keep ambushing you by accident. Seemed unsporting."
"Julian Ashcombe," said Bea, "you are a considerably better man than the peacock story led me to expect," and if her voice was warmer than the observation strictly required, neither of them chose to remark on it, which suited them both rather well for the time being.
❦
Simon and Rupert's assignment proved, if anything, too successful.
The shilling arrived within twenty minutes, procured from an elderly Gibraltarian shopkeeper who produced one from a drawer of assorted foreign coins with the air of a man who had been waiting his entire career for someone to finally ask. The officer's signature took rather longer. Simon insisted that a signature obtained through ordinary means — simply asking — lacked "narrative satisfaction," and so decided instead to engineer an entire fictional charity, "The Gibraltar Benevolent Fund for Distressed Naval Widows," complete with a collection tin borrowed from a bemused publican, purely so that a passing lieutenant colonel might sign a receipt for it.
"That wasn't even necessary," Rupert pointed out, once the signature, genuine, if obtained under circumstances the lieutenant colonel would likely have found troubling had he known, was safely in hand.
"Nothing worth doing is necessary, Rupert. That's rather the definition of worth doing."
It was the eleventh item — one item that will make the judges laugh — that proved their undoing.
Simon's idea, arrived at with the swift, unshakeable confidence he brought to most of his worse ideas, was that they ought to acquire one of the Rock's famous cannons. Not an actual cannon, he clarified, when Rupert's face suggested this needed clarifying — a miniature souvenir one, of the sort sold in every gift shop along Main Street. They would present it to the judges "loaded," by which he meant filled with confetti purchased from a stall still selling off decorations from some earlier local festival.
The miniature cannon, when finally triggered — with rather more enthusiasm than the modest device had been engineered to withstand — did not so much release its confetti as evacuate it, at considerable velocity, directly into the face of a passing brigadier-general who had the profound misfortune to be walking past the gift shop at precisely the wrong moment. The result: a brigadier-general covered head to foot in gold and red paper scraps, an expression of pure, wordless betrayal, and a silence that stretched on for what felt, to both Rupert and Simon, like the fall of a small empire.
"I," said the brigadier-general, extracting a piece of confetti from his moustache with a dignity that Rupert would later describe as genuinely heroic, "am going to need someone to explain this to me."
"It's for the scavenger hunt, sir," said Simon, with the particular brightness of a man betting everything on charm and having no other cards left to play. "Item eleven. Something to make the judges laugh."
The brigadier-general considered this for a long moment, brushed a further quantity of confetti from his epaulettes, and said, with the air of a man arriving at a decision against his own better instincts, "Well. It's certainly making me something. I'm not sure laugh is quite the word, but we're in the neighbourhood."
He did, eventually, laugh — a short, disbelieving bark of a thing, followed by a considerably longer laugh once he'd had a stiff drink to help the process along. At Simon's audacious request, he even signed a brief statement certifying that he had been "the unwitting recipient of the most alarming and least military ambush of my career, and found it, upon reflection, extremely funny." Simon intended to submit it as evidence for item eleven, on the grounds that a signed testimonial from an actual brigadier-general represented, in his words, "an unimpeachable chain of comedic provenance."
❦
It was Evelyn who found the strongroom.
Not deliberately — or not entirely deliberately. She would later admit, if only to herself, that "wandering the lower decks while the others were ashore" had not been an entirely innocent errand. She had told herself she wanted air, and quiet, and a moment away from the general noise of the day, all of which was true. None of it fully explained why her feet had carried her, without much conscious decision on her part, toward the section of the ship where the crew's working areas gave way to something more restricted.
She found the door because it was, unusually, standing very slightly ajar — no more than an inch, but enough, in a ship where every other door of that description was kept locked as a matter of routine, to catch her attention immediately.
Through the gap she could see a narrow strongroom, dimly lit, lined with the sort of reinforced shelving that suggested valuables rather than luggage, and at its centre, a velvet-lined case, open, and empty.
She did not go in. She had read enough, in one way or another, about people who went into rooms they had no business being in, to know precisely how that particular story tended to end for the person doing the going in. Instead she stood very still, listening, and heard, from somewhere further along the corridor, two voices in low, urgent conversation, one of which she recognized, with a small, cold jolt, as belonging to the unremarkable man from the Lisbon terrace.
"—not here. Gibraltar's too exposed. We wait for open water."
"And if the girl saw something?"
"What girl."
"The dark-haired one. Cartwright's friend. She was watching us in Lisbon."
There was a pause of the kind that felt, even from where Evelyn stood, entirely too long.
"Then we watch her too," said the first voice, "and we make sure that's all either of us does."
Evelyn withdrew from the door with considerably more haste than dignity, her heart doing something complicated and unpleasant. She made her way back up toward daylight with the particular blank, deliberate calm of someone determined not to look like a person who has just heard something she was not meant to hear.
She did not notice, though she might, on a less distracted day, have found it almost funny, that Detective Inspector Weeks, three corridors away and moving with the same careful, unhurried purpose, had heard rather more of the same conversation than she had. At that very moment he was writing in his notebook the words they know about the woman, with an underline so hard it very nearly went through the page.
❦
She found the others at the top of the Rock as the afternoon light was beginning to turn gold. They were gathered in a loose, laughing circle around the trophy table, where a naval officer with the harassed good humour of a man who had done this every year for a decade was awarding, with tremendous ceremony, a small, undeniably ugly silver monkey to Bea. She accepted it with both hands and the reverence of a woman receiving a crown.
"We won," Bea announced, holding the monkey aloft for Evelyn's inspection. "It's hideous. I adore it completely."
"The macaque nearly didn't cooperate," Julian added. "In the end we bribed him."
"Everyone can be bribed," said Simon, still faintly dusted with confetti he had not entirely managed to remove, "given sufficient imagination about the currency."
"We made a brigadier-general laugh," Rupert said, with the quiet pride of a man reporting a genuine achievement. "After we'd first made him extremely angry. I consider it a fair trade."
It was, Evelyn thought, watching the four of them — flushed with sun and small triumphs, entirely unaware of anything beyond the pleasant business of their afternoon — an almost unbearably good moment to have to carry a secret into.
"You've gone quiet," Bea observed, lowering the monkey and studying Evelyn's face with the particular sharpness she usually reserved for spotting lies at dinner parties. "Is everything all right?"
For one long moment, Evelyn very nearly told them everything — the strongroom, the empty case, the voices, the word woman spoken in a tone that made her skin go cold even now, three hours later, in the warm Gibraltar sun.
"Perfectly," she said instead. "Just tired. It's been rather a lot of Rock for one day."
It was, she would reflect later, the first lie she had told any of them that had actually cost her something to tell, and it sat considerably worse than she had expected it to.
She was not yet ready to explain why. But she had a strong and unpleasant suspicion that Gibraltar would not be the last place she would need to.
❦
❦


Chapter Six
Debt in Monte Carlo
Monte Carlo arrived in the manner of a rumour finally made good — all pink stucco and clipped palms and a harbour so blue it looked faintly dishonest, crowded with yachts belonging to people who had never, as a rule, worked a day in their lives and saw no particular reason to start now.
"I don't trust it," said Rupert, surveying the Casino's famous façade with the deep suspicion of a man raised to believe that anything this beautiful was, by definition, hiding something. "Everything's too clean. Where's the dirt? Where's the grit?"
"The grit," said Simon, "is inside, disguised as the house edge. Come along. I'll show you."
Bea alone seemed entirely unsurprised by Monte Carlo. She moved through the Casino's marble atrium with the easy, proprietary calm of a woman who had grown up in rooms designed expressly to intimidate people less accustomed to them than she was.
"You've been before," Julian observed.
"Twice. Once with my mother, who lost dreadfully and blamed the croupier. Once on my own, which is a story I intend to tell you properly one day, but not today, as it involves a Russian count and a fact about roulette wheels that the management would very much prefer stayed private."
"Now you have to tell me."
"Later," said Bea, with the particular firmness of a woman who understood exactly how to make a promise more interesting by withholding it. "Tonight, I intend to win."
❦
She did, as it turned out, win, not extravagantly, not in the way that draws a crowd or a headline, but steadily, methodically, in the manner of someone who had clearly spent real time understanding a system that most players approached as pure superstition. Red, black, a run on seventeen that made the table's other occupants regard her with the particular resentment reserved for people who are good at things by design rather than luck.
"How," said Julian, watching a small mountain of chips accumulate in front of her, "are you doing that?"
"Patiently," said Bea, placing another bet with the unhurried calm of a woman entirely unbothered by an audience. "Most people play roulette like it owes them something. It doesn't. You have to play it like it's mildly annoyed with you and needs convincing."
"That's not a system. That's a personality."
"In my experience, they're rarely different things."
It was Simon who first noticed the man watching Bea from the edge of the salon. He had, as ever, a gift for finding trouble before trouble had quite finished planning itself. The man was tall, silver-haired, dressed with the particular heavy formality of someone for whom expense was never once, in his whole life, a live concern. His expression was one Simon, who prided himself on reading a room, could not immediately place. Not admiration, though there was some of that. Not disapproval, though there was some of that too. Recognition, mostly — and beneath it, something that looked almost like relief.
"Bea," Simon said, low, sliding in beside her at the table without disturbing her rhythm, "I don't wish to alarm you, but there is a gentleman by the far column who has been looking at you the way my aunt looks at a will she suspects has been altered."
Bea did not turn immediately. She placed her bet — black, seventeen again, an act of what Julian was beginning to suspect was less superstition than sheer bloody-mindedness — and only then allowed her gaze to travel, with elaborate casualness, toward the column in question.
The colour left her face so completely and so fast that Julian, watching, felt something in his chest go entirely cold.
"That," said Bea, in a voice gone suddenly, carefully flat, "is the Duke of Penhallow."
❦
There was, briefly, a silence at the table that had nothing to do with the wheel.
"The Duke," said Rupert slowly, "you were meant to marry."
"The very same."
"How does he know you're here?"
Bea's mouth twisted into something that was not quite a smile. "Lady Pomfrey," she said, "has been extremely thorough with her correspondence. I imagine half of London has by now received a detailed account of my movements, my company, and at least one accidental staircase engagement. It was, I'm afraid, only ever a matter of time before that correspondence reached someone who actually cared where I was."
"Could he simply be here by coincidence?" Julian asked, with the faint, hopeless optimism of a man who already suspected the answer.
"Monte Carlo in the height of the season, at the exact table where I am sitting, wearing his second-best evening coat, which he only wears when he intends to be recognized?" Bea shook her head. "No. He's here for me."
The Duke, for his part, had begun, with the unhurried, entirely confident gait of a man who had never once in his life needed to hurry toward anything, to make his way across the salon.
"Options," said Simon, with the crisp efficiency of a general reviewing terrain. "We could leave. Quietly, through the side entrance, before he arrives."
"He'll simply follow," said Bea. "He's patient. It's practically his only interesting quality."
"We could create a distraction," Rupert offered. "I'm pretty good at those, it turns out. Accidentally."
"We are not setting off another confetti cannon in a room this size."
"I have other ideas."
"I don't doubt it, and no."
"We could," said Evelyn, who had been quiet through most of this, watching the Duke's unhurried approach with the particular sharp attention she usually reserved for things considerably more dangerous than aristocratic marriage prospects, "simply leave together. All five of us. Right now, before he reaches the table. A group is much harder to isolate than a single woman, and considerably harder to have a quiet, dignified conversation with in a crowded casino."
It was, everyone silently agreed, the single most sensible suggestion offered so far, which was precisely why they had approximately four seconds to act on it before the Duke of Penhallow arrived at the table and rendered the entire question academic.
"Beatrice," he said, in a voice that managed to be simultaneously warm, wounded, and entirely too reasonable for the occasion. "I had rather hoped I might find you here eventually."
"Reginald." Bea's voice had gone very smooth, very controlled, the particular tone Julian had come to recognize as the one she used exclusively on people she was actively managing. "What an extraordinary coincidence."
"It was not, in fact, a coincidence at all, and I think we both know that." The Duke's gaze moved, with polite but unmistakable thoroughness, across the four faces arranged around Bea like a small, protective wall. "Your mother is very worried. Your father is worried in the way fathers generally are, considerably less vocally, but no less sincerely. I promised them both I would simply come and see that you were well, and then, if you wished it, leave you entirely in peace."
"How generous of you."
"I mean it, Beatrice. I have no wish to drag you home against your will. I only wished to see for myself that you were safe, among decent company, and — forgive me — not engaged in anything that might genuinely damage you."
There was a pause of the kind that, in a lesser man, might have curdled into something sharper. The Duke, to his credit, did not press it.
"I'll take a table nearby," he said instead, "and I will not intrude further tonight. But Beatrice — I should like, at some point before this voyage ends, five honest minutes of your time. That's all I ask. Five minutes, and then I promise to trouble you no further, whatever you decide."
He bowed, with old-fashioned, slightly weary courtesy, and withdrew toward a table at the far end of the salon, where he sat, ordered a drink he did not touch, and did not, for the remainder of the evening, once take his eyes off their table.
❦
"He seems," said Julian carefully, once the Duke was safely out of easy earshot, "considerably less terrible than advertised."
"He is not terrible at all," said Bea, with a flatness that surprised all of them, herself included. "That's rather the whole problem. If he were cruel, or stupid, or unkind, this would be extraordinarily simple. He is none of those things. He is patient, and decent, and will make someone an excellent husband. And I have never once, in three years of being informed that this someone ought to be me, felt anything for him beyond the specific, exhausted fondness one feels for a very reliable piece of furniture."
"That's not nothing," Simon observed.
"It's also not enough," said Bea, "and I refuse to spend the rest of my life discovering exactly how not enough it is, from the inside, once it's too late to discover anything else."
"Then we get you out of here," said Evelyn, with the quiet, practical decisiveness of someone who had spent the evening quietly cataloguing exits without mentioning it to anyone. "Tonight, if we have to. There's a service corridor behind the bar that the staff use for deliveries — I noticed it earlier. It comes out near the harbour."
"You noticed a service corridor," said Rupert, "in a casino, this evening, for no particular reason?"
"I notice a great many things," said Evelyn, with a lightness that did not, if one was watching closely enough, entirely reach her eyes, "for no particular reason. It's simply a habit."
Julian, watching her, found himself filing the remark away, not with suspicion, not yet, but with a small, growing sense that there was considerably more to Evelyn Fairchild than four days of pleasant company had so far explained. He set the thought aside for later, on the general principle that the evening already had quite enough happening in it.
"We're not running from him tonight," said Bea, after a long moment. "He asked for five honest minutes, and I find I can't quite bring myself to refuse a man that decent something that small. But I am not doing it here, tonight, in front of half of Monte Carlo's most enthusiastic gossips." She straightened, and something in her expression hardened into the particular determined brightness Julian had already learned to associate with Bea deciding something irrevocably. "Tomorrow. In daylight. On my terms, in a place of my choosing, with all four of you within shouting distance in case I need rescuing, or, more likely, in case he does."
"And tonight?" Julian asked.
"Tonight," said Bea, turning back to the table with a small, defiant smile, "I finish winning. I refuse to let a duke ruin a perfectly good streak."
She placed her next bet — black, seventeen, for the third time running — and this time, when the wheel finally stopped, the whole table, gossip and duke and all, watched the little ball settle exactly where she had told it to.
❦
They found the Duke waiting, alone and entirely unhurried, at a small café table overlooking the harbour the following morning, precisely where Bea had instructed him to be, at precisely the hour she had named. Julian noted, with a certain reluctant respect, that a man capable of waiting that patiently, for that long, without once checking his watch, was probably not entirely the dull furniture Bea had described.
The conversation, conducted at a table twenty feet away and well out of earshot, went on rather longer than five minutes. From where Julian sat, it looked almost gentle. The Duke spoke. Bea listened, argued a little, then softened. At one point he took her hand, briefly, and let it go again. It looked, more than anything, like an ending.
"He's agreed to write to my parents," Bea reported, rejoining them at last, colour high, something almost like relief in her face. "Tell them he's met the man I intend to marry, finds him entirely suitable, and considers the matter closed."
"The man you intend to marry," Julian repeated, "being—"
"You, obviously," said Bea, and for a moment the whole table simply sat in the sun and let that be true.
It was Simon, watching the Duke rise from his table and gather his coat, who noticed the second man.
He had been sitting two tables further along the harbour the entire time — a stout, ruddy-faced man in a rumpled brown tweed coat badly suited to the climate, reading a newspaper he had not once turned a page of. As the Duke passed him, the man folded the paper under his arm and fell into step a half-pace behind, not quite an escort, not quite a stranger.
"Bea," Simon said, quietly. "Who's that?"
Bea followed his gaze, and the colour that had only just returned to her face left it again, faster this time.
"I don't know him," she said. "But I know the coat. That's the sort of man my father sends when he doesn't entirely trust an agreement to hold itself together."
"You said the matter was closed."
"Reginald believes it's closed. I don't think anyone thought to tell my father that." Bea was already rising, gathering her gloves with hands that were no longer quite steady. "If that man reports back that I'm travelling with four strangers and no chaperone worth the name, closed stops mattering rather quickly. He'll have me on a train home before the week's out, Duke or no Duke."
"Then we don't let him report anything," said Evelyn, already scanning the harbour with the flat, fast calculation of someone measuring distances and exits, "which means we don't let him keep watching long enough to have anything worth reporting."
"Evelyn," said Rupert, with the particular delight of a man who has been waiting the entire voyage for exactly this sentence, "are you saying we make a break for it?"
"I'm suggesting," said Evelyn, already moving, "that we leave. Briskly. In several different directions, and see which of us he decides is worth following."
Nobody, in the end, needed telling twice.
❦
❦


Chapter Seven
Athletics in Monte Carlo
Monte Carlo, it turned out, had not been built with running in mind.
The whole town climbed: terrace above terrace above terrace, pink stucco stacked up the hillside like something poured rather than built, joined by staircases that seemed to have been designed by a committee actively hostile to anyone in evening shoes. The heat came up off the stone in visible waves. Palms threw hard black shade across the pavement in stripes, so that running through them felt like flicking through a lantern show, dark-light-dark-light, and the whole town smelled of hot dust and jasmine and, faintly, of money.
They scattered from the café table in five different directions with the swift, wordless coordination of people who had never once discussed what to do in exactly this situation, and yet somehow all arrived, independently, at precisely the correct plan.
Simon went left, toward the flower stalls, walking — not running, deliberately not running — with the unhurried confidence of a man who had never in his life needed to move faster than a stroll and did not intend to start now. Rupert went right, at considerably less dignified a pace, clipping a rack of postcards with his shoulder hard enough to send it spinning, and apologizing to it directly as it went. Bea and Julian went straight up, toward the gardens, taking the first flight of steps two at a time, Bea's heels ringing off the stone like gunshots. And Evelyn — Evelyn simply vanished, the way she seemed to specialize in, one moment beside them and the next gone, swallowed by a gap between two awnings that Julian would have sworn a second earlier hadn't been wide enough for a cat.
The man in brown tweed, faced with five separate directions and only one pair of legs, made the entirely reasonable decision to follow the two who were most obviously running, which was, unfortunately for him, exactly what Bea had been counting on.
❦
The gardens rose in switchbacks, gravel giving way to stone giving way to gravel again, and by the second terrace Julian's lungs had begun making a case, quite eloquently, that this had all been a mistake.
"How far," he managed, "is this gate."
"Not far." Bea didn't slow. She'd hitched her skirt up in one fist and was taking the steps with the flat, economical stride of someone who had clearly run in worse shoes than these for worse reasons. "Two more flights. Don't look back, it only slows you down."
He looked back. The man in brown tweed was three terraces below and closing with the steady, unhurried menace of someone who did this professionally and knew exactly how the geography worked against them. Behind him, the whole bay had opened out — white hulls, blue water, the Casino's twin domes catching the sun like something struck — and Julian had the strange, breathless thought that he was in the middle of being chased through possibly the most beautiful place he had ever stood in, and that seemed, on the whole, entirely unfair.
They cut left, off the main path, through a stand of orange trees that scraped at Bea's sleeve and left the smell of crushed leaves rising up around them, and came out, sudden and unexpected, at a low iron gate set into a wall thick with bougainvillea — the flowers so violently pink against the white stone that for a half-second Julian simply stared at them instead of the gate.
"That's it. That's the one."
It was locked. Of course it was locked.
Bea was already down on one knee in the dirt, evening bag open, hairpin in hand, working the mechanism with a focus that suggested this was not, in fact, her first time doing this in a dress. Julian stood over her, watching the path behind them, listening to footsteps grow louder against gravel, his heart doing something considerably more athletic than his legs currently were.
"Bea—"
"I know."
"He's nearly—"
"I know, Julian." The lock gave with a small, satisfying click. She was up, gate swinging open, and they went through it together in a stumble of limbs and momentum that carried them straight into each other on the far side, breathless, laughing despite themselves, the gate banging shut behind them and the whole glittering sweep of the harbour spread out below —
— and it was there, with the man in brown tweed's footsteps still climbing toward the gate and no earthly reason for it to be the right moment, that Julian kissed her.
Her hand was still fisted in her skirt. His was still braced against the wall where he'd caught himself. Neither of them had planned it, and for one full second the whole world narrowed down to warm stone at their backs and the smell of bougainvillea and each other's breath, both of them still gasping slightly from the stairs.
The gate rattled, thirty feet away, and they broke apart.
"That," said Bea, straightening, cheeks flushed with rather more than the climb, "was considerably better than the flower and the monkey."
"I'd like to say I meant to do that eventually, with more warning."
"You've never once done anything with more warning. I've come to expect it." She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the terrace's far door, already moving again. "Later. Properly. You still owe me that conversation. Right now — we run."
❦
Simon's escape required no running whatsoever, which was, in his considered opinion, the entire art of the thing.
He had led his own pursuer — a second man, shorter and considerably more out of breath, whom none of them had previously clocked as part of the arrangement — into the flower market's densest, most fragrant corner, where the stalls pressed close together under striped awnings and the air was thick enough with lilies to make a man's eyes water. There he simply stopped moving.
He examined roses, turning them over by their stems, tutting at thorns. He haggled, at length and in dreadful French, over a bunch of violets he had no intention of buying, drawing the flower seller into a full ten minutes of good-natured outrage. He crouched to admire a cage of finches. Behind him, at a careful distance, his pursuer shifted from foot to foot in the heat, sweating through his collar, visibly losing the will to live.
"I do hope that man finds whoever he was actually looking for," Simon remarked to the flower seller, straightening at last and purchasing, out of pure guilt, a single violet. "He seemed very dedicated, for a while."
By the time he glanced back, the man in the crowd was gone — drifted off toward some more promising-looking target, defeated not by speed but by sheer, suffocating boredom. Simon tucked the violet into his buttonhole and continued on, unhurried, as if the entire town belonged to him.
Rupert's escape was rather more athletic.
It began with a fruit cart, which he knocked half over rounding a corner too fast, sending oranges bouncing across the cobbles behind him like a trail of small suns. It continued through a flight of narrow stone stairs taken three at a time, his dress shoes skidding badly enough on the second landing that he nearly went down entirely. And it concluded with the acquisition — he would insist, later, on the word borrowing — of a bicycle propped outside a café. He rode it badly, straight down a hill steep enough that he genuinely could not have stopped even had he wanted to, and arrived at the bottom in the harbour district with his hair standing up and his heart going like a hammer. There he collided — for the second time in this story, with rather better results than the first — with someone he recognized.
"Mr. Montgomery." Miss Prudence Latimer regarded him, and the bicycle, and the general state of his dishevelment, with an expression that suggested she had, somewhere in the last several days, stopped being surprised by his ability to arrive in her vicinity via disaster. "Are you being chased?"
"Slightly, yes." He was still catching his breath, hands braced on his knees. "It's kind of a long story."
"Is it a good one?"
"I think it might be, once I've stopped being out of breath enough to tell it properly." He straightened, glanced back up the hill — no sign of pursuit yet, but he wasn't inclined to trust that. "What are you doing in Monte Carlo?"
"My father has business with a shipping agent here. We're only here for the day." She studied him a moment, something warmer than her usual dry appraisal working its way into her expression. "I've been rather hoping I'd run into you again, actually. Though I confess I pictured it with rather less bicycle involved."
"I could arrange a less dramatic reunion, if you'd prefer."
"I find I don't mind the drama," said Miss Latimer, "as long as it comes with you attached to it," and if Rupert's chest did something complicated and warm at that, he chose, wisely, not to examine it too closely while still technically a fugitive.
❦
It was Evelyn, in the end, who solved the problem without ever once breaking a sweat.
She had not run, and she had not hidden. She had simply walked, with brisk and convincing purpose, straight through the Hôtel de Paris's marble lobby — cool after the heat outside, all gilt and chandeliers and the particular hush of very expensive rooms. At the front desk, she informed the concierge, in the low, urgent tone of someone confiding a genuine crisis, that she had reason to believe a stout gentleman in an ill-fitting brown coat had been loitering near the ladies' cloakroom with intentions toward her jewellery.
The concierge, delighted to have a real mystery on an otherwise uneventful afternoon, dispatched two porters and a house detective within the minute. It was into this small, efficient storm of misdirected suspicion that the man in brown tweed wandered, moments later, still searching for Bea. He found himself instead firmly and apologetically walked out through the hotel's revolving brass doors on suspicion of loitering with intent — blinking in the sudden sunlight, protesting in increasingly desperate English, unable to explain himself to anyone's satisfaction.
Evelyn watched this from behind a potted palm with the quiet satisfaction of a craftsman admiring a clean piece of work, and reflected, not for the first time this voyage, that a good story told to the right person did more work than any amount of running ever could.
She did not examine too closely why that thought pleased her quite so much. There would be time enough for that later, she told herself — and was beginning, with some unease, to suspect she had been telling herself that for rather longer than was strictly healthy.
❦
They reassembled, one by one, at a small café two streets back from the harbour, dust on their shoes and colour in their faces, in various states of dishevelment.
"Well," said Simon, setting his single violet on the table with the air of a man presenting a trophy, "I believe that went rather better than expected."
"Speak for yourself." Rupert dropped into a chair, still faintly out of breath and unaccountably pleased with himself. "I stole a bicycle."
"You borrowed a bicycle. I'm sure the owner will understand, given the circumstances."
"The circumstances being that my one stated wish of the entire voyage was apparently about to come true."
"You did mention, on the first day, that you'd like to be arrested for something," Bea pointed out, still slightly pink from the climb, a leaf caught in her hair that nobody had told her about yet. "I did warn you these things tend to come true."
Julian, seated beside her with their hands still loosely joined beneath the table in a manner neither of them had commented on, caught Evelyn watching them with an expression he couldn't quite place — something warm, and a little wistful, gone as quickly as he noticed it.
"You're smiling," he said. "What happened to you?"
"Nothing worth mentioning," said Evelyn, and reached for her coffee before he could press further, though the small, private curve of her mouth suggested that something, in fact, very much had.
The man in brown tweed, last seen being escorted from the hotel with considerable indignation, would spend the remainder of the afternoon attempting, without success, to convince the local police that he had not, in fact, been loitering with intent, and would board the evening train home with nothing to report except a growing conviction that Lady Beatrice Hawthorne kept considerably more interesting company than her father had been led to expect.
Bea, informed of this outcome much later and secondhand, declared it the single most satisfying thing she had heard all voyage — with the possible exception of one particular moment on a garden terrace, which she declined, for the time being, to discuss with anyone but Julian.
❦
❦


Chapter Eight
Locked In Pompeii
Naples announced itself the way certain relatives do, loudly, from a considerable distance, and with no particular concern for whether anyone was ready.
The bay curved wide and blue beneath a sky gone hazy with heat, and above it all sat Vesuvius, green-flanked and deceptively gentle-looking, the way anything is deceptively gentle-looking once you know what it did once and might, in a bad mood, do again. Simon pointed this out to the group with more relish than the subject strictly warranted.
"Nearly two thousand years old," he said, "and it's still the single most famous thing to have ever happened in Italy that nobody survived to complain about properly."
"That's a cheerful way to begin a day trip," said Bea.
"I find grim facts make excellent conversation. Everyone remembers them."
The guide who met them at the station, a small, harried man named Signor Ricci, who spoke English with the rapid, apologetic energy of someone constantly aware of how much ground he needed to cover before dark, informed them, twice, that the site closed promptly at six, that stragglers were not permitted after hours, and that under no circumstances were they to wander from the main paths, as parts of the excavation remained unstable.
"Kind of ominous," Rupert observed.
"It is a city that was buried alive in a single afternoon," said Signor Ricci, not unreasonably. "A little ominous is appropriate."
❦
Pompeii did not look, at first, like a place that had ended badly.
It looked, instead, like a town that had simply paused, mid-sentence, mid-meal, mid-argument, and then, for reasons of its own, declined to finish. Wheel ruts still scored the paving stones where carts had once passed. A bakery's ovens stood intact, blackened but whole, as though the baker had merely stepped out and would return any moment to reclaim them. Faded frescoes clung to plaster walls in reds and ochres that two thousand years had dulled but not erased — a garden, a feast, a dog straining at its chain.
Bea moved through it with her sketchbook out almost immediately, pausing every few steps to catch some detail — a column's fluting, the curve of a fountain, the ghost of a painted vine still visible above a doorway.
"You're not going to draw the whole city," Julian said, watching her work.
"I'm going to try. It won't work, obviously, but I'd rather fail at drawing all of it than succeed at drawing none of it." She glanced up at him, sun catching the loose strands of hair at her temple. "You could help. Hold my pencils. Look decorative."
"I'm an excellent pencil-holder."
"I've noticed. It's one of your finer qualities."
It was Evelyn who found the casts.
She had wandered ahead of the others, into a small roped-off garden where the excavators had done something Signor Ricci explained, in a hushed and careful voice, with visible discomfort: poured plaster into the hollow spaces left in the hardened ash where bodies had once been, decayed away to nothing beneath the surface, capturing the exact shape of the final moment. Two figures lay curled together in the grass behind the rope — a shape that had once been a person, and beside it, smaller, another.
Evelyn stood very still for a long moment. Nobody said anything.
"They knew," she said finally, quietly, to no one in particular. "Whoever this was. They knew it was coming, and they still couldn't get away in time."
"Or they simply didn't leave," said Simon, arriving beside her, his usual brightness dimmed for a moment into something gentler. "Some people don't. Even when they know." Then, as though he'd heard himself get too close to something and didn't much care for it, he added, lighter: "I knew a fellow at Oxford once who was told his rooms were on fire and stayed to finish his tea, on the grounds that the tea was very nearly perfect and the fire, by his own estimation, was not going anywhere fast. Lost the rooms. Kept the tea. I've always found that rather instructive, though I've never worked out instructive of what."
Evelyn didn't answer that, though something in her face, briefly, suggested she had heard it as more than idle commentary. She moved on before anyone could ask her why.
❦
Time in Pompeii, it turned out, behaved differently than time anywhere else: slower in the wide, sun-baked forum, faster in the narrow shaded lanes between houses, and entirely unaccountable once Rupert discovered the amphitheatre and insisted, with the enthusiasm of a man who had clearly never once considered a schedule an actual constraint, that they climb to the very top tier "to see what the gladiators saw."
"They saw other gladiators," Simon pointed out, climbing anyway. "Trying to kill them."
"I meant the view."
The view, admittedly, was extraordinary: the whole oval bowl of the arena falling away below them, stone seats worn smooth by two thousand years of shifting weight, the town's rooftops and Vesuvius beyond it all gone gold in the lowering light.
It was Julian who first noticed the light had, in fact, lowered rather more than it should have.
"What time is it?"
Nobody had a watch that had survived the day's climbing intact. Simon's had stopped at some point during the amphitheatre ascent. Rupert's, borrowed hastily from his father before departure and never properly wound since, had never told accurate time to begin with.
They came down from the amphitheatre at a considerably brisker pace than they'd gone up it, cutting back through the lanes toward the main gate, and it was Bea, rounding the final corner into the forum, who stopped so abruptly that Julian nearly walked into her.
The gate was shut.
Not merely closed, chained, padlocked, the kind of shut that meant business, with the last of the day's ordinary light draining fast out of the sky behind it and no sign, anywhere, of Signor Ricci or any other living soul.
"Ah," said Simon.
❦
"Somebody must have counted heads," said Julian, rattling the gate with more hope than expectation. "They'll notice we're missing."
"They'll notice we're missing from the group," said Evelyn. "That's not the same as noticing where we actually are. If Ricci assumed we'd wandered off to catch a later bus back to the ship, he might not think anything of it until morning."
"That's an extremely unhelpful thing to have worked out just now."
"I'm sorry. Would you prefer I'd worked it out wrong?"
The gate would not move. Nor would the smaller service door beside it, similarly chained.
"There's a workmen's gate," Simon offered, "on the far side, near the amphitheatre. I remember seeing it on the way in."
It took the better part of an hour to reach it, picking their way back across the darkening site by the last of the light, and when they arrived it was chained as thoroughly as the first, the padlock newer and heavier than anything they had a hope of forcing.
"There was another gap," Rupert said, "further along. I'm almost certain."
There was not. Or if there had been, it had long since been bricked over, and the "almost certain" cost them another forty minutes of stumbling along the perimeter wall in the last violet light before full dark, trying doors that hadn't opened in years and finding, twice, only blank stone where memory had promised an exit.
It was on the third such detour, cutting through a roped-off section none of them should have crossed, that the ground gave way beneath Rupert's foot.
Not far, a foot, perhaps less, into a soft patch where the old excavation had never been properly backfilled, but the crack of it in the silence, and the sudden lurch of him going down, brought every one of them up short with their hearts in their throats. Simon had him by the arm before he'd finished falling. For a moment nobody breathed.
"I'm fine," Rupert said, into the ringing quiet afterward, his voice not quite as steady as he meant it to be. "I'm fine. Just — that's a lot further down than I figured."
"That's why the ropes are there," said Evelyn, quietly. "The guide did say. Parts of the site are unstable."
"I heard him. I didn't think it meant me."
"It never does," said Bea, "until it does."
Nobody suggested going off the marked paths again after that. It narrowed their options considerably, and the options had not been generous to begin with.
By the time they'd exhausted every gate, every gap, every half-remembered detail from Simon's guidebook, full dark had come down entirely, the way it does fast and completely near the sea, and Pompeii around them had transformed from a slightly melancholy tourist attraction into something considerably older and stranger.
Nobody said so directly. But the silence had changed. Where before it had been the pleasant, sun-warmed quiet of an empty museum, it was now the particular silence of a very large space with nobody else in it: no footsteps but their own, no distant tour guides, nothing but wind moving through two-thousand-year-old doorways and, somewhere far off, a dog barking at something none of them could see.
"Right," said Simon, with the determined brightness of a man refusing to acknowledge how the back of his own neck felt. "Well. This is an adventure."
"It's a problem," said Rupert, still faintly shaken, brushing dust from his trouser leg. "I don't love that you're calling it an adventure."
"I find things go better if you call them adventures. Try it. It's a problem, or: this is an adventure. See which one makes you feel worse."
Rupert considered this. "The problem one feels worse."
"There you are, then."
❦
They made camp, in the loosest possible sense of the word, in the forum, the widest, most open space they could find, with clear sightlines in every direction and none of the narrow, shadow-thick lanes that made every one of them, without quite admitting it aloud, distinctly uneasy.
Simon produced, from some inner pocket, a box of matches he'd picked up at the café that morning "on general principle," and between them they gathered enough dry scrub and broken wood from the site's edges to build something that could generously be called a fire, more smoke than flame but warm enough, once the sun had properly gone, to matter.
"I keep thinking about them," Evelyn said, some while later, staring into the low flames. "The two in the garden. The casts."
"Don't," said Bea gently.
"I can't help it. I keep thinking — what does someone do, in that last hour? Do they run? Do they simply sit down together and wait, because there's nowhere left to run to?" She was quiet a moment. "I think I'd want to tell the truth, if it were me. In that last hour. I think I wouldn't want to have kept anything back."
Nobody quite knew what to say to that, though Julian noticed, and filed away, again, without pressing, that Evelyn seemed to be talking about something rather more specific than volcanic ash.
"Well," said Simon eventually, into the silence, "I intend to still be having this exact argument with all of you in another thirty years, so let's not get ahead of ourselves."
It broke the mood, as he'd clearly intended it to. Rupert produced, from his own pockets, half a packet of biscuits gone slightly soft with the day's heat, which he distributed with the solemn ceremony of a man rationing supplies for a much longer siege than this was likely to be. Bea, curled against Julian's side with her sketchbook forgotten in her lap, found that the fire and the dark and the strangeness of the day had stripped away most of her usual composure, leaving something quieter and more honest in its place.
"I keep thinking," she said, low enough that it was really only for him, "that I've never once been frightened and glad at the same time before. It's an odd combination."
"Glad?"
"That it's you all here. That if I had to be locked in a two-thousand-year-old dead city overnight, this is the company I'd have chosen for it." She tipped her head back against his shoulder. "That's rather a large thing to admit out loud, so I'm going to blame the smoke if you bring it up again tomorrow."
"I won't bring it up again tomorrow," said Julian. "I intend to remember it for considerably longer than that."
The fire burned low, and none of them slept properly, a doze here, a jolt awake there, every unfamiliar sound in the dark pulling someone half-upright before they remembered where they were and settled again. The night, once they stopped fighting it, felt very long indeed.
❦
It was grey, unpromising light, not yet dawn, but no longer quite night, when Rupert, unable to lie still any longer, went to look again at the section of wall near the amphitheatre that had troubled him since the day before: a place where the stone had crumbled and been patched, at some point, with loose scaffolding boards.
His first attempt told them nothing good. He got one foot up, tested his weight, and the whole makeshift structure shifted alarmingly beneath him with a groan of old wood that sent him scrambling back down before it could decide whether to hold.
"That's not an exit," he reported, examining a scraped palm. "That's a way to break an ankle."
"Are you certain?" Julian climbed up to look for himself, and came back down considerably more grim than he'd gone up. "It might hold one person, carefully. It won't hold all five of us, not like that."
They spent the better part of an hour working it out properly, testing which boards had any strength left in them, bracing the worst of the gap with a broken cart wheel Simon dragged over from the forum, taking it in turns to hold the structure steady from below while each person climbed. It was slow, and it was frightening, and twice more something shifted underfoot in a way that stopped every heart in the group at once.
But it held, in the end, board by careful board, weight distributed and re-distributed and tested each time before anyone trusted it. Simon went first, lightest and most agile. Then Bea, refusing help and managing it with more grace than any of them. Then Evelyn, quick and steady in a way that suggested, not for the first time, hidden depths nobody had quite gotten to the bottom of. Then Rupert, last of the four, who caught his jacket on a splinter on the way and lost a button he would mourn, briefly and sincerely, for the rest of the day. And finally Julian, who looked back once before he climbed, at the dark shape of the forgotten city behind him, and felt an odd, unexpected pang of something almost like fondness for the place that had frightened him half to death.
By the time all five of them stood on the other side, the sky had gone properly grey toward pink, and none of them had the energy left to feel anything but relief.
They walked the two miles back into Naples as full morning came on, exhausted, filthy, and — every one of them, though none would have admitted it in quite those words — glad, in some strange way, that it had happened.
Signor Ricci, informed later that morning of their overnight adventure, went pale, apologized in three languages, and insisted on refunding the entire party's admission, which Simon accepted with the magnanimous grace of a man who felt he had, on balance, gotten rather the better end of the exchange.
"Best tour I've ever taken," he told the guide, entirely sincerely. "You should charge more, not less."
❦
❦


Chapter Nine
Venice, After Dark
Venice did not so much arrive as seep into view: a city built on the premise that solid ground was optional, rising pale and improbable out of a lagoon gone silver with early morning mist. There were no streets to speak of, not in the ordinary sense. There was water, and stone, and the narrow spaces between them, and the whole place moved to a rhythm nobody quite explained but everybody, within an hour, had somehow learned.
"It shouldn't work," Rupert said, watching a gondola slide past beneath their window, silent as a held breath. "None of it. A whole city, just floating there. It's nuts."
"Most beautiful things are, if you look at them closely enough," said Bea.
They took to the canals that first afternoon in a pair of gondolas, Julian and Bea in one, the other three crowded good-naturedly into the second. Venice unfolded around them in a way none of them had quite been prepared for: palazzo facades gone soft with age, their reflections trembling on the water. A laundry line strung between two buildings so close together a person could have shaken hands across the gap. A church bell somewhere, tolling the hour to nobody in particular.
"I keep waiting for it to feel like a place people actually live," Julian said, low, mostly to Bea. "It feels more like a memory of a place. Something remembered very well, rather than lived in."
"That's rather a lovely way to put it."
"I've been practicing lovely ways to put things. I understand it's expected of me now."
"Is it?"
"You keep looking at me like you're expecting it. I find I want to keep providing."
Bea didn't answer that directly, but her hand found his in the narrow space between them, and neither of them commented on it, which had become, by this point in the voyage, its own kind of conversation.
❦
The gondolier took them, without being asked, past the Bridge of Sighs, low and enclosed, connecting the interrogation rooms of the Doge's Palace to the New Prison across the canal, and told them, in accented but confident English, the story every gondolier told every party of tourists who passed beneath it: that condemned men, crossing from judgment to cell, would catch their last glimpse of Venice through its narrow windows, and sigh.
"Rather grim, for a honeymoon spot," Simon observed, from the second boat.
"Everything in Venice is a little grim, if you look at the history closely enough," said Evelyn. "That's rather the point of it, I think. It's beautiful precisely because it doesn't pretend the beauty was free."
Nobody quite knew what to say to that. Evelyn didn't elaborate, and after a moment the conversation moved on without her, though Julian, three boats and a decent stretch of water away, found himself thinking about it rather longer than the remark had seemed to warrant.
❦
That evening, the group scattered by unspoken agreement into smaller shapes — Simon and Rupert bound for a café Simon swore, on flimsy secondhand authority, served the best chocolate in the Veneto; Evelyn electing, as she so often did, to walk alone for a while, notebook in pocket, though she had written almost nothing in it since Lisbon; and Julian and Bea, left to their own devices, drifting without any particular destination through streets that narrowed and opened and narrowed again like something breathing.
They found themselves, eventually, in a small square lit by lanterns strung between buildings, a trio of musicians playing something slow near a café at its edge, and Julian, without entirely deciding to, stopped walking.
"Bea."
"That tone again." She turned to face him, something knowing already in her expression. "You've a particular voice you use before you say something important. I've started recognizing it."
"Have I?"
"You have. It's rather endearing, actually, except that it also means I've had considerably more warning than you usually give me, and I've had all evening to think about how I'd like to answer."
"That seems unfair. I hadn't planned this exact moment."
"No," Bea agreed. "But I rather think you've been building toward it since Gibraltar, and Monte Carlo only made the case more urgently, and I've had a great deal of practice reading you by now."
Julian laughed, a little unsteadily, and reached for her hand properly this time, in full view of the square, the lantern light warm on both their faces.
"Beatrice Hawthorne," he said. "I should like to marry you. Properly. On purpose. With witnesses who aren't accidental, and a ring I'll have to actually go and buy."
"I've had time to prepare."
"You've had days."
"I've had days that felt like considerably longer than that." He was still holding her hand, and neither of them seemed inclined to let go. "Bea. Yes or no. I promise this is the last time I ask by accident or on purpose in the same evening, whichever way this goes."
Bea was quiet for exactly as long as it took the musicians to finish the phrase they were playing, which felt, to Julian, like considerably longer than it was.
"Yes," she said. "Obviously yes. I've thought it was going to be yes since somewhere around the staircase, if I'm entirely honest, and I've simply been waiting for you to catch up to where I already was."
The kiss that followed drew a small, appreciative round of applause from the café's other patrons, none of whom spoke a word of English and all of whom seemed to understand exactly what had happened regardless, which struck Julian, once he'd recovered enough to notice, as rather the whole point of Venice.
❦
Evelyn walked for a long time that evening, following canals without any particular plan, and found herself, well after dark, standing on a small bridge overlooking water gone black and still, the city's lamplight scattered across it in broken gold pieces.
She was not, technically, alone.
"You've a habit of finding quiet corners," said a voice behind her, not one of the five, but familiar in the specific, unplaceable way of someone she'd crossed paths with before without quite noticing. She turned to find a slim, unremarkable man in a grey coat, leaning against the bridge's opposite railing with the loose, unhurried posture of someone who had nowhere urgent to be.
Her whole body went very still and very cold at once, though she kept her face carefully, deliberately blank.
"I don't believe we've met."
"No," the man agreed. "Though I believe you've seen me before. Lisbon, I think. And again in Gibraltar, though you were rather more careful about it that time." He didn't move from the railing, didn't come any closer, which somehow made it worse rather than better. "You've been asking questions. Quietly. To the right people, in the right order. I find that interesting, coming from someone who claims to be nobody in particular."
"I don't know what you mean."
"I think you do. I think you've known for some time, actually, which is rather why I'm here instead of simply letting it go." He straightened, unhurried, and something in the movement made the back of Evelyn's neck go cold. "A friendly word, Miss Fairchild, or whatever your name actually is. Whatever you think you've noticed — and I suspect you've noticed rather more than is comfortable for either of us — I'd think very carefully before you decide to do anything with it. We're closer to Alexandria than you might think. And after Alexandria, none of this will matter to you at all, one way or another."
He was gone before she could find an answer, melting back into the dark tangle of the street behind him with the particular, practiced ease of a man who had done this before and would do it again, and Evelyn stood alone on the bridge for a long time afterward, her heart going hard and fast, turning his words over and finding no comfortable way to hold them.
After Alexandria, none of this will matter to you at all.
She was not sure, standing there in the cooling dark, whether that had been meant as a promise or a threat. She rather suspected it hadn't mattered to him which she took it as.
❦
She told no one, that night. She told herself, as she had told herself so many times this voyage, that there would be time enough — once she had something more solid than a threat delivered on a dark bridge, once she understood exactly what she was protecting them from and exactly what it would cost to tell them.
But walking back to the ship alone, past shuttered windows and water gone entirely black, Evelyn found herself thinking, with a clarity that frightened her rather more than the man in grey had, that she had run out of good reasons for the silence some while ago, and had simply kept it going out of habit, and fear, and something that looked increasingly, uncomfortably, like cowardice dressed up as caution.
Weeks, it turned out, was having no easier a night. He had spent the better part of the evening watching that same stretch of canal from a shadowed doorway two bridges down, close enough to see the man in grey stop and speak to someone, too far to make out who, or what was said. It had been enough, all the same, to confirm what he'd suspected since Lisbon: that someone else aboard the Arcadia was asking the same questions he was, circling the same answer from an entirely different direction.
He did not yet know it was Evelyn. She did not yet know it was him. Both of them, in their separate cabins, lay awake doing the same arithmetic, and neither one liked the number it kept coming to.
❦
❦


Chapter Ten
The Acropolis Keeps a Secret
The heat found them before Athens did, thick and white and unrelenting, hours before the Acropolis finally swam into view above the haze, crowning the city like something too deliberate to be an accident of geography. It was a hill that had simply decided, several thousand years ago, that it would be looked at, and had never once reconsidered the decision.
"I've been informed," said Simon, consulting a guidebook he had clearly not finished reading, "that we are meant to feel the weight of civilization here. Apparently it's unavoidable."
"I already feel the weight of the heat," said Rupert, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief that had given up some while ago. "Not sure I've got room left for civilization too."
Bea, walking a little ahead with her sketchbook already out, didn't look back. "You'll manage. You managed Pompeii."
"Pompeii nearly killed me."
"And yet here you are. Wonderfully resilient."
The climb up to the Parthenon was steep, dusty, and crowded with tourists of a dozen nationalities all photographing the same six columns from slightly different angles, but the crowd thinned as they climbed, and by the time they reached the temple itself, vast, broken, astonishingly white against a sky gone hard blue with midday heat, there was room enough to simply stand and look.
"It's larger than I expected," Julian admitted. "And somehow smaller all at once."
"That's rather the trick of ruins," said Evelyn, quietly, from a little apart. "They're never quite the size you pictured. Too big for a single glance, too small for everything they're supposed to hold."
She had said very little since Venice. Nobody had pressed her on it — not directly — though Bea had taken to watching her with a new, careful attentiveness that suggested she'd noticed something without yet knowing what.
❦
It was in the Plaka, that evening, threading through streets strung with lanterns and thick with the smell of grilled lamb and lemon, that Rupert saw her.
Miss Prudence Latimer was seated at a taverna table with her father and a second man, younger, well-dressed, with the particular polished confidence of someone who had never once had to work for anything and had never noticed the lack.
"Oh," said Rupert, stopping dead in the street. "Oh, I don't like the look of him."
"You don't know him," Bea pointed out.
"I don't need to. Look at his shoes. Nobody with shoes shined like that has ever had to run for a bus in his entire life, and I find that deeply suspicious in a man sitting across from Miss Latimer."
They were, it turned out, difficult to avoid, Mr. Latimer having already spotted them and waved them over with the delighted enthusiasm of a man who had grown genuinely fond of Rupert's chaos over the course of the voyage. Introductions followed. The well-dressed man was a Mr. Aldous Crane, it transpired — a cousin's acquaintance, recently arrived from Cairo on business, who had taken it upon himself to escort the Latimers to dinner "since we were all in the same city, and it seemed a shame not to."
"How thoughtful of you," said Rupert, in a tone that suggested he found it nothing of the sort.
"I do try," said Mr. Crane, with the easy, unbothered smile of a man who had never once registered an insult aimed at him, mostly because he had never considered the possibility that anyone might dislike him. "Prudence tells me you're something of an adventurer, Mr. Montgomery. A bicycle chase in Monte Carlo, I understand."
"It's a lot more complicated than that."
"I'm sure it is. I do admire a man who throws himself so entirely into a performance."
Rupert's jaw did something complicated. Bea, watching, decided this required intervention before Rupert said something they'd all regret, and steered the conversation with practiced ease toward the Acropolis, the heat, and anything at all that wasn't Mr. Aldous Crane's shoes.
It was later, walking back toward the ship with the others some distance ahead, that Miss Latimer fell into step beside Rupert and spoke low enough that only he could hear.
"He's dreadfully boring," she said. "Aldous. In case you were wondering."
"I wasn't wondering. I was seething, quietly, which is different."
"My father likes him. He has excellent prospects and impeccable manners and has never once, to my knowledge, borrowed a bicycle without asking." She glanced sideways at him, something warm and amused in her expression despite the dryness of her tone. "I find I much prefer the borrowing."
"That's possibly the nicest thing anyone's said to me all voyage."
"Don't let it go to your head. I still think you're ridiculous."
"I can live with ridiculous, if it comes with you attached to it," said Rupert, echoing her own words back at her from Monte Carlo, and had the satisfaction of watching her actually laugh — properly, unguardedly, in a way he hadn't quite managed to earn from her before.
"My father wants to see your prospects in writing before Alexandria," she said, more seriously, as they neared the harbour lights. "Not mine. His. He likes you well enough personally, but a father's fondness and a father's blessing are rather different documents, and he'll want the second one properly signed before he lets this go any further."
"I can manage a letter."
"Can you? You borrowed a bicycle without asking."
"I can manage a letter about prospects, specifically. I've had way more practice disappointing my father in writing than I have in person. It's practically a family tradition by now."
❦
It was Evelyn who found the second gap in the story.
She had excused herself early from dinner, on the stated grounds of a headache, and made her way instead toward the port district, narrower streets, older buildings, the smell of the sea growing stronger with every turn, following an instinct she couldn't fully justify and wasn't inclined to examine too closely.
She found the warehouse by its lights: a low, unremarkable building near the water, shuttered and dark except for a thin seam of lamplight beneath one door, and voices inside, low and businesslike, the particular tone of people conducting an exchange they'd rather nobody witnessed.
She should have left. She knew, even as she crept closer, that this was precisely the kind of decision the stories she'd read had warned her about: the moment where the sensible character turned back, and the foolish one crept closer, and only one of them lived to regret the choice.
She crept closer anyway.
Through a gap in the shutters she could see three men around a crate, one of them the unremarkable man from Lisbon and Gibraltar and the bridge in Venice, his grey coat traded tonight for something darker. The crate stood open. Inside, nestled in straw, sat a velvet case she recognized immediately, with a horrible, plunging certainty, as twin to the one she'd seen empty in Gibraltar's strongroom.
"—not the real one," one of the other men was saying, in accented English. "This is the copy. Good enough for the transfer, close enough to fool anyone who isn't looking hard. The real stone travels separately. Always has."
"And if someone is looking hard?"
"Then we make certain they stop."
Evelyn's blood went cold. She had heard, without meaning to, considerably more than she'd bargained for — not simply that the Blue Sultan was being smuggled, but that there were two of them now, a copy and a true stone travelling by different routes, which meant the plot was larger, and older, and more carefully built than three men in grey suits and a single midnight meeting.
It was at that exact moment that a hand closed, firm and sudden, over her shoulder from behind.
She very nearly screamed. She did, in fact, make a sound rather closer to a scream than she would ever, under any circumstances, admit to afterward, and spun to find not the unremarkable man, not one of his companions, but Detective Inspector Alan Weeks, wool merchant of Bradford, looking down at her with an expression that mingled genuine alarm with something almost like relief.
"Miss Fairchild," he said, very quietly, "I believe it's time we had a conversation."
❦
Weeks led her two streets away before either of them spoke again, into the shadow of a shuttered chandlery, both of them still catching their breath, both of them acutely aware of how close they'd just come to being discovered by the men in the warehouse.
"You're not a wool merchant," Evelyn said, once she'd recovered enough for words.
"No," Weeks agreed. "Scotland Yard. I've been watching that crate, and the men around it, since Southampton. I confess I've spent rather longer watching you, this last week, on the theory that you were somehow involved." He studied her, something almost apologetic in his expression. "I understand now that I had that entirely backward."
"You thought I was working with them."
"I thought a great many wrong things about your table, Miss Fairchild, over the course of this voyage. I have eleven pages of notes that I intend to burn the moment I'm safely off this ship, on the grounds that not one theory in them survives contact with what I've actually just learned."
Evelyn let out a breath that was almost a laugh, though nothing about the last ten minutes had been remotely funny. "There are two sapphires," she said. "A copy and the real one. They're being moved separately."
"I heard that part too. It changes things considerably." Weeks rubbed a hand over his face, weary in a way that made him look, for the first time since Evelyn had noticed him at all, like an actual person rather than a watchful shadow at the edge of every scene. "I need to know what you know, Miss Fairchild, and I need to know why you've been asking questions that Scotland Yard hasn't authorized you to ask. Both of those things, before we go any further."
Evelyn was quiet for a long moment, turning the question over, weighing, as she had weighed it so many times this voyage, on so many darkened bridges and quiet decks, exactly how much of herself she was prepared to hand over, and to whom, and at what cost.
"My name," she said finally, "isn't quite Fairchild. Not entirely. And I haven't been asking questions on behalf of Scotland Yard, or anyone official at all."
"Then who?"
She looked at him, this small, tired, thoroughly decent man who had spent an entire voyage chasing the wrong theory for entirely the right reasons, and found, to her own surprise, that she was finally, genuinely ready to say it.
"That," she said, "is rather a longer story than we have time for tonight. But I think you and I are going to need each other before Alexandria, Inspector, and I think it's time I stopped being careful about who knows what I am."
❦
She did not tell the others that night. She told herself, walking back to the ship with Weeks's card, his real one, Scotland Yard's crest small and official in the corner, folded carefully into her pocket, that there would be time enough once she'd decided exactly how to say it, and to whom first, and in what order.
But something had shifted, all the same. She had said the truth out loud, to one person, for the first time since Southampton, and the sky had not fallen, and Weeks had not looked at her with contempt, only with the tired, focused interest of a man who had just gained an unexpected and possibly essential ally.
It was not the same as telling Julian. It was not the same as telling Bea, who had grown to trust her so completely and so unknowingly. But it was, Evelyn thought, climbing back aboard the Arcadia under a sky gone thick with stars, a start — and starts, she was beginning to understand, mattered more than she'd once allowed herself to believe.
The rest would have to wait for Alexandria. She only hoped she'd have decided the right way to tell it before it did.
❦
❦


Chapter Eleven
Who Is Evelyn Fairchild
She had meant to tell Julian first. That had been the plan, formed somewhere over a sleepless night after Athens: Julian first, quietly, because he was the one who'd been noticing things for weeks without ever quite pressing, and it seemed only fair to reward that with honesty before anyone else got it.
The plan lasted exactly as long as it took Weeks to find her at breakfast the next morning, grim-faced, and inform her that the plan was no longer entirely hers to keep.
"They've moved up the timeline," he said, low, sliding into the seat beside her while the others were still occupied with toast and the ship's newspaper. "The real stone transfers at Alexandria tomorrow, not the day after. Which means whatever we're going to do, we do it with considerably less preparation than either of us would like." He hesitated. "And it means your friends are going to be somewhere in the middle of it, whether either of us wants that or not. The docks aren't large, Miss Fairchild. If this goes wrong, everyone on that quay is a witness, and witnesses aren't always left as witnesses."
Evelyn set down her cup very carefully, because her hand had started, without her permission, to shake.
"They need to know," she said. "All of it. Today."
"That's your business, not mine. I only came to tell you the timeline."
"No," said Evelyn. "It's rather more your business than you think, Inspector, because I intend to tell them who I am at the same time I tell them what's coming, and I find I would rather do it with you sitting there confirming I'm not simply inventing an elaborate story to make myself sound more interesting."
Weeks studied her for a long moment, something that might almost have been sympathy working its way into his tired, watchful face.
"Fair enough," he said. "Tell them. I'll back up whatever you say. But Miss Fairchild — whoever you're about to become, in their eyes, in the next hour — I'd remind you that you've spent this whole voyage being someone they trusted. That doesn't simply vanish because the name changes."
"I rather think it might," said Evelyn, "for at least one of them. And I find I can't blame her in advance for that."
❦
She gathered them in the empty observation lounge an hour later, the same room where they'd weathered the Biscay storm together what felt now like a lifetime ago, and found, once she actually stood in front of all four of them, that every carefully rehearsed opening line had abandoned her entirely.
"My name," she said instead, plainly, "is Evelyn Fairchild. That part, at least, was true. But almost everything else I told you at Southampton was not."
Nobody said anything. Julian had gone rigid, the particular stillness of a man bracing for something. Bea had not moved at all.
"I'm not resting my nerves. There's no dead aunt in Cannes. I'm a journalist. I write for the London Clarion, under the byline E. F. Sharpe, and I have done for three years, mostly society pieces, the sort of column that makes duchesses furious over their morning tea." She made herself keep going, though every instinct she had was screaming to soften it, to explain it away before she'd even finished stating it plainly. "I boarded this ship under a false name and a fabricated history because six weeks ago my editor received a tip that something valuable was being moved through the Mediterranean aboard a British liner, disguised among ordinary passenger traffic, and I convinced him to let me follow it. That's the truth of why I'm here. Not you. Not any of you. I came for a story."
"The Blue Sultan," said Simon quietly. It wasn't a question.
"The Blue Sultan," Evelyn confirmed. "I've known about it since Lisbon. I've been asking questions, watching the men who are moving it, trying to work out enough of the story to write it properly once we reached Alexandria." She looked at each of them in turn, made herself hold the look rather than flinch from it. "I watched you all, that first evening, the way I watch everyone — as material. Types. Things to describe cleverly for people who'd never meet you and wouldn't care if they did. I want you to know that, because it's true, and because I think you deserve the truth even in its worst version, not simply the parts that make me look better."
Bea's voice, when it came, was very quiet, and very controlled, in the way Evelyn had learned over time to recognize as considerably more dangerous than shouting.
"How long," she said, "before it stopped being that. The watching. The material."
"I don't know exactly." Evelyn's own voice cracked slightly, and she let it, too tired to hold the performance of composure any longer. "Somewhere around Biscay, I think. Somewhere in that storm, watching Rupert nearly drown a clergyman in an armchair and listening to all of you laugh at Simon's terrible story about the cat, I stopped taking notes and started simply — being there. I didn't notice the exact moment it happened. I only noticed, much later, that it had."
"That's rather convenient." Bea's eyebrow did most of the work. "A journalist claiming the story stopped mattering right around the point it became inconvenient to keep pretending it did."
"It's not convenient. It's the truth, and I recognize those aren't always the same thing, coming from me, which is rather the whole problem." Evelyn met her eyes directly. "I could have written what I had by Gibraltar and been done with all of you. I had enough for a perfectly serviceable piece — five strangers, a seating mix-up, an accidental engagement, considerable comic material. I didn't write it. I kept telling myself there was time later, and the real reason I kept telling myself that was that I didn't want there to be a later where I'd already turned you all into paragraphs."
Rupert, who had been silent throughout, watching with the particular unhappy confusion of a genuinely kind person trying to work out how angry he was entitled to be, spoke first.
"The proposal," he said. "Mine. To Bea. Did you write that down?"
"I thought about it. I didn't." Evelyn swallowed. "I told myself it was because it wasn't good material yet — no ending. That was a lie too. I didn't write it because by the time it happened, it had already stopped feeling like something that belonged to me to tell."
Julian, who had said nothing at all yet, finally spoke, and his voice was quieter than Evelyn had braced for, which somehow made it worse.
"Why didn't you tell us in Gibraltar," he said. "Or Monte Carlo. Or Venice, of all places, Evelyn — I told you I was going to propose. You watched it happen, and you still said nothing."
"Because I was afraid," Evelyn said, and found, saying it aloud, that it was the simplest and truest thing she'd said since she'd started talking. "Not of what you'd think of the newspaper, or the story, or any of that. I was afraid of exactly this moment. Of standing here and watching every one of you decide, all at once, that everything kind you'd ever felt toward me had been extended to someone who didn't actually exist." Her voice caught properly now, and she didn't try to hide it. "I couldn't find a way to tell you that didn't risk losing all of you, and the longer I waited, the more there was to lose, and the more impossible telling you became. I know that's cowardice. I've known it was cowardice since roughly Pompeii, sitting by that fire, listening to myself talk about the two people in the plaster casts and thinking, the whole time, that's you, that's exactly what you're doing, you're choosing silence because it's easier than the alternative, right up until it isn't."
The lounge was very quiet. Somewhere below decks, the ordinary business of the ship carried on, oblivious.
"There's a piece of it you haven't said," said Weeks, gently, from the doorway where he'd been standing the whole time, silent witness exactly as promised. "Tell them why it matters now. Tell them what's coming."
Evelyn nodded, grateful for the redirect, and made herself finish it properly.
"The real stone transfers at Alexandria tomorrow," she said. "Not the day after — the timeline's moved up. The men who've been watching me know I've been asking questions. They know some of you have been seen with me. If we're on those docks tomorrow, all of us, we're not simply witnesses to a jewel handover anymore. We're loose ends, and I have watched exactly what these particular men do to loose ends, and I would rather every one of you hate me for the rest of your lives from somewhere safe than forgive me from somewhere considerably worse."
❦
Nobody spoke for a long moment after that. Bea had turned to look out at the sea, her jaw set in a way Julian recognized from every difficult decision he'd ever watched her make.
"You could have told us at Gibraltar," she said finally, not turning around. "You're right about that. You should have."
"I know."
"But you're also right that I've been in this exact position myself, more or less, this whole voyage, deciding what to tell people and when and how much it would cost me to be honest sooner rather than later." Bea did turn now, and her expression was not forgiveness, not yet, but it was something considerably less final than Evelyn had feared. "I don't think I get to be the person in this room most entitled to fury about someone keeping a careful, frightened secret. I've simply had better luck with mine."
"That's generous of you."
"It's not generous. It's honest, which I understand is meant to matter to you a great deal right now." Bea managed, despite everything, something almost like a smile. "I'm still considerably angry, Evelyn. I want that understood plainly. But I find I'm angry at someone I still, apparently, consider a friend, which is a much more complicated thing to be than simply angry at a stranger who lied to me."
Simon, who had been quiet and thoughtful throughout in a manner entirely unlike him, spoke next.
"I suspected something," he admitted. "Not this, exactly — I'd guessed blackmail, or possibly a jewel thief with unusually good manners, which in retrospect says more about the company I generally keep than it does about you." A ghost of his usual grin, there and gone. "You were always too good at getting people to talk without seeming to try. I put it down to charm. Rather embarrassing, in hindsight — that's more or less my own whole trick, and I of all people should have clocked a fellow professional." The grin didn't quite come back, but he was clearly working toward it. "I find I'm not nearly as upset as I probably ought to be. Possibly that says something unflattering about my own priorities. Possibly it just means I like you more than I like being right about people. I'll take the second one. Better story."
Rupert, last, looked genuinely torn in a way none of the others had.
"I don't know how to feel," he said, honestly. "I want to be angry. I think I'm supposed to be angry. But mostly I just keep thinking about Pompeii, and the fire, and you saying you'd want to tell the truth in that last hour if it were you — and I think you were already trying to tell us, in the only way you could manage at the time, and none of us heard it right." He shook his head. "I don't forgive you yet. I want to say that straight out. But I don't hate you either, and I figure both those things can be true at the same time."
Julian was the last to speak, and when he did, his voice had lost the sharp edge it had carried a few minutes before, worn down into something more tired than angry.
"I need time," he said. "I think we all do. But Evelyn — we have a good deal less of that than any of us would like, if what you've just told us is true, and I find I'd sooner spend what time we have keeping each other alive tomorrow than sorting out exactly how betrayed I'm allowed to feel tonight." He held out his hand, not quite a full reconciliation, but something. "Tell us what you need from us. All of it. And then, once Alexandria's behind us — we'll talk about the rest properly."
Evelyn looked at his hand for a long moment before she took it, and found, to her own surprise, that she was crying — not dramatically, just a quiet, steady leaking of weeks of carefully held tension finally finding somewhere to go.
"Thank you," she managed. "For that. For all of it, actually — for the anger and the not-quite-forgiveness and everything in between. I didn't expect any of you to make this easy, and I'm rather glad you haven't. I don't think I'd have believed it, if you had."
"We're not making it easy," said Bea, from across the room, arms still folded, expression still unreadable. "We're making it survivable. There's a difference, and I should think you, of all people, would understand exactly what it is."
Outside the lounge windows, the Mediterranean rolled on toward Africa, indifferent and vast, carrying all five of them, and Weeks, and the sapphire, and whatever waited on the Alexandria docks, steadily closer to whatever came next.
❦
❦


Chapter Twelve
The Alexandria Job
Alexandria did not rise out of the haze the way Lisbon had, or seep into view the way Venice had. It simply arrived: flat, white, glaring, a working port city that had no particular interest in being picturesque about it. Cranes worked the dockside in long mechanical arcs. Steam and dust hung together over the harbour in a haze that smelled of coal smoke, salt, and something sweeter underneath, spice, or fruit, or both, drifting up from the markets further in.
"Right," said Weeks, gathering the five of them at the rail before they'd even properly disembarked, his voice pitched low and businesslike in a way none of them had heard from him before. Whatever awkwardness lingered from the observation lounge two days ago, he'd set it aside entirely; there was no room left in him this morning for anything but the job. "Here's what we know. The transfer happens today, at the old customs warehouse near the western basin — decoy stone, in full view, meant to be seen. It's bait. Anyone watching that handover is meant to relax, assume the job's done, and stop looking. The real stone moves separately, sometime in the same window, by a route we don't yet have."
"Which means," said Evelyn, "we need eyes on both. The decoy transfer, to see who's watching it and confirm our read on the operation — and the real one, which we have to find before it moves, not after."
"That's rather a lot of ground to cover," said Julian.
"It's five of you, plus me," said Weeks. "That's considerably more ground than I had a week ago, and I intend to use it."
Bea, arms folded, studied him for a long moment. "You're asking us to help."
"I'm asking you to help me stop a smuggling operation that has already, by my reckoning, threatened one of your own." Weeks met her look steadily. "I understand there's a great deal unresolved between the five of you this morning. I'm not asking you to resolve it. I'm asking you to work together for the next several hours regardless, and sort out the rest afterward, because Alexandria isn't going to wait politely while you do."
Nobody answered immediately. But it was Julian, finally, who nodded first.
"Tell us where you need us," he said, "and we'll sort out the rest afterward. Evelyn's right that there isn't time for anything else this morning."
Evelyn, watching him say it, matter-of-fact, no warmth restored yet, but no refusal either, found something in her chest loosen very slightly for the first time in two days.
❦
There was one piece of business Rupert insisted on settling before anything else that morning, and it could not, in his estimation, wait even for smugglers.
The Latimers, it transpired, had booked passage through Alexandria on their own route toward Cairo, and had arranged to meet Rupert at a dockside hotel the moment the Arcadia came in, Mr. Latimer waiting on the terrace with the patient, slightly nervous formality of a man about to receive a document he had every intention of reading closely.
"I have it," Rupert said, a little breathless, producing an envelope that had clearly been folded and refolded a great many times in the course of the voyage. "My prospects. In writing, as promised. I'd have sent it sooner, but I wanted to make sure it said the right things, and turns out that's a lot harder to get right than borrowing a bicycle."
Mr. Latimer read it in silence, twice, while Rupert stood by trying and failing to look as though he wasn't watching every flicker of the older man's expression.
"You've been honest in this," Mr. Latimer said at last, folding it away into his own coat. "Rather more honest than most young men manage, when they're trying to make themselves sound impressive. You've told me what you don't have, as plainly as what you do."
"I figured you'd want the truth more than a better story."
"I would." Mr. Latimer regarded him for a long moment, something almost fond working its way into his usually careful expression. "Prudence has made her own mind up already, I think, whatever I decide. But I find I don't much mind that, Mr. Montgomery, which is rather more than I expected to be able to say a fortnight ago." He extended a hand. "You have my blessing, for whatever a solicitor's blessing is worth these days."
Miss Latimer, who had been watching the whole exchange from a discreet distance with poorly disguised anxiety, did not wait for further ceremony before crossing the terrace and kissing Rupert soundly enough that her father cleared his throat twice before either of them noticed him doing it.
"Well," Rupert managed, once he'd recovered the power of speech, "I guess that's the closest thing to encouragement I've had all voyage."
"Don't let it go to your head," said Miss Latimer, though she was smiling too widely to make the warning land with any real force. "You've a criminal to catch this morning, Mr. Montgomery. I find I'd much rather marry a man who finished a job properly, when the time comes, than one who left it half done for my sake."
❦
The plan, once Weeks laid it out properly over a hurried breakfast none of them finished, split them three ways.
Simon and Rupert would watch the customs warehouse, blending into the ordinary dockside traffic of porters and merchants and idle sailors, and report back the moment the decoy handover began — who arrived, who watched, who slipped away early.
Julian and Bea would work the markets inland, following a lead Weeks had picked up in Athens: a rumour of a dealer in antiquities, respectable on the surface, who moved rather more than antiquities when the price was right, and who might know — or might be paid to know — where the real stone was actually headed.
Evelyn and Weeks would go to the Graeco-Roman Museum itself, on the theory, unproven but urgent, that the real Blue Sultan's final destination was not a private buyer at all, but a substitution — smuggled into the museum's own collection, swapped for a stone already catalogued and displayed, sold twice over to two different buyers who'd never know the difference until it was far too late to matter.
"That's audacious," Julian said, when Weeks explained it.
"That's precisely why it might work," said Weeks. "Nobody expects a theft that ends with the stone going into a museum rather than out of one."
❦
The market, when Julian and Bea reached it, was a wall of noise and colour and heat that swallowed them whole the moment they stepped off the main street: narrow lanes roofed with awnings gone soft-gold where the sun came through, stalls stacked with brass and leather and dates and fabric dyed in colours that had no polite English names, voices calling prices in Arabic and French and broken, hopeful English all at once.
"I don't know how we're meant to find one dealer in all this," Bea said, turning in a slow circle, momentarily, genuinely lost.
"We ask," said Julian. "Carefully. The way Simon would."
It took the better part of an hour, three false leads, and one extremely confusing conversation about carpets before they found the shop, small, unassuming, tucked behind a spice merchant's stall, its window full of genuine, unremarkable antiquities that gave no hint at all of anything underneath.
The dealer, a neat, soft-spoken man named Mr. Farouk, listened to their careful, circling questions about "unusual pieces, recently acquired, of considerable value" with the placid patience of a man who had heard every version of this approach before and had long since stopped being surprised by any of them.
"You are not the first to ask," he said, at last, once he'd decided, apparently, that they were harmless. "There was a man here yesterday. English. He paid very well for information he did not, I think, entirely deserve." He named a price for the same information, considerably higher, and Bea — who had come prepared, precisely because she'd expected exactly this — paid it without argument, sliding notes across the counter with the brisk efficiency of a woman who had learned long ago that haggling over the wrong things wasted time she didn't have.
"The stone," Mr. Farouk said, once the money had vanished into some inner pocket, "is not going to a private house, and it is not leaving the city by ship, whatever your English friend believes. It is going into the museum, this evening, when the last visitors have gone and the galleries are quiet. There is a curator there — not a bad man, I think, simply a poor one — who has agreed to make the substitution himself, once the doors are closed. Catalogue it as genuine, and it is nearly impossible to prove otherwise afterward. That is the whole art of it. Hide the true stone in plain sight, behind glass, with an official label."
Bea and Julian exchanged a look that needed no words at all.
"We need to get word to Evelyn," Bea said. "Now."
❦
At the customs warehouse, the decoy transfer unfolded almost exactly as Weeks had predicted, and Simon, watching from the shade of a stack of shipping crates with Rupert crouched uncomfortably beside him, found himself almost disappointed by how ordinary it looked.
Two men. A crate. A brief, businesslike exchange of paperwork and a handshake, conducted in full view of the dock's ordinary traffic, over almost before it began.
"That's it?" Rupert whispered. "That's the whole thing?"
"That's the whole point," Simon murmured back. "It's meant to look like nothing worth watching. Which is precisely why we're going to watch every single person who looked at it a moment too long."
There were three, in the end — men positioned at careful distances around the warehouse, watching not the crate itself but the crowd around it, the particular stillness of professional surveillance dressed up as idle dockside loitering. Simon recognized one of them immediately: the unremarkable man from Lisbon and Gibraltar, from Venice and Athens both, present at the end of it all, watching his own decoy operation succeed exactly as planned.
"There," Simon breathed. "That's our man. If he's satisfied, the decoy's done its job, and he'll move to confirm the real transfer next."
They followed him at a careful distance through the market's outer edges — and it was there, in the crush and noise of the crowded lanes, that Rupert, moving to keep sight of their quarry around a stall piled with brass lamps, collided directly with Bea, coming the other way at speed with Julian close behind her.
"Rupert! There you are—"
"You'll never guess what we just—"
"The museum," they both said, nearly at once, and stopped, staring at each other.
"You first," said Bea.
"The real stone's going into the museum this evening, once it closes," Rupert said. "We were just following the man who's been watching all of you since Lisbon — he's been working his way toward the water all afternoon. I'd wager the museum's exactly where he ends up."
"That's exactly what our dealer told us," said Julian. "Evelyn and Weeks need to know before this evening. We've still time to reach them if we hurry."
❦
The Graeco-Roman Museum, when Evelyn and Weeks arrived that evening under the entirely unremarkable pretext of an ordinary visit made just before closing, was cool and quiet and full of the particular hush that old stone rooms seem to generate regardless of what country they're in: marble busts watching from their plinths, mosaics underfoot worn soft by a century of careful feet, the low murmur of the last docent somewhere ushering a final, reluctant party of tourists toward the doors.
"The curator's office is through there," Weeks murmured, once the doors had been locked behind the last visitor and the galleries had gone properly quiet. "If Mr. Farouk's information holds, he'll make his move soon, now that the museum's empty."
They did not have to wait long. A slight, grey-haired man emerged from the office within the half hour, glancing about with the particular over-casual carelessness of someone trying very hard to look as though he wasn't checking whether anyone was watching him, and made his way toward a display case in the museum's smaller eastern gallery — Ptolemaic jewellery, mostly, behind glass, dimly lit even by day and now, past closing, lit only by a single low lamp left burning at the gallery's far end.
"That's him," Evelyn breathed. "That has to be the curator."
It was at that exact moment that a second figure slipped in through the same staff door the curator had used moments before — unhurried, familiar, his coat traded tonight for something darker, exactly as it had been in Athens. The man in grey had come himself, it seemed, to see the substitution confirmed with his own eyes before he'd risk reporting it done.
Weeks went very still beside her. "That's our man," he breathed. "That's the one who's been running the whole operation dockside to dockside. If he's here in person, he doesn't trust the curator to manage it alone."
It was, as it turned out, precisely the opening Simon and Rupert had been waiting for. They had followed the man in grey the entire way from the warehouse, through the market and down to the water and finally in through the museum's own loading entrance — left carelessly unlatched behind him — and arrived now at a dead run through the gallery's far entrance, drawing exactly the kind of attention neither Evelyn nor Weeks had wanted at exactly the right moment.
Both men spun at the sound. The curator, key already turning in the display case's lock, made the entirely predictable decision of a frightened, cornered man: he bolted, case standing open behind him. The man in grey made a considerably colder one, reaching inside his coat with the unhurried menace of someone who had planned, all along, for exactly this contingency.
"Stop him — both of them!" Weeks was already moving. "Simon, the curator! I'll take the other one myself!"
Simon got to the curator first, cutting across the gallery at an angle nobody but Simon would have thought to take, and brought the frightened man up short with nothing more than a firm hand on his shoulder and the particular, disarming calm of a man who had talked his way out of considerably worse situations than this one.
"I really wouldn't," Simon said pleasantly. "Not with quite this many witnesses. It rather spoils the whole point of doing it quietly."
Weeks, meanwhile, had closed the distance on the man in grey with a speed that surprised everyone who'd spent the whole voyage mistaking him for a mild-mannered wool merchant. Julian arrived a half-step behind, with no plan at all beyond not letting Weeks face the man alone, and threw his own weight into the scuffle at exactly the moment it mattered — pinning an arm that had very nearly cleared its coat before either of them got hold of it.
It was over almost as fast as it had started — the man in grey face-down and swearing fluently on the gallery's marble floor, Weeks kneeling on his back with considerably more satisfaction than his usual composure allowed him to show, and Julian, breathing hard, catching Bea's eye across the room with the slightly stunned expression of a man who had just done something rather braver than he'd planned to that morning.
The curator, caught, deflated all at once, not a hardened criminal, just a frightened, underpaid man who'd made one desperate decision and was now watching it collapse in front of a gallery full of strangers.
"They threatened my family," he said, quietly, to nobody and everybody. "I did not want this. I want you to understand that. I did not want any of it."
Weeks, hauling the man in grey up by the collar and handing him off to the museum's own startled night guard with brisk, practiced instructions to hold him for the local police, turned back to the curator and looked at him for a long moment — weighing, Evelyn suspected, exactly how much mercy the situation could afford.
"Tell me everything," he said finally, "and I'll see what I can do about that. But right now — the case. What's actually in it?"
❦
What was actually in it, once Weeks lifted the case's lid with careful hands, was the Blue Sultan — genuine, unmistakable, a deep and startling blue that seemed to hold its own private light even in the gallery's dim eastern corner — nestled beside a considerably less remarkable stone that had, until moments ago, been destined to take its place on public display, forever mistaken for something it wasn't.
"That's it," Evelyn said, quietly. "That's the whole thing. Two stones, weeks of watching, half of Europe — for this."
"For considerably more than this," said Weeks, closing the case carefully. "This was never about one sapphire, Miss Fairchild. It's about a network — buyers, dealers, men like our curator here, all across half the Mediterranean, all moving stones nobody's meant to notice moving. This is the first piece of it I've actually managed to hold in my hand." He looked up at the five of them, gathered now in an uneven, breathless circle around the case, still recovering from the run through the gallery. "I couldn't have gotten here without every one of you. I want that said plainly, whatever else is still unresolved between you."
Bea, breathing hard, hair coming loose from its pins, looked at Evelyn properly for what felt like the first time since the observation lounge.
"You could have told us sooner," she said. "I still think that. I don't think that's stopped being true just because we caught him."
"I know," said Evelyn.
"But I also think," Bea went on, "that whatever else you are — journalist, liar, whoever E. F. Sharpe turns out to be to the rest of the world — you just ran through half of Alexandria to stop a man from getting away with something genuinely wrong, alongside all of us, without a single thought for how it would read in your own newspaper." She held Evelyn's gaze, something in her expression finally, cautiously, beginning to soften. "That has to count for something. I'm not saying it counts for everything. But it's not nothing, and I find I'm tired of pretending otherwise out of pure stubbornness."
Rupert, still catching his breath, managed a small, lopsided grin. "For what it's worth," he said, "I've decided I'm choosing not to be angry anymore. Mostly because I'm too pleased about catching an actual criminal to spare the energy for it."
"That's possibly the most honest reason anyone's ever given for forgiving someone," said Simon.
"I contain multitudes," said Rupert, with tremendous dignity, still slightly out of breath.
Julian said nothing yet, watching Evelyn with an expression that was gentler than it had been two days ago, though not yet entirely resolved — and Evelyn, watching him watch her, found she was content, for now, to let that particular reckoning wait a little longer. Some things, she was beginning to understand, couldn't be rushed simply because the more urgent crisis had passed.
❦
❦


Chapter Thirteen
The Farewell Ball
The Arcadia left Alexandria two days later, her strongroom considerably lighter and her passenger list, by Weeks's quiet arrangement, considerably lighter too: the curator handed over to Egyptian authorities with a recommendation for leniency, the man in grey and his two remaining accomplices held for extradition, the whole affair folded discreetly into paperwork that would never once mention five accidental tourists or the journalist travelling among them.
"Officially," Weeks told them, over a farewell drink in the observation lounge two nights before they were due back in Southampton, "none of you were ever involved in any of this. I've seen to that personally. Scotland Yard doesn't generally credit civilians in its reports, and I find I'd rather keep all of you well clear of whatever's left of this network, wherever it surfaces next."
"That seems rather unfair to you," said Bea. "You did the actual arresting."
"I did the actual arresting because your fiancé very nearly did it for me and I couldn't in good conscience let a peer's son take that particular credit instead of Scotland Yard," said Weeks, dry enough that it took Julian a moment to realize he was being teased. "I'll manage. It's not the first case I've closed quietly, and I doubt it'll be the last." He produced, from his jacket, a small, battered notebook — the same one, Evelyn realized, that he'd been filling since Southampton — and set it on the table between them with the particular ceremony of a man closing a chapter deliberately. "Eleven pages, in the end. I promised myself I'd burn them the moment this was over. I find, now that the moment's actually here, that I'd rather give them to you instead, Miss Fairchild. Professional courtesy, one investigator to another. I suspect you'll get more use out of my wrong theories than I ever will."
Evelyn took the notebook carefully, flipping it open to find page after page of increasingly baroque suspicion — engagement (?) — cover for something, second engagement (?) — target now includes unknown female, they know about the woman, on and on, an entire voyage's worth of a good man chasing exactly the wrong conclusion with total conviction.
"I'm going to treasure this," she said, and meant it.
❦
The ball itself was held on the last full evening before Southampton: the Arcadia's traditional farewell, the ballroom done up in the same hothouse-orchid extravagance it had worn the very first night, six weeks ago now, when five strangers had first discovered themselves seated together by accident.
It should have felt like a triumphant bookend. For most of the evening, it very nearly did.
Bea danced with Julian in the same unhurried, easy way they'd fallen into somewhere around Gibraltar, and if either of them thought about the Duke of Penhallow at all, watching from wherever he now was, they didn't let it show. Rupert had commandeered Miss Latimer for three dances running and showed no sign of relinquishing her for a fourth, to her father's visible, resigned amusement. Simon had, within an hour of the ball's opening, somehow acquired both a captive audience and a glass of champagne he hadn't purchased, and was regaling a delighted circle of fellow passengers with a version of the Lisbon prince incident that had grown, in the retelling, considerably more heroic than anyone present could verify.
Evelyn watched it all from the edge of the room, as she so often had, though the watching felt different now, less like gathering material, more like simply wanting to remember it properly.
It was Julian who found her there, midway through the evening, Bea briefly claimed by a well-wisher across the room.
"You've been quiet all night," he said.
"I've been thinking." Evelyn turned her champagne glass slowly by its stem, not quite meeting his eye. "The Clarion wired me yesterday. My editor's read the cable I sent from Alexandria — the arrest, the network, all of it. He wants the full story for next week's edition. A proper exclusive." She paused. "He also wants the rest of it. The voyage. The five of us. He says a smuggling bust is a good story, but a smuggling bust broken by five accidental strangers who fell in love and got engaged along the way — that's a considerably better one, and he's not wrong, professionally speaking."
Julian went very still. "He wants you to write about us."
"He wants me to write about us by name. Bea's engagement. The Duke. Rupert's proposals. All of it, dressed up exactly the way I'd have dressed it up at Southampton, if none of this had ever stopped being simply material to me." Evelyn finally looked at him properly, and there was real fear in her expression, plain and unguarded. "I told him I'd think about it. I haven't given him an answer yet. I wanted you to know that before I decided anything, because I find I've made rather a habit this voyage of deciding things about all of you without asking first, and I'm trying, badly, to stop."
"And if you write it?"
"Then five people who trusted me, eventually, against every reasonable instinct they had, become a very good story in every newspaper in London within the month. Bea's family finds out about the Duke from a stranger's byline instead of from her. Your family reads about Gibraltar and the staircase before you've had a chance to tell them yourself, in your own words, the way it actually happened." Evelyn's voice had gone unsteady. "And if I don't write it — if I go back to my editor and tell him there's no story, or a considerably smaller one that leaves the five of you out of it entirely — I've very possibly ended my career over a promise I'm not certain any of you have actually asked me to make."
Julian was quiet for a long moment, watching the dancers turn beneath the ballroom's lights: Bea's laugh carrying above the music, Rupert nearly stepping on Miss Latimer's hem and being forgiven instantly, Simon's audience roaring at some new embellishment of the prince story.
"I don't know what I want you to do," he said finally, honestly. "I want to say don't write it, don't you dare, and mean it completely, and I very nearly do mean it completely. But I also watched you run through half of Alexandria without a single thought for your own story, Evelyn, and I don't think the version of you who did that is the same version who'd sell all of us out in print without losing something she couldn't easily get back." He shook his head. "I can't make this choice for you. I don't think it would be fair of me to try. But I'd be lying if I said I wasn't frightened of what you decide."
"That's honest, at least."
"I've had a great deal of practice being honest lately. I find I rather prefer it to the alternative."
❦
It was Bea, finding them both still standing at the room's edge some while later, faces carefully composed in the particular way that told her immediately something serious had passed between them, who demanded to know what was wrong.
Evelyn told her. All of it: the cable, the editor, the choice not yet made, the fear underneath all of it that she would either destroy something precious by choosing wrong, or destroy her own career by choosing right.
Bea was quiet for a long moment, turning her champagne glass exactly the way Evelyn had been turning hers.
"I want to be furious," she said finally. "I find I keep waiting for the fury to arrive properly, the way it did in the observation lounge, and it simply isn't coming the way I expect it to. I think that's rather more frightening, in its way, than if it had."
"Why frightening?"
"Because it means I trust you again, at least partly, before you've even made the choice that would prove whether I ought to." Bea set her glass down with great precision. "I don't want you to write it, Evelyn. I'll say that plainly. Not because I think you'd do it cruelly — I don't think that anymore, whatever I believed a week ago — but because some things are ours, and I find I'd like them to stay ours, at least for a while longer, before they belong to anyone else's breakfast reading."
"I understand."
"But I also think," Bea went on, "that if I ask you to give up your entire career to protect a story that makes me look charming in the newspapers, I'm not actually being your friend. I'm simply being comfortable at your expense, which is a different thing entirely, and I'm trying very hard these days to know the difference." She managed something that was almost a smile. "So I won't tell you what to choose. I find I trust you to choose properly without my instructions, which is further than I expected to get with you by tonight, if I'm honest."
Evelyn, quite unexpectedly, found herself close to tears for the second time in a fortnight.
"I don't deserve that," she said.
"Probably not," Bea agreed, entirely without malice. "Most of us don't deserve the kindness we're given. I find it's rather better to receive it gratefully than to argue yourself out of it on principle."
❦
The ball wound down toward midnight, the orchestra slowing into something gentler, couples drifting toward the rail to watch the dark water and the first scattered lights of the African coast falling away behind them.
Evelyn slipped away before the final dance, back to her cabin, where a fresh telegram form sat waiting on the small writing desk — blank, patient, entirely unwritten.
She sat with it for a long time, pen in hand, the ship's engines humming steadily beneath her, carrying all of them steadily home.
She did not yet know what she was going to write. She knew only that whatever she chose, in the next few hours, would decide considerably more than the shape of next week's Clarion — it would decide, in ways she was only now beginning to properly understand, exactly what kind of person she intended to be from Southampton onward.
The pen did not move. Not yet.
Somewhere above her, the last dance ended, and the band began packing away their instruments for the final time this voyage. The pen still hadn't moved. Evelyn looked at it a long moment longer, then finally picked it up.
❦
❦


Chapter Fourteen
The Telegram
Evelyn finished the telegram a little before dawn, sealed it, and carried it herself to the wireless room before she could talk herself out of sending it, or into changing a single word.
She found Julian at the rail an hour later, watching the sky go from grey to gold over water gone perfectly calm, and held the carbon copy out to him without a word.
He read it twice.
BLUE SULTAN SMUGGLING RING BROKEN ALEXANDRIA STOP CURATOR ARRESTED NETWORK EXPOSED STOP SCOTLAND YARD LEADS INVESTIGATION STOP FULL DETAILS FOLLOW STOP NO OTHER NAMES INVOLVED STOP
"That's it," he said, when he'd finished. "That's the whole story."
"That's the whole story I'm willing to sell." Evelyn took the paper back, folding it carefully. "My editor won't be pleased. He may not run it at all, without the rest: a smuggling bust without a human angle is considerably less interesting to a Tuesday breakfast table than one with a duke and an accidental engagement attached. I may have just cost myself a byline, and possibly rather more than that." She looked out at the water instead of at him. "I find I don't mind nearly as much as I expected to. Which is either very good news about the sort of person I'm becoming, or very bad news about my prospects at the Clarion. Possibly both."
Julian was quiet for a long moment.
"I owe you an apology," he said finally. "Not for being angry, I think I was owed that, and I don't regret it. But I've spent two weeks treating your silence as though it were the whole of you, when it plainly wasn't, and I watched you choose, just now, to protect five people who have given you every reason to think we wouldn't forgive you for it either way. That's not nothing, Evelyn. I don't think it's everything either. But I find I've finished waiting to see whether you deserved a second chance. You've rather thoroughly earned one."
"You don't have to say that because of the telegram."
"I'm not. I've been meaning to say it since Alexandria, and I kept finding reasons to wait, mostly because I am, it turns out, considerably more stubborn than I like to admit about admitting I was wrong." He held out his hand, not the careful, provisional gesture from the observation lounge, but something warmer, something settled. "Friends, Evelyn. Properly, and without conditions this time. I find I've missed having you as one, these past two weeks, even while I was busy being angry at you."
Evelyn took his hand, and found, for the first time since Southampton, that the weight she'd been carrying since Lisbon had finally, properly, set itself down.
❦
Bea's reaction, when she heard, was rather more direct.
"I read it three times," she said, finding Evelyn at breakfast and dropping into the seat across from her with the particular briskness of a woman who had made up her mind about something and intended to say so plainly. "The telegram. Julian showed me. I want you to know I cried a little, which I resent enormously, and I want you to know I've decided you're rather a better person than either of us gave you credit for at Athens, myself very much included."
"You don't have to say that."
"I don't have to do a great many things I do anyway, Evelyn, that's rather the nature of friendship." Bea reached across the table and squeezed her hand once, briskly, before withdrawing it again with her usual composure. "I should like you at the wedding. I haven't decided when it will be — Julian's mother will have opinions, and my mother will have considerably louder ones, and I expect the whole business will take the better part of a year to arrange to everyone's satisfaction except mine. But I should like you there regardless, as a friend and not a byline, and I wanted to say so before either of us found a reason to be awkward about it."
"I should like that very much," said Evelyn, and discovered, rather to her own surprise, that she meant it entirely.
❦
The telegram that arrived for Bea that same afternoon came from an entirely unexpected quarter, and provided, as it turned out, the voyage's final and most satisfying piece of comedy.
DEAR LADY BEATRICE STOP DELIGHTED TO REPORT ENGAGEMENT TO MISS HONORIA PEMBROKE-SMYTHE STOP MET AT A CHARITY LUNCHEON YOUR MOTHER ARRANGED IN YOUR ABSENCE STOP SHE FINDS ME EXTREMELY RESTFUL STOP CONSIDER MYSELF THE LUCKIEST MAN IN ENGLAND STOP DO CALL WHEN YOU ARE HOME STOP FONDLY REGINALD STOP
"He's engaged," Bea announced to the table at large, reading it a second time to be sure. "To someone called Honoria. Who finds him restful." She set the telegram down with an expression caught somewhere between delight and genuine offense. "I spend this entire voyage concocting an elaborate escape from marrying the man, and it transpires my own mother simply produced a replacement within a fortnight of our conversation in Monte Carlo."
"Are you upset?" Julian asked, carefully.
"Not remotely. I'm outraged, which is a different thing entirely. I went to enormous trouble to avoid marrying Reginald, and it turns out I needn't have troubled myself in the slightest, because apparently any reasonably calm woman named Honoria would have done the job just as well." Bea folded the telegram with tremendous dignity. "I shall send him something beautiful for the wedding. Possibly a monkey."
"The scavenger hunt monkey?"
"Absolutely not. I'm keeping that one. A different monkey, purchased specifically for the occasion, at considerable and well-deserved expense."
❦
It was Rupert who provided the evening's final, proper piece of business, catching Miss Latimer alone at the rail as the last light went down over water gone the colour of good claret.
"I've been thinking," he said, "about doing this properly. Not over sherry. Not while running from anyone. Not even while riding a bicycle, which I understand is generally considered poor form."
"That's a great deal of preamble, Mr. Montgomery."
"I'm building to something. Let me build." He turned to face her fully, and for once in the entire voyage, looked completely serious about it. "Prudence Latimer. I love you more than I have ever loved anything, including my own father's money, which I understand is meant to be a significant comparison for a man in my position. I want to marry you. Properly. On purpose. With your father's blessing already secured, which I understand puts me a good bit ahead of where Julian was at this exact stage of his own campaign."
"That's a low blow to a man not present to defend himself."
"I contain multitudes. I believe we've established that." Rupert produced, from his jacket, a small box he had clearly been carrying, with mounting anxiety, for some hours. "Yes or no, Prudence. I promise this is the only time I plan on asking, which I understand is also even further ahead of where Julian started."
Miss Latimer studied him for a long moment, something warm and entirely unguarded finally breaking through her usual dry composure.
"Yes," she said. "Obviously yes. I've thought it was going to be yes since somewhere around the bicycle, if I'm entirely honest, and I've simply been waiting for you to catch up to where I already was."
"That's remarkably similar to something Bea said to Julian in Venice."
"I suspect it's simply true of every sensible woman on this ship, regarding every ridiculous man aboard it," said Miss Latimer, and kissed him before he could formulate a response to that, which struck Rupert, once he'd recovered, as considerably better than any response he might have managed regardless.
❦
Weeks found them all together late that night, gathered once more in the observation lounge where so much of the voyage's real business had somehow always ended up happening, and raised his glass with the particular formality of a man unaccustomed to sentiment but determined to manage it properly regardless.
"I came aboard this ship," he said, "certain that five accidental strangers were the most suspicious thing I'd encountered in fifteen years at the Yard. I leave it having arrested an actual criminal, broken an actual smuggling ring, and made, rather to my own surprise, five actual friends in the process. I don't know that I've ever been quite so thoroughly and so pleasantly wrong about anything in my professional life."
"To being wrong," said Simon, raising his own glass, "in the most productive possible way."
"To being wrong," the table agreed, and drank to it properly.
"I'll want to call on you all, once we're home," Weeks added, a little gruffly, as though the sentiment cost him something to say aloud. "Officially, to close out paperwork. Unofficially — I find I'd simply like to know how all of you get on. It's not a professional habit I've had cause to develop before now."
"You'll always be welcome," said Bea, and meant it. "Provided you bring the notebook. Evelyn's rather attached to it."
"I've already begun a new one," Weeks admitted. "Force of habit. I find I can't quite stop myself."
"What's in it so far?" Julian asked.
Weeks considered this, and allowed himself, for perhaps the first time all voyage, something that might genuinely have been called a smile.
"Five friends," he said. "No suspects. It's rather a shorter book than my last one, but I find I like it considerably better."
❦
Southampton was close enough now to feel. Five people who had boarded the Arcadia as strangers would disembark as something a good deal more complicated than that, and, against every reasonable seating chart's expectations, a good deal better too.
❦
❦


Chapter Fifteen
Southampton, Again
England came up out of the grey the same way it had gone under it six weeks before: pewter sky, pewter sea, the coastline resolving itself slowly out of mist as the Arcadia made her final approach, three ochre funnels trailing smoke into a morning that couldn't quite decide whether it wanted to rain.
Julian stood at the rail in the same suit, more or less, that he'd worn the morning they'd left, and found England considerably less sad to look at than he had six weeks ago.
"Frightfully glad, isn't it," he said, to the young woman beside him, "coming home."
"Is it," said Evelyn, in the exact dry tone she'd used the first time he'd said something similar, and they both laughed, because some jokes, it turned out, only got better with a whole voyage behind them.
❦
The Dowager Lady Pomfrey, disembarking three places ahead of them in a hat considerably more elaborate than it needed to be, paused at the gangway to fix the five of them with a long, assessing look.
"I understand," she said, to no one in particular and everyone within earshot, "that there has been an engagement. Possibly two. I confess I have lost precise count, which is not an experience I am accustomed to." She sniffed, not entirely disapprovingly. "I shall expect a full account before the season's out. I did, after all, write your mother rather a lot of letters on the subject, Mr. Ashcombe, and I feel I've earned the details."
"I'll make sure you get them," Julian promised, "though I suspect the true version will disappoint you. Rather less scandal than you were hoping for."
"Young man," said Lady Pomfrey, with the serene confidence of a woman who had never once been wrong about gossip in sixty years of collecting it, "I very much doubt that," and swept off down the gangway before he could argue the point.
❦
They said their goodbyes on the dock, in the ordinary chaos of luggage and porters and families reuniting, in the particular way that goodbyes happen when everyone privately understands they aren't goodbyes at all, simply pauses.
Simon was first to go, off toward whatever his next scheme happened to be, he'd mentioned, vaguely, something involving a friend's shipping concern and an idea he was "still refining," which nobody at the table believed for a moment would stay refined for very long.
"Try not to become a prince again," Julian told him.
"No promises," said Simon, cheerfully. "I found I rather enjoyed it."
Rupert and Miss Latimer went next, toward a waiting car and, somewhere beyond it, a considerably more complicated conversation with Rupert's father about prospects, adventures, and the general unsuitability of bicycles as courtship tools. Rupert looked, Julian thought, genuinely unafraid of all of it, in a way he hadn't been six weeks ago.
"Write to us," Bea told Miss Latimer, embracing her properly. "All of it. Especially the parts your father won't want repeated."
"I intend to write considerably more than that," said Miss Latimer, "given how much material you've all provided me this voyage," and Evelyn, overhearing, laughed harder than anyone quite expected.
❦
Evelyn lingered longest, reluctant in a way she hadn't quite anticipated, to actually walk away from the ship and everyone still standing on the dock beside it.
"You'll write," Bea said. It wasn't a question.
"I will. I promise." Evelyn looked between the two of them — Bea, radiant and impatient to begin the rest of her life; Julian, steady and warmer than she'd ever properly noticed at the rail six weeks ago, before any of this had happened. "Thank you. Both of you. For the anger, and the forgiveness, and everything in between. I don't think I'd have believed, boarding this ship, that either one was possible from people I'd only just met."
"We weren't people you'd just met, by the end," said Bea. "That was rather the whole point."
Evelyn nodded, throat tight, and turned at last to go — and stopped, a few steps on, struck by a thought she hadn't quite finished having.
"I never did ask," she said, turning back. "What happens to a story, once the person who was meant to write it decides not to?"
"I imagine," said Julian, "it simply becomes something else instead. A memory, maybe. Or a rather good dinner-party story, told properly, to people who deserve to hear it."
"Or," said Bea, "it waits. Quietly. Until whoever's carrying it finally works out the right way to tell it after all."
Evelyn considered that for a long moment, something settling into place behind her eyes that neither of them could quite read.
"Perhaps," she said. "I rather think I'll let it wait a while longer, all the same."
She left them there on the dock, England spread out grey and damp and entirely unglamorous behind her, and did not look back, not because she didn't want to remember it, but because she already knew, with the particular certainty of someone who has finally stopped running from her own good fortune, that she wouldn't need to. Some things simply stayed with a person, without any effort required to hold onto them at all.
The Arcadia sat quiet at her berth behind them, funnels cold now, waiting for her next crossing and her next accidental seating chart and her next five strangers who would, in six weeks' time, disembark as something else entirely.
She had, after all, a considerable talent for it.
❦

