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      to Donald Maass
      

      
      and Lisa Rector-Maass

      
      for their friendship and help over the years

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      IT WAS mid-February and growing dark outside. Pitt stood up from his desk and walked over to turn the gas up on the wall lamps
         one by one. He was becoming used to this office, even if he was not yet comfortable in it. In his mind it still belonged to
         Victor Narraway.
      

      
      When he turned back to this desk he half expected to see the pencil drawings of bare trees that Narraway had had on the walls,
         instead of his own watercolours of sky and seascapes that Charlotte had given him. His books were not so different from Narraway’s.
         There was less poetry, fewer classics perhaps, but similar books on history, politics and law.
      

      
      Narraway had taken with him the silver-framed picture of his mother. Today Pitt had finally put in its place his favourite
         photograph of his wife, Charlotte, smiling. Beside her were thirteen-year-old Jemima, looking very grown up, and ten-year-old
         Daniel, who still had the soft face of a child.
      

      
      After the fiasco in Ireland at the end of last year, 1895, Narraway had been exonerated, of course – he was guilty of nothing
         – but he had not been reinstated as head of Special Branch. Instead, Pitt’s temporary status had been confirmed. Even though
         that had happened several months ago now, he found it hard to get used to. He knew very well that the men who had been his
         superiors, then his equals, and now his juniors, also found the new situation difficult at best. Rank, of itself, meant little.
         It commanded obedience, but not loyalty.
      

      
      So far they had obeyed him without question. But he had had several months of very predictable events to deal with. There
         had been only the usual rumblings of discontent in the huge immigrant populations, particularly here in London, but no crises,
         none of the difficult decisions that endangered lives and tested the judgement. Then, he suspected, he might find the trust in him strained, even
         to breaking.
      

      
      He remained at the window staring out at the pattern of rooftops opposite and the elegant wall of the nearby building. He
         could still discern their familiar outlines in the fading light. The bright gleam of streetlamps was increasing in all directions.
      

      
      He could remember Narraway’s grave face, tired, more deeply lined after his difficult escape from total disgrace, and perhaps
         from the emotional toll of his experiences in Ireland. Pitt knew also of Narraway’s acceptance at last of his feelings for
         Charlotte, but as always, his coal-black eyes had given little away.
      

      
      ‘You will make mistakes,’ he had said to Pitt in the quietness of this room, with its view of sky and rooftops. ‘You will
         hesitate to act when you know you will hurt people, even destroy them. Do not hesitate too long. You will misjudge people;
         you’ve always thought better of your social superiors than you should have. For God’s sake, Pitt, rely on your instinct. Sometimes
         the results will be serious. Live with it. The measure of your worth is that you make few errors, and that from each one you
         learn something. You cannot opt out; that would be the worst mistake of all.’ His face had been grim, shadowed with memories.
         ‘It is not only the decision you make that counts, but that you make it at the right moment. Anything that threatens the peace
         and safety of Britain can come into your jurisdiction.’
      

      
      Narraway had not added ‘God help you’, though he might as well have. Then a dry humour had softened his eyes for a moment,
         and a flicker of both compassion for the burden that lay ahead, and envy, regret for the excitement lost, the pounding of
         the blood and the fire of the mind that he had been forced to give up.
      

      
      Of course, Pitt had seen him since then, but briefly. There had been social events here and there, conversations that were
         polite, but devoid of meaning beyond the courtesies. The questions as to how each of them was learning to bend, to adapt and
         to alter his stride to a new role remained unspoken.
      

      
      Pitt sat down again at his desk and turned his attention to the papers in front of him.

      
      There was a brief knock on the door, and when he answered, it opened and Stoker came in. Thanks to the Irish episode, he was
         the one man in the Branch that Pitt knew for certain he could trust.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ he said as Stoker came to stand in front of Pitt’s desk. He looked worried and uncomfortable, his lean face more expressive
         than usual.
      

      
      ‘Got a report in from Hutchins in Dover, sir. Seen one or two unusual people coming over on the ferry. Troublemakers. Not
         the usual sort of political talkers – more like the ones that really do things. He’s pretty sure at least one of them was
         involved in the murder of the French Prime Minister the year before last.’
      

      
      Pitt felt a knot tighten in his stomach. No wonder Stoker was worried. ‘Tell him to do all he can to be absolutely sure,’
         he replied. ‘Send Barker down as well. Watch the trains. We need to know if any of them come up to London, and who they contact.’
      

      
      ‘May be nothing,’ Stoker said without conviction. ‘Hutchins is a bit jumpy.’

      
      Pitt drew in his breath to say that it was Hutchins’s job to be over-cautious, then changed his mind. Stoker knew that as
         well as he did. He was explaining too much. ‘Just keep a watch on him. We’ve enough men in Dover to do that, with Barker.
         Keep us informed.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘Thank you.’

      
      Stoker turned and left. Pitt sat without moving for a moment or two. If it really was one of the French Prime Minister’s assassins,
         would the French police or secret service get in touch with him? Would they want his help, or prefer to deal with the man
         themselves? They might hope to get information about other anarchists from him. Or on the other hand, they might simply contrive
         for him to meet with an accident, and the whole matter never reach the public eye. In which case it would be better if the
         British Special Branch affected not to be aware either. It would be a decision to be made later whether they had a private
         word with Paris after the event, or not. It was the type of decision Narraway had referred to: a grey area, fraught with moral
         difficulties.
      

      
      Pitt bent back to the papers he had been reading.

      
      There was a reception that evening. A hundred or so people of social and political importance would be gathered, ostensibly
         to hear the latest violin prodigy playing a selection of chamber pieces. In truth it would be to manipulate and observe the
         shifts in power, and to exchange the subtler information that could not be done in the more rigid settings of an office.
      

      
      Pitt walked in through the front door of his house in Keppel Street just after seven o’clock. He found himself smiling at
         the immediate warmth, after the bitter wind outside. The familiar smells of baked bread and clean cotton drifted from the
         kitchen at the far end of the passage. Charlotte would be upstairs preparing for the occasion. She was not yet used to being
         back in the society to which she was born, with its glamour and rivalry. She had found it shallow then, until it was out of
         her reach. Now he knew, although she had never said so, that at times she had missed the colour and the wit, the breath of
         challenge, however superficial.
      

      
      Minnie Maude was in the kitchen preparing Welsh rarebit for him, in case the refreshments at the event were meagre. Her hair
         was flying out of its pins as usual, her face flushed with exertion, and perhaps a certain excitement. She swung around from
         the big stove as soon as she heard his footsteps.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Mr Pitt, sir, ’ave yer seen Mrs Pitt? She looks a proper treat, she does. I never seen anyone look so . . .’ She was
         lost for words, and held out the plate of hot savoury cheese on toast in front of her. Then realising the need for haste,
         she put it on the kitchen table, and fetched him a knife and fork. ‘I’ll get yer a nice cup o’ tea,’ she added. ‘Kettle’s
         boiled.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ he said, hiding at least part of his amusement. Minnie Maude Mudway had replaced Gracie Phipps, the maid who
         had been with the Pitts almost since they were married. He was still not entirely used to the change. But Gracie had her own
         home now, and he was happy for her. Minnie Maude had taken her place, on Gracie’s recommendation. It was working out very
         satisfactorily, even if he missed Gracie’s forthright comments on what she knew of his cases, and her loyal and highly independent
         support.
      

      
      He ate in silence, and considerable appreciation. Minnie Maude was rapidly becoming a good cook. With a more generous budget
         at her disposal than Gracie had ever had, she was experimenting – on the whole with great success.
      

      
      He noticed that she had made enough for herself also, although a much smaller portion. However, she seemed unwilling to eat
         it in front of him.
      

      
      ‘Please don’t wait,’ he said, gesturing towards the saucepan on the stove. ‘Have it while it’s hot.’

      
      She gave an uncertain smile and seemed about to argue, then changed her mind and served it. Almost at once something else took her attention and she started putting clean dishes away
         on the Welsh dresser, still without eating. Pitt decided to speak to Charlotte; suggest that she say something to make Minnie
         Maude feel more comfortable. It was absurd for her to feel she could not eat at the kitchen table just because he was there.
         Now that she had taken Gracie’s place, this was her home.
      

      
      When he had finished his tea he thanked her and went upstairs to wash, shave and change.

      
      In the bedroom he found Jemima as well as Charlotte. The girl was regarding her mother with careful appreciation. Pitt was
         startled to see that Jemima had her long hair up in pins, as if she were grown up. He felt proud, and at the same time, a
         pang of loss.
      

      
      ‘It’s wonderful, Mama, but you are still a little pale,’ Jemima said candidly, reaching forward to straighten the burgundy-coloured
         silk of Charlotte’s gown. Then she gave Pitt a flashing smile. ‘Hello, Papa. You’re just in time to be fashionably late. You
         must do it. It’s the thing, you know.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I do know,’ he agreed, then turned to look at Charlotte. Minnie Maude was right, but he was still a little surprised
         at how lovely she was. It was more than the excitement in her face, or the warmth in her eyes. Maturity became her. She had
         an assurance now at almost forty that she had not found when she was younger. It gave her a grace that was deeper than the
         mere charm that colouring or feature lent.
      

      
      ‘Your clothes are laid out for you,’ she said in answer to his glance. ‘Fashionably late is one thing; looking as if you mistook
         the arrangements, or got lost, is another.’
      

      
      He smiled, and did not bother to answer. He understood her nervousness. He was trying to counter his own sense of suddenly
         being in a social position he was not born to. His new situation was in nature subtly quite different from being a senior
         policeman, who was still eventually answerable to others. Now he was the head of Special Branch and, except in the most major
         of cases, his own master. There was no one with whom to share the power of his knowledge, or the responsibility.
      

      
      Pitt was even more aware of the change in his circumstances as he alighted from the hansom and held out his arm for Charlotte,
         steadying her for an instant as she stepped down. The night air was bitterly cold, stinging her face. Ice gleamed on the road and he
         was careful not to slip as he guided Charlotte over to the pavement.
      

      
      A coach with four horses pulled up a little ahead, a coat of arms painted on the door. A liveried footman stepped down off
         the box to open the door. The horses’ breath was visible and the brass on their harnesses winked in the light as they shifted
         weight.
      

      
      Another coach passed by, the sound of iron-shod hoofs sharp on the stones.

      
      Charlotte gripped his arm tightly, though it was not in fear that she might slip. She wanted only a bit of reassurance, a
         moment of gathering strength before they ventured in. He smiled in the dark and reached over with his other hand to touch
         hers for an instant.
      

      
      The large front doors opened before them. A liveried footman took Pitt’s card and conducted them to the main hall where the
         reception had already begun.
      

      
      The room was magnificent. Columns and pilasters at the sides gave it an illusion of even greater height stretching up to the
         painted ceiling. It was lit by four massive, dazzling chandeliers hanging on chains that seemed to be gold, although of course
         they could not have been.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure we’re in the right place?’ Pitt whispered to Charlotte.

      
      She turned to him with a wide-eyed look of alarm, then saw that he was deliberately teasing her. He was nervous. But he was
         also proud that this time she was here because he was invited, not her sister, Emily, or her aunt, Lady Vespasia Cumming-Gould. It was a small thing to give her, after all
         the years of humble living, but it pleased him.
      

      
      Charlotte smiled and held her head a little higher, before sailing down the small flight of steps to join the crowd. Within
         moments they were surrounded by a swirl of colour and voices, muted laughter, and the clink of glasses.
      

      
      The conversation was polite and most of it meaningless, simply a way for the company to take stock of each other while not
         seeming to do so. Charlotte appeared perfectly at ease as they spoke to one group, then another. Pitt watched her with admiration
         as she smiled at everyone, affected interest, passed subtle compliments. There was an art to it he was not yet ready to emulate.
         He was afraid he would end up looking as if he were trying to copy those born to this social station, and they would not ever
         forget that.
      

      
      Some junior minister in government spoke to him casually. He could not remember the man’s name, but he listened as if he were interested. Someone else joined in and the discussion became
         more serious. He made the odd remark, but mostly he watched.
      

      
      Pitt noticed a difference in how people behaved towards him from even a few months ago, although not everyone knew who he
         was yet. He was pleased to be quite casually drawn into another conversation, and saw Charlotte smile to herself, and then
         turn to a rather large lady in green and listen to her with charming attention.
      

      
      ‘. . . Complete ass, if you ask me,’ an elderly man said heartily. He looked at Pitt, raising an eyebrow in question. ‘No
         idea why they promoted the fellow to the Home Office. Must be related to someone.’ He laughed. ‘Or know a few secrets, what?’
      

      
      Pitt smiled back. He had no idea who they were referring to.

      
      ‘I say, you’re not in Parliament, are you?’ the man went on. ‘Didn’t mean to insult you, you know.’

      
      ‘No, I’m not,’ Pitt answered him with a smile.

      
      ‘Good job.’ The man was clearly relieved. ‘My name’s Willoughby. Got a little land in Herefordshire. Couple of thousand acres.’
         He nodded.
      

      
      Pitt introduced himself in turn, hesitated a moment, then decided against stating his occupation.

      
      Another man joined them, slim and elegant with slightly protruding teeth and a white moustache. ‘’Evening,’ he said companionably.
         ‘Rotten business in Copenhagen, isn’t it? Still, I dare say it’ll blow over. Usually does.’ He looked at Pitt more carefully.
         ‘Suppose you know all about it?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve heard a thing or two,’ Pitt admitted.

      
      ‘Connections?’ Willoughby asked.

      
      ‘He’s Head of Special Branch!’ the other man said tartly. ‘Probably knows more about either of us than we know about ourselves!’

      
      Willoughby paled. ‘Oh, really?’ He smiled but his voice rasped as if his throat were suddenly tight. ‘Don’t think there’s
         much of any interest to know, ol’ boy.’
      

      
      Pitt’s mind raced to think of the best way to reply. He could not afford to make enemies, but neither would it be wise to
         belittle his importance, or allow people to assume that he was not the same master of information that Narraway had been.
      

      
      He made himself smile back at Willoughby. ‘I would not say you are uninteresting, sir, but not of concern to us, which is
         an entirely different thing.’
      

      
      Willoughby’s eyes widened. ‘Really?’ He looked mollified, almost pleased. ‘Really?’
      

      
      The other man looked amused. ‘Is that what you say to everyone?’ he asked with the ghost of a smile.

      
      ‘I like to be courteous.’ Pitt looked him very directly in the eye. ‘But some people are less interesting than others.’

      
      This time Willoughby was very definitely pleased and made no attempt to hide it. Satisfaction radiated from him as he took
         another glass of champagne from a passing footman.
      

      
      Pitt moved on. He was more careful now of his manner, watching but speaking little, learning to copy the polite words that
         meant nothing. It was not an art that came to him easily. Charlotte would have understood the nuances within what was said,
         or unsaid. Pitt would have found openness so much more comfortable. However, this was part of his world from now on, even
         if he felt an intruder. Beneath the smiles, he knew that the smooth, self-assured men around him were perfectly aware of it.
      

      
      A few moments later he saw Charlotte again. He made his way towards her with a lift of spirits, even a pride he thought was
         perhaps a little silly after all these years, but it was nevertheless real. There were other women in the room with more classical
         beauty, and certainly more sumptuous gowns, but for him there was a warmth lacking in them. They had less passion, less of
         that certain indefinable grace that comes from within.
      

      
      She was talking to her sister, Emily Radley, who was gowned in pale blue-green silk with gold embroidery. Emily’s first marriage
         had been a match to make any mother proud. Lord George Ashworth had been the opposite of Pitt in every way: handsome, of excellent
         family, and possessed of a great deal of money. After his death it was held in trust for his and Emily’s son, Edward. A suitable
         time later, Emily had married Jack Radley. He was another handsome man, even more charming, but with no money at all. His
         father had been a younger son, and something of an adventurer.
      

      
      It was Emily who had persuaded Jack to enter politics and aspire to make something of himself. Perhaps some of her hunger
         to affect other people’s lives had come from Emily’s observation of Charlotte and her involvement in several of Pitt’s earlier
         cases. To be fair, at times Emily herself had taken part also, with both flair and courage. The sisters had exasperated and
         embarrassed Pitt, driving him frantic with fear for their safety, but also very thoroughly earned his respect and his gratitude.
      

      
      Looking at Emily now, with the light from the chandelier gleaming on her fair hair and the diamonds around her neck, he thought
         back with a little nostalgia to the adventure and the emotion of those times. He could no longer share information about his
         cases, even with Charlotte. So much was not merely confidential but secret. It was a loss he felt with surprising sadness,
         as the moment drew him back to the past.
      

      
      Emily saw him and smiled brightly. He excused himself and walked over towards them.

      
      ‘Good evening, Thomas. How are you?’ Emily said cheerfully.

      
      ‘Well, thank you. And I can see that you are,’ he responded. She was naturally pretty, with fair hair and wide, dark blue
         eyes. More importantly, she knew exactly how to dress to complement the best in herself, whatever the occasion. But it was
         his job to watch people and read the emotions behind the words, and he saw in her now an uncharacteristic tension. Was she
         also now wary of him? The thought chilled him so that he acknowledged Jack Radley almost automatically, before turning to
         be introduced to the man Jack had been speaking with.
      

      
      ‘My lord, may I introduce my brother-in-law, Thomas Pitt,’ Jack said very formally. ‘Lord Tregarron.’ Jack did not mention
         Tregarron’s position. Presumably he considered it sufficiently important that Pitt should have been familiar with it. It was
         then that Pitt remembered Charlotte telling him of Jack’s promotion to a position of responsibility within the government
         and finally some real power. Emily was very proud of it. It was defensiveness he could see in her quick eyes and the slight
         stiffness of her shoulders. She was not going to let Pitt’s promotion overshadow Jack’s.
      

      
      Tregarron was a minister in the Foreign Office, close to the Foreign Secretary himself.

      
      ‘How do you do, my lord?’ Pitt replied, smiling. Then he glanced at Charlotte, and saw that she had understood the words and
         the slightest gestures perfectly.
      

      
      ‘Lord Tregarron was telling us about some of the beautiful places he has visited,’ Emily said brightly. ‘Especially in the
         Balkans. His descriptions of the Adriatic Coast are breathtaking.’
      

      
      Tregarron gave a slight shrug. He was a dark, stocky man with thick, curling hair and a highly expressive face. No one could have thought him comely, and yet the strength and the vitality
         in him commanded attention. Pitt noticed that several women in other groups kept glancing at him, then looking away, as if
         their interest were a little more than was discreet.
      

      
      ‘For a Cornishman to admire anyone else’s coast has impressed Mrs Radley greatly,’ Tregarron said with a smile. ‘As so it
         should. And we have had our share of troubles in the past, between shipwreck and smuggling, but I have no time for separatists.
         Life should be about inclusion, not everyone running off to his own small corner and pulling up the drawbridge. Half the wars
         in Europe have started out of fear, and the other half out of greed. Don’t you agree?’ He looked directly at Pitt.
      

      
      ‘Liberally helped with misunderstanding,’ Pitt replied. ‘Intentional or not.’

      
      ‘Well put, sir!’ Tregarron commended him instantly. He turned to Jack. ‘Right, Radley? A nice distinction, don’t you think?’

      
      Jack signalled his approval, smiling with the easy charm he had had all his life. He was a handsome man, and wore it with
         grace.
      

      
      Emily shot Pitt a swift glance and he saw a distinct chill in it. He hoped Jack had not seen it. He would not like it if Charlotte
         were so defensive of him. You do not guard anyone so closely unless you fear they are in some way vulnerable. Did she still
         doubt that Jack had the steel in his nature, or perhaps the intelligence, to fill his new post well?
      

      
      Had Tregarron chosen Jack, or had Emily used some connection of her own, from her days as Lady Ashworth, in order to obtain
         the position for him? Pitt could not think of anyone she knew who was powerful enough for that, but then the whole world of
         political debt and preferment was one he was unfamiliar with. Narraway would have known. It was an oversight he should remedy.
      

      
      He felt a sudden, powerful empathy with Jack, who was swimming with sharks in unfamiliar seas. But Jack had lived on his charm
         and his instinctive reading of people for long enough, before marrying Emily. Perhaps he would survive very well.
      

      
      The conversation moved from the Adriatic Coast to a discussion about the Austro-Hungarian Empire in general, and then on to
         Berlin, and finally to Paris, with its elegance and gaiety. Pitt was content to listen.
      

      
      The musical interlude for the evening began. Much of its exquisite beauty was wasted on people who were not so much listening
         as waiting in polite silence until it was over and they could resume their own conversations.
      

      
      Charlotte heard the haunting beauty of the pieces and wished the musicians could have played longer. However, she understood
         the rhythm of such gatherings, and the purposes they filled. This break was to allow a regrouping of forces: a time in which
         to weigh what one had observed and reconsider what to say next, whom to approach, and with which opening gambit.
      

      
      She sat beside Pitt, her hand lightly on his arm. Her mind, though, was on Emily, who was seated in a gold-painted chair a
         couple of rows in front of her, beside Lord Tregarron. She knew this promotion was important to Jack, but she had not realised
         before quite how steep a climb it had been, or that underneath the charm and the light banter, Emily was afraid.
      

      
      Did she know Jack too well, aware of a fundamental weakness in him that others did not see? Or not well enough, not now seeing
         the strength of will beneath his easy manner, his charm, which looked so effortless?
      

      
      She thought the truth was that, after a decade of marriage, Emily was finally realising that she was not only in love with
         Jack, but that she cared about his feelings, his success for himself, not for what it brought to her. Emily had been the youngest
         and the prettiest of the three Ellison sisters, and the most single-mindedly ambitious. Sarah, the eldest, had been dead for
         fifteen years. Her death now seemed a lifetime ago. The fear and the pain of that time had receded into a distant nightmare,
         seldom revisited.
      

      
      Their father had also died, about four years ago, and some time later their mother had remarried. This was another subject
         fraught with mixed emotions, but now largely accepted by Emily, and totally by Charlotte. Only their grandmother was still
         horrified. But Mariah Ellison made a profession of disapproving. An actor, Caroline’s junior by many years and Jewish to boot,
         gave Grandmama more than ample opportunity to express all her pent-up prejudices. That Caroline was thoroughly happy only
         added insult to the injury.
      

      
      At least now Emily was learning how to love in a different way. This was not for her own survival: it was something more protective,
         more mature.
      

      
      Not that the ambition was gone! It was very much present, woven into the fibre of her character.
      

      
      But Charlotte understood Emily at least as well as Emily understood herself. Charlotte felt the same tigress-like instinct
         to protect Pitt, but she also knew that in his new position there was little with which she could help. He was on far more
         unfamiliar ground than Jack was, whose family had had no money, but aristocratic connections in half the counties in England.
         Pitt was the son of a gamekeeper, a mere outdoor servant.
      

      
      But if Charlotte were to protect him, she would not signal as clearly as Emily did that she felt he had need of it. He would
         hate that! She must make him think she had never considered it remotely necessary.
      

      
      When the performance was over and the applause died down, the conversations resumed. Quite soon Charlotte found herself talking
         to a most unusual woman. She was probably in her late thirties, like Charlotte herself, but in all other ways quite different.
         She was dressed in a huge skirted gown the colour of candlelight through brandy, and she was so slender as to look fragile.
         The bones of her neck and shoulders appeared as if they might break were you to bump her too roughly. There were blue veins
         just visible beneath the milk-white skin, and her hair was so dark as to be nearly black. Her eyes were dark-lashed and heavy-lidded
         above her high cheekbones, her mouth soft and generous. To Charlotte it was a face that was instantly likeable. She felt a
         great strength in her the moment their eyes met.
      

      
      She introduced herself as Adriana Blantyre. Her voice was very low, just a trifle husky, and she spoke with an accent so slight
         that Charlotte listened harder to make certain she had really heard it.
      

      
      Her husband was also tall and dark, and he too had a remarkable face. At a glance he was handsome, yet there was far more
         to him than a mere balance or regularity of feature. Once Charlotte had met his eyes, she kept looking back at him because
         of the intelligence in them, and the fierceness of the emotion. There was a grace in the way he stood, but nothing of ease.
         She felt Pitt watching her curiously as she looked at the man and yet she did not stop herself.
      

      
      Evan Blantyre was an ex-diplomat, particularly interested in the eastern Mediterranean.

      
      ‘A marvellous place, the Mediterranean,’ he said, facing Charlotte, and yet speaking almost as if to himself. ‘Europe, and
         yet at the gateway to a world far older, and civilisations that prefigure ours and from which we are sprung.’
      

      
      ‘Such as Greece?’ Charlotte asked, not having to feign interest. ‘And maybe Egypt?’

      
      ‘Byzantium, Macedonia and before that Troy,’ he elaborated. ‘The world of Homer, imagination and memory at the root of our
         thoughts, and the concepts from which they rise.’
      

      
      Charlotte could not let him go unchallenged, not because she disbelieved him but because there was an arrogance in him that
         she was compelled to probe.
      

      
      ‘Really? I would have said it was Judea,’ she argued.

      
      He smiled widely, seizing on her interest. ‘Judea certainly, of faith, the roots of faith, but not of thought or, if you prefer,
         philosophy, the love of wisdom rather than commanded belief. I chose the word with care, Mrs Pitt.’
      

      
      Now she knew exactly what he meant, and that he was deliberately baiting her, but also that there was an intense conviction
         behind what he said. There was no pretence in the passion of his voice.
      

      
      She smiled at him, meeting his eyes. ‘I see. And which of us carry the torch of that philosophy now?’ It was a challenge and
         she meant him to answer.
      

      
      ‘Ah.’ Now he was ignoring the others in their group. ‘What an interesting question. Not Germany, all brightly polished and
         looking for something brave and brash to do. Not really France, although it has a uniquely piquant sophistication. Italy has
         sown the seeds of so much glory, yet now it is forever quarrelling within itself.’ He made a rueful and elegant gesture.
      

      
      ‘And us?’ Charlotte asked him, her tone a little sharper than she had meant it to be. In spite of herself she had allowed
         him to reach her pride.
      

      
      ‘Adventures,’ he replied without hesitation. ‘And shopkeepers to the world.’

      
      ‘No present-day heirs?’ she said with sudden disappointment. She was annoyed that she had allowed him to draw her in so fully.

      
      ‘Austro-Hungary,’ he replied too quickly to conceal his own feelings. ‘They have inherited the mantle of the old Holy Roman
         Empire that bound Europe into one Christian unity after the fall of Rome itself.’
      

      
      Charlotte was startled. ‘Austria? But it is ramshackle, all but falling apart, isn’t it? Is all we are told of it nonsense,
         then?’
      

      
      Now he was amused and he allowed her to see it. There was warmth in his smile, but also an irony too bright and hard to be
         easy.
      

      
      ‘I thought I was baiting you, Mrs Pitt, and I find instead you are baiting me.’ He turned to Pitt. ‘I underestimated your
         wife, sir. Someone mentioned that you are Head of Special Branch. If that is indeed true, then I should have known better
         than to imagine you would choose a wife purely for her looks, however charming.’
      

      
      Pitt was smiling now too. ‘I was not Head of Special Branch at the time,’ he replied. ‘But still ambitious, and hungry enough
         to reach for the best, with no idea of my own limitations.’
      

      
      ‘Excellent!’ Blantyre applauded him. ‘Never allow your dreams to be limited. You should aim for the stars. Live and die with
         your arms outstretched and your eyes seeking the next goal.’
      

      
      ‘Evan, you are talking nonsense,’ Adriana said quietly, looking first at Charlotte, then at Pitt, judging their reactions.
         ‘Aren’t you ever afraid people will believe you?’
      

      
      ‘Do you believe me, Mrs Pitt?’ Blantyre enquired, his eyes wide, still challenging.

      
      Charlotte looked at him directly. She was quite sure of her answer.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Mr Blantyre, because I don’t think you mean me to, but yes, I do believe you.’

      
      ‘Bravo!’ he said quietly. ‘I have found a sparring partner worth my efforts.’ He turned to Pitt. ‘Does your remit run to dealing
         with the Balkans, Mr Pitt?’
      

      
      Pitt glanced at Jack and Emily – who had now moved further away and were engaged in conversation elsewhere – then back at
         Blantyre.
      

      
      ‘With anyone whose activities might threaten the peace or the safety of Britain,’ he replied, the levity vanished from his
         face.
      

      
      Blantyre’s eyebrows rose. ‘Even if in northern Italy, or Croatia? In Vienna itself?’

      
      ‘You know it doesn’t,’ Pitt told him, keeping his expression agreeable, as if they were playing a parlour game of no consequence.
         ‘Only on British soil. Further afield would be Mr Radley’s concern.’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’ Blantyre nodded. ‘That must be challenging for you, to know at precisely which point you can act, and which you
         must leave to someone else. Or am I being unsophisticated? Is it actually a matter more of how you do a thing rather than
         what you do?’
      

      
      Pitt smiled without answering.

      
      ‘Does your search for information ever take you abroad?’ Blantyre continued, completely unperturbed. ‘You would love Vienna. The quickness of wit, the music. There is so much there that is
         new, innovative in concept, challenging the mind to hear differently. I dare say they are musicians you have never heard of,
         but you will. Above all, there is a breadth of thought in a score of subjects: philosophy, science, social mores, psychology,
         the very fundamentals of how the human mind works. There is an intellectual imagination there that will very soon lead the
         world in some areas.’
      

      
      He gave a slight shrug, mocking himself as if to deny the heat of his feelings. ‘And of course there is the traditional as
         well.’ He turned to look at Adriana. ‘Do you remember dancing all night to Mr Strauss’s music? Our feet ached, the dawn was
         paling the sky and yet if the orchestra had played into the daylight hours, we could not have kept still.’
      

      
      The memory was there in Adriana’s eyes, but Charlotte was certain she saw a shadow also.

      
      ‘Of course I do,’ Adriana answered. ‘No one who has waltzed in Vienna ever completely forgets it.’

      
      Charlotte looked at her, fascinated by the romance of dancing to the music of the Waltz King. ‘You actually danced when Mr
         Strauss conducted the orchestra?’ she said with awe.
      

      
      ‘Indeed,’ Blantyre responded. ‘No one else can give music quite the same magic, as if one must dance for ever. We watched
         the moon rise over the Danube, talked all night with the most amazing people: princes, philosophers, scientists and lovers.’
      

      
      ‘Have you met the Emperor Franz Josef?’ Charlotte pursued. ‘They say he is very conservative. Is that true?’ She told herself
         it was to keep the conversation innocuous, but she was caught up in the dream of Vienna, new inventions, new ideas of society.
         It was a world she herself would never see, but – as Blantyre had said – Vienna was the heart of Europe. It was the place
         of the genesis of new ideas that would spread throughout the whole continent one day, and beyond.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I have, and it is true.’ Blantyre was smiling but the emotion in his face was intense, far more than the vividness of
         memory would evoke. There was a passion in him that was urgent, firing the present and the future.
      

      
      ‘A grim man, with a devil on his shoulder,’ he went on, watching her face as closely as she was watching his. ‘A contradiction
         of a man. More disciplined than anyone else I know. He sleeps on an army bed and rises at some ungodly hour long before dawn. And yet he fell madly in love with Elisabeth, seven years younger than himself,
         sister of the woman his father wished him to marry.’
      

      
      ‘The Empress Elisabeth?’ Charlotte said with even sharper interest. There was a vitality in Blantyre that intrigued her. She
         was unsure how much he spoke with such intensity in order to entertain, possibly to impress, and how much his own passion
         was so fierce he had no control over it.
      

      
      ‘Precisely,’ Blantyre agreed. ‘He overrode all opposition. He would not be denied.’ Now the admiration in his face was undisguised.
         ‘They married, and by the time she was twenty-one she had given birth to her third child, her only son.’
      

      
      ‘A strange mixture of rigidity and romance,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Are they happy?’

      
      She felt Pitt’s hand touching her arm, but it was too late to withdraw the remark. She glanced at Adriana and saw in her eyes
         an emotion she could not read at all: a brilliance, a pain, and something she was trying very hard to conceal. Becoming aware
         of Charlotte’s gaze on her, she looked away.
      

      
      ‘No,’ Blantyre said frankly. ‘She is somewhat Bohemian in her tastes, and highly eccentric. She travels all over Europe wherever
         she can.’
      

      
      Charlotte wanted to make some light remark that would ease the tension, escape from her misjudged question, but she thought
         now that such a thing would be obvious, and only make matters worse.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps it was a case of falling in love with a dream that one did not really understand,’ she said quietly.

      
      ‘How very perceptive of you. You are rather alarming, Mrs Pitt.’ But there was no anxiety in his voice; instead pleasure,
         and a distinct respect. ‘And very honest!’
      

      
      ‘I think you mean “indiscreet”,’ she said ruefully. ‘Perhaps we had better go back to Mr Strauss and his music. I believe
         his father was a noted composer as well?’
      

      
      ‘Ah, yes.’ He drew a deep breath and his smile was a little wry. ‘The “Radetzky March”.’

      
      At the further side of the room was Victor Narraway, newly elevated and a somewhat reluctant member of the House of Lords.
         He suddenly smiled as he saw Lady Vespasia Cumming-Gould. She was now of an age it would be indelicate to mention, but she
         still had the beauty that had made her famous. She walked with the grace of an empress, but without the arrogance. Her silver hair was her crown.
         As always, she was dressed in the height of fashion. She was tall enough to carry the huge, puffed upper sleeves that were
         current lately, and found her great sweeping skirt no encumbrance.
      

      
      He was still watching her, with the pleasure of friendship, when she turned slightly and saw him. She did not move, but waited
         for him to come to her.
      

      
      ‘Good evening, Lady Vespasia,’ he said warmly. ‘You have just made all the trivialities of attending such an event worthwhile.’

      
      ‘Good evening, my lord,’ she replied with laughter in her eyes.

      
      ‘That is unnecessary!’ Now he felt self-conscious, which was a very rare thing for him. He had held extraordinary power, discreetly,
         for most of his adult life, first as a member of Special Branch, then for the last decade and a half as its head. It was a
         new experience for him to be given such social deference.
      

      
      ‘You will have to get used to it, Victor,’ she said gently. ‘Elevation to the peerage gains a different kind of influence.’

      
      ‘Their lordships’ deliberations are mostly a lot of pontificating,’ he replied a trifle sourly. ‘Very often for the sound
         of their own voices. No one is listening.’
      

      
      She raised her eyebrows. ‘Have you just discovered that?’

      
      ‘No, of course not. But now that no one is obliged to listen to me, I miss the pretence of respect, but far more, I miss the
         knowledge of my own purpose.’
      

      
      She caught the pain in his voice, even though he had tried to mask it with lightness. He knew she had heard it and was not
         sure if he wished he had been cleverer at concealing it, or that she knew him less well. But perhaps the comfort of friendship
         was of greater value than the privacy of not being understood.
      

      
      ‘You will find a cause worth risking something for,’ she assured him. ‘Or if none presents itself, you will create one. There
         is enough stupidity and injustice in the world to last us both for the rest of our lives.’
      

      
      ‘Is that supposed to comfort me?’ he said with an answering smile. She raised her silver eyebrows. ‘Certainly! To be really
         without purpose is the same as being dead, only less peaceful.’ She laughed very delicately. It was a mere whisper of amusement,
         but he knew she meant it passionately. He remembered her speaking only briefly of her participation in the revolutions against oppression that had fired Europe almost half a century ago. They had rocked the
         entire contin ent, except Britain. For a few short months, hope of a new democracy, freedom to speak and write as one chose,
         had flared wild and bright. People met together and talked all night, planning new laws, an equality that had never existed
         before, only to see it snuffed out again. In France, Germany, Austria and Italy all the old tyrannies were restored with barely
         any change. The barricades were swept away and the emperors and kings sat back on their thrones.
      

      
      ‘I have grown used to being given my causes without the effort of looking for them,’ he admitted. ‘I accept the rebuke.’

      
      ‘It was not meant as a rebuke, my dear,’ she answered. ‘I would welcome your assistance in finding something worthy of doing
         myself.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense,’ he said very softly, looking across the room to where Pitt and Charlotte were speaking with Evan Blantyre. He
         saw Charlotte again with a sudden catching of his breath, a twist of his heart. The memories of their time in Ireland were
         still far from healing over. He had always known that it was his dream alone. She was there only to help him, and in so doing
         to help Pitt. It was Pitt whom she loved. It always would be. ‘You are much occupied in worrying whether Pitt is going to
         be eaten by the lions,’ he said, looking back at her.
      

      
      ‘Oh dear! Am I so transparent?’ Vespasia looked momentarily crestfallen.

      
      ‘Only because I am worrying about the same thing,’ he told her, pleased that she had not denied it. It said something for
         their friendship that she had owned the concern. Now she met his eyes, her anxiety undisguised.
      

      
      ‘Are you afraid he will retain his respect for the upper classes, and defer to them even if he suspects them of treason?’
         he asked her.
      

      
      ‘Certainly not!’ she responded without hesitation. ‘He has been a policeman far too long to do anything so idiotic! He is
         painfully aware of our weaknesses. Have you already forgotten that miserable affair at the Palace? I assure you, the Prince
         of Wales has not! Were it not for the Queen’s own very personal gratitude to Pitt, he would not now have the position he does,
         nor, very likely, any position at all!’
      

      
      Narraway pulled his mouth into a bitter line at the memory. He knew His Royal Highness was still carrying a deep grudge about
         the whole fiasco. It was not forgiveness that stayed his hand, it was his mother’s iron will and strong personal loyalty to
         those who had served her, and done it with grace, and at risk of losing their own lives in the process. But Victoria was old, and the shadows around
         her were growing ever longer.
      

      
      ‘Does the prince’s anger concern you?’ he asked Vespasia.

      
      She gave a shrug so slight it hardly moved the deep lavender silk of her gown. ‘Not immediately. By the time the throne is
         his, he might have more pressing issues to occupy him.’
      

      
      He did not interrupt her brief silence. They stood side by side, watching the swirl and shift, the courting and the snubbing
         of the glittering party in front of them.
      

      
      ‘I am afraid that mercy will override the necessity for action,’ Vespasia said at last. ‘Thomas has never balked from looking
         at the truth, however harsh or tragic, or compromised by blame in many places. But he has not previously had to do more than
         present the evidence. Now he may have to be judge, jury and even executioner himself. Decisions are not always black and white,
         and yet they must still be made. To whom does he turn for advice, for someone who will reconsider, balance what might be a
         mistake, find a fact he had not seen, which may well change everything?’
      

      
      ‘No one,’ Narraway said simply. ‘Do you think I don’t know that? Do you imagine I have not lain awake all night staring at
         the ceiling and wondering if I had done the right thing myself, or perhaps sent to his death a man wholly or partially innocent,
         because I could not afford to hesitate?’
      

      
      She studied him carefully: his eyes, his mouth, the deep-etched lines of his face, the grey in his thick shock of black hair.

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said sincerely. ‘You wear it with sufficient grace I had not seen it clearly enough.’

      
      He found himself blushing. It was a compliment he had not expected from Vespasia. She had usually read him so very well. He
         was a little alarmed how much that pleased him. It made him vulnerable – something he was not used to – except with Charlotte
         Pitt, and that he must now force to the back of his mind again.
      

      
      ‘You must have thought me inhuman,’ he replied, then wished he had not been so open.

      
      ‘Not inhuman,’ Vespasia said ruefully. ‘Just far more certain of yourself than I have ever been. I admired it in you, even
         if it left me in awe, and at some distance.’
      

      
      Now he was really surprised. He had not imagined Vespasia in awe of anyone. She had been flattered by emperors, admired by the Tsar of all the Russias, and courted by half of Europe.
      

      
      ‘Don’t be so silly!’ she said sharply, as if reading his thoughts. ‘Privilege of birth is a duty, not an achievement! I admire
         those who have mastered themselves in order to be where they are, rather than been handed it by circumstance.’
      

      
      ‘Like Pitt?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I was thinking of you,’ she said drily. ‘But yes, like Thomas.’

      
      ‘And did you fear for me, when judgement lay in my hands?’

      
      ‘No, my dear, because you have the steel in your soul. You will survive your mistakes.’

      
      ‘And Pitt?’

      
      ‘I hope so. But I fear it will be far harder for him. He is more of an idealist than you ever were, and perhaps more than
         I. He still has a certain innocence, and courage to believe in the best.’
      

      
      ‘Was I wrong to recommend him?’ Narraway asked.

      
      She would have liked to answer him easily, reassure him, but if she lied now she would leave them isolated from each other
         when perhaps they might most need to be allied. And she had long ago given up telling the lies that mattered. She bothered
         now only with the trivial ones of courtesy, when the truth served no purpose.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ she said quietly. ‘We shall see.’

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      TWO DAYS after that, Vespasia received news that a woman she had known and admired some time in the past was ill and confined
         to her bed. It is seldom easy to visit those who are not well, but it is far harder when both you and they know that recovery
         is not possible. What does one say that has any kind of honesty, and yet does not carry with it the breath of despair?
      

      
      Vespasia had taken a bath perfumed with her favourite mixture of essences: lavender, rosemary and eucalyptus in bicarbonate
         of soda crystals, which always invigorated and lifted the spirits. Now she sat in her dressing room before the looking-glass
         while her maid arranged her hair before assisting her to fasten the tiny buttons of her dress. Today she had chosen a costume
         of dark indigo-shaded wool, which was both flattering and warm. She firmly believed that one should dress for the sick with
         as much care as for a party.
      

      
      Still she had not made up her mind what to say; whether to speak of the present, which was now so different for Vespasia from
         how it was for Serafina Montserrat. Perhaps remembering the past – rich, turbulent, filled with both triumph and disaster
         – would be a happier choice.
      

      
      It was also difficult to know what to take as a small gift. In February there were few flowers; those there were had been
         forced in artificial circumstances, and seldom lasted long. There was hardly any fruit at all. Vespasia had then remembered
         that Serafina liked good chocolate, so a box of carefully selected and beautifully wrapped Belgian chocolates with cream centres
         seemed a fortunate choice.
      

      
      She had considered a book of memoirs, or foreign travels, but she did not know if Serafina were well enough to read. She still
         lived in her house in Dorchester Terrace, with her great-niece as a companion, but was there anyone who would read to her with spirit and charm, if she were not well enough to read for herself?
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Gwen,’ Vespasia said as her maid completed the dressing of her hair and she rose to put on her costume. Since
         kindness required that she make this visit generously and with good spirits, it were best she do it quickly. Turning over
         the possibilities of conversation in her mind achieved nothing. She would regret it profoundly and blame herself not only
         for selfishness but also for cowardice – that weakness she deplored more than any other – were she to leave it too late.
      

      
      The morning was brisk and cold, but fortunately she had not very far to go. Her carriage was waiting at the door. She gave
         the footman the Dorchester Terrace address, and accepted his hand to step up. Seating herself as comfortably as possible in
         the chill, she arranged her skirts around her so as not to crush them more than necessary.
      

      
      She watched the tall houses pass by, the few people out walking in the windy streets, heads bent against the first spattering
         of rain, and thought back nearly fifty years to her first meeting with Serafina Montserrat. The world had been in a turmoil
         of excitement then. The revolutions of ’48 had filled them with hope and the willingness to sacrifice everything, even their
         lives, for the chance to overthrow the old tyrannies. It was illusory – perhaps it always had been – but for a brief space
         it was passionately alive, before the barricades were stormed, the rebels dispersed, imprisoned or killed, and everything
         was put back as before.
      

      
      Vespasia had come home again, settled to an acceptable marriage, and had children, but never loved as she had then. Serafina
         had married also, more than once, but remained a fighter, both physically and politically.
      

      
      Their paths had crossed since, many times. Vespasia had travelled all over Europe. She used her beauty and her intelligence
         to effect good where she was able to, but with a degree of discretion. Serafina had never been discreet.
      

      
      They had chanced across each other in London, Paris, Rome, Berlin, occasionally in Madrid, Naples in the spring, Provence
         in the autumn. When they met they had spoken of laughter and grief, exchanged new hopes, old memories. This might be their
         last meeting. Vespasia found herself stiff. Her hands were clenched as if she were cold, and yet she was well supplied with
         rugs and the carriage was not uncomfortable.
      

      
      They pulled up outside the entrance in Dorchester Terrace and her coachman opened the door for Vespasia to alight. She accepted
         his hand and took from him the ribboned box of chocolates. ‘Thank you. Please wait for me,’ she instructed him, then walked
         across the pavement and up the steps. It was early for a call, and she was very aware of it, but she wished to see Serafina
         alone, before any others might come at a more usual hour.
      

      
      The door opened and she handed her card to the footman.

      
      ‘Good morning, Lady Vespasia,’ he said with only mild surprise. ‘Please do come in.’

      
      ‘Good morning,’ she replied. ‘Is Mrs Montserrat well enough to receive visitors? If the hour is too early, I can return.’

      
      ‘Not at all, my lady. She will be delighted to see you.’ He smiled, closing the door behind her. She thought she detected
         in his voice something more than good manners, perhaps even a thread of gratitude.
      

      
      She walked into the wide hall with its beautifully parqueted floor and sweeping staircase. She noticed there was a very handsome
         lamp built into the newel post at the bottom.
      

      
      ‘I’m certain Mrs Montserrat will wish to see you, but of course I will take the precaution of going up to ask her maid,’ he
         explained. ‘If you would be good enough to wait in the withdrawing room, where the fire is lit, I shall return in a few moments.
         Would you care for a cup of tea?’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, that would be most welcome. It is inclement weather.’ She accepted because it would make him feel less uncomfortable
         about leaving her, if it should require several moments to make Serafina ready to receive anyone. She might require a little
         assistance first. Also it was possible she would find managing tea in bed embarrassing.
      

      
      The withdrawing room was warm and elegant in a most unusual manner. The floor carpeting was pale, and the walls papered in
         the darkest possible green. The sombreness of it was brilliantly relieved by furnishings in Indian red and warm amber brocade,
         with cushions also in amber and green. Thrown carelessly across them were silk blankets with tasselled edges woven with the
         same beautiful colours.
      

      
      The fire was low, but had clearly been lit since early morning, filling the air with the scent of applewood. There were paintings
         of northern Italian landscapes on the walls: one of Monte Bianco gleaming white in a clear evening sky; another of early morning
         light on Isola San Giulio, catching the roofs of the monastery, and making shadows in the clear water of Lago d’Orta, where half a dozen small
         boats lay motionless.
      

      
      The décor was chaotically eclectic, and full of life, and Vespasia smiled at a score of memories that crowded her mind. She
         and Serafina had sat at a pavement café in Vienna and drunk hot chocolate while they made notes for a political pamphlet.
         All around them there had been excited chatter, laughter at bawdy jokes, voices sharp-edged, a little too loud with the awareness
         of danger and loss.
      

      
      They had stood on the shore at Trieste, side by side, the magnificent Austrian buildings behind them and the sweeping Adriatic
         skies above, high-arched with clouds like mares’ tails fanned out in the evening light. Serafina had cursed the whole Austrian
         Empire with a violence that twisted her face and made her voice rasp in her throat.
      

      
      Vespasia returned to the present with a jolt when the tea was brought. She had nearly finished it by the time a young woman
         came in, closing the door softly behind her. She was in her mid-thirties, dark-haired, but with such unremarkable brows and
         lashes that the power of her colouring was lost. She was slender and soft-voiced.
      

      
      ‘Lady Vespasia. How gracious of you to call,’ she said quietly. ‘My name is Nerissa Freemarsh. My aunt Serafina is so pleased
         that you have come. As soon as you have finished your tea I shall take you up to see her. I’m afraid you will find her much
         weaker than you may remember her, and somewhat more absent-minded.’ She smiled apologetically. ‘It is quite some time since
         you last met. Please be patient with her. She seems to be rather confused at times. I’m so sorry.’
      

      
      ‘Please think nothing of it.’ Vespasia rose to her feet, guilty that it had been so long since she had come to see her friend.
         ‘I dare say I forget things myself at times.’
      

      
      ‘But this is . . .’ Nerissa started. Then she stopped, smiling at her own mistake. ‘Of course. I know you understand.’ She
         turned and led the way out across the parqueted hall again and up the handsome staircase. The young woman walked a little
         stiffly, picking up the dark, plain fabric of her skirt in one hand so she did not trip.
      

      
      Vespasia followed her up and across the landing, and – after a brief knock on the door – into the main bedroom. Inside it
         was warm and bright, even in the middle of this dark, winter day. The fire was excellent; the logs must be applewood also,
         from the sweet smell of them. The walls were painted light terracotta, and the curtains were patterned with flowers, as if Serafina could carry the summer with her, regardless of the iron rule of time and season.
      

      
      Vespasia looked across at the bed and knew she did not keep the shock from her face.

      
      Serafina was propped almost upright by the pillows at her back. Her hair was white and dressed a little carelessly. Her face
         was devoid of any artificial colour, although with her dark eyes and well-marked brows she did not look as ashen as a fairer
         woman might have. She had never been beautiful – not as Vespasia had been, and still was – but her features were good and
         her courage and intelligence had made her extraordinary. Beside her, other women had seemed leached of life, and predictable.
         Now all that burning energy was gone, leaving the shell behind, recognisable only with effort.
      

      
      Serafina turned slowly and stared at the intruders in her room.

      
      Vespasia felt her throat tighten until she could barely swallow.

      
      ‘Lady Vespasia has come to see you, Aunt Serafina,’ Nerissa said with forced cheerfulness. ‘And brought you some Belgian chocolates.’
         She held up the box with its beautiful ribbons.
      

      
      Slowly Serafina smiled, but it was only out of courtesy. Her eyes were blank.

      
      ‘How kind,’ she said without expression.

      
      Vespasia moved forward, smiling back with an effort that she knew must mar any attempt at sincerity. This was a woman whose
         mind had been as sharp as her own, whose wit was nearly as quick, and she was no more than ten years older. She looked empty,
         as if the fire and the soul of her had already left.
      

      
      ‘I hope you’ll enjoy them,’ Vespasia said, hearing the words hollow as they left her lips. For a moment she wished she had
         not come. Serafina appeared to have no idea who she was, as if all the past had been wiped out and they had not shared the
         kind of friendship that is never forgotten.
      

      
      Serafina looked at her with only a slow dawning of light in her eyes, as if gradually shreds of some understanding returned
         to her.
      

      
      ‘I am sure you would like to talk for a little while,’ Nerissa said gently. ‘Don’t tire yourself, Aunt Serafina.’ The instruction
         was aimed obliquely at Vespasia. ‘I’ll put another log on the fire before I leave. If you need anything, the bell is easy
         to reach and I’ll come straight away.’
      

      
      Serafina nodded very slightly, her eyes still fixed on Vespasia.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Vespasia replied. There was no escape. It would be inexcusable to leave now, however much she wished to.
      

      
      Nerissa went over to the fire, poked it a little, which sent up a shower of sparks, then carefully placed another log on top.
         She straightened her back and smiled at Vespasia.
      

      
      ‘It is so kind of you to come,’ she said again. ‘I’ll return in a little while.’ She walked over to the door, opened it with
         a single movement, and went out.
      

      
      Vespasia sat down in the chair next to the bed. What on earth could she say that made sense? To ask after her friend’s health
         seemed almost a mockery.
      

      
      It was Serafina who spoke first.

      
      ‘Thank you for coming,’ she said quietly. ‘I was afraid that no one would tell you. I have bad days sometimes, and I don’t
         remember things. I talk too much.’
      

      
      Vespasia looked at her. Her eyes were not empty any more, but filled with a deep anxiety. She was desperately searching Vespasia’s
         face for understanding. It was as if the woman Vespasia knew had returned for a moment.
      

      
      ‘The purpose of visiting is to talk,’ Vespasia said gently. ‘When you lie alone thinking, perhaps not feeling well, the whole
         pleasure of seeing people is to be able to share ideas, to laugh a little, to recall all the things we have loved in the past.
         I shall be very disappointed if you don’t talk to me.’
      

      
      Serafina looked as if she were struggling to find words for some idea that eluded her.

      
      Vespasia thought immediately that, without meaning to, she had placed a further pressure on her, as if she were hoping to
         be entertained. That was not what she had meant at all. But how could she retrace her steps now without sounding ridiculous?
      

      
      ‘Is there something you would particularly care to talk about?’ she invited.

      
      ‘I forget things,’ Serafina said very softly. ‘Sometimes lots of things.’

      
      ‘So do I,’ Vespasia assured her gently. ‘Most of them don’t matter.’

      
      ‘Sometimes I muddle the past and the present,’ Serafina went on. Now she was watching Vespasia as if on the edge of the abyss
         in which some horror waited to consume her.
      

      
      Vespasia tried to think of a reply but nothing that came easily was great enough for what was clearly, at least to Serafina,
         a matter of intense importance. She was frightened. This was no mere apology for being a little incoherent. Perhaps the terror of losing
         the grip of one’s mind was deeper and far more real than most people took time or care to appreciate. Maybe they dared not!
      

      
      Vespasia put her hand on Serafina’s and felt the thin bones, the flesh far softer than it ever used to be. This was a woman
         who had ridden horses at a gallop few men dared equal; who had held a sword and fought with it, light flashing on steel as
         she moved with speed, lethally, and a grace that had a different kind of beauty. It was a hand so swiftly co-ordinated with
         her eye that she was a superb shot with both pistol and rifle.
      

      
      Now it was slack in Vespasia’s grip.

      
      ‘We all forget,’ Vespasia said softly. ‘The young, less so, perhaps. They have so much less to remember, some of them barely
         anything at all.’ She smiled fleetingly. ‘You and I have seen incredible things: butchers, bakers and housewives manning the
         barricades; sunset flaming across the Alps till the snow looked like blood; we’ve danced with emperors and been kissed by
         princes. I, at least, have been sworn at by a cardinal . . .’
      

      
      She saw Serafina smile and move her head in a slight nod of agreement.

      
      ‘We have fought for what we believed in,’ Vespasia went on. ‘We have both won and lost more than the young today have dreamed
         of. But I dare say their turn will come.’
      

      
      This time Serafina’s eyes were clear for a moment. ‘We have, haven’t we? That’s what I’m afraid of.’

      
      ‘What frightens you, my dear?’

      
      ‘I forget who is real and who is just memory,’ Serafina replied. ‘Sometimes the past seems so vivid I mistake the trivia of
         today for the great issues there used to be – and the people we knew.’
      

      
      ‘Does that matter?’ Vespasia asked her. ‘Perhaps the past is more interesting?’

      
      The smile touched Serafina’s eyes again. ‘Infinitely – at least to me.’ Then the fear returned, huge and engulfing. Her voice
         shook. ‘But I’m so afraid I might mistake some person now for someone else I knew and trusted, and let slip what I shouldn’t!
         I know terrible things, dangerous things about murder and betrayal. Do you understand?’
      

      
      Frankly, Vespasia did not. She was aware that Serafina had been an adventurer all her life. She had never let the causes die from her mind. She had married twice, but neither time had been
         particularly happy, and she had had no children. But then she could outride and outshoot so many men, she was not an easy
         woman with whom to be comfortable. She never learned to keep her own counsel about her political opinions, nor to temper the
         exercise of her more dangerous skills.
      

      
      But this was the first time Vespasia had seen fear in her, and that was a shock. It touched her with a pity she could not
         have imagined feeling for such a proud and fierce woman.
      

      
      ‘Are any of those secrets still dangerous now?’ she asked doubtfully. She tried to find the balance between reassuring Serafina
         so she would be less frightened, and seeming to patronise her by implying that her knowledge was outdated and no one would
         still be interested. It was a judgement so easy to mishandle. Vespasia herself would hate to be relegated to the past as if
         currently not worth bothering about, even though one day assuredly it would be true. She refused to think of it.
      

      
      ‘Of course they are!’ Serafina told her, her voice husky with urgency. ‘Why on earth do you ask? Have you lost all interest
         in politics? What’s happened to you?’ It was almost an accusation. Serafina’s dark eyes were alive now with anger.
      

      
      Vespasia felt a flash of her own temper, and crushed it immediately. This was not about her vanity.

      
      ‘Not at all,’ she replied. ‘But I cannot think of anything current that might be affected by most of my knowledge of the past.’

      
      ‘You used not to be a liar,’ Serafina said softly, her mouth a little twisted with unhappiness. ‘Or at least if you were,
         you were good enough at it that I did not know.’
      

      
      Vespasia felt the heat burn up her face. The accusation was just. Of course some of the events she knew, the acutely personal
         ones, would still be dangerous, if she were to speak of them in the wrong places. She would never do so. But then she knew
         exactly where she was, and to whom she was speaking.
      

      
      ‘Those sorts of secrets you would keep,’ she said to Serafina. ‘You would not mention them, even to the people involved. It
         would be such awfully bad taste.’
      

      
      Suddenly Serafina laughed, a rich, throaty sound, taking Vespasia back forty years in the time of a single heartbeat. Vespasia
         found herself smiling too. She saw them both on the terrace of a villa in Capri. The summer night was heavy with the scent
         of jasmine. Across the water Vesuvius lifted its double peaks against the skyline. The wine was sweet. Someone had made a joke and laughter was
         swift and easy.
      

      
      Then a log burned through and fell in the fireplace with a shower of sparks. Vespasia returned to the present: the warm bright
         room with its flowered curtains, and the old, frightened woman in the bed so close to her.
      

      
      ‘Then you had better ask Miss Freemarsh to be sure that certain people do not call on you,’ Vespasia said with absolute seriousness.
         ‘There cannot be so many of them left now. Give her a list, tell her you do not wish to see them. You must have a lady’s maid
         who would help you?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes. I still have Tucker,’ Serafina said with warmth. ‘God bless her. She’s almost as old as I am! But what reason shall
         I give?’ She searched Vespasia’s eyes for help.
      

      
      ‘No reason at all,’ Vespasia told her. ‘It is not her concern whom you will see, or not see. Tell her so if she presses you.
         Invent something.’
      

      
      ‘I shall forget what I said!’

      
      ‘Then ask her. Say, “What did I tell you?” If she replies by repeating it, then you have your answer. If she says she couldn’t
         recall, then you may start again too.’
      

      
      Serafina lay back on her pillows, smiling, the look in her eyes far away. ‘That is more like the Vespasia I remember. They
         were great days, weren’t they?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Vespasia answered her, firmly and honestly. ‘They were marvellous. More of life than most people ever see.’

      
      ‘But dangerous,’ Serafina added.

      
      ‘Oh, yes. And we survived them. You’re here. I’m here.’ She smiled at the old woman lying so still in the bed. ‘We lived,
         and we can share the memories with each other.’
      

      
      Serafina’s hand slowly clenched on the sheets and her face became bleak with anxiety again. ‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ she
         whispered. ‘What if I think it’s you, but it’s really someone else? What if my mind takes me back to the days in Vienna, Budapest
         or Italy, and I say something dangerous, something from which secrets could be unravelled and understood at last?’
      

      
      Her frown deepened, her face now intensely troubled. ‘I know terrible things, Vespasia, things that would have brought down
         some of the greatest families. I dare not name them, even here in my own bedroom. You see . . .’ she bit her lip, ‘I know
         who you are now, but in thirty minutes I might forget. I might think it is the past, and you are someone else entirely, who doesn’t understand
         as you do. I might . . .’ she swallowed. ‘I might think I am back in one of the old plots, an old fight with everything to
         win or lose . . . and tell you something dangerous . . . secret. Do you see?’
      

      
      Vespasia put her hand on Serafina’s very gently, and felt the bones and the thin, knotted tendons under her fingers. ‘But,
         my dear, right now you are here in London, in late February of 1896, and you know exactly who I am. Those old secrets are
         past. Italy is united, except for the small part in the east still under Austrian rule. Hungary is still lesser in the empire,
         and getting more so with each year, and the whole Balkan peninsula is still ruled from Vienna. Most of the people we knew
         are dead. The battle has passed on from us. We don’t even know who is involved any more.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t,’ Serafina whispered. ‘I still know secrets that matter – loves and hates from the past that count even now. It
         wasn’t really so long ago. In politics, perhaps, but not in the memories of those who were betrayed.’
      

      
      Vespasia struggled for something to say that would comfort this frightened woman, but it would have to make sense, or it would
         only leave her feeling more misunderstood, and ultimately abandoned.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps Miss Freemarsh will see that you are not left alone with anyone, if you ask her?’ she suggested. ‘That would not
         be unnatural, in the circumstances.’
      

      
      Serafina smiled bleakly. ‘Nerissa? She thinks I am fantasising. She has no idea of the past. To her I am an old woman who
         enlarges her memories and paints them in brighter colours than they were, in order to draw attention to herself, and to make
         up for the greyness of today. She is far too polite to say so, but I see it in her eyes.’ Serafina looked down at the coverlet.
         ‘And she has other things on her mind. I believe she might be in love. I remember the excitement, the wondering if he was
         coming that day, the next, the torment if I thought he favoured someone else.’ She looked up at Vespasia again, laughter and
         sadness in her eyes, and questioning.
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ Vespasia agreed. ‘One does not forget. Perhaps one only pretends to now and again, because the sweetness of it
         comes so seldom as one gets older. We remember the pleasure and tend to forget the pain.’ She drew her mind back to the present
         issue. ‘Does Nerissa have any idea of who you are, and what you have accomplished?’
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