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        The Rannoch Family & Household
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        Mélanie Suzanne Rannoch, his wife, playwright and former French intelligence agent

        Colin Rannoch, their son

        Jessica Rannoch, their daughter

        Berowne, their cat
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        Raoul O'Roarke, her husband, Mélanie's former spymaster, and Malcolm's father
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        Valentin, footman

      

        

      
        The Mallinson Family

      

        

      
        Julien (Arthur) Mallinson, Earl Carfax, former agent for hire

        Katelina (Kitty) Velasquez Mallinson, Countess Carfax, his wife, former British and Spanish intelligence agent

        Leo Ashford, her son

        Timothy Ashford, her son

        Guenevere (Genny) Ashford, Kitty and Julien's daughter

        Luna, their puppy

      

        

      
        Hubert Mallinson, spymaster, Julien's uncle
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        Honoria Talbot Atwood, Hubert’s niece
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        *Sir Nathaniel Conant, chief magistrate of Bow Street

        *Lord Sidmouth, home secretary

        *Lord Castlereagh (now Lord Londonderry), home secretary

        *George IV

      

        

      
        Bertram Caulfield-West, diplomat

      

        

      
        Danielle Darnault, opera singer and agent

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London

        July 1821

      

      

      The tumblers clicked, then stuck. Mélanie Rannoch pressed her eye to the keyhole and jiggled the picklock again. Another click. Another pause. She maneuvered some more, waited for yet another click, maneuvered again. The lock clicked open. A decent challenge, but far from the most complex she’d faced. Over a decade in espionage—even if she continued to fool herself she was retired—did make lock picking a frequent occurrence.

      A hand closed on her elbow. As usual, Julien moved soundlessly. Without speaking, without even audibly breathing, he helped her to her feet. She turned the handle and eased open the unlocked door.

      Nothing stirred in the shadows beyond. She stepped into the room and sensed more than felt Julien move beside her over the smooth floorboards. No light except a sliver of moonlight filtered through the curtains. She could make out a dark mass that was probably a bed. Something white shone against one of the bedposts. A tall rectangle that was likely a wardrobe. A dressing table or writing desk near the windows. A carriage rattled by in the street below. Light from the carriage lamps streaked through a narrow gap.

      “Curtains,” Julien said.”

      She stepped forwards and nearly fell as her foot thudded into something that went skittering over the thick-piled rug (Axminster, likely). She moved to the window and pulled the curtains closed against any more betraying light. She tugged a pin from inside her bodice—always important to have one handy on a mission—and pinned the curtains closed. Julien, who seemed to be able to see in the dark, pulled a flint from his pocket and lit a lamp that stood on what was indeed a writing desk. Light flared and spilled over the room. The white blur tangled round the bedpost was a lace-edged chemise threaded through with pale blue ribbon. A wine glass had come to rest against the bed—probably what she had stumbled against and sent skittering across the rug when she came into the room. Lace-edged stays dangled over a blue velvet chair back.

      “He certainly didn’t tidy up before he left for the country,” she said.

      “More to the point, neither did his valet, who left town with him, if Raoul’s intelligence is good. Which it usually is.”

      Julien turned to the writing desk. Polished mahogany. A tooled leather blotter, green with gilding, a chased silver pen and inkpot, a row of nibs, a stack of hot-pressed writing paper, a sealing wax set and several seals with different designs. Julien tugged open a drawer and began methodically riffling through the contents. Mélanie joined him and tried another drawer. Julien pulled out a stack of letters tied in buff ribbon, flipped through them, paused to read a few. “He has a flowery style. Most are written to an Annabel. I hope she appreciates his fondness for adjectives and atrocious use of adverbs. Doesn’t appear to be anything useful though.”

      “Bills.” Mélanie set down a stack of papers from her drawer. “Tailors, bootmakers. Hats, gloves. Champagne, claret, brandy. A large one from Asprey’s for a sapphire necklace that may have been intended for the fair Annabel.”

      “Compensation for putting up with his literary efforts.” Julien peered at one of the pages, held it to the lamplight. “Could any of them be in code?”

      “I don’t think so. Malcolm’s taught me to recognize coded bills. They were very popular with agents in Vienna.”

      Julien tugged open a lower drawer that was deeper, and pulled out a dispatch box. Brass bound. “Looks like he may at least have had the wit to keep official papers locked up.”

      Mélanie pulled her picklocks out again. This lock was a bit easier than the one on the door. She pushed back the lid. A jumble of papers met their gaze. The Honorable Bertram Caulfield-West wasn’t tidy in any part of his life, it seemed. She and Julien began going through the papers. “Foreign correspondents,” Julien said. “This looks promising.”

      But the letter they were looking for wasn’t there. “Could he have had the sense to burn it?” she said.

      “Possibly. Though he doesn’t seem possessed of a great deal of sense. It’s also possible someone else discovered it first.”

      Mélanie met Julien’s gaze, a host of disturbing possibilities shooting through her mind. “We haven’t looked everywhere. Perhaps⁠—”

      She broke off at an owl cry from the street. Their agreed-upon warning with Kitty and Malcolm.

      Julien met her gaze and of one accord they pushed the dispatch box back in the drawer and moved to the window. Footsteps sounded. Light but distinct. The stairs creaked, which had been a challenge when they broke in but was helpful now. She pulled the pin from the curtains and Julien pushed up the sash. The footsteps pattered closer. No room for doubt. They sprang through the window and landed on a ledge. Two storeys up. Too far to jump.

      “Bertie!” A woman’s voice screamed from inside the room. Julien jerked his head to the side. They lowered themselves onto an overhang five feet below and crouched against the stucco wall.

      “Bertie!!” The woman yelled again, this time out the open window from the sound of it. “Who’s with you?”

      A rattle, as though she’d shaken the window frame, then retreating footsteps.

      Julien glanced down the side of the building. Mélanie followed his gaze. Cream-colored stucco. Pavement below. Possible to land on hands and feet, but one couldn’t count on it. “We wouldn’t necessarily break anything.”

      “Not necessarily,” Julien agreed. “But I’ve learnt caution since I’ve become a father.” He looked at the next building over. It was a storey lower. “If we climb up to the roof and jump down to the next house over, there’s an easier path down.”

      Mélanie was already pulling the ribbon from her chemise and kirtling up her gown.

      A door banged open and shut in Sackville Street. “Bertie!” The woman’s scream came from the street this time. On the opposite side of the house from where they crouched.

      “Oh god,” Julien said.

      Pounding feet on the pavement.

      “Now she’s roused the watch,” Mélanie said. “Malcolm and Kitty⁠—”

      “Can take care of themselves.” Julien caught her hand. “We can do more on solid ground.”

      They climbed up, using the window frames and plaster decorations for foot- and-handholds, and pulled themselves onto the roof. Broken tiles cut through the sarcenet of her gown as they crawled over the roof, trying to keep to shadows away from the sightline of those in Sackville Street. For once she wished she had gloves on. Julien jumped down onto the lower roof next door and held out his hands to catch her as she sprang after. They leant against the stucco wall for a few moments. Nothing silent about either of their breathing now. Julien was right, the way down was easier thanks to all the embellishments. Ornate architecture had its uses. It was just that they were both more tired.

      “Here, now.” The deep voice came from the street. “What are you doing here?”

      “He jumped.” The woman’s voice from earlier. “Out of a window. With a woman.”

      “Who did?”

      “Right.” Julien stretched his arms. “At least the path down is in shadow.”
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      Malcolm Rannoch leant back into the shadows between the neat rows of stucco houses. Most of them bachelor establishments, similar to those in which he himself had lived a decade ago. Before Mélanie and their children. Before he was a diplomat or a politician or a spy. In a life it was now hard to remember.

      Kitty Mallinson was across the street in the shadows of a lamppost, keeping watch as he was. As Raoul was doing further down the street. Which was hardly necessary, given how skilled Mélanie and Julien were. Still, it was always imperative to have backup. They had all learnt that to their cost.

      The street was quiet at this hour, the odd carriage rattling by, but little to disturb the pools of moonlight and lamplight on the blue-black pavement. Most of the denizens of Sackville Street were snug abed—or more likely out sampling the pleasures of the town. The occasional pedestrian heading out for the evening or returning home hadn’t paid any heed to them.

      A hackney clattered past and pulled up, three doors down. Two young men in silk hats ran down the steps of the house opposite and jumped into the hackney. Malcolm caught fragments of “sure to win tonight, feeling lucky” and “the fair Maria.” The hackney rumbled off. Moments later, footsteps thudded from the opposite direction. A woman ran down the street, the hood of her dark blue cloak thrown back, guinea-gold ringlets tumbling over her shoulders. Making straight for the house where Bertram Caulfield-West lodged. Where Mélanie and Julien were in the midst of a break-in.

      Kitty moved quickly to intercept the woman. “Dear ma’am, do be careful.”

      The blonde woman spun round to stare at Kitty. “Who are you? Were you with Bertie?”

      “Bertie?” Kitty said. “Mr. Caulfield-West?”

      “You were with him?” The blonde woman’s voice rose with jealousy.

      “Mr. Caulfield-West is away from town,” Kitty said (quite truthfully, for all their intelligence). “But I’ve just been visiting the lodger on the ground floor, and I fear he has an infectious fever.”

      The blonde woman sprang back. “I don’t believe you.”

      “I assure you it’s true, madam.” Malcolm sprang from the shadows and moved to Kitty’s side. “My wife and I have just left our grievously ill friend’s bedside. The doctor advises that no one enter the house.”

      The blonde woman dodged round Kitty and made for the door. “I won’t go anywhere near his rooms.”

      “We’ve already been in the house and run the risk.” Malcolm moved to put himself between the woman and the front door of the house. “If you would like us to deliver a message to Mr. Caulfield-West.”

      “Thank you. This is a message only I can deliver myself.” The woman pushed against Malcolm’s arm. Malcolm caught a handful of her cloak (this was no time for niceties), but she jerked away and ran into the house.

      Kitty gave an owl cry that was an agreed-upon warning signal. “Julien and Mélanie will manage. We can create a distraction down here.”

      Kitty was sensible. It wasn’t always easy to be sensible.

      A carriage rattled down the street and drew up one house over. A footman sprang down to let down the steps. Just as a scream sounded from inside the house. And a thud. If Malcolm was judging correctly, Julien and Mélanie were on the roof one house over.

      Kitty darted into the street. Malcolm followed, both of them trying to scan the roofline. The blonde woman ran back into the street yelling “Bertie!” Her cloak had fallen back, revealing a filmy silver-spangled white gown.

      Two ladies whom the footmen had just handed down from the carriage froze, staring at the scene. A young couple—perhaps a footman and housemaid on an evening out—had gone still by the area railings. Nothing like scandal to disturb the quiet of the night.

      “Here, now.” A man in a dark coat, who looked like a watchman, hurtled into the street and ran up to the blonde woman. “What is this, madam?”

      “He’s run off.” The blonde woman tugged her cloak closed over her gown.

      “Who has?” the watchman asked, as two other men ran up behind him and paused, looking to him as their leader. The rest of the watch, no doubt.

      “Mr. Caulfield-West. They said he was in the country.” The blonde woman waved a hand towards Kitty and Malcolm. “But I saw him. He jumped out the window. With a lady. If you can call her that.”

      “Mr. Caulfield-West isn’t here.” The young man who might be a footman ran into the street. “Drove off to the country yesterday with Lambton. His valet. I saw them leave. Lambton said they’d be gone a fortnight at the least.”

      “You think I don’t know what it means when he says he’s going to the country?” The blonde woman pulled her hood over her hair, holding her cloak closed with her other hand. “But I tell you, he didn’t this time. He jumped out of the window.”

      “Wouldn’t he have hit the ground then?” The young woman with the footman ran over to join them, the lamplight catching the coppery strands in the dark curls escaping her bonnet.

      “Perhaps it was a housebreaker.” One of the ladies who had descended from the carriage gasped and clutched her friend’s arm. “Good heavens, are we safe going home?” She glanced towards the carriage and then towards the house that appeared to be her own.

      The watchman lifted his lantern and swung it in an arc, with the air of a man suddenly realizing he may be called upon to actually undertake heroic work. He jerked his head at his companions. “Fan out. Search the area. Could be an injured man about.”

      “There.” The girl with the coppery hair gestured towards the roof of the building over. “I saw something moving in the shadows.”

      Damn. Malcolm ran several scenarios through his head. His wife and Julien were well able to take care of themselves. Scrambling up a roof in the midst of the crowd would hardly improve the situation. Still⁠—

      A crash sounded from down the street. The blonde woman screamed. “They jumped!”
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      Raoul O’Roarke leant against the brick wall. Carriage wheels rattled by occasionally. He could hear footsteps, the sound of a chamber pot being dumped by area steps, a young couple whispering goodnight. A far cry from the Spanish mountains or the corridors of a palace. But by god, it felt good to be back in the field. Even if his recent wound still slowed him down enough that he’d had to admit it made no sense for him to be part of the actual break-in. Still, he was glad to offer what assistance he could. Perhaps he was flattering himself that it helped to have someone else in the street, but one never knew when a mission might prove complicated.

      Shouts cut the air. From down the street. A medley of voices. Footsteps scrabbled over roof tiles above. Raoul ran down the street. A kestrel call sounded above. He stepped to the side and caught Mélanie as she dropped down from the roof.

      “You never miss your mark,” he said as he set her on her feet. It was far from the first time he’d caught her in the course of some escape or other. And if his healing wound gave a scream of protest, it was a muffled scream. More a grunt, really.

      “Thank you, Raoul.” Mélanie touched his arm. “Your wound⁠—“

      “Is quite nearly healed. Glad to have been able to help.”

      “Timely as ever, O’Roarke.” Julien dropped down beside Mélanie.

      “I shouldn’t have needed the help.” Mélanie tugged at the string holding up her gown. “But this is harder in a skirt.”

      “I heard something.” The shout came from down the street. “Down that way.”

      Mélanie’s gaze shot to Raoul’s and then to Julien’s. A career in espionage taught one to communicate without words.

      “I think there’s only one thing for it,” Julien said.
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        * * *

      

      Mélanie smoothed her hands over her crumpled skirt. As a playwright, she appreciated a well thought through scene. But there was something to be said for the joys of improvising. Especially with a good improvisational partner. She cast a quick look at Julien. And then at Raoul. Or where Raoul had been. He had melted into the shadows. As he so often did.

      Julien took her arm and they stepped forwards. But a crowd was already hurrying towards them.

      “That’s them,” a man shouted. Dark coat, lantern in hand, looked like one of the watch. “I saw them. Jumped off the roof.”

      “Bertie!” A woman ran forwards, blonde hair and dark cloak streaming behind her. She cast herself on Julien, then drew back and looked at him in confusion.

      “I’m desolated to inform you that my name is not Bertie, madam,” Julien said. “By whom I suspect you mean Mr. Bertram Caulfield-West.”

      “You know Bertie?” the woman asked.

      Julien tugged his neckcloth smooth. “We were at school together.”

      “Here, now.” The man who appeared to be one of the watch took a step forwards. “Were you in Mr. Caulfield-West’s rooms?”

      Julien flicked a speck of lint from his sleeve. “Of course I was. Caulfield-West told me to make use of them.”

      “You jumped out the window,” the blonde woman said.

      “I should think we did.” Julien’s voice rang with affront. “Someone broke into the room screaming. We feared for our lives.”

      “I thought you were Bertie,” the blonde woman said, as though that explained everything.

      “We?” The watchman glanced round.

      Julien coughed. “Slip of the tongue.”

      “There was a woman with him.” The blonde woman’s gaze shot to Mélanie.

      “This lady and I had availed ourselves of Caulfield-West’s rooms to—converse.” Julien shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Naturally we were startled by the intrusion. It could have been thieves.”

      “A lady alone?” one of the watch said.

      “We didn’t take time to see how many people there were.” Mélanie moved to stand close to Julien.

      “A likely story,” the blonde woman said.

      “What was your business with Mr. Caulfield-West, madam?” the watchman asked.

      The blonde woman drew a breath. “Bertie and I⁠—“

      “Arthur!” Kitty ran out of the crowd and flung herself on Julien, gripping the lapels of his coat in her fists. “I knew it. I knew you were with her.”

      “Who are you?” the watchman demanded.

      “His wife.” Kitty tightened her grip and shook Julien, tawny ringlets falling round her face,

      “You said you were married to him.” The blonde woman looked round the chaotic group. Her gaze settled on Malcolm. “Him, the tall one.”

      “Well, of course I did.” Kitty looked at the blonde woman, still holding tight to Julien. “We were trying to avoid a scandal. That’s the whole reason we came here.”

      “You tried to stop me from going into Bertie’s rooms,” the blonde woman said.

      “How could I have done otherwise?” Kitty turned to face the blonde woman, gripping Julien’s arm as though to anchor him to the ground. “I was watching Arthur. I was determined to catch them. I didn’t want you messing the whole thing up.”

      “My dear Catherine,” Julien said, “let me assure you⁠—“

      “Don’t 'my dear' me.” Kitty shot a look at Julien, then turned to Malcolm. “You see, I told you they were together.”

      “I didn’t want to believe it.” Malcolm took a step forwards. His gaze fastened on Mélanie, filled with reproach. The sort of reproach he’d never have let her see in real life. “Susan, how could you?”

      “Arthur and I only stopped to take shelter on our way back from the theatre,” Mélanie said. “If you’d been willing to escort me to the Haymarket tonight none of this would have happened. But you insisted on staying home.” She looked from Malcolm to Kitty. “What are you doing here with her?”

      “I should think that’s obvious,” Kitty said. “We were both wondering where our spouses were.”

      “So you were out in the street alone? I mean alone together?”

      “How dare you,” Kitty said. “Susie, you have no right⁠—“

      “Susan. Catherine,” Malcolm said. “We’re in public.”

      “I’m not the one who made it public,” Kitty said. “I’ll never forgive Bertie Caulfield-West.”

      The secret to improvisation was playing off what one had been given. The crowd was silent round them, riveted by the scene. The longer it went on, the more they’d forget how the night had begun. Mélanie rounded on Kitty. “You always liked Bertie yourself.”

      “I didn’t!” Kitty’s denial had just the right note of falseness. “That is, of course I was polite to him, he went to school with my husband, but I never⁠—“

      “Don’t,” Julien said. “Of course you did. You’re always flirting with him across the dinner table.”

      “Don’t you dare try to turn the tables, Arthur. I only put up with him because he’s your friend. And I know perfectly well what he’s up to in the country now, and with whom.”

      “Oh for that matter so do I.” Mélanie tossed her head and felt innumerable strands of hair slither from their pins. “I mean, we all know what he gets up to when he says he’s off to visit his friend Bunnington.”

      “Who’s Bunnington?” the blonde woman demanded.

      “Caulfield-West’s friend,” Julien said in repressive tones.

      Kitty snorted. “Convenient friend. Whom we’ve never met.”
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