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        …for truth is truth

        To the end of reckoning.

      

      

      

      
        
        –Shakespeare, Measure for Measure, Act V, scene i
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            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        *indicates real historical figures

      

        

      
        The Rannoch Family & Household

        Malcolm Rannoch, MP and former British intelligence agent

        Mélanie Suzanne Rannoch, his wife, playwright and former French intelligence agent

        Colin Rannoch, their son

        Jessica Rannoch, their daughter

        Berowne, their cat

        Rosaline…

      

        

      
        Laura O'Roarke, novelist, Colin and Jessica's former governess

        Raoul O'Roarke, her husband, Mélanie's former spymaster, and Malcolm's father

        Lady Emily Fitzwalter, Laura's daughter from her first marriage

        Clara O'Roarke, Laura and Raoul's daughter

      

        

      
        Miles Addison, agent, Malcolm's valet

        Blanca Mendoza Addison, agent, his wife, Mélanie's companion

        Pedro Addison, their son

      

        

      
        Valentin, footman

        Raimundo O’Roarke, Raoul’s nephew

      

        

      
        Dr. Geoffrey Blackwell, Malcolm’s cousin

      

        

      
        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

      

        

      
        Dolores, Kitty’s maid

        James, footman

      

        

      
        Hubert Mallinson, spymaster, Julien's uncle

        Amelia Mallinson, his wife

        Lucinda Mallinson, their daughter

      

        

      
        David Mallinson, MP, Hubert and Amelia’s son

        Simon Tanner, playwright, his lover

      

        

      
        Honoria Talbot Atwood, Hubert’s niece

        Carlisle Atwood, diplomat and MP, her husband

        Becky, their maid

        Lord Valentine Talbot, Honoria’s cousin

      

        

      
        The Davenport Family & Household

        Lady Cordelia Davenport, classicist

        Colonel Harry Davenport, her husband, classicist, and former British intelligence agent

        Livia Davenport, their daughter

        Drusilla Davenport, their daughter

      

        

      
        The Roth Family

        Jeremy Roth, Bow Street runner

        Judith Roth, his wife, Malcolm’s cousin

      

        

      
        Serena Derwent, Judith's daughter from her first marriage

        Samuel Roth, Jeremy's son from his first marriage

        Dorian Roth, Jeremy's son from his first marriage

      

        

      
        The Southcott Family

        Anthony (Tony) Southcott, Duke of Bamford

        Désirée Clairineau, former French agent, his fiancée

        Sophie, their daughter

      

        

      
        John Southcott, foreign office, Tony’s nephew

      

        

      
        Austrians

        *Paul, Prince Esterházy, Austrian ambassador

        *Thérèse, Princess Esterházy, his wife

        *Prince Metternich, Austria’s chancellor

        *Philipp von Neumann, diplomat

      

        

      
        Josef, Baron Hauke, diplomat

        Helene, his mistress

        Annelise, Baroness Hauke, his late wife

        Olivia, their daughter

        Amalia, their daughter

      

        

      
        In the British government

        *Lord Castlereagh (now Lord Londonderry), foreign secretary

        *Lord Liverpool, prime minister

        *Lord Sidmouth, home secretary

        *Sir Nathaniel Conant, chief magistrate of Bow Street

      

        

      
        Others

        Manon Caret, actress

        Brandon Ford, actor

        Hopkins, Bow Street officer

      

        

      
        Roger Smythe, MP

        Rupert Caruthers, MP

      

        

      
        Sir Stephen Strangeways, MP and diplomat

        Hypatia Hampton, his daughter

      

        

      
        Ralph, Lord Warkworth

        Amanda (Mandy), Lady Warkworth, his wife

      

        

      
        *Hortense Bonaparte, Queen of Holland

      

        

      
        Philip Ledgwood, diplomat

      

        

      
        Philippe, Baron Landry, French diplomat, Annelise Hauke’s former lover

      

        

      
        Frederick (Freddy) Worthington, dilettante

      

        

      
        Bernard Montagu, Lord Thurston, weapons dealer

        Sofia Vincenzo Montagu, his stepdaughter and daughter-in-law
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        London,

        October 1821

      

      

      “It doesn’t quite work, now I see it play out onstage.” Mélanie Rannoch tucked a pencil behind her ear and turned to Simon Tanner at the table they were sharing on the stage of the Tavistock Theatre. An early rehearsal of her new play was in progress on the bare floorboards before them in the dusty light of rehearsal lamps. “We need something stronger to get them to this point.”

      “It works.” Simon leant back in his chair and folded his arms behind his head. He’d taken off his coat and draped it over the chair back. Somehow, he’d managed to keep his shirt cuffs and cravat pristine. “But I agree it can be stronger.”

      “If you want my opinion,” Brandon Ford said, a hand braced on one of the two wooden chairs that were standing in for a sofa, “it’s because it isn’t clear enough why he doesn’t want to lose her. At the same time, if he doesn’t want to lose her, he’s a right idiot to take such risks.”

      “And he doesn’t in the least understand what matters to her.” Manon Caret grabbed her paisley shawl from the back of the other chair and tossed it round her shoulders. The October morning had an unexpected chill. “Which makes for good drama. But the stakes have to be clear when she finally leaves him. I mean, I know it’s not finally, but it needs to feel final at this point.”

      “Right.” Mélanie pushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear, knocking the pencil onto the table. “That sounds so obvious when you say it. But I didn’t see it until now. You both bring the story to life in a way it can’t be in my head.”

      “I like it!” Jessica, Mélanie’s almost five-year-old daughter, spoke from the blanket at the front of the stage where she and her brother Colin were playing.

      “So do I.” Colin, eight, linked his hands round his updrawn knees. “But I do think it could be clearer what Manon—I mean Emma—means. Especially since they have children. I mean, it would be awful for their children if they weren’t together anymore.”

      “So it would.” Mélanie smiled at her son, memories from her own past shooting through her brain. She and Malcolm had confronted each other on this same stage almost four years ago. On that night, she’d been certain their marriage was at an end. She’d been terrified Malcolm would try to keep the children from her and determined to fight him tooth and nail. Really, the problems faced by Emma and Benedict in her play were nothing compared to the real drama of Malcolm’s learning she’d been a French spy. “I just need to make it clearer in the scene.”

      “That’s the point of rehearsal.” Simon pushed himself to his feet. “Tea, I think. It’s always easier to think⁠—”

      He broke off at the sight of a man coming down the main aisle of the theatre. Mélanie spun round and peered into the shadows at the front of the house. Nothing like an unexpected arrival to make her go from playwright to agent.

      “Visitor from Bow Street,” a wary voice called from the front of the house.

      Mélanie went still, as did Simon, Manon, and Brandon. Jessica sprang to her feet. Colin grabbed her. Even he understood. The Tavistock’s involvement in Radical politics suggested all sorts of possible reasons why Bow Street might put in an appearance.

      As the man approached, Jessica pulled away from Colin and shouted, “Hopkins!”

      Mélanie recognized the round face of Thomas Hopkins, who worked with their friend, Bow Street runner Jeremy Roth. Less likely Hopkins had come to arrest someone. But still concerning. “Hopkins?” she called. “What is it?”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Rannoch. Mr. Tanner.” Hopkins came to stop at the edge of the stage, cast a quick smile at Colin and Jessica, and looked up at them in the murky light. “Mr. Roth sent me. He’s hoping Mrs. Rannoch can come with me. There’s been an explosion outside a pub in Piccadilly.”
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      Roger Smythe set his glass of port down and stared at the notes strewn on the polished oak of the table. “We’re never going to pass this. It’s difficult not to wonder why we’re trying at all.”

      Malcolm Rannoch looked at Roger across the table in a private room at Brooks’s, the London club that was the domain of the Whigs. Or of those like them, styled Radicals, pushing at the outer edges of Whig policy. “We’re making a point.”

      “But we’re not going to abolish capital punishment.”

      “Probably not now. But the points need to be made. We may be able to push through some genuine reforms. We’re chipping away round the edges.”

      “And you think all that chipping is getting us somewhere?” Roger asked.

      “I do. It’s what keeps me going.” Malcolm pulled a paper closer. The light from the pewter candelabrum on the table flickered over pen scratches in the wood from countless Whig politicians before them. Had they also kept going on the belief that their work was chipping away at problems they couldn’t confront head on? Not that Malcolm didn’t have doubts at times. Doubts that had once sent him fleeing into the diplomatic corps, where he’d argued for policies he didn’t agree with. Not to mention where he’d engaged in assorted spy missions he hadn’t agreed with either. But he wasn’t going to share those with his young colleague whose focus he needed.

      Roger turned his glass in his hand, studying the play of the light from the brace of candles on the cut glass and the ruby red of the port. “I’m drinking port round a table in a club. I feel like I’ve turned into my father. Save that he’d be at White’s, not Brooks’s.”

      “Don’t think Brooks’s versus White’s doesn’t make a difference,” Rupert Caruthers said. “And don’t think I haven’t had the same thoughts about my father.”

      “You’re neither of you like your fathers,” Malcolm said.

      “Thank god for it,” Rupert said with feeling. Understandable, given that his father had tried to have Rupert’s lover killed, and later actually had orchestrated a murder.

      “Whereas you’re very like O’Roarke,” Roger said, looking at Malcolm. “Which is what I’d want if Raoul O’Roarke were my father. Is he really going to stand for Parliament?”

      “I think so.” Malcolm was still careful when it came to navigating the changes in his father’s life, changes he had helped bring about. As a revolutionary, Raoul had fought directly. In the French Revolution, where he’d ultimately been days from the guillotine. In the United Irish Uprising, where he’d nearly died from his wounds and fled Britain a few steps ahead of the authorities. In the Peninsular War and at Waterloo, where he and Malcolm had been on opposite sides. He’d nearly been killed, more times than Malcolm could count. Including, quite spectacularly a few months ago. And now Malcolm had persuaded him that staying alive for his family and fighting for his beliefs through Parliament was a sensible and meaningful course of action. Not only for his own safety, but also to work for what he wanted in the world. It was, Malcolm acknowledged, a challenging argument to make.

      Rupert glanced at the door. “Where’s Julien? He should have been here half an hour since.”

      “Knowing Julien, a dozen things could have delayed him,” Malcolm said. And at least six of them of dubious legality. Julien was in many ways a more confounding case than Raoul. Not because he’d given up being a revolutionary. Because until recently he hadn’t admitted to believing in anything at all. And yet here he was, the spy who had lived in the shadows. A member of the House of Lords, meeting with colleagues to strategize a bill. To attempt to chip away at change through Parliament. To believe change was possible, even if agonizingly slow. And to admit to believing in something.

      “Perhaps—” Malcolm broke off as the door opened. But not to admit Julien Mallinson, Earl Carfax. Instead a footman came in, holding a silver salver with a note on it. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Mr. Rannoch. But this was just delivered from a Mr. Roth of Bow Street. The lad who brought it says it’s urgent.”
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      Mélanie smelt the sulfur tang of smoke even before she turned into Piccadilly. She saw the glow as she rounded the corner. The carriage, drawn up in front of a pub with a sign proclaiming the Rose & Crown, was still smoldering. Embers glowed on what had been the seats. The rose-gold autumn light caught the sheen of a scrap of watered silk. Bits of yellow on the wheels showed through the soot. The two front windows of the Rose & Crown, thick leaded glass in mullioned panes, had shattered. Glass and soot and blackened wood and metal littered the pavement between the pub and the carriage.

      Not surprisingly, a crowd had gathered in front of the pub, staring, talking, gesturing. Two Bow Street patrols held them back from the front of the pub where the wreckage strewed the pavement.

      Two tall men, who had been talking to the patrols, turned at her approach and came towards her. Jeremy and Malcolm. Mélanie met her husband’s gaze for a moment. Thank god Jeremy had reached him as well. Malcolm returned her gaze for a moment, his own a quick warmth of comfort, at the same time it told her he didn’t know any more than she did. But something else behind his eyes hinted at more she didn’t want to contemplate.

      “Thank you for coming.” Jeremy was bare-headed, smears of soot on the lean angles of his face. The glow from the embers flashed in his dark eyes. “I saw explosions set with mines in the Peninsula.” He cast a glance back at the carriage. “I’ve never encountered anything quite like this in London.”

      “Casualties?” Mélanie looked between the two men at the smoldering wreckage of the carriage. Difficult to imagine anyone inside could have survived.

      “One dead.” Roth pulled his notebook from his coat pocket. “Sir Stephen Strangeways. I understand from Malcolm he’s a politician.”

      “A Tory backbencher,” Malcolm said. His gray eyes were dark, with a fear that went beyond the death of a distant colleague. “And a former diplomat. I’d met him a few times, but can’t claim to have known him well, as I’ve been telling Jeremy.”

      “You said ‘one dead,’” Mélanie said, stomach tight from the fear in Malcolm’s gaze and what it might imply. “There are others injured?”

      Malcolm’s jaw tightened, but he waited for Jeremy to speak.

      “Two men. They’re both inside, unconscious,” Jeremy said. “I sent for Geoffrey Blackwell, who’s tending to them. A Baron Josef Hauke, from the Austrian embassy. I understand Malcolm knows him.”

      “We both do.” Mélanie said. In fact, Hauke had abducted Malcolm in the course of a recent investigation. In fairness to Hauke, he’d taken Malcolm to share information. Partly at Malcolm’s instigation, so she couldn’t really blame Hauke, though she’d never quite got past the fear of those hours Malcolm had been missing. “And?”

      Jeremy drew in and released his breath.

      Malcolm put a hand on Mélanie’s arm, his fingers warm and steady, and said a name that nearly sent her tumbling to the pavement in the sort of collapse that should have been beneath her. “Julien.”
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      Mélanie stared into her husband’s eyes. The light from the smoldering fire bounced back at her. She could see shards of smashed glass swirling in his eyes. For a long moment she heard, but didn’t comprehend. Malcolm’s fingers tightened on her arm, anchoring her to reality. Julien. Mocking blue eyes. A teasing voice. A lethal hand with a blade. A quick smile. A fellow agent. A feared enemy. A friend. Family. “What was he doing here?” Her voice came out in a hoarse rasp.

      On the face of it, it was an absurd question. One never knew what Julien St. Juste—now Julien Mallinson, Earl Carfax—was doing anywhere. But these days his friends were more likely to know where he was and what he was up to than in the past when he’d existed in the shadows.

      “I don’t know,” Malcolm said. “He was supposed to be at Brooks’s with Roger and Rupert and me to discuss the capital punishment bill. Which Julien is quite passionate about.”

      Julien had discussed it only last night, when he and his wife Kitty and their children had dined with them. “He didn’t tell you he wouldn’t be there?” Mélanie asked.

      Malcolm shook his head. His dark hair fell over his forehead. “Apparently Julien and Hauke came out of the pub as Strangeways’s carriage showed up.”

      “Together?”

      “According to observers.” Roth’s gaze was steady. “They’d both arrived at the pub about a quarter hour before. Hauke first, Julien a few minutes later. They’d ordered pints and were standing talking by the bar, seemingly in idle conversation, but the barkeep mentioned both seemed to have one eye on the windows. They moved to the door together.”

      “So they were meeting Sir Stephen,” Mélanie said.

      “It sounds like it,” Malcolm said.

      “But they didn’t all know each other.” She scoured her memory for connections she might be missing. “Did they?”

      “As far as I know?” Malcolm asked. “They were little more than nodding acquaintances. But Julien had a rich and varied life before he settled in England. And even though your life intertwined with his before that, I don’t think you know everything he did.”

      Images shot through her mind. Julien, sword drawn, on their journey with a pregnant Hortense Bonaparte. Julien, eyes dark with confusion and perhaps an unfocused yearning, the day Hortense sent her illegitimate baby off to be raised by her lover’s mother. Julien’s face against a white expanse of sheet. Julien with a knife to her throat when she’d tried to steal papers from him the night they met. “Far from it,” she said. Her voice didn’t sound like her own. “Is he⁠—”

      “Blackwell’s with Julien and Hauke now,” Roth said. “They’re both still unconscious.”

      Mélanie had first met Geoffrey Blackwell as a military doctor in the Peninsula. He’d helped her nurse Malcolm weeks into their marriage, when she still thought of their marriage as a spy mission. More recently, he’d saved Raoul’s life. Everything possible was being done for Julien. She needed to focus on the facts of the investigation.

      “How was the explosion set?” she asked. Timing an explosion was tricky. A trail of gunpowder with a candle left to burn down was a common method. But that would have been beyond complicated with a carriage drawn up in the street.

      “According to bystanders, something whizzed overhead and struck the carriage,” Jeremy said. “Sounds like a Congreve rocket more than anything.”

      “But more accurate than any Congreve rocket I ever saw,” Malcolm said. “Unless it was an extraordinarily lucky hit. Or they were aiming at something else in the street.”

      “Quite.” Jeremy cast a glance round.

      Congreve’s rockets had been deployed in the Peninsular War, but with such inaccuracy they’d been more an oddity than a serious weapon of war. Mélanie recalled more than one demonstration, under strictly controlled conditions, that had gone wildly awry. “If someone’s developed a more accurate way of firing rockets, the implications could be alarming,” she said.

      “So they could,” Malcolm said. “One of the many disturbing things about this case.”

      “I’ll take you in,” Jeremy said. “We can talk better indoors.” He led the way round the patrols and through the smoke-blackened door of the pub, which creaked on its hinges but still worked.

      The taproom had shards of glass strewn on the floor, though most had been swept into a pile near where the windows had been. A stain on the bar showed where the force of the blast had knocked over at least one bottle.

      “We’re using the coffee room as a temporary command center,” Roth said. He led the way across the eerily empty taproom to the equally empty coffee room, which at least still had windows intact. The walls were paneled in dark wood, the ceiling low and timbered. Tables were scattered about at a discreet distance, to accommodate wealthier customers.

      “Does Kitty know?” Mélanie asked, suddenly and keenly aware of the horror that awaited Julien’s wife.

      “I wanted you both to get here first,” Jeremy said.

      That made sense from an investigative standpoint, if not a personal one. Mélanie folded her arms over her chest. For a moment the image of Malcolm lying unconscious was so intense she couldn’t speak.

      “I need your advice on whom else to summon and in what order,” Jeremy continued. “We have a dead MP and an injured member of the House of Lords. And an injured foreign diplomat.”

      “Have you alerted anyone at all?” Malcolm asked. “Bow Street? The home office?”

      Jeremy shook his head. “I wanted to talk to you first.”

      Jeremey was bending the rules. But then it wouldn’t be the first time. “Castlereagh needs to know,” Malcolm said. He might not always agree with the foreign secretary, but he was keenly aware of the risk of violating protocol. “But let’s get Kitty here first. I can⁠—”

      He broke off as Geoffrey Blackwell came into the coffee room with his usual brisk stride. Geoffrey was always a professional, as he had been on the battlefield in the Peninsula when Mélanie first tended wounds at his side, but his dark brows were drawn in a way Mélanie remembered from other times friends and family had been injured. That first time she’d tended Malcolm in a camp bed. Through the hell of Waterloo, with men dying all round, friends and strangers, soldiers on both sides. When Raoul had nearly died a few months since. “Julien and Hauke are both still unconscious,” he said. “They have wounds which will need careful tending to ward off infection. But the biggest question is when they wake up.”

      Or if. But even the usually blunt Geoffrey wasn’t quite prepared to say so. “I’ve seen people in worse straits make a full recovery,” he added.

      He didn’t add how many in similar straits he’d seen not recover. But then he didn’t need to. They all knew how to read between the lines.

      “How long?” Mélanie asked.

      “Difficult to say.” Geoffrey’s words were precise but his gaze was kind. “With a head injury like this, people can be unconscious for some time. It’s not necessarily a bad sign. The lack of consciousness can allow the body to heal. We’ll have to wait. The fact that they’re breathing steadily is a good sign.”

      “I’m going to get Kitty,” Malcolm said. “I don’t want her to be alone when she hears.”

      Mélanie nodded. It was what she would have wanted if Malcolm were the one injured.

      “Wait,” Malcolm said to Jeremy. “Until I bring Kitty back. To send for Castlereagh or any of the others.”

      Jeremy nodded. “There’s a lot of confusion. I can hold off.”

      “I’ll go quickly. Even if we hold off, Hubert could arrive at any moment. He has agents all over London.”

      “We’ll handle it if he does,” Mélanie said. Which was easier said than done, knowing Hubert Mallinson. Britain’s unofficial spymaster. Malcolm’s former employer, and her former opponent. Also Julien’s uncle. The man she had once feared above anyone else in England.

      Malcolm squeezed her arm and slipped from the room.
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        Switzerland,

        August 1811

      

      

      The sun beat through the lacquered walls of the carriage, bounced off the windows, and soaked into the watered-silk squabs. Mélanie tugged her sweat-soaked tippet free of the satin-banded neck of her gown and tossed the crumpled tulle onto the carriage seat beside her net gloves and tapestry reticule. At the other end of the seat, her traveling companion appeared to be asleep. Her head was slumped against the squabs, her eyes closed beneath the plaited-straw shade of her bonnet. If she dreamt, the dreams did not appear to trouble her. Nothing like the nightmares which so often cut Mélanie’s own sleep with the force of a knife slashing linen. Thank god for small mercies. Hortense needed to take peace where she could find it.

      Mélanie picked up the copy of De l’Allemagne she had been attempting to read and used it to stir the sticky air. Outside the window, the countryside was a blur of greens and browns. They had crossed into Switzerland earlier in the day but the scenery showed little change. As so often, a border was an arbitrary thing. Fitting, perhaps, for in France or Switzerland they still traveled in Napoleon Bonaparte’s empire. She set the book down and stared through the dust-spattered glass at the trees and shrubs, green grass and rolling ground. And the occasional blue-roofed cottage or barn. It would be even hotter in Paris. The air would be warm and heavy, thick with talk of the war in Spain, the chances of an invasion of Russia, the Emperor’s new young Austrian bride and the heir she had given him last April. Not to mention his divorced first wife, living in retirement at Malmaison, less than a day’s ride from the Tuileries.

      Even the silk-covered squabs felt hot against the back of her neck. Mélanie closed her eyes. She should welcome this rare respite, the silence, broken only by the clop of horse hooves, the rattle of wheels, the stir of the wind. Instead, it pulled at her nerves.

      Suddenly, the carriage lurched and whipped across the road. She grabbed for the strap, missed, and crashed into her traveling companion. Her reticule thudded to the floor. Hortense, wide awake now, stared at her, arms curled over her stomach.

      Mélanie touched the other woman’s arm with awkward fingers. Cosseting was not high among her talents. She wondered, not for the first time, how she had ended up in this situation, charged with this responsibility. “An accident to the carriage. We seem to have landed in a ditch. I’ll go see.”

      As she scrambled to her feet, horse hooves clopped against the hard-packed road. A face appeared at the upward-tilted carriage window, golden hair curling beneath the brim of a beaver hat, blue eyes predictably ironic.

      “It appears the carriage has suffered an accident, ladies. I trust you are both unhurt?”

       “Merely shaken.” Mélanie regarded Julien with what dignity she could muster crouched on a tilted carriage floor, her bonnet knocked from her head and her hair slithering down her neck. “You’ll be all right?” she asked Hortense.

      Hortense nodded. “I’m not quite such a poor creature as you think me, Mélanie.”

      Mélanie gave her a quick smile, then jammed her bonnet back on her head, levered the door open, and sprang down onto uneven ground. They had indeed come to rest in a ditch, one yellow-painted wheel firmly wedged in dirt and rock. A cloud of dust tickled her nose. She shook out her crumpled percale skirts and picked her way round the back of the carriage. Julien had dismounted and was standing beside Guillaume, their coachman, who was bent over the carriage.

      “I’m sorry, mam’selle.” Guillaume straightened up. He had kind brown eyes set in a fine-boned, serious face. “I don’t know what happened. Is Madame⁠—”

      “She’s as well as can be expected. How bad is the damage?”

      Guillaume shook his head, regret in his eyes. “The axle’s broken. We’ll need a blacksmith.”

      “I’ll ride to the nearest village and send back transport,” Julien said.

      Mélanie cast a glance up at the carriage. “She’s in no condition to be sitting in the heat. Didn’t we pass an hotel not too far back?”

      Julien’s eyes narrowed. “We did. It looked innocuous enough. But we haven’t vetted it.”

      As they had everywhere else they’d stopped on their carefully planned trip with the sister-in-law (and former stepdaughter) of Napoleon Bonaparte. Who was pregnant—and not by her husband. So anyone they encountered on their journey was a risk. To Hortense and to international politics. “Sitting in a broken carriage in the middle of the road is a risk too,” Mélanie said. “If you walk back to the inn and ask them to send a conveyance, you can do quick reconnaissance and we’ll be safely quartered.”

      “I can. But we still don’t know whom we may encounter at this inn.”

      Mélanie gathered up her skirt to return to the carriage. Her corset bit into her ribs. Strands of hair that had escaped their pins were plastered to her neck. This was the fear they’d faced since they’d left Paris. It was why she and Julien were spending weeks far away from the war, traveling through the seemingly bucolic countryside. One endured days of tedium because there might be five minutes when one’s skills were really needed.

      “If we encounter someone unexpected, you and I will have to protect her,” Mélanie said to the master spy she couldn’t imagine trusting. “That’s what we’re here for, after all.”
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        Piccadilly

        October 1821

      

      

      Mélanie looked at Geoffrey Blackwell as the coffee room door closed behind Malcolm. “Can I see Julien?”

      “Of course.” Geoffrey moved to the door and held it open. “It might even do him good to have someone he’s close to in the room. We don’t really know how much people are aware of when they’re unconscious.”

      They had carried Julien into a private parlor down the passage from the coffee room and laid him on cushions pulled from a sofa, covered with a gray blanket. Another blanket was draped over him. A gold-tasseled blue damask pillow that must have adorned a sofa was tucked beneath his head. His face was starkly pale against the royal blue damask, his hair a paler gold than the bright tassels. As she moved closer, the light from a lamp on a low table flickered over his face. Lines that she wasn’t used to noticing stood out against the fine bones of his face. At the same time, with his brilliant blue eyes closed and his hair ruffled, he reminded her of Colin.

      She dropped down on the floorboards beside his makeshift pallet and touched her fingers to his hand. There had always been something ageless about Julien. Ageless and invulnerable, despite the risks they ran. Any agent risked their life on almost every mission. Julien ran more risks than most, but during the war they had all lived with those risks constantly at the back of their minds. It had meant never focusing on the future, because one couldn’t really believe the future existed. Children changed that. Children changed the risks one ran. Colin had sent her on another sort of mission, where she didn’t risk her life but lied to her husband every day and compromised a sense of integrity she wouldn’t have acknowledged existed in those days. Not until she felt it eroding. Then the war had ended, and somehow they were all here, she and Julien and other former agents, living in London, parents whose children played and learnt and celebrated holidays together. And if the world wasn’t without dangers, those dangers didn’t come every day.

      Or so it had seemed. When Raoul had been attacked and nearly died a few months ago, she’d known she’d let her guard down. She still blamed herself for that attack, though she knew it was folly to refine upon the past. She’d been on guard ever since. It was her job to protect her family. Malcolm was a brilliant agent, but he wasn’t used to risk on the level she was. And yet despite her every sense being alert, she hadn’t seen a risk coming to Julien. She hadn’t thought of the invulnerable Julien, who had slipped effortlessly in and out of the shadows, as someone who needed protecting. Foolish.

      But then of course she didn’t have the least idea what he’d been caught up in that had led to this. Julien had gone from enemy to friend to family. But he was still an enigma.
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        Swann Hotel

        August 1811

      

      

      “They should be able to repair the axle by morning.” Julien's voice was as cool and bright as chilled champagne, but his fair skin—the sort any girl would envy—was red from the hours in the sun attempting to repair the damaged carriage, his blond hair was plastered to his forehead, and his usually immaculate coat and boots were spattered with dust. Mélanie was aware of a stab of satisfaction.

      He scanned her face. “Problems?”

      Mélanie glanced towards the sitting room door, which had been pulled to. Hortense Bonaparte, Queen of Holland, sister-in-law of the Emperor of France, was inside. Theoretically no more at risk than at any other inn they had had to stop at on their secret journey into Switzerland. But as Julien had pointed out, innocuous as the Swann Hotel seemed, they hadn’t vetted it. “Nothing I can put my finger on.”

      “Seeing ghosts?” Julien's smile was indulgent.

      “Don’t laugh,” Mélanie said. “Hamlet saw ghosts. Look where it got him.”

      Julien studied Mélanie's face. Though his gaze remained on her, she could feel him scanning the lobby behind her, noting the clerk bent over ledgers behind the desk, the stairs, the number of doors. He took her arm and drew her into another sitting room, also set at the front of the inn. He closed the door and leant against it, booted legs crossed at the ankle. “Just what particular ghosts are troubling you, chérie?”

      Mélanie rubbed her arms. Below her puffed percale sleeves, her skin was clammy from the heat. And—curse her betraying body—the stresses of the day. She didn't feel like confiding in Julien, but he was her only ally at the moment. “I've been making the acquaintance of some of our fellow guests.”

      “People from your past?” Julien knew all too much about her past, her life on the streets, her work as an agent during which—regrettably—their paths had crossed. He knew far more about her past than she knew about his. As so often, knowledge was power. With Julien, the balance of power often seemed to be uncomfortably tilted.

      “No,” she said. “Not my past. A linen draper named Antoine Fevrier who may or may not be what he seems. A lady on her way to take the waters at Baden. Who also may not be quite what she seems. And an Austrian diplomat. Baron Hauke.”

      Julien’s brows lifted. “Interesting.”

      “Why?” Mélanie folded her arms.

      “Anyone connected to a government is interesting. Especially a government whose princess recently married our emperor after he divorced the mother of the woman we are escorting into Switzerland in secret.”

      “What else?”

      “Need there be something else?”

      Mélanie moved to stand in front of him. “Julien, I daresay you don't trust me any more than I trust you, but for the moment we have little choice but to rely on each other.”

      Julien pulled a handkerchief from inside his coat and bent to brush the dust from his top boots. “I'm not in the habit of relying on others any more than you are.”

      “Then you'd be quite prepared to look after Madame Hortense yourself if I left?”

      He looked up, the grimy handkerchief dangling from his fingers. “Touché.”

      Mélanie dropped into a chintz-cushioned canework chair. “Tell me what you know about Baron Hauke.”

      “He’s rumored to undertake work beyond the council chamber.”

      Mélanie closed her eyes. “Sacrebleu.”

      “Don't faint, it's much too hot to catch you.” Julien moved to a chair opposite her. “We don't know that he's here because of Hortense. He could be on diplomatic business. Or simply on his way to take the waters.”

      “People like us don't simply take the waters.”

      “A point. But he couldn't have known he'd find us at this hotel even if he was on to us. We didn’t know it ourselves until a couple of hours ago when the axle inconveniently gave way.”

      “Axles can be damaged.”

      Julien’s eyes narrowed. “So they can. Don’t think I haven’t thought of it. But it would still be tricky to make sure we ended up here.”

      Mélanie curled her fingers round the chair arms. The canework bit into her palms. The risks were so apparent one need hardly state them. The Austrian Archduchess Marie Louise had recently married Napoleon Bonaparte. The Austrians were not fond, to put it mildly, of Napoleon’s divorced first wife Josephine. If the Austrian government got evidence that Josephine’s daughter Hortense, who was married to Napoleon’s brother, had gone away in secret to give birth to an illegitimate child, they would have a powerful tool to use against Josephine. And Hortense and her unborn child would be caught in the middle of it.

      “What do we do?” Mélanie asked.

      Julien stretched his legs out. The light from the windows picked out a film of dust left on his boots. He frowned down at them, as though this mark of imperfection was his greatest care in the world. “Watch and see.” He folded his hands behind his head. “I sometimes wonder if I'd have taken to this business if I'd known how very much waiting was involved.”
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        London

        October 1821

      

      

      Malcolm pushed his way through the gilded wrought-metal gate to the half-moon forecourt of Carfax House. He’d first gone through this gate as a schoolboy, home from Harrow, visiting his friend David, scarcely aware that David’s father was Britain’s unofficial spymaster. Later he’d gone to Carfax House as an agent to meet with Hubert Mallinson, Lord Carfax, who had become his spymaster. But then Julien, the missing heir to the Carfax title (presumed dead for a quarter century, though Hubert had known to the contrary) had resumed his title. Hubert had left Carfax House, and Julien and Kitty had moved in with their children. It would always be a formidable building, but it felt like a family home now in a way it never quite had when David was young.

      James, the footman who answered the door, was the son of a man who had been a Carfax House footman in Malcolm’s childhood. He greeted Malcolm without surprise, for it was not unusual for anyone in the Rannoch family to call at Carfax House. Lady Carfax was in the library with the children, he said. Would Mr. Rannoch like to announce himself?

      Malcolm crossed the marble-tiled hall, black and white like the hall in his and Mélanie’s house in Berkeley Square but much vaster, rapped at the library door, and opened it.

      Kitty was sitting on the hearthrug with Leo, Timothy, and Genny, and Luna, the family’s white terrier puppy. Kitty had a guitar in her lap and was leading children in a Spanish song. One Malcolm recalled from round the camp fires in the Peninsula, though the version he’d learnt then had been bawdier than the one Kitty and the children were singing. The warm autumn  light coming in through the windows caught Kitty’s coppery ringlets, the boys’ disordered blond hair, Genny’s honey-colored curls, the mellowed wood of the guitar. A domestic scene. Hardly the environment one would have expected to find Kitty in when he’d first known her in the Peninsula.

      “Malcolm.” She looked up with a smile. “How nice. Have you come to tell us Julien’s been detained on tiresome parliamentary business?”

      “Something like that.” Malcolm smiled at the children. “Can we talk for a moment, Kit?”

      Kitty got up in a swirl of silky moss green. Her gaze met his and she knew. He saw the reality sink into her eyes, and realized a part of her had been expecting a moment like this since long before she and Julien married. Her gaze locked on Malcolm’s own. Years of history hung between them. Allied agents. Enemies who fell out over tactics. Lovers, briefly, but devastatingly, at least on his side. And above all, in recent years, friends. More than that, family.

      When she spoke, which really only took a few moments, though those moments dragged out like twine stretched to the breaking point, Kitty’s voice was steady and she smiled. “Of course.” She looked down at the children. “Leo’s in charge.”

      “I can be in charge of myself,” Timothy said.

      “Leo’s in charge of Genny. And Luna.” Kitty touched her fingers to each of her children’s heads, patted Luna, then led the way through the door to the study. The room that had once been Hubert Mallinson’s domain, where he’d briefed Malcolm on so many missions. The moment the door was closed, she turned to face Malcolm. “Is he alive?” Her voice was low and quick.

      “Yes.” Malcolm put a hand on her arm. “But he’s unconscious.”

      He told her the bare outlines of what had happened in as few words as possible. “I’ll take you to see him. We should go quickly. I haven’t alerted anyone else. But we can’t wait long.”

      “I’ll get my things. And ask someone to check on the children.” She moved to the door but turned back, hand on the door knob. “You’re kind not to ask until I’ve seen Julien. But I haven’t the least idea what he was doing in Piccadilly. I didn’t think he knew Hauke or Strangeways as more than passing acquaintances. But this is Julien. I rarely know the full truth of what he’s doing. And in fairness, there are times when he knows just as little about me.”

      She was back in a few minutes, tying the ribbons on her bonnet as she walked down the stairs, her maid Dolores at her side. Kitty handed a note to James to take to their friends Ralph and Mandy, to come and help with the children as well—a sign of how long she might be gone. But her voice was calm and level as she spoke to the children. Julien had suffered an accident, he’d be all right but she needed to go see him. Leo’s eyes told Malcolm he knew it was more than that. Not the particulars, but that something was very wrong. He didn’t ask questions. He was the eldest and he was used to looking after Timothy and Genny. Kitty hugged each of the children for a long moment before she and Malcolm left the house.

      “I always knew,” she said, as they walked along Grosvenor Square. “That something like this might happen. So did Julien. In a way, I think we both thought we were living on borrowed time.”

      “I think we all have, in a way, since Raoul was attacked.”

      “Yes. But Julien’s past⁠—“

      “Julien’s past doesn’t make him more likely to be attacked than the rest of us.” Malcolm drew breath as they waited at the corner of the square for a landau to pass. “Well⁠—“

      “We all have enemies,” Kitty said. “But Julien has more than any of us. Except possibly Raoul. Julien and I know we’re lucky to have what we have. I don’t think either of us expected it to last.”

      Malcolm turned to look at Kitty. Raw desolation radiated from her eyes. “He’ll recover, Kit.”

      Kitty gave a quick smile that didn’t reach her eyes and squeezed his hand. “I’m counting on that, of course. Whatever I say. But I also know he may not. And I’ll have no right to claim surprise if he doesn’t. We never were the sort for happy endings.”

      “There’s no such thing as endings. At one point I’d have said there’s no such thing as happy, but that’s changed. We all deserve happiness.”

      “But we aren’t living in fairy tales. Or even in one of Mélanie’s plays, which do an admirable job of showing the world in all its tainted glory. But still—thankfully—give the characters a happy ending. Though none of them so far have Julien’s past. Or even mine.”

      Malcolm turned to face her and put his hands on her arms. “I don’t know what’s happening, Kit. I can’t begin to understand what or who is behind this. But I do know it isn’t some sort of reckoning.”

      “No.” Kitty turned and tucked her gloved hand through his arm. “Not a reckoning. Just reality.”
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      When Mélanie came back into the coffee room, she found Jeremy alone, bent over his notebook at a table. He got to his feet and handed Mélanie a glass of whisky.

      “Thank you.” Mélanie’s fingers closed round the glass. She took a grateful sip.

      Jeremy set the bottle down. “Don’t talk if you don’t want to.”

      Mélanie took another drink. “Have you ever known me not to want to talk?” She pulled out a ladder-back chair at the nearest of the dark, polished tables.

      “Well then.” Jeremy gave a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes and sat opposite her. “Do you have any ideas?” he asked. “About what Julien might have been doing here? About how he might be connected to Hauke and Strangeways?”

      Mélanie’s fingers curled round her glass. “I’m afraid not. They’d all have met.” She set the glass on the table, positioning it precisely over a knothole. “I can’t specifically recall Julien talking to Strangeways, but I’m sure they’d have crossed paths. Whigs and Tories tend to move in different circles, but there are the inevitable political diplomatic parties that bring them together. I do remember Julien speaking with Hauke at the Austrian embassy a month or so ago, but there was a large group of us. He didn’t seem to know Hauke particularly well.” The words came out easily. She was lying to Jeremy. As she had more than once in the course of investigations, when inevitably there was something a former French spy couldn’t share with a Bow Street runner. As she had lied to her husband, fluently, from the start of their marriage and even now on occasion. But there was no help for it. When Malcolm was back and they could talk in private, she’d tell him about the events at the Swann Hotel. Probably. But it wasn’t fair to trust Jeremy with a past that involved the secrets of Hortense Bonaparte. When she’d first met Jeremy, he’d been a soldier in the British army in the Peninsula. An enlisted man, not an officer. And she’d been a diplomat’s wife. Seemingly. Well, actually, in legality, if that hadn’t begun to define her role. Now Jeremy was a friend. He was family—literally, since he’d married Malcolm’s cousin Judith. But however Radical his politics, he still worked for Bow Street, and the Bow Street chief magistrate still reported to the home office. Once an agent, always an agent. And once one went into the thicket of international espionage, there was never really a way out.
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