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PROLOGUE


“Alafair, you stupid girl. It’s First Samuel. First Samuel, for goodness’ sake.” Mrs. Evangeline LeBlanc rustled to the table in her black silk gown, taking up the heavy Bible from the table and flipping rapidly through its pages until she’d found the correct chapter and verse. “First Samuel, chapter 28. You had the pages turned to Second Samuel, chapter 24.”


Her daughter shrugged. “Really, Mama, do you think any of these people will notice whether it’s First Samuel or Second Samuel or a page from Mrs. Gaskell? It’s so dark in here you can’t see your hand in front of your face.”


“Exactly as we like it, my dear. And, yes, details always matter.


We don’t need some old biddy wandering over to refresh her memory about the encounter between Saul and the spirit of Samuel, and instead reading about some avenging angel flattening Jerusalem at the Lord’s command. It just wouldn’t do.”


Evangeline LeBlanc (born Elsie Gooch in Catahoula Parish, Louisiana, and whose most recent residence had been the women’s ward of the New Orleans municipal jail) cast an experienced eye over the room. The parlor of the little rented house was suitably respectable for a medium of Mrs. LeBlanc’s reputation (which was still wholly intact in Great Britain, if a bit tarnished in the States). True, the rooms were the tiniest bit shabby, but in an odd way that added to the verisimilitude of the experience; the people who came to see her were less interested in the quality of the lace antimacassars on the sofa and more concerned with her ability to contact the recently departed. The state of the room indicated a woman preoccupied with spiritual matters rather than earthly affairs. She couldn’t afford to be flashy, as that drew unnecessary attention to the fees she charged and the status of her bank account.


There was nothing flashy about the room now. It contained only the required articles for the séance. The round oak table was covered with a white lace cloth, and in the center stood a crystal ball. Two white candles in gleaming brass candlesticks stood north and south of the ball. The Bible, now open to the correct page, was situated on the western side of the crystal ball, and a piece of perfect white quartz acted as a paperweight. To the east of the ball, Alafair LeBlanc had positioned a bud vase containing a single white lily, its fragrance reputed to attract spirits. In the event any mischievous, or downright evil, spirits appeared, Alafair had laid out their defenses on a sideboard: a wicked-looking knife of Sheffield steel, a delicate silver bell and a salt cellar filled to the brim with coarse rock salt. Mrs. LeBlanc had never had the occasion to test these defenses against any ill-mannered apparitions, but then Mrs. LeBlanc had never actually been successful in contacting any spirits of any sort. The accoutrements of her trade were there for the comfort of her clients.


“The room looks perfect,” Mrs. LeBlanc said. She cocked her head critically at her daughter. “Should we go over things again?”


Alafair wheezed in exasperation. “No, Mama. We’ve done this dozens of times.”


“Another round of practice wouldn’t hurt. If we’d only covered that bit of string in New Orleans, I wouldn’t have spent seven months in the pokey, listening to whores scream for morphine or a drop of rum.” Mrs. LeBlanc sniffed. “Jail is no place for a woman of my sensibilities. It nearly shattered me.”


Alafair dropped a comforting arm around her mother. “That was the past, Mama. We’ve done really well here in London. Your name is known all over town. Everyone who is anyone wants you to conduct a séance.”


Her mother dropped her eyes modestly. It was true. Londoners were coming out of the woodwork for a chance to have Evangeline LeBlanc contact dear Uncle Piers (he was fine in the morning, but cholera acts so swiftly) or sweet little Mary (who knew there was an abandoned well there?).


“Of course,” Alafair went on, “we got terribly lucky when Lady Bancroft was run down by that hansom cab, just after you warned her to expect bad news by horse. Probably wasn’t expecting it to be quite such bad news, though.”


“I was only trying to scare the woman,” Mrs. LeBlanc said indignantly. “I didn’t take to her at all. What a snob. Acted like we weren’t fit to wipe her feet. I just wanted to put the wind up her.”


“Her death was regrettable,” said Alafair, without the slightest hint of regret. “But it’s been good for business. The swells are lining up to see you. Just look at the size of the fish we’ve landed tonight.”


There had been more involved in landing this particular fish than Mrs. LeBlanc had shared with Alafair, but then the girl need not know everything, especially since Mrs. LeBlanc found herself a bit uneasy about this specific detail. Still, bills must be paid, and if she did her job well, quite a lot of bills would be settled out of tonight’s work. She looked at the clock and clapped her hands. “Mercy! She’ll be here any minute. Look sharp, Alafair, and mind you don’t snag your ring on that wire again or there will be hell to pay.”


Alafair rolled her eyes. By now she was used to her mother growing anxious as the time arrived for the séance. Mrs. LeBlanc would turn snappish, like she had about First Samuel, and then pace the room in circles, muttering under her breath and wringing her hands. Alafair had mentioned it once, only to endure a diatribe about the similarities of séances to theatrical productions and the strenuous preparations her mother had to undergo in order to present a realistic performance. Like most artists, though, Mrs. LeBlanc would be ready when the curtain rose.


They heard the jangle of harnesses and the ring of iron shoes on the cobbled lane outside the house. The driver of the coach shouted hoarsely, slowing his charges to a standstill, wheels crunching to a halt in the rime of frost on the stones.


“She’s here,” said Mrs. LeBlanc, who made a dash for the mirror, tucked her fading gray ringlets into her cap and ran a finger over her eyebrows.


“How do I look?” she enquired of her daughter.


“Very correct,” said Alafair. “And quite trustworthy.”


Mrs. Leblanc spared her a quick smile, flung herself into a chair with her hand on her chest and breathed deeply to calm her nerves. “Go to the door, dear, and welcome our guests. And don’t forget to curtsey,” she shouted after Alafair as she smoothed her dress and checked one last time for escaping curls.


Alafair opened the door and found herself staring at the chest of a tall, slim footman wearing a cloak and hat against the winter chill. He removed the hat and inclined his powdered wig at her.


“Mrs. Evangeline LeBlanc?”


“I am her daughter, Miss Alafair LeBlanc.”


The footman pirouetted and bowed prettily, his arm sweeping gracefully backward to indicate the stout, dark form that had appeared at his elbow.


“Her Majesty, the Queen,” he said, then stepped aside as the little figure marched resolutely into the hall, brushing past Alafair with barely a glance. Alafair bent a knee and wobbled dangerously, rising just in time to snare the first of many garments the Queen was beginning to shed with the help of a lady-in-waiting who had accompanied her. Alafair collected shawls, scarves, cashmere gloves and a severe bonnet in varying hues of black from the Queen, then held out her arms as the men and women who were participating in the séance with Her Majesty discarded their heavy coats and cloaks, bonnets, top hats, mittens and gloves. Alafair staggered under the weight, wished they had hired a maid for the evening and pondered the task of escorting the Queen into her mother while carrying the contents of a clothing shop.


Her mother had anticipated her, though, and now appeared in the parlor doorway, looking serene and somewhat otherworldly, as a good medium should. Alafair had no idea how she managed the transformation from nervous wreck to confident guide to the world beyond the grave, but Mrs. LeBlanc was not to be underestimated.


She dropped an elegant curtsey. “Your Majesty. Welcome to our humble dwelling.”


Alafair opened the door to the dining room and dumped her load of coats and gloves on the table. It would be hell to sort out later, but at the end of the evening everyone would be so excited by what they had witnessed, so eager to talk about it among themselves, that they wouldn’t notice the wait while Alafair frantically matched gloves and untangled scarves.


The Queen dipped her chin at Mrs. LeBlanc’s greeting and examined her new spirit medium. Mrs. LeBlanc smiled encouragingly, in a cordial, American sort of way, but did not speak. The Queen, though a devoted believer in communication with the spirits of the departed, was known to be skittish and unpredictable when dealing with even her closest advisors, and Mrs. LeBlanc was grateful for the suggestion she’d received to permit the Queen to make this slow perusal of her face and figure. She was confident she could pass inspection: her gray hair was sensibly covered by a lace cap, her clothes sober and her expression combined both a quality of aloofness from the sordid affairs of this world and a quiet assurance that you’d soon be speaking with your loved one from the next. Having practiced this expression in her mirror hundreds of times, Mrs. LeBlanc could now slip it on and off like a mask.


While she waited quietly for the Queen to finish her examination, Mrs. LeBlanc studied the Queen. Nearly sixty now, plump, with heavy jowls that accentuated her receding chin, a strong nose, pale blue eyes and the expression of a dedicated eater who has just been informed that dinner will be late. Her late husband, Prince Francis Albert Augustus Charles Emmanuel of SaxeCoburg and Gotha, had been dead sixteen years, but Victoria still wore widow’s weeds. Local rags had taken to calling her the “Widow of Windsor” due to her extended mourning period. Tonight, her black gown was of the finest Henrietta cloth, trimmed in crepe and sporting the nine-inch long lawn cuffs known as “weepers.” A cambric handkerchief was tucked into one, ready to be whipped out and put to use if dear departed Albert made an appearance. In the slightest of concessions to those who thought the Queen had worn her mourning clothes too long, she had adorned herself with a jet broach and rings.


The Queen and Mrs. LeBlanc held each other’s gaze for a few moments, then the Queen nodded slightly to her retinue, and there was a great whoosh of expelled air as the ladies and gentlemen realized the Queen was satisfied.


What a job, thought Mrs. LeBlanc, following this old pussy around, catering to her every whim and cringing when she was displeased. Made faking conversations with dead people seem positively pedestrian by comparison.


“Won’t you come into the parlor, ma’am? Everything is prepared.” Mrs. LeBlanc stood aside and let the Queen enter. She took in the room quickly, noting with approval the arrangement of the candles, the Bible and the lily in its vase. She seated herself at the table, and the three women and two men who accompanied her settled into chairs. The Queen peremptorily rapped the seat beside her, and Mrs. LeBlanc sat down.


“It is a rarity that I seek solace from anyone other than Mr. Lees.” The Queen wasted no time in getting down to business.


“I understand perfectly,” said Mrs. LeBlanc. As a thirteen-year-old schoolboy, Robert James Lees had gone into a trance just after Albert’s death and conveyed messages from him to Victoria. Rumor had it that during the past several years, Lees had lived at Buckingham Palace for long stretches of time, so that Vicky could converse with her husband whenever the mood struck her.


Mrs. LeBlanc smiled gently. “I have the greatest regard for Mr. Lees. I have not yet had the good fortune to meet him, but I hope to do so soon. He is highly respected in America.”


“He is a most empathetic man and most gifted. He has a rare affinity for the spirits of those who have gone before us. My dear Albert finds him a most congenial medium through which to speak to me. While he lived, the prince and I were inseparable, and I depended on him for so many things. Now that he has passed on, it is such a comfort to be able to consult with him as needs dictate.”


“I sympathize, ma’am. I too have lost a husband.” Well, not so much lost him as never quite found him. Given Alafair’s coloring and temperament, her father was likely Charlie McClelland, the cardsharp who haunted the Mississippi riverboats, relieving commercial travelers of their hard-earned profits. Or the culprit could have been Frank Summers, the itinerant preacher who was always skating out of town after pocketing the contents of the collection plate.


“Then you will understand how important my dear Albert was to me and how much I long to speak with him whenever I can.”


“Of course I do. And if he is ready to speak to you tonight, you shall have the chance to say all that you would wish to him.”


“Dear Albert always comes to me,” said the Queen. “I am a spiritually receptive person.”


I’m counting on it, thought Mrs. LeBlanc. Victoria Regina she might be, Queen of Great Britain and Ireland and Empress of India, but she was desperate to contact her dead husband, and in that frame of mind, she would ignore all evidence to the contrary and believe Mrs. LeBlanc had the power to summon spirits.


“Shall we begin?” Mrs. LeBlanc placed her hands on the table and extended her fingers until her pinkies touched that of the Queen on one side and the bewhiskered old gentleman on the other. The rest of the group likewise stretched out their hands until their little fingers rested against those of their neighbors.


Alafair glided discreetly behind a small desk tucked into the corner, out of the line of sight of everyone except her mother, and surreptitiously fingered the elaborate arrangement of wires and twine located beneath the desk.


Mrs. LeBlanc closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. The group around the table muttered and rustled until finally the noise subsided to an expectant silence. The Queen sat like a statue, staring into the flame of the candle on the table before her. Minutes passed, and the room was quiet. Alafair studied the circle of participants and smiled. The bewhiskered gentleman looked bored out of his skull. Probably wished he were tucked up at his club with a brandy and soda, and a lively game of whist to occupy his time. None of the others looked very excited at the prospect of hearing from Albert again, either. After twenty years, the gossip from the spirit world must be getting pretty stale.


Mrs. LeBlanc spoke softly. “I am seeking Albert. Come, Albert, and commune with us.”


Silence. The air stirred, and the candle flame guttered. The Queen sighed. Alafair carefully replaced the tiny fan of peacock feathers.


“Come, Albert,” said Mrs. LeBlanc. “Your friends are here. Your wife is here. They want to speak to you. Leave the realm of living souls and move among us.”


The only sounds in the room were the ticking of the clock on the mantle and the crackle of the fire in the grate. There was a muted popping sound, like a cork being pulled from a bottle, and a blue flame erupted among the coals. Alafair let the thin wire slip from her fingers, as the group at the table started in their seats and shifted nervously in anticipation.


“I feel your presence, Albert,” said Mrs. LeBlanc. “Will you speak with us tonight?”


The scent of lilies filled the room, and the Queen drew in a long, quavering breath. “He is here,” she whispered. “I feel his presence.”


Alafair snorted silently and replaced the atomizer behind one leg of the desk. She was as bored as the whiskery gent. She’d done this so often, she could have done it in her sleep.


“Are you there, Albert?” asked Mrs. LeBlanc. “We seek your companionship and counsel tonight. Please, do not fail to appear to us.”


The table tipped to one side and rocked gently.


“Albert,” cried the Queen. “Oh, Albert, my dear.”


Mrs. LeBlanc removed her foot from the lever beneath the table and pressed another. A tapping sound, like fingers rapping gently on the old oak table, resonated through the room.


“Drina?” The sound had emanated from Mrs. LeBlanc, but the voice belonged to someone else. It was deep, guttural, and overlaid with a thick German accent. The Queen’s hand quivered against Mrs. LeBlanc’s.


“It must be him,” whispered one of the ladies-in-waiting. “Only her family calls her that.”


“Albert, are you there?” asked the Queen in a tremulous voice.


Mrs. LeBlanc shivered. Her eyes closed and her head lolled to one side. Alafair stifled a yawn.


“I am with you, my darling Drina,” said Mrs. LeBlanc in the harsh tone of a Teutonic aristocrat.


“Are you well, my dear?” asked the Queen tenderly.


Alafair bit back a guffaw. He was dead, for Christ’s sake. How well could he be in those circumstances?


Mrs. LeBlanc forged on. “I am quite well. And you? Are you also well?”


“Well enough, dear. Just the slightest indisposition. Nothing for you to worry about. I fear I have had some difficulty sleeping, and my appetite has decreased recently.” The Queen paused for breath, and the German voice spoke hastily.


“I’m sure you’ll feel better soon. And the children? How do they fare?”


Victoria inhaled sharply, and the group around the table stirred uneasily.


“The girls are doing wonderfully, Albert. And Arthur, Leopold and Alfred are such fine gentlemen. But Bertie—” The Queen’s voice rose in indignation as she contemplated the ribald exploits of her son Albert Edward, Prince of Wales and heir to the British throne.


There was a strangled moan from the participants in the séance, and Mrs. LeBlanc, realizing she had started down a path leading to disaster, interjected swiftly in the heavily accented voice: “My dear, do not trouble yourself about Bertie. All will come right in the end. Trust me.”


“I do wish that I could, Albert, but he is such a trial. There’s not a serious bone in his body. All he wants to do is drink and carouse and chase women. I don’t understand why you could not have had greater influence on him while you were with us.”


Mrs. LeBlanc was quickly developing sympathy for poor Albert. Generally, those left behind were looking for reassurance from the departed, not an opportunity to complain about their health or harangue the poor dead relatives about their lack of parenting skills. The Queen was still cataloguing Bertie’s deficiencies for her departed husband. At this rate, the séance would drag on for hours, as Bertie’s deficiencies were both manifold and extensive. Mrs. LeBlanc seized the bull by the horns.


“My dear wife, I know how you struggle to rein in Bertie and to see that he is provided with the training appropriate for your successor. I do not like to see you so exercised by these trials. I beg you not to concern yourself with this matter and to take care that you do not injure your health by worrying excessively about our son. My time with you is brief, and soon I must return to the others. I have come to you tonight with a request, Drina.”


The Queen straightened in her chair, her face avid with curiosity, and Bertie’s shortcomings forgotten for the moment. “Anything, anything at all for you, my dear.”


“I miss you terribly, and the children as well.”


Tears seeped down the Queen’s heavily powdered jowls. “And we miss you.”


“I remember all the happy times we shared at Osborne and at Windsor. But most especially I long to relive those halcyon days at Balmoral.”


The Queen sniffed and nodded lugubriously. “They were happy times indeed.”


“If I could return to you, I would ask only that we might spend the rest of our lives there together.”


“What, even in the winter?” Her Majesty looked dubious.


“Yes. I would go this instant, if I were there with you. My one regret is that we never took the opportunity to spend the holiest of days there together with our family. I would so dearly love to spend the Christmas holiday there, with friends and family, and hold a ghillies’ ball for the servants, and dance to a reel together just as we used to do.”


The Queen’s lip trembled. “Ah, yes. What wonderful times we had at those balls.”


“Will you go now, this instant, to Balmoral? Will you give me the satisfaction of spending Christmas at our Scottish home, where I may visit you in spirit and observe the close bonds of our family once again?”


“Well,” said the Queen, “you know I always spend Christmas at Osborne.”


“Please go, my darling. How I long to be with you there in the Highlands. It would mean so much to me if you would accede to my wishes, just this once, and spend the holiday at Balmoral. It is my heart’s desire. Please, do not disappoint me.”


“Er, no, of course not,” said the Queen. “I should never dream of disappointing my dear husband. I shall inform the master of the household at once that I will be spending Christmas at Balmoral.”


* * *


While Alafair distributed coats and mufflers, Mrs. LeBlanc accepted the compliments of the Queen’s party on a successful communication with the spirit of Prince Albert. She curtseyed to the Queen, now swaddled in furs and scarves, who gave her a grave nod.


“I should like to see you again, Mrs. LeBlanc. I have spoken to dear Albert on several occasions, but he has never been quite so, er, explicit about his wishes. You must be exceptionally talented as a channel for spirits.”


“Thank you for your kind words, ma’am. I am glad that I could provide such a direct communication to you. I should be pleased to wait upon you at any time.”


The Queen shuffled to the door, and the footman swept it open for her and her entourage.


The bewhiskered gentleman dropped a coin into Mrs. LeBlanc’s hand. “With Her Majesty’s compliments,” he said as he tipped his hat.


The last of the party to leave sidled furtively to Mrs. LeBlanc’s side. “Most convincing, madam. You remembered every detail. Well done.” The voice was a soft Scottish burr. A handful of coins cascaded into Mrs. LeBlanc’s outstretched hand. “Remember, not a word to anyone, or you may find yourself back on a ship to Louisiana, Miss Gooch.”
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“India,” French hissed, “at last I have you where I want you.” His face was inches from mine. I could feel his breath through the mask, hot with lust, and his eyes were aflame with it. There was a sharp pain in my left breast, I was sweating buckets, and my knees felt as though they could give way at any time. I had never seen French like this, and it worried me.


But only for a moment. I’ve found myself in a bad patch or two, and if I do say so myself (and if I won’t, who will?), I’m at my best when the chips are down. The options in this situation were the usual ones available to a woman physically threatened by a man: attack (my preferred method but not always the wisest), submission (only if every other option had turned tail and fled over the hill) and deceit. Now there’s a world of possibilities in the latter, and so I turned my mind to how best to practice that glib and oily art (as old Willie Shakespeare put it). It didn’t take long for me to decide on an approach. French is as predictable as a vicar’s afternoon appointment with the sherry bottle.


I gave him a look of maidenly meekness. “Ow,” I said. “You’re hurting me.”


French sprang away as though I’d produced a viper from my pocket. “Oh, I say. I didn’t mean to injure you.”


You can always count on the English gentleman in French, at least until he sniffs out that you’ve been relying on his good manners to take advantage of him. Then, he can be a right brute. The moment when French discovered that I had been pulling his leg was looming on the horizon like a Malay pirate ship, so I dropped my act and went in for the kill.


His foil hung at his side. I gathered my strength and lunged toward him in a perfectly executed flèche, my arm thrusting forward and the button that covered the point of my foil slamming into French’s fencing jacket at the breastbone. The blade of the foil bent wildly and skittered off French’s chest as my momentum carried me along the fencing strip, but as I passed him, I let out a great whoop of victory. A touch for India!


“That’s a touch,” I cried when I’d halted my headlong rush and turned back to face him. I ripped off my mask and pushed my hair from my face.


“Oof.” French was recumbent on the strip, cradling his sternum and breathing raggedly. “That wasn’t a touch; that was a bloody ambush.” He pushed himself to a sitting position and regarded me reproachfully. “That was underhanded, even for you, India. You misled me, and when I dropped my guard, you attacked.”


“You’re the one who said that fencing was in part the art of deception.”


French probed his chest for an entry wound. “Within accepted conventions, it is.”


“That’s ridiculous. How can you deceive someone if you have to follow rules about how to deceive him?”


French ignored my question, as he no doubt knew there was no adequate response to it.


“That maneuver of yours would be frowned upon at L’Ecole d’Escrime Français. In fact, you’d be tossed out of every salle d’armes in France.”


“Well, I learned the art of self-defense at L’Ecole d’Boulevards d’London. ‘Needs must’ is the school motto. And if you don’t know how to wallop a gent in the bollocks, you can’t graduate.” I tossed my mask to one side and wiped the sweat from my face. “Really, French, I do appreciate your interest in my personal safety, but I’ve done alright on my own up to now. To be honest”—and surprisingly, in this case, I was—“I’m not sure fencing is for me. A well-aimed kick in the testicles is more my style. And if the situation requires it, I’m a fine shot with my revolver.”


I carried my .442 Webley British Bulldog with me whenever I traveled at night or into any of the more questionable districts of London. I’d used it on several occasions, including a few weeks ago when I had cut down a saber-wielding Terek Cossack guard from the Russian Embassy who had been about to filet me while French had been occupied wrestling with Major Ivanov, the tsar’s agent in Britain. I opened my mouth to point out how very effective my Bulldog had proved against the Cossack’s great killing sword, the shashka, but French was glaring at me as he got stiffly to his feet.


“Do not,” he said, in a warning tone, “blather on about how effective your Bulldog was against the Cossack. If I hear one more word from you about that, I’m going to be ill. I am well aware that in most cases, it is more advantageous to hold a gun in your hand than a sword. However, there may be times when you don’t have your Bulldog on your person, and you find yourself threatened by an assailant with a knife or a club or even a sword. The object of teaching you how to fence is to provide you with an additional means of self-defense if, at some time in the future, you should find yourself wishing you hadn’t left your revolver on the fireplace mantle. I should think you would be glad to learn a few new tricks to protect yourself, given your, ah… profession.”


Dear French. Always so solicitous of my feelings, except when he isn’t. My profession, as he so delicately referred to it, is in fact prostitution. I am the abbess of Lotus House in St. Alban’s Street, an elegant and luxurious establishment catering to the upper echelons of the civil service, minor aristocracy and our brave military lads (officers only, of course). The whores I employ are attractive, clean and generally devoid of any ambition other than getting their hands on the next bottle of gin. I feed them well and keep a doctor on retainer to ensure the girls don’t provide anything to the customers that they shouldn’t. I run a tight ship and am justifiably proud of my services and my reputation, which has improved by leaps and bounds over the past few years. I’m not in the first rank of brothels just yet, but give me a year or two and the old abbesses will have to step aside or get shoved out of the way.


No doubt you are wondering how the madam of a brothel came to be learning the art of fencing from a handsome British blue blood with blue-black hair and arrogant gray eyes. Surprisingly, our relationship was not of a business nature, unless you could call French’s attempt at blackmailing me not long ago (enterprising as it was) “business.” It’s like this, you see. One of my regular customers, a spaniel-faced cove named Archibald Latham, expired on the premises of Lotus House not long ago. Naturally, I had to dispose of the body before any of the other madams got wind of the situation, or they would have made my life a living hell, spreading the word that the bints at Lotus House were a bloodthirsty lot and Latham had been killed for the contents of his pocket. As it turned out, Latham had passed over the River Jordan due to natural causes, probably as a result of the stress and strain of his work at the War Office. On the day he died at Lotus House, he was carrying a memo containing vital information about the state of the British military.


Russia and Britain had been rattling sabers at each other over Russia’s threat to attack the Ottoman Empire, ostensibly to assist their Serbian cousins who were being put to the sword by the Sublime Porte’s rascally military irregulars, but in truth because Tsar Alexander II was a bit sulky over not possessing a warm water port for the Russian navy. Naturally, the British government didn’t want the Russian bear anywhere in the vicinity of the Mediterranean, where it might come roaring out of its den and cut off British access to the Suez Canal and the route to India. In consequence, the British government had been trying to intimidate the Russians with talk of the number of British Tommies champing at the bit to have a go at the Russians again, just a few decades after the debacle of the Crimean War. I know, hard to credit, but you know how these diplomats are: they fancy themselves as master strategists, just because they’ve gone to public school and read a little Cicero.


Normally, I’d have shoved Latham’s papers in the fireplace and put a match to them, just to get rid of any evidence that the old goat had been in my establishment, but in this case I didn’t have the chance. Russian agents had been shadowing Latham and took the opportunity his death presented to spirit away the case containing the War Office memo, a memo, which, you’ve no doubt realized by now, contained an accurate depiction of the strength of the British Army, which was just about large enough to repel an attack on Penzance by the combined forces of Norway and Sweden.


Apparently, the Russians weren’t the only ones interested in my spaniel-faced friend. French (in his role as agent for the British prime minister) had also turned up, demanding the case, just as I and my assistant Vincent were preparing to deposit Latham’s body somewhere along the Thames. When I couldn’t produce the cursed case, French (setting aside his usual courtly instincts) had coerced me into helping him recover the memo, informing me just how easy it would be to remove Lotus House from my ownership if I did not.


It turned out to be quite a ride. Along the way, I met that dear old queen (Disraeli, not Victoria), swanked away the evening at a ball at the Russian Embassy and found myself in the middle of an extended pursuit of the Russian agents and the stolen memo through the snowy English countryside, culminating in a crossing of the English Channel that still leaves me nauseous when I think about it. (It was during this adventure that I had dispatched the Cossack guard with my beloved Bulldog.) Well, there’s much more to the story of course, but I don’t see why I should tell it to you here. I’ve written it all down as the first volume of my memoirs, to be published just as soon as French stops trying to teach me to fence and I can find a publisher willing to suspend disbelief at the prospect of a prostitute riding to the rescue of Her Majesty’s government. If you want to know how things turned out, you’ll just have to fork over a few bob at your local bookseller’s.


“I’m always glad to learn a new trick,” I said (not pointing out that I’d also turned a few in my time), “but I don’t see the point of learning this trick. I mean, it’s all very well for a bunch of poncy poofs to prance up and down a painted rectangle on the floor, flicking each other with this poor excuse for a sword, but when I’m in trouble, I’m usually in need of more than a French vocabulary and a keen sense of fair play.”


French sighed, vexed at my stupidity. “It is not a ‘painted rectangle’; it is a piste. And fencing is not just ‘prancing about,’ as you so ignorantly portray it. The object of fencing is to thrust your sword into your opponent without allowing him to touch you. This requires an exquisite and exacting combination of strength, timing, precision, quickness of mind, and resolution. It requires subterfuge, cunning and sleight of hand.”


“I believe I possess all of those characteristics in abundance. Don’t forget, I’ve had to live by my wits all these years, and I’ve managed to do so without any knowledge whatsoever of a dessus.” I pushed a hank of wet hair from my eyes and contemplated myself in the mirror along the wall. My raven black hair lay in sodden streamers around my face, and my creamy English complexion (kept so at no little expense by creams and unguents, and the denial of any indulgence in opium) was flushed with heat and shining with perspiration.


“Besides,” I said, “I’m sweating like a whore at Evensong, and these clothes are hideous.” The long, quilted jacket was made for a man, and consequently strained to bursting over my ample bosom and fit entirely too tightly around my hips. I looked as though I were about to be carted off to Bethlem Royal Hospital for a fortnight’s cure.


“Never mind how you look, India. Why do women always worry about how they look? We’re fencing, for God’s sake, not having tea with the Queen. Now put your mask back on and let’s begin again. And this time, please try to control the point of your foil. The object is not to slash with the foil but to use your hand to manipulate the point to touch your opponent in the target area.”


“Why can’t I just lop off his arm and be done with it?”


“Damnation, India. The reason beginners learn to fence with the foil is so that they will grasp the importance of controlling the point of the blade. Control of the point is everything. And if you don’t mind my saying so, you could benefit a great deal by learning a modicum of self-control.”


“Oh, don’t get sniffy, squire,” I said, but I put on my mask.


There was no arguing with French when he was in this mood, and I had found that our fencing practice had at least one unexpected and delightful side effect: my figure (despite my buxom appearance) was growing lithe and strong. I was so strong now, in fact, that I could slice my cook Mrs. Drinkwater’s Dundee cake with one hand and a dull knife. This was a considerable accomplishment, since Mrs. Drinkwater, when she wasn’t swilling the cooking sherry or passed out on the deal table in the kitchen, was capable of producing baked goods that a prison gang couldn’t break with pickaxes.


French pushed his mask on securely and raised the point of his foil at me. “Now, please assume the correct stance.”


Resignedly, I placed my feet at right angles to one another, bent my knees slightly, lifted my own foil in my right hand and put out the left arm to balance my sword arm.


“Excellent,” said French.


“Well, this part’s not so bloody difficult, is it? It’s all that other twaddle that’s confusing. And why can’t we speak English? I mean, why can’t you just say ‘put your feet together,’ instead of ‘rassemblement’?”


“Your accent is atrocious.”


“It’s odd, but I can’t recall having had the advantage of an education at Eton and Oxford.”


“Never mind,” French said soothingly. “Once you can execute a redoublement with speed and accuracy, I shall attempt to teach you how to pronounce the word correctly.”


That did it. Nothing gets my back up like condescension, especially from the likes of French, whose chestnuts I had pulled from the fire once or twice on our previous escapade.


“En garde,” I cried, with no attempt to roll my “r’s.” I surged forward, waving my foil, aiming at the smug smile I could sense behind French’s mask.


He met my blade easily with his own, flicking mine to one side as though it had been a circling gnat. In the next instant, the button of his foil came to rest against my jacket. I looked down in some dismay, for I really detest being beaten so easily, and especially by French. Perhaps I should have been less impetuous in my assault.


Naturally, like all men, he could not leave well enough alone.


“You see, India. I was correct. You lack control. You allowed your anger to carry you along on an ill-planned and poorly executed attack, which I parried with no difficulty.”


I shoved the blade of his foil from my chest and took up my position again. “Come on then, you pompous git.”


For the next hour, we danced and capered up and down the length of the piste, our blades ringing as they clashed together. French moved with suppleness and grace, now parrying my thrust with a minimum of effort, now executing a perfect balestra, jumping forward slightly (which caused me to take a short step backward), then lunging after me with his sword arm thrust forward. I caught the blade of his foil with my own, turning my wrist sharply to push the tip away from my target area, then rotated the wrist back and surged forward in a counterattack, my eyes focused on the seam in French’s fencing jacket. He evaded my thrust, tilting his hips and swiveling his torso, and then came at me again. He feinted once and nearly drew me in, but I detected the hesitation in his blade and drew back before he had time to straighten his arm and touch me in the target area.


While French executed his moves with the elegance of a Russian ballerina, taunting me with his superior technique, touching me at will, I hopped about like a chimpanzee just let out of its cage, attempting to block his advances and launch a counterattack. French kept shouting instructions to me in his impeccable French accent (well, I assumed it was impeccable, dashed if I know, really, since I don’t speak the language). One thing I was sure of, however, was that any number of incomprehensible commandments would not improve my fencing. I was staying in the bout through sheer willpower and cussedness. The muscles in my thighs burned like fire and my lungs felt seared, but I’d be damned if I’d give up until I’d acquainted French with the feel of my foil planted firmly in his chest. I renewed my offensive with vigor. Once the tip of my foil was an inch from the cloth of his jacket, but he deftly raised his blade and deflected my own, then spun effortlessly away. Twice more I came within range of touching him, lowering my head and charging like a mad bull, hoping to catch him off guard with the quickness of my movements, but again he pirouetted out of reach of my blade, shaking his head in disgust.


“Less enthusiasm, please,” he said, “and more finesse.”


I’d had several customers in my time that could have benefitted from those instructions. Alas, enthusiasm was all I had at this point (and it was waning fast). Any finesse I might have possessed had vanished like an oasis in a sandstorm. Well, that left guile. Hadn’t French told me that the premier fencers used various means (within the conventions of the sport, of course) to distract, confuse or startle their opponents? I’d do the same, and to hell with the conventions.


French was waggling the point of his foil at me, looking for an opening. He began to advance slowly.


“Mungo?”


“What?” French checked his progress.


“Your name, is it Mungo?”


French has never disclosed his Christian name to me, and I’ve amused myself often since I’ve known him by guessing just what moniker his parents had bestowed on him.


“Of course not. That’s a ridiculous name.”


“Sholto?”


French put down his sword in disgust. “It is not Mungo. It is not Sholto. Nor is it Ivo. Are you ready to fence now?”


“Agmondesham?”


“Bloody hell. No one is named Agmondesham. At least not in this country.”


“I beg to differ, sir. Agmondesham Vesey, the Irish MP.”


“Irish. Proves my point exactly.”


“Hereward?”


French advanced on me like lightning. I raised my blade to fend him off and retreated. Rapidly. He looked very annoyed. Good.


“Wilberforce?”


“No,” said French. He was almost within range. Just a few steps more and my trap would snap shut.


“Eglantyne?”


“Wherever do you find these na…?”


I slithered to one side, and his point went flying past my left sleeve. I stepped into his oncoming body, my foil outstretched. Got you now, you bastard, I thought, just as he whipped his foil back into position and slid the blade down mine until our sword guards met with a resounding clang. He pushed me back, rather casually, and buried the button of his foil against my breast.


“Damn and blast!” I was cross. Usually, the name game drove French to bouts of inarticulate exasperation. Who knew he could fence under such conditions?


I discarded my mask and collapsed in a heap on the floor. “It’s no good, French. You’ve exhausted me. I’ll never learn this bloody sport, and frankly, I don’t give a tinker’s damn if I do.”


French removed his mask and wiped his sleeve over his brow. “It isn’t just sport, India. It’s a killing art.”


“Well, I shall just have to hope I don’t encounter any pedigreed Germans with dueling scars and a murderous disposition. If I do, I shall run away as fast as a rat up a drainpipe.”


French tucked his legs beneath him and sank down beside me. “It’s the French and Italians you should worry about. They fight with skill; displaying a dueling scar on your cheek would be tantamount to admitting you were a poor fencer. Germans are brutes, charging and slashing like barbarians. Come to think of it, you fight a bit like them.”


“I’m not overly fond of the Krauts. They always smell of stale beer and sausage, and they’re too frugal for my taste. However, I would point out that their ancestors toppled Rome, thereby proving that civilized fighting is an oxymoron. I’ll put my money on the inhuman savage any day.”


A husky cough cut short French’s reply. We turned simultaneously to behold the fellow who had interrupted our conversation.


“I do hope I’m not intruding.” He was as squat and pale as spring’s first mushroom, with a lumpen nose and sharp eyes.


“Harry.” French rose to his feet. “Don’t worry, you’re not interfering with our lesson. We were finished.” He turned to me and offered me his hand, pulling me to my feet. “May I present Miss India Black? India, this is Harry Parkman. He works for the prime minister.”


“Miss Black,” said Harry, with a secret little smile that I didn’t much like. “I’ve heard of you.”


“Oh, yes? From whom?”


“Why, the prime minister, of course. Lord Beaconsfield himself. He holds you in great esteem.” He gave me the once-over. “And I can certainly see why.”


I don’t mind being scrutinized by men; it’s been my stock-in-trade for many years, so why should I complain now? Besides, I don’t think I flatter myself when I say that even sweaty and disheveled as I was at that moment, I was still a damned handsome woman, capable of turning any man’s head.


“How is the old reprobate?” I asked.


Harry laughed and French scowled.


“I mean that only in the political sense, of course,” I hastened to add. French had a soft spot for Benjamin Disraeli, first Earl of Beaconsfield, the present prime minister of Great Britain and French’s employer. Well, I must admit I was rather fond of the old boy myself. Any Jew (yes, I know, his father had converted to the Church of England, but Dizzy would’ve joined the Ancient Order of Druids if it would have improved his chances of becoming PM) who could climb the greasy pole to the summit of British politics deserved some respect, in my book. I always root for the underdog and the outsider, and Dizzy, with his Jewish ethnicity, his outlandish clothes, his dyed black ringlets and his hooked nose, was the epitome of a social pariah. Not unlike, I might add, a prostitute.


“The prime minister sends his regards, and requests that you and Mr. French consult with him tonight at ten o’clock at his lodgings in the Langham Hotel.” The request sounded oddly formal coming from this little toadstool.


“You can tell him we’ll be there,” said French.


Just like the man, I thought. Never bothers to consult me; just feels free to commit me to any sort of undertaking without so much as a by-your-leave. And I’d have certainly enquired why Dizzy wanted to meet with us. But I suppose French was merely complying with convention by not deigning to ask the messenger any questions. He’d reserve those for Dizzy himself. Still, I had to admit my curiosity was aroused. What could the prime minister want with me? French worked for the man, so if Harry had said Dizzy wanted French to make tracks for Hong Kong, there’d be French on a ship headed east. But if the great man himself was summoning me, then he must have need of my special talents. I’d rather enjoyed myself chasing that damned War Office memo all over Kent and across the English Channel, shooting Cossacks and matching wits with the tsar’s agents. Truth to tell, the excitement of running my own establishment had begun to pall; riding herd on a group of bints was no easy task. I mean, there are only so many times one can tell a girl “no discounts for your favorites,” or put off the local wine merchant until the next ship arrives from India and disgorges a group of sex-starved cavalry officers on Lotus House. I was growing weary of the necessity of providing constant attention to the niggling details of operating a business (and God, there are a lot of them). I needed a new challenge to stimulate my interest, and perhaps the prime minister had something in mind. My spirits rose at the prospect.


* * *


At the appointed hour that evening, French and I presented ourselves at the door of Dizzy’s hotel room. Since the death of his wife a few years before, the prime minister had given up his London residence and rented rooms at the Langham Hotel, a discreet and elegant establishment. I thought French might prefer to enter through a side door, so as not to put my womanly charms on display to all the venerable Tory duffers having their after-dinner port in the lobby, but we marched straight through the reception area and up the stairs, while the old coots waggled their eyebrows and looked enviously (but erroneously) at French.


Dizzy himself opened the door to us, grasping French’s hand in a manly grip and bending over mine like the gallant he was. I admit to some shock at his appearance. It had been a few weeks since I had seen him, but he seemed to have aged several years. He’d always had the appearance of an aging Levantine roué, with his tinted, thinning curls and sensuous lips. Now he looked positively ancient, his face heavily creased with lines and white as paper.


“Welcome,” he cried, flinging open the door and ushering us into a large sitting room, where a fire, ferociously hot, burned brightly in the grate. I removed my hat and gloves and took in the room. Not to my taste certainly, but decorated in the style of the day: dark green wallpaper with a scrolled overlay of vines and leaves in a rich cream color, matching fabric on the chairs, an excess of Queen Anne furniture in mahogany and rosewood, and an assortment of busts, pictures, mosaics and ferns adorning every available space. The drapes were velvet, in the same dark green as the wallpaper, with a heavy gilded valance. Against this somber (and in my view, oppressive) background, Dizzy stood out like a macaw in a mortuary. He wore a silk dressing gown of crimson, soft slippers of scarlet leather tooled with his crest and a scarlet fez with a black silk tassel dangling over his ear. A single black ringlet corkscrewed out of the fez over his forehead. Lord. If the man didn’t have style, at least he had courage.


He petted and cosseted us, pushing us into chairs nearest the fire and summoning a prim youngster to serve us drinks (brandy and soda for French, and a neat whisky for me), all the while prattling on about the events of the day, the state of the Conservative Party, the damned Russians (and here he looked a bit like the fiery old Disraeli, for he hates the Russians as only a former Jew can hate a regime that purges its Jewish population in periodic orgies of violence). When we’d received our drinks and the young man had delivered a cup of warm milk (warm milk!) to the prime minister, his torrent of speech finally subsided and he sank into a chair beside us. For a moment we sat in silence (quite uncharacteristic when Dizzy was in the room), sipping our drinks, with French and I waiting politely for Dizzy to get around to the reason for our visit and him staring gloomily at the fire. Finally, he stirred and spoke.


“You’ll be wondering why I’ve summoned you here.” Politicians are great creatures for the obvious.


Dizzy sighed morosely. Good Gad, I wondered, what could have happened? A revolt in Firozabad? Those demented Afrikaners stirring up the Zulu again? The Suez silted closed?
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