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Chapter One
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October 1904

The train up from London took hours, a weary ride for a man who was too tense to sleep and too busy with his thoughts to read. He would have preferred to motor, but that was impossible now.

There was a car waiting at the station, the latest model Austin. The uniformed chauffeur stood by it with military bearing, but leapt to help as Curtis approached and hovered while he got himself into the passenger seat, solicitously offering blankets against the evening chill in the autumnal air. He waved them away.

“Are you sure, sir? Lady Armstrong gave instructions—”

“I’m not an invalid.”

“No, Captain Curtis.” The chauffeur touched his cap in salute.

“I’m not an officer either.”

“I beg your pardon, sir.”

It was a long drive to Peakholme. They avoided the industrial areas of Newcastle, though he saw the black smoke thick against the darkened skies. It was only a few miles before they had left the city quite behind and were driving through the open country. Farmland turned to scrub and rose into the foothills of the Pennines, and at last they headed up an otherwise empty winding road onto a bleak and open hillside.

“Is it much further?” he asked.

“Nearly there, sir,” the chauffeur assured him. “See that spot of light ahead?”

Curtis blinked against the cold, but he did see light on the hillside, and soon made out a darker shape round it. “It’s a touch bare round here for a country house,” he remarked.

“Yes, sir. Sir Hubert always says, it’s bare now, but just you come back in a hundred years.” The chauffeur chuckled loyally. Curtis made a mental wager with himself how many times Sir Hubert would come out with that witticism during his stay.

The Austin purred through the recent plantations which would, in that much-anticipated century, become a magnificent forest surrounding Peakholme. At long last they pulled up outside the great new house, bright yellow light spilling from the doorway. A servant was waiting on the drive to open the car door. Curtis bit back the grunt of pain as his knee straightened. He flexed his leg a couple of times before crunching over the gravel to the stone steps where a footman waited to take his coat.

“Mr. Curtis!” cried Lady Armstrong, coming into the brightly lit hall to greet him. Her dress was a marvellous confection in blue, frothing around her bare shoulders and setting off her fair hair to perfection. She would have looked dashing in London, let alone this remote region. “How wonderful to have you here. It’s such a pilgrimage to reach us, isn’t it? I’m so happy you could come.” She held out both hands for his, her characteristic, charmingly informal greeting. He gave her his left hand, withholding the right, and saw a flash of concern or pity on her face, stifled almost at once. “Thank you so much for joining our little party. Hubert!”

“Here, my dear.” Sir Hubert had come into the corridor behind her. He was a stout, bald-headed man, a good three decades older than his wife, with a benevolent look that was at odds with his professional reputation. “Well, well, Archie Curtis.” They performed a pantomime handshake, Sir Hubert’s hand surrounding Curtis’s but barely touching it. “It’s a great pleasure to see you. How’s that uncle of yours?”

“In Africa, sir.”

“Good heavens, again? He always had itchy feet, Henry did. When we were at school he was forever breaking bounds, you know. I should be delighted to see the old chap some time, and that naval pal of his. I suppose they’re still jaunting around together?”

“As usual, sir.” Sir Henry Curtis had been left with the care of his youngest brother’s orphaned child when Archie was just two months old. Sir Henry and his inseparable friend and neighbour Captain Good had raised the boy between them, for years curtailing their trips to far-flung regions so that they were there each summer when he returned from school. He had grown up assuming that easy, uncomplicated companionship was the natural order of things. Now, it seemed a lost Eden.

“Well, I trust we’ll give you a good enough time that you’ll encourage them to visit. And how are you, my dear fellow? I was so very sorry to hear about your injury.” That was no platitude, Sir Hubert’s eyes were full of concern. “That was a bad business, a dreadful mistake. It shouldn’t have happened to you.”

Lady Armstrong broke in with a rippling laugh. “My dear, Mr. Curtis has had a terribly long journey. We’ll be dining in an hour. Wesley will take you up. The east corridor, Wesley,” she told a well-built servant in Peakholme’s dark green livery.

Curtis followed the man up the wide stairs, leaning a little on the banister rail and admiring the house as he went. Sir Hubert, a wealthy industrialist, had had Peakholme built to his own specification some fifteen years ago. It had been an extraordinarily modern creation at that time, equipped with the very latest innovations, with running water in all the bathrooms, heated by hot-water radiators and illuminated throughout by electricity from his own hydroelectric generator. These luxuries were becoming quite familiar in London hotels, but to find them in such measure in a private house so far from the centre of things was still a surprise.

The long hallways on which the electric lamps shed their bright yellow light, reliable and clean but so much more glaring than gaslight, seemed conventional enough otherwise. Sir Hubert’s son was well known to be hunting mad, and it seemed to be a family trait, since the passageways were hung with oils of fox-chasing scenes and lined with stuffed birds of prey in glass cases, all in dramatic poses. An owl stooped, wings sharply bent, in the act of catching a mouse; a hawk leaned off a branch, ready to launch into the attack; an eagle glared with glassy eyes. Curtis registered them as landmarks in a house that wasn’t altogether easy to negotiate.

“This is a rather unusual arrangement,” he remarked to the servant.

“Yes, sir,” Wesley agreed. “The house is laid out to permit a service corridor running behind the bedrooms here. That’s to allow for the electrical wiring, and the centralised heating.” He spoke the technical words with pride. “Marvellous thing, the electrical. I don’t know if you’re familiar with its operation, sir?” he asked hopefully, opening the door to a room at the end of the corridor.

“Please, demonstrate.” Curtis, a practical man, was quite familiar with electricity, but this tour was obviously the highlight of the servant’s day, so he let Wesley show him the miracles of buttons that summoned servants, and switches that brought illumination or operated an overhead fan. Given the chill in the outside air this cold October, let alone the house’s position in the north of England, he doubted he would require the latter.

There was a large gilt-framed mirror on the inner wall of the room, opposite the bed. Curtis glanced at himself, assessing his travel-stained state, and caught Wesley’s eye in the glass.

“Welcome to Peakholme, sir, if I may be so bold.” The servant was watching his reflected face, without dropping his eyes. “If there’s anything I can do for you during your stay, sir, please ring. You don’t have a man, I believe?”

“No.” Curtis turned from the mirror.

“Then may I assist you now, sir?”

“No. Thank you. Unpack for me later, please. Otherwise I’ll ring if I need you.”

“I hope you will, sir.” Wesley accepted the shilling Curtis gave him, but hesitated a moment. “If there’s anything else...?”

Curtis wondered what the man was hanging around for; the tip had been generous enough. “That’ll be all.”

“Yes, Mr. Curtis.”

Wesley left the room, and Curtis sat heavily on the bed, giving himself a moment before he had to change and get ready to face his fellow guests.

He didn’t know if he could do this. What was he playing at, coming here? What did he think he could achieve?

He had used to enjoy house parties, in the days when they were rare oases of entertainment and relaxation between military postings. He had attended three since he had retired from the war a year and a half ago, jollied along by all the people who told him that he had to come out of his shell, rejoin society, be a good fellow. Each visit had felt more arid than the last, its activity more pointless, the frenetic self-indulgence of people whose lives held nothing but the pursuit of pleasure.

At least he was at this party with some sort of purpose, even if, now, his purpose seemed so unlikely as to be absurd.

He stripped the black leather glove off his right hand and flexed his thumb and forefinger. The scar tissue that covered his knuckles, where the other fingers used to be, was tight. He rubbed it with the softening ointment for a few minutes, thinking about the work ahead, then pulled the disguising glove back over the gnarled mess of mutilated flesh and began to dress for dinner.

It wasn’t too much of a chore, although perhaps he should have let the man Wesley remain. But he’d had eighteen months to get used to managing studs and buttons with fewer fingers, and to preserve his independence in dress only took him perhaps three times as long as when he had been an able-bodied man.

He adjusted his white piqué waistcoat and tweaked the collar points to his satisfaction. A little pomade controlled his thick blond hair’s tendency to wave, and he was ready.

He assessed himself in the mirror. He was dressed like a gentleman; with his bearing and his skin tanned by the African sun, he still had the air of a soldier. He didn’t look like a spy, a sneak, a liar. And, unfortunately, he didn’t feel much like one either.

***
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HE WAS THE LAST INTO the drawing room, and Lady Armstrong clapped her hands for attention. “My dears, our final guest. Mr. Archie Curtis. Sir Henry Curtis’s nephew, you know, the explorer.” There was a murmur. Curtis smiled, resigned to this by a lifetime of similar introductions. The adventurous African trip that had made his uncle rich some twenty-five years ago was still a matter of public fascination.

“And now, I must introduce you to everyone,” Lady Armstrong went on. “Miss Carruth and Miss Merton.” Miss Carruth was a pretty, vital young woman in her early twenties, dashingly dressed and with a twinkle in her pansy-brown eyes. Miss Merton, who seemed to be her companion, was a couple of years older with a plainer style and a watchful look, but she murmured the right courtesies.

“Mr. Keston Grayling and Mrs. Grayling, of Hull.” Provincial money, Curtis thought, as the couple smiled their greetings. Mr. Grayling looked a rather silly sort of chap, expensively dressed but lacking polish, and with a hint of double chin. Mrs. Grayling wore a gown that was cut rather too tight and too low for Curtis’s approval. He wondered if she was the sort of lady who enjoyed a little country-house intrigue, of the conventional kind.

“My brother John Lambdon, and Mrs. Lambdon.” In this pair it was the man who looked like he passed between bedrooms. Lambdon had his sister’s striking good looks and was well-built enough, though not of Curtis’s breadth. Mrs. Lambdon was a pallid presence beside him, with lank hair, a limp hand, and the air of the professional headache-sufferer.

“Hubert’s son, James.” Curtis knew this was the product of Sir Hubert’s first marriage. The man looked to be in his late twenties, no more than five years younger than the current Lady Armstrong. He had a cheerful look on a broad, open face, which was weathered by outdoor pursuits and bore no great signs of intelligence.

“Curtis, good to meet you.” James Armstrong put his hand out. Curtis extended his own right hand and winced as the young man took it, his powerful grip crushing the scar tissue.

“Darling, I did tell you,” said Lady Armstrong, voice sharp.

“Oh, so sorry, mater.” Armstrong gave her an apologetic smile, then turned it to Curtis. “Completely slipped my mind, what.”

“Mr. Peter Holt. James’s dear friend,” Lady Armstrong went on. The man she indicated was a striking piece of work. He matched Curtis’s own size and build, a good six foot two, with powerful shoulders, a nose that had been broken at least once, and a pugilistic air. His bright, observant hazel eyes suggested intelligence as well as strength, and his grip on Curtis’s hand was definite, without painful pressure. A man who knew how to use his muscles.

Impressive, Curtis thought, then frowned in an effort at memory. “Were you at Oxford?”

Holt smiled, pleased to be recognised. “Keble. A couple of years below you.”

“Mr. Holt took a boxing blue as well,” Lady Armstrong put in.

“Of course. I’ll have seen you in...Fenton’s?”

“On Broad Street, yes. I wasn’t in your league, though,” Holt said with cheerful frankness. “I was at your fight with Gilliam. Superb match.”

Curtis grinned reminiscently. “Hardest fight of my life.”

“You two may talk boxing all you like when I’ve completed the introductions,” Lady Armstrong put in. “Mr. Curtis, this is Mr. da Silva.”

Curtis looked at the gentleman indicated and decided on the spot that he’d rarely seen a more dislikable man.

He was about Curtis’s age and just a few inches shorter, close to six foot, but with nothing of his own bulk. A slender, willowy sort, and very dark, with sleek and glossy black hair, brilliantined to within an inch of its life, and eyes of such a deep shade that it was nearly impossible to tell pupil from iris. His skin was olive-tinted against his white shirt. In fact, he was quite obviously some kind of foreigner.

A foreigner and a dandy, because while his shirt was impeccable and the tailcoat and tapering trousers cut to perfection, he was wearing a huge green glass ring and, Curtis saw with dawning horror, a bright green flower in his buttonhole.

Da Silva walked a few steps over, giving Curtis just enough time to register that he affected a sinuous sort of movement, and offered him a hand so limp that he struggled not to drop it like a dead animal.

“Charmed,” drawled da Silva. Somewhat to Curtis’s surprise, his accent was that of an Englishman of breeding. “A military gentleman and a pugilist, how delightful. I do enjoy spending time with our brave boys.” He gave Curtis a curling smile and moved away, snake-hipped, taking Lady Armstrong with him as the party formed little groups.

“Well. Who’s that chap?” asked Curtis quietly.

“Dreadful dago,” said James, not quietly. “I’ve no idea why Sophie tolerates the man.”

“Oh, he’s terribly amusing, and so clever.” The pretty Miss Carruth smiled at Curtis. “I’m Fenella Carruth, in case you didn’t catch all those names. How do you know the Armstrongs? Through your uncle? He sounds like a wonderful man.”

They made small talk about that and Miss Carruth’s industrialist father, who had designed Peakholme’s telephone exchange, before they were called in to dinner. Curtis found himself seated between Miss Carruth and the drab Mrs. Lambdon, with his fellow Oxford man Holt on Miss Carruth’s other side. The younger lady was sparkling with witty repartee, daring without ever going beyond the bounds, and Holt returned some dashingly flirtatious comments. He was making his interest in Miss Carruth clear; her responses were flattering enough but neatly brought in both Curtis and James Armstrong, seated opposite, inviting them to compete for her attention. It seemed she liked to have a following of suitors.

Curtis couldn’t bring himself to play along. He could imagine his Uncle Maurice’s groaning despair at his lack of enthusiasm: Miss Carruth was a pretty, pleasant and wealthy young woman, just the sort he ought to be looking for, now he had no reason not to settle down. But he felt no desire to cut the other two men out and couldn’t have done it if he’d wanted to, since he had never been gifted at flirtation or banter and had no idea how people came up with quick, clever remarks and retorts. He managed a couple of appropriate responses, for the sake of appearances, but his concentration was on the tiresome demands of manipulating cutlery with his damaged hand, and on watching the company.

They seemed a normal country-house set. The Graylings and Lambdons looked to be unremarkable couples; the two single ladies were very pleasant. James Armstrong and Peter Holt were typical young men about town, James with more money, Holt with more brains. Da Silva stood out from the company as one of the “Bloomsbury” sort popping up in society like mushrooms, effete, artistic, disconcertingly modern to a solid Victorian soul like Curtis. It was quite clear why Lady Armstrong had invited the fellow, though. He had an astonishingly quick tongue, and his witty, waspish remarks set the whole company laughing on several occasions throughout the meal. Curtis didn’t find him any more likeable for it—he had spent three years at Oxford avoiding those poisonous decadent types, with their vicious remarks and knowing smiles—but all the same, he had to admit the fellow was amusing. Only Holt’s chuckles seemed rather perfunctory. Maybe he was concerned that da Silva would outshine his own conversation in front of Miss Carruth. Curtis didn’t think he needed to worry about a rival there.

There was nobody of Sir Hubert’s age present: his wife filled the house with guests of her own generation. Perhaps her husband felt younger for the company. It was hard to tell, since he made few remarks, but he beamed pleasantly enough on his guests, and the conversation flowed without difficulty until the ladies departed the table and their host called for port.

“I say, Curtis,” Grayling said, passing the decanter. “Do I understand you were in the war?”

“I was.”

“Injured?” Lambdon gestured at his hand.

Curtis nodded. “At Jacobsdal.”

“What was that, a battle?” asked Grayling. He was a little the worse for wine and trying to disguise it by attempting intelligent questions.

“No. Not a battle.” Curtis poured himself a glass of port, gripping the neck of the decanter with his finger and thumb, his left hand under it to support its weight.

“No, that’s right, it was the sabotage business, wasn’t it?”

“That was never proved.” Sir Hubert’s tone was intended to quell that line of conversation.

Curtis ignored the hint. He hated talking about this subject, hated thinking about it, but this was what he was here for, and there might not be another opportunity, not with Sir Hubert so evidently unwilling to discuss it. “My company was at Jacobsdal waiting for reinforcements when we got a shipment of supplies. Much needed.”

“The supply lines in the war were dreadful,” said Lambdon, with all the authority of a man who’d read newspapers.

“We were hoping for boots, we got a few crates of guns. A new sort. Lafayette manufacture. They were welcome enough, of course. We had a few days in hand and any amount of ammunition supplied, so we thought we’d best get used to them. We shared them amongst ourselves and spread out to give them a try.”

He stopped there, taking a gulp of port to disguise the sudden tightening of his throat, because even all these months on, the words brought back the smell. The scent of Africa’s hot dry earth, and the cordite, and the blood.

“And the guns were faulty.” Sir Hubert clearly wanted this story over with.

“Not the word, sir. They burst in our hands. Exploding all over the field.” Curtis lifted his gloved right hand, just slightly. “I lost three fingers when the stock of my revolver blew. The man next to me—” Lieutenant Fisher, that warm, laughing redheaded Scot who had been his tentmate for two years, falling to his knees, mouth open in bewilderment as blood poured from the shattered mess of his wrist. Dying, there on the field, as Curtis tried to reach him, holding out the bloody ruin of his own hand for a touch that would never happen.

He couldn’t speak of that. “It was a damned business. My company lost as many men in two minutes’ practice firing than in six months of war before it.” Seven deaths on the field; six more in the field hospital; two suicides, later. Three men blinded. Mutilations and amputations. “The entire crate of guns was deadly.”

“Inappropriately deadly,” da Silva murmured.

Lambdon asked, “Was anything ever proved against the Lafayette company, Hubert?”

“The inquiry was inconclusive.” Sir Hubert’s face had been serious throughout Curtis’s recital, hearing the story with distaste, but nothing more. “The manufacturing process was at fault, of course, the walls of the chambers were catastrophically weak, but nobody found it to be anything but an accident. I never believed it was anything else. Lafayette was mad for economy, all of us in the trade knew that. Always finding ways to squeeze an extra penny from a pound. There needs be no more to it than that he cut one corner too many.”

James Armstrong put on a knowing look. “But you didn’t like his politics, did you, pater? I thought you said he didn’t support the war.”

Sir Hubert gave his son a frown. “Nothing was ever found against him, and the man’s dead.”

“Dead? What happened to him?” Grayling asked.

“He was found floating in the Thames, a couple of weeks ago,” said Sir Hubert heavily. “He must have slipped and fallen in.”

James made a sceptical noise. “We all know what that means. Guilt, if you ask me.”

Sir Hubert frowned. “Enough of this. John, were you at Goodwood for the last race?”

Lambdon’s answer turned the talk to sport, and most of the company were soon exchanging remarks on their preferred activities. Curtis and Holt had a fair few boxing acquaintances in common, and the familiar talk relaxed him, driving the more recent memories away. The others discussed shooting and cricket. Da Silva did not join in the conversation, but sat with a faint, abstracted smile that radiated polite boredom, and sipped the excellent port with the air of a man who would have preferred absinthe.

What a bloody pansy, Curtis thought.

It was a perfectly standard social evening, but in no way a fruitful one, and as he worked the studs out of his collar that night, Curtis had to admit to his reflection that he had no great idea how to change that.
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Chapter Two
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The next morning was a bright blue October day, the sun spilling yellow over the surrounding hills and peaks, and Lady Armstrong had plans for her guests.

“A march over the hills, to be followed by a picnic lunch, my dears.” She clapped her hands. “Blow away those cobwebs. We have plenty of walking things in all sizes.” She dragooned the company irresistibly, until she came up against two immovable objects.

Curtis was the first. “It sounds marvellous, but I can’t chance it. I took a bullet in the knee at Jacobsdal.” A stray round from a panicking colleague, tearing through his leg even as he stared at his ruined hand. “It’s much better these days but rough terrain is tricky, and train journeys play hob with it. I should rest it today if I’m to be up for the rest of the week.”

“Oh, but we can order the carriage—or a horse?”

“There’s no need to take the trouble. I’ve plenty of reading to catch up on.” Curtis spoke as firmly as he could, hoping she wouldn’t argue.

“I shall keep Mr. Curtis company,” came a silky voice over his shoulder.

Curtis repressed a grimace. Lady Armstrong frowned. “Now, really, Mr. da Silva, you must have some fresh air and exercise.”

“My dear lady, my constitution would scarcely survive such a thing. Simply inhaling in the countryside is as much exertion as I can bear. All that healthful freshness, so bad for the soul.” Da Silva shuddered dramatically. Miss Carruth giggled. “No; I shall apply myself to my labours. I must toil.”

“At what?” Curtis felt compelled to ask.

“The poetical art.” Da Silva was resplendent in a green velvet jacket this morning. He also, Curtis could not help observing, wore trousers far too close-cut for what most people would call decency, the cloth tight on what was admittedly, but all too obviously, a well-shaped form. Good God, could the fellow be any more blatant about his tastes?

“Poetical art?” he repeated, and saw Holt’s mock-despairing shake of the head.

“I have the honour to edit Edward Levy’s latest volume.” Da Silva paused invitingly. Curtis gave him a blank look. Da Silva raised his dark eyes heavenwards. “The Fragmentalist. The poet. You’re not familiar—? Of course not. Ah, well, genius is not often recognised. And you may prefer to draw your intellectual sustenance from Mr. Kipling’s barrack-room ballads, which are perhaps more to a man of action’s taste. They rhyme properly, I’m so very often informed.”

He waved a graceful hand at Lady Armstrong and drifted out, leaving Curtis staring open-mouthed.

“Of all the—” He stopped himself.

“Rotten dago queers,” James Armstrong finished for him, with more accuracy than good manners. “I bar that man. Honestly, Sophie, why you have to invite him—”

“He’s a poet himself, you know,” said Lady Armstrong. “Terribly clever. So modern.”

“He’s terribly good looking too,” Fenella Carruth offered, with a demure look at her companion. “Don’t you think, Pat?”

“Handsome is as handsome does,” said Miss Merton with severity. “Too flashy by half, if you ask me.”

***
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THE WALKING PARTY SET off fortified by a huge breakfast, leaving Curtis and da Silva in possession of the house. Da Silva announced his intention of settling in the library to commune with his muse. Curtis, feeling sorry for the muse, said that he preferred to explore the house and acquaint himself with its features.

He did plan to explore, but it was not modern amenities that he was looking for.

Sir Hubert’s study door was open. Curtis slipped in and turned the key in the door to lock himself inside. His heart was pounding and his mouth dry.

This wasn’t his style of thing. He wasn’t a spy, for God’s sake, he was a soldier.

Or rather, he had been a soldier, till the guns blew up at Jacobsdal.

He walked to the desk, and almost gave up there and then as he saw what was on it: a silver-framed photograph of a smiling young man in the uniform of a British lieutenant. He recognised the features from the full-length oil that hung in the drawing room, next to a stunning John Singer Sargent portrait of the current Lady Armstrong. Sir Hubert’s elder son, Martin, dead on the dry earth of the Sudan.

Surely a man who had lost his son to war could not have betrayed British soldiers. Surely.

Another painting of the dead man hung opposite Sir Hubert’s desk, staring down on Curtis with a thoughtful smile. It was displayed between a simple watercolour of a woman that Curtis guessed to be Armstrong’s first wife, and a pastel sketch of Sophie, Lady Armstrong. There didn’t seem to be a picture of James.

He made himself move on. The desk drawers were all locked but the filing cabinet was not, so he flicked through files and folders with the fingers of his left hand, wondering what he was playing at as he did so.

Sir Hubert had been vastly enriched by the collapse of Lafayette’s armament business after Jacobsdal, but that meant nothing. He was an arms manufacturer, after all, and there had been a war on; the business had to go somewhere. And of course Mr. Lafayette had wanted to shift the blame from his own factory, and the weight of the Jacobsdal deaths from his own shoulders. He had stood in Sir Henry Curtis’s drawing room, unshaven, thin and desperate, and he had raved about sabotage and plots, betrayal and murder, and his body had been dredged from the Thames not two weeks afterwards. He had said nothing that could not have sprung from guilt and madness.

But if there was the slightest chance that Lafayette had told the truth, Curtis could not ignore it. He had to do this, even if he had no real idea what he was doing or what he was looking for, so he flicked through his host’s private papers, his face hot with shame.

He spent as long as he dared in there, listening out for noises in the hallway or approaching servants, and it was with immense relief that he reached the bottom of the cabinet. There had been no evidence of anything untoward, simply bills and letters, the routine business of a wealthy man.

He searched around the office for keys to the desk, but came up blank. Sir Hubert doubtless kept them on his keychain. He wondered how he could get at them.

Well, there was nothing more doing here, unless he proposed to force the drawers like a common thief. He checked as best he could that he had left no trace of his interference, and went to the door, where he listened for footfalls outside. There was only silence. He unlocked the study door, slipped out, peering over his shoulder as he did it, and walked straight into somebody.

“Jesus!” he yelped.

“I fear not,” said a silky voice, and Curtis realised that he had collided with da Silva. “Both Jewish, of course, but the resemblance ends there.”

Curtis stepped back, away from him, and bumped into the doorframe. Da Silva, making very little effort to hide his amusement, moved out of his way with a show of elaborate courtesy. “Doing a spot of work, were you?” he enquired, glancing into their host’s study.

“How’s your muse?” Curtis retorted and stalked off, face flaming.

God, how embarrassing, and what miserable bloody luck. At least he’d only been spotted by that blasted Levantine. For all he knew, da Silva would see nothing unusual in exploring one’s host’s private rooms.

That was an appealing thought, but unlikely; even the most ill-bred commoner would wonder what he was playing at. The question was whether the fellow would mention it to anyone. Curtis would have to think up some explanation, in case.

He went up to his room, cursing da Silva, unsure what to do next. He supposed a real spy might pry into the Armstrongs’ bedrooms, but the thought revolted him. He would have to look elsewhere.

After a few minutes to recover his composure, he went into the library, having first poked his head round the door to confirm it was empty. It was a spacious room, wood-panelled in the style of much older homes and rather dark. The upper bookshelves were lined with marshalled rows of leather-bound volumes with matching spines, the sets of reference works and unreadable academic studies that new money might buy to fill up the shelf space. The lower shelves, within reach, held complete sets of Dickens and Trollope, along with all the latest clever novels and a lot of sensational yellow-back fiction. There was only one painting here, a portrait of a boy aged about nine, holding a baby. Curtis supposed that would be Martin and James. If so, that was the first picture of James Curtis had seen; he wondered if the man hated sitting for portraits as much as he did himself.

As well as the bookshelves and some comfortable reading chairs, there were a couple of occasional tables topped with heavy-based electric lamps, and a desk. He checked its drawers and found nothing but blank stationery and writing materials.

He looked around, and noticed an unobtrusive door at the far end of the room, close-fitted into the panelling. It was in the middle of the wall, and a quick mental survey of the house’s layout made him think it was likely to be an anteroom, rather than a passage leading anywhere. Might it be a private study? He tried the door handle. It was locked.

“My, you are curious,” murmured a voice in his ear, and Curtis almost jumped out of his skin.

“Good God.” He turned to face da Silva, who stood right behind him. The man must move like a cat. “Do you mind not sneaking up on a chap?”

“Oh, is it me who’s sneaking? I had no idea.”

That was a shrewd blow. Curtis set his jaw. “It’s a fascinating house,” he said, and watched the amused twitch of da Silva’s mouth with impotent fury.

“That’s document storage.” Da Silva nodded helpfully at the door. “Sir Hubert keeps most of his private papers there, under lock and key.”

“Very sensible,” muttered Curtis, and heard the luncheon gong with relief.

Relief turned to dismay when he realised that da Silva would be eating with him. It appeared the fellow would be crawling round him all day at this rate.

“I hope your work went well,” he managed, attempting to maintain a veneer of civility as they sat opposite one another, across a lavish spread.

“Moderately successful, thank you.” Da Silva buttered a roll with great care. “How about yours?”

Curtis’s breath hitched at that little dig. “I’ve merely been wandering round. Having a look at the place. Remarkable house.”

“Isn’t it.” Da Silva was watching him as he spoke, his face impossible to read, and Curtis had to stop himself from shifting under his gaze.

He grabbed for the nearest serving dish and proffered it, in the hope of changing the subject. “Ham?”

“No, thank you.”

“It’s a jolly good one.”

Da Silva blinked, slowly, like a lizard. “I dare say, but I fear I haven’t converted since we last spoke.”

“Con— Oh. Oh, I beg your pardon. I quite forgot you were a Jew.”

“How refreshing. So few people do.”

Curtis wasn’t quite sure how he was meant to take that remark, but it scarcely mattered. His uncle Sir Henry was a devout Christian but a well-travelled man, and one of the strictest tenets of Curtis’s upbringing had been that one never expressed disrespect for another man’s faith. It was not a view shared by many of his peers, and Curtis didn’t feel inclined to be conciliatory to the bloody man, but a principle was a principle.
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