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  One


  Mr Colley Farquhar Solong was a treasure.


  No greater evidence existed than that he smiled when he joined Leo’s table, and smiled again when he drew the second lowest card and was thus shackled to the worst whist player in Hampton Court Palace. Any other guest at Lady Augusta Paget’s card party would have been hard pressed to hide their dismay.


  Not, Leo mused, that he was consistently terrible at whist, but he was widely considered erratic at it, as with most games requiring concentration, and he could hardly argue with that judgement.


  If left to his own devices, his skill, luck and preoccupation, in increasing order of quantity, would have made him merely a middling player at best—


  ‘Don’t waste your king, Miss Cottin has the ace,’ Polly advised.


  —yet as it was, he had to not only track the cards and strategise with his hand, as any player who very much did not want to disappoint their partner would do, but also try to avoid forcible cheating.


  Leo shut his eyes, doing his best to ignore Polly and think it through for himself. Cole had led with the ten of spades, which might mean it was a singleton, and he was setting up for future trumps. That would mean the spades were spread across the other three hands, and Leo should play the king to draw out the higher card from Miss Cottin.


  Or perhaps he should save the king and see if Miss Cottin had to sacrifice her highest card to take the trick anyway. Miss Blake had played a two, probably as some sort of signal to her partner that Cole might have been able to interpret, but Leo couldn’t.


  But Cole’s ten could mean he held the other honour cards and was trying to winkle out the king early.


  Leo had been hesitating over which tactic Cole might be employing, and which tactic he should employ in return, until Polly had decided to inform on Miss Cottin. Now he had to decide if he had been leaning towards or away from playing his king before her intervention.


  ‘Mr Sweetwater?’ Miss Cottin prompted him. ‘We must keep pace with the other tables.’


  He played the king almost by reflex. Miss Cottin took the trick with her ace and a satisfied nod.


  Polly sighed extravagantly. ‘Good Lord, pet, just cheat! It’s pennies a point, it’s nothing to them.’


  He couldn’t answer, not even at a mumble. Polly knew he couldn’t, but annoyed at his lack of spirit, she set her hands akimbo on thinly-clad hips with demonstrative ire.


  She wore only a long-sleeved chemise, made from Holland linen and decorated with pleats at the neckline. It was perfectly modest, to the point of unflattering, though utterly scandalous for a drawing room.


  Luckily, then, only Leo could see her.


  Polly was the first and only ghost he knew who was actually drifting about clad in gossamer white.


  To truly be sure he was aware of her irritation – he was – she set about repeatedly announcing the contents of the other hands during the continuing round of play, raising her voice to be heard over the chatter from the other side of the room.


  To his stubborn efforts at ignoring her, she escalated to terrible indiscretion regarding his fellow players.


  Had he noticed Mr Solong and Miss Blake work together to shuffle Colonel Cottin off to another table and how pleased Miss Cottin had looked about that, and about snagging Miss Blake as her partner?


  Leo considered that to be, firstly, relief at escaping the misery of partnering with her father, and secondly, relief at evading the different misery of partnering with Leo. He further considered Cole too conventionally respectable for any thoughts of Polly’s ilk to cross his mind; more likely, Cole was merely helping Miss Cottin carve a little space to herself, the same reason Lady Augusta must have extended the invitation in the first place.


  Would he look at Colonel Cottin, that horrid old goat, trying to be gallant at his unlucky whist partner, recent widow Lady Maclean, young enough to be his daughter? Here, Polly digressed to explain she was referring to any one of the bastard daughters he had fathered during the decade he had visited his lover in Primrose Hill, since Miss Cottin, his youngest legitimate child, was, in fact, older than Lady Maclean.


  Leo did not look. He did not want to catch Cottin’s eye. He had known him since his youth, running errands for pennies, all over the Palace, back and forth across the toll-bridge to East Molesey, and, once older, over to Hampton or Kingston. The man was indeed horrid, and liable to feel entitled to make some sort of comment if he caught Leo glancing at him. Leo was not looking forward to losing to him once they rotated into each other’s orbits.


  Did he know that Lady Maclean, despite the current ill luck manifesting in her partner, had been pathetically grateful to be invited tonight despite Lady Augusta’s lingering notoriety, mostly due to the slight of not receiving an invitation to the rival gathering? She should have been natural allies with Mrs Otter, the other widow taking up a grace-and-favour warrant the previous spring, who was attending the other party. But Mrs Otter had had the good manners to marry off all five daughters in advance, and bring along a son. Lady Maclean had had the shocking gall to bring not one or two but a full four eligible daughters, and no sons at all. A rather large bloc of the marriage-minded Palace matrons had taken against her for that.


  The third arrival of last April, the Countess of Cavan, yet another widow – they were thick on the ground here – scooped the pot, for she had no daughters and two exceedingly eligible sons, one given to the navy, one to the army, and both due to visit her any day now.


  The Countess of Cavan had definitely received an invitation to the other party.


  At the brief cessation occasioned by losing yet another trick, Leo rubbed between his eyes. He wished Lady Reynett’s dancing party had been held another night, rather than sharing this Friday evening with Lady Augusta’s card party.


  Not that he held any illusions that he would have received one of the coveted invitations to Banqueting House, but Lady Augusta might have garnered one or two more tables for cards. Then she would have had to hold her party in the communal Oaken Room downstairs.


  Instead, the card tables were crammed into her drawing room. Full of furniture and people, fire roaring, the room was close and uncomfortably warm (except in Polly’s vicinity). There were so many candles that tiny flickers were flashing in his eyes whichever direction he looked, niggling him into a nascent headache even if he hadn’t had Polly in his ear, her rolling lilt competing with the chiming voices of the other players.


  The next rounds of play proceeded, Leo dragging Cole to inevitable losses through trick, hand, and game because he was so busy trying to disregard Polly on multiple fronts that he could spare no attention elsewhere.


  ‘That’s our rubber,’ Miss Blake said, politely trying not to sound too satisfied.


  ‘Well played, Miss Blake, Miss Cottin,’ Leo said, since there was still skill involved in trouncing even a poor player.


  He shook hands with them, and then his partner, adding a murmured apology. Cole waved him off, and they separated towards the opposite tables.


  ‘Not to worry, pet,’ Polly said bracingly. ‘They say Napoleon also played ill and inattentively.’


  She was trying to both provoke and amuse him, and achieved the latter. Lacking cards, he hid his smile behind his hand. Polly grinned, bouncing bare toes off a pretence of a floor; she was floating a few inches above the real one.


  The vagaries of the cards had seen Lady Henry Gordon split from her husband, joining Leo to oppose the undefeated Lady Isabella and Mr St John. Lord and Lady Henry and their seven children – five daughters, but too young to be competition; the Banqueting House invitation had been unforthcoming for more pressing reasons – were new to the Palace, and did not yet have their own apartment. They had borrowed the absent Mrs Barnes’s residence on the attic storey while they awaited their warrant.


  Lady Henry was a short but decidedly vivacious woman, and dimpled at Leo engagingly. She must be too new to know his reputation for peculiarity, at whist and in general.


  Mr St John dealt, and Leo led, playing another king. He was able to concentrate during the first trick, because Polly had been mollified by his smile into discontinuing her offensive. She did not like to be ignored. No ghost, as far as Leo could ascertain, liked to be ignored, once they knew he could see them.


  He was relieved to be spared further gossip, about Lord and Lady Henry – already on the bad side of at least three officials, a slew of maidservants, and a host of residents for flooding their top-storey apartment and causing a cascade – nor Mrs Ellice – resident at the Palace long enough that a pair of almost-marriageable daughters had not set her on the outers until she’d made the fatal error of inviting, voluntarily, a very marriageable niece to stay – nor slightly deaf Lady Brooke-Pechell, quietly defying her sister-in-law by being one of the few blessed invitees to snub the other party.


  Leo, to butcher a phrase, was far too overwhelmed by the shabby grandeur and sheer extent of the forest to be overly concerned about the affairs of any one tree. The trees, in their interconnected, squabbling, jostling glory, were Polly’s domain. He heard far too much about the trees.


  He rubbed at his forehead again.


  ‘I say, Sweetwater, are you signalling your partner?’ Mr St John demanded.


  ‘The cheek!’ Polly said.


  ‘I rather think we would be taking more tricks than is quite usual if he were doing that,’ Lady Henry pronounced. She had a hand resting on her belly. She was in the interesting condition, only partly disguised by loosened corsets.


  Mr St John glanced swiftly, one might even say guiltily, at Lady Isabella and subsided. Leo probably should have acknowledged the triumphantly knowing look Lady Henry sent his way, dimples at the ascendant again, but he was struggling to block out an increasing commotion, especially now he’d moved to the card table set by the cluster of florally-upholstered chairs jammed into the only spare corner.


  The younger Pagets – absent the very youngest, Agnes, no doubt sulking in bed – were gathering in their finery and a veritable cloud of excitement, to attend Banqueting House.


  By Polly’s report, Lady George Seymour had made a rather nasty comment when Lady Augusta had been granted her warrant, along the lines of, ‘I’d thought we’d seen the last of the swarm of Pagets since their brother resigned as Lord Chamberlain, we shall be overrun like the Egyptians during the seven plagues.’


  Which was rich, Polly added, because a Seymour had been Lord Chamberlain when Lord George got his warrant.


  Yet both Lady Augusta and her sister-in-law, Mrs Paget, had received invitations to the evening’s dancing.


  This was purely because, no matter the array of Regency scandals the six dashing Paget boys had tangled themselves in, their reputations in middle age were rehabilitated, their wives or widows welcomed at Court, and their sons not only eligible and handsome, but some of the very few young men possessing both qualities to be found at the Palace.


  To corral the sons, one must draw the daughters, and to draw the daughters, one must invite the mothers, even knowing one of the mothers had already arranged a card party.


  Thus, Lady Augusta’s daughters, Rose and Laura, were giggling with their friend Miss Stapleton, a normally self-possessed young woman currently rather giddy with freedom from her younger sister for the night.


  Mrs Paget’s daughter, Matilda, at thirty-one, was a decade or more older than her cousins. She’d recently completed her latest turn as Maid of Honour to Queen Victoria, and from this height of maturity and independence was refusing to lower herself to primp and fuss over lace and flowers with the girls, instead paging through the copy of Punch her baby brother had left carelessly by, long evening gloves casually laid to hand.


  It would have made a fine portrait, if Ross had not already captured her rosy countenance and steady gaze in her official Court miniature, and if Leo had had any talent for portraiture. He was more a landscape man, after Turner.


  Said baby brother, Leopold, had his head together with his cousin, Augustus, whispering and laughing. Both were the youngest of puppies, though Augustus had lately taken up a position as clerk at the Foreign Office, the first step towards greater things. He was rather showing off for Leopold, the antics overseen by Mrs Paget’s eldest sons, Frederick and Catesby.


  The rules for mourning were different for men, looser; Catesby only bore a crepe armband adorning his dress uniform, having lost his wife early in the year. Lady Augusta still chose to wear shades of lavender, and she’d lost Sir Arthur some two years ago: her grief had outlasted her mourning. Leo suspected Catesby especially wanted the armband tonight to hold the circling mothers at bay when he and his brother, both handsome in the blue-eyed, dark-haired way of the Pagets, both captains, both at the beginning of their prime, and both unattached, escorted their siblings and cousins over to the other party.


  If Miss Stapleton’s admiring glances were anything to go by, Captain Catesby Paget exuded the glamour of the previous decade’s charismatic military widower, Sir Horace, a hero of Waterloo whose mere presence in the chapel had produced a rash of fainting among the younger female population during the hopeful interlude between first and second marriage. Much had been made of Sir Horace’s gallant transport of swooned ladies to the nearest suitable couch.


  Leo hadn’t even needed Polly’s gossip to notice that particular cause and effect.


  His attention was repeatedly drawn by the merry group, not helped by the fact that sister and cousins and cousins’ friend were all periodically calling for Leopold’s attention in tones of reproof or entreaty or command, and the baby of the family was, of course, another Leo.


  Leo was not, in turn, another Leopold, nor even a Leonard. He’d been blessed or burdened with the name of Percival Leander Sweetwater, a ponderous designation for a washerwoman’s son. He was Percy to his family, or at least to his mother, before he’d lost her, and to Polly, when habit tripped her up. He’d never been anything other than Boy to his grandfather, and he had neither notion of nor interest in what his father might have deigned to call him before he’d abandoned his wife and child for better prospects. Leo was his London name, which he’d kept upon his ignominious return, despite having few people to bestow it upon.


  He caught himself glancing at the excited group of young people, attracted by their lively chatter and brightness. Without volition, he framed a painting of contrasts, the silky butterfly hues shining on one side of a parlour scene, the other side a study in mourning colours and the staidness that the long-married and the widowed and the unmarried, sadly or otherwise, gradually converged upon.


  He would hate if his hostess noticed his artistic interest and misinterpreted it as furtive admiration, a poor payback for the grace (or was it the favour?) of the invitation.


  Much of the gentry of Hampton Court Palace would not have allowed him through their front doors. To them, he was the son of a servant, their former errand boy and now a mere shopkeep, if of a specialist sort, and had no place among the true grace-and-favour residents.


  Lady Augusta, however, had not known him in his youth. She seemed to consider him, kindly, as a master of both art and science, and his daguerreotypes to be a shining example of the potential of both. What’s more, an earl’s daughter who had eloped with her lover, and married him not three days after the granting of a rare and scandalous divorce from the philandering husband they’d so publicly fled, had likely become not merely impervious to social mores, but actively inclined to subvert them.


  Further, Leo was unprepossessing in both face and fortune – and form, family, courtly favour, and he could go on – making him extremely unlikely to tempt daughters into any foolish endeavour. The contrast might even make approved suitors more acceptable.


  He supposed worldly, unflappable Lady Augusta also adjudged him peculiar, though whether that was in the general, or in a very specific sense, he could not guess. It would be even worse if his flickering attentions towards the glittering group were thought directed at the young men instead of the young women.


  Across the card tables, Cole’s rich laugh, long and low, made the hairs along the back of Leo’s neck prickle.


  There was certainly no fear that his affections would be directed towards any other man in this room.


  Still, even Polly, who disdained puppies like the Paget cousins but could not resist intrigue, had drifted towards the vortex of energy. She was seemingly of an age with the three giggling girls, though light freckles dusted her unpowdered nose and her waist-length strawberry-blond hair was only loosely plaited, making her look even younger than them.


  If she’d been wearing a night-coif to cover her head for sleep, she’d lost it some time during the hours or minutes before her death.


  Augustus was now dragging a side table closer to lean on while he drew on a scrap of paper, talking animatedly and gesturing in swoops, splattering ink from the steel nib with the gleeful abandon of someone not responsible for cleaning up after himself. The girls squealed admonishment, moving their skirts aside.


  Ignoring them with lofty disdain, Augustus expostulated to a rapt Leopold, ‘See, you write out the letters – most of the letters, they skip a few – in a diamond, and then you have a line of five magnetic needles in the middle – we’ll use toothpicks.’ He upturned a little silver case, rescuing five orangewood toothpicks from the spill.


  ‘Auggie, are you giving away Foreign Office secrets?’ his eldest cousin asked sternly.


  ‘No, it’s just an electric telegraph, the railways are using it already, Freddie, we’ll be using it.’ He turned back to his youngest cousin as he rapidly laid out the toothpicks. ‘Then there’s a commutator, I don’t know, wires and conductors and whatnot.’ He waved a hand and summed it up with a wise, ‘Electromagnetism. And that moves the needles and…’


  Augustus twitched toothpicks. Leopold nodded, looking entirely mystified. Rosa, skirts minutely examined for splatter and found unblemished, yawned ostentatiously.


  ‘It is exceedingly warm in here, is it not?’ Lady Henry murmured, fanning her hand, and her hand, near her face. Her cheeks were flushed.


  The St Johns paused in their trick-taking, faces mirroring alarm. Women in interesting conditions might become dangerously light-headed in a stuffy room, Leo supposed; perhaps Captain Paget, either of them, would need to emulate Sir Horace after all.


  Polly hovered by his table again, cooling the immediate area to a notable degree.


  ‘Oh, that’s better.’ Lady Henry gave her tinkling laugh. ‘Thank you, Mrs Penn!’


  Polly scoffed, close to legitimately annoyed. She was the closest being to a Lady in Grey in this Palace, and the legendary Sibell Penn stealing both thunder and credit was a thorn in her slightly translucent side.


  Lady Henry’s gay cry caused a ripple of laughter. ‘Don’t let Lady Emily hear you say that,’ Mrs Ellice called.


  Everyone was carefully not looking at Leo.


  Leo had not been good at hiding that he could see ghosts, in the aftermath of the near-death from drowning which had triggered the gift-cum-curse, and the consequent near-death from pneumonia that had cemented it. In a place where the living population seemed to have the same long memory and inclination to gossip as Polly did, the rumour still plagued him.


  ‘It is the draught from when the front door is opened,’ Lady Augusta said, the admonishment subtle but firm, turning towards the drawing room door in expectation of a new arrival.


  ‘Perhaps that is Mr Paget,’ Mrs Paget said hopefully, as she had said each time a newcomer had arrived in the wake of her own arrival.


  ‘Mama, he has caught cold and taken to his bed,’ Matilda said, as the older three siblings had taken turns to say.


  ‘I do not think he was all that ill,’ Mrs Paget proclaimed. ‘I should think, with a posset and a rest, he could certainly collect himself and come play.’


  ‘Stake’s too low,’ Frederick said briskly. ‘Let the good sir have his quiet evening.’


  As a twittery Lady Seymour was shown in, Augustus beckoned to Leo. ‘Come here, Sweetwater, take a look.’


  Others, upstanding, moved to stretch their legs, knowing that this particular Seymour wife, Lady Beauchamp-Seymour, Sir Horace’s second, would monopolise Lady Augusta’s attention for a good few minutes. Leo obligingly came to look at Augustus’s demonstration.


  He’d inked an alphabet board of sorts, the letters, all curves and serifs, arranged in eight rows to make a symmetrical diamond, A in the top row, B and D in the second row – Augustus had said some letters were missing from the system – and so on. He’d dashed diagonal lines to connect the staggered letters in neighbouring rows, but no horizontal lines to connect any within the same row.


  The two central rows, each consisting of four letters, had a bigger gap between them, where Augustus had evenly spaced the five toothpicks to form the widest part of the diamond. The first and third and fifth toothpicks were set vertically, pointing past or between the letters in the adjacent rows. The second and fourth were set diagonally, the former leaning left, the latter right. Augustus put his finger on the S, the centre of the third row up from the bottom. Leo mentally extended the paths of the two diagonally-positioned toothpicks and saw that they would intersect at the S.


  Switching a few of the toothpicks back and forth, he saw that any given pair, angled to either binary, would be able to jointly indicate any letter. He imagined the real system would flick the needles tick-tock at a cracking rate, spelling out messages from afar with impressive speed.


  ‘Electromagnetism,’ Augustus repeated, and only now did Leo catch the prank in the smugness of his plummy tones. ‘It can cross the aether, can’t it? You could have your ghost talk to us.’


  Leo froze, still pincering a toothpick. Leopold guffawed. Augustus’s sisters laughed too, but uneasily. Miss Stapleton frowned.


  His cousin was less circumspect, snapping, ‘Careless fat mouth!’


  ‘Just a joke, Tilda,’ Augustus said dismissively. ‘Everyone knows ghosts turn out to be hoaxes or an ape in a cap or rabbits or similar silliness.’


  This was true enough – in the more respectable fiction stories, at least, where ghost tales always resolved to reveal the superstitious, if not outright sacrilegious, foolishness behind the white sheets and chains.


  Mrs Ellice raised her brows. ‘Young man, we live in the most haunted place in England.’


  ‘I’ve read Mackay about haunted—’ Augustus began in scoffing tones, before realising he was subject to stern looks from not only the Captains Paget but their mother, and his own mother, too entrapped by Lady Seymour for the moment, but expression promising stern words later.


  He blushed, ducking his head, and Leo caught Cole giving the boy a cold stare as well. Cole had four years on Leo, and gravitas, and fine arched brows that could, on the rare necessity, be angled into dark severity, as clear in their message as a pair of needles flicking on a telegraph machine. Leopold treacherously shifted away from his disgraced cousin, eyes downcast.


  ‘There’s no C or U on that board,’ Polly said. ‘How am I meant to spell out the relevant word?’


  She swiped a carelessly contemptuous hand through the alphabet board, accidentally brushing against Leo’s hand, the slight touch enough to give her momentary physicality. It twitched the toothpick he was delicately pinching and drove it up under his nail. He winced, which was at least better than laughing at empty air.


  Augustus drew back, eyes widening as his gaze flickered from the toothpick to Leo’s face to the general vicinity of his shoulder, where there was nothing to be seen, but where the frosty air was concentrated.


  Fortunately, another new arrival furnished the draught excuse, the catch-all explanation across the whole Palace. As the party greeted a third Paget sister-in-law, Augustus mumbled, ‘My apologies, Mr Sweetwater. Just a joke.’


  Leo mustered a thin smile and returned to his table, rubbing at his minor ghost-induced injury. The pain was startlingly disproportionate, but he supposed needles driven under the nails were said to be torture for a reason.


  A chastened Polly, meanwhile, floated by Lady Elizabeth Araminta Paget. She was only visiting the Palace; her mother was the grace-and-favour resident. Her mother was also the other woman in the scandalous affair that had seen Lady Augusta Boringdon elope with Lady Elizabeth Araminta’s brother-in-law to become Lady Augusta Paget, around about the time Leo was born.


  Polly was hovering, literally, in the pining hope of hearing calumny and slander. She had not, she said, had the opportunity for anything quite so exciting here since Lady Jersey was baiting Queen Caroline, or the all-too-brief overlap of catty Lord Hervey and cattier Horace Walpole.


  To her immense disappointment, Lady Augusta and the very elderly and ailing Lady Elizabeth Monck had done nothing more than mutually inflict the cut direct upon each other since the former’s arrival, and the two sister-in-laws had never allowed the clash of their family’s history to come between them or the Paget brothers.


  Lady Augusta had no doubt been resigned to settling Lady Seymour by her and having her attention as split as Leo’s usually was. Lady Seymour was hesitant to join the card party – Leo would have gladly stepped out for her – because, like Lady Brooke-Pechell, her in-laws would prefer her to not visit with the notorious Pagets. But Sir Horace was at his club, and Lady Seymour was being as daring as she dared to be, which was daring the threshold, but not the card table.


  Now Lady Elizabeth Araminta stolidly took her in charge, while Lady Augusta took up her hostess mantle and the whist resumed, fresh glasses of sherry punch all round.


  ‘Oh, I forgot my news!’ cried Lady Seymour, disrupting several tricks. ‘Did you hear the old Duke of York’s suite is occupied at last?’


  Polly widened her eyes and clasped her hands to her chest, all aflutter. ‘My dear Mr Bennet, have you heard that Netherfield Park is let at last?’


  Leo, about to take his turn, had to raise his cards to hide his smile. He had it from Polly that the wealthy widow had made her inopportune, if widely envied, second match solely due to a weakness for a man in uniform. The comparison to the similarly-weakened Mrs Bennet still felt cruel, because Sir Horace had remarried merely to clear his debts, and, indifferent to his new wife, now spent most of his time in Clubland.


  ‘Oh, yes,’ Mrs Ellice said, slapping a card down at the rear table. She was as sociable and full of anecdotes as Polly, and could be counted upon for reliable reportage. ‘Lady Harriet Hoste has come today, and she’ll have to stay long enough to satisfy the Lord Chamberlain, or she’ll lose the right to her warrant. She’s brought her youngest son, and her brother’s sons. He’s Lord Orford, you know.’


  There was a pause in which the mothers with eligible daughters, and the eligible daughters themselves, except Matilda, looked southeast as if they had magically acquired the ability to see through multiple walls.


  Matilda lazily turned another page in the magazine, entirely uninterested. If it truly were a woman’s sole purpose to serve a household, her husband’s or parents’, or a surrogate’s, she served the highest in the land.


  ‘And two daughters and two nieces,’ Mrs Ellis finished.


  Catesby and the pair of puppies remained unmoved, but Frederick looked thoughtful, if still intent on avoiding Mrs Paget’s meaningful stare. It was a sad fact for the eligible daughters of Hampton Court Palace that the eligible sons tended to find their brides elsewhere, Catesby being a case in point.


  After another few tricks, one to Leo and Lady Henry, two to the St Johns, Lady Isabella ventured, in an unusually circumspect way, ‘Mr Sweetwater…’


  Leo knew that tone. She was about to ask about the ghost haunting the passage outside her apartment.


  ‘There’s a patch of cold by my front door,’ she said. Leo had to stop himself from nodding in satisfaction as his prediction came true. ‘And Miss Reynett told me that just before Mrs Wright passed over and her apartment’s warrant was granted to us, a soldier was murdered right there.’


  ‘That’s true!’ Lady Seymour contributed, hand pressed to heart. ‘Why, that villain was running for our door.’ She shivered delicately.


  ‘Miss Reynett says the entire passage has been freezing ever since.’


  ‘It’s positively perishing!’


  Miss Reynett, Lady Isabella, and Lady Seymour were neighbours on the south side of Base Court. Although Lady Emily Ponsonby, another occupant of the southwest corner, was still inclined to attribute odd noises and cold spots to Sibell Penn, the ladies of the apartments by the old orangery were entirely correct about the true source.


  Sergeant Hamilton had received his mortal wound in their passageway four and a half years ago, while trying to arrest a drunk and distressed private for dereliction of duty. Until Hamilton, Leo had believed ghosts only appeared close to their place of death. The sergeant had expired in the hospital, if before the night was out. Yet now, to Leo’s mild chagrin upon his return from London, he haunted the place where it could be said his sudden death had ambushed him and his spirit had departed, though his heartbeat had lasted a little longer.


  Leo said, ‘I’m sorry to hear that, Lady Isabella. Perhaps you might inform Mrs Grundy.’


  ‘I have. But could you not— I have heard that you—’


  She seemed to become aware, from the silence of the other guests, that she was tripping on an unspoken Palace taboo. She stopped, cheeks pink.


  ‘Write to the Lord Chamberlain, then, Lady Isabella.’ Leo did not need to look over to know it was Cole speaking. His Scots-French upbringing made his rolling, burring vowels into a calling card among the more uniform accents of the rest of the gentry. ‘It sounds like maintenance is required if a draught is getting in.’


  This triggered the usual cascade of complaint regarding the Lord Chamberlain and the Board of Works, and Leo was able to finish the hand subject only to sneaking looks of curiosity from Lady Isabella. She was a writer, though she had probably received her invitation to the card party because her daughter and Lady Augusta’s youngest daughter were fast friends, rather than for her artistic side. Leo hoped she wasn’t plotting him into one of her stories.


  Second rubber duly lost, Leo congratulated the winners, apologised to Lady Henry, and met the other loser at Colonel Cottin and Lady Maclean’s table. Leo wasn’t sure if the lady of that pairing was pleased to be thus far undefeated, or dismayed that she was still trapped with Colonel Cottin. She was a widow. Perhaps, unlike Lady Augusta, she sought remarriage. He did think she could do better. Colonel Cottin had likely not realised he could not.


  ‘Oh,’ he said to the other loser. ‘No luck on your side, either?’


  ‘Never mind.’ Cole cast a mild look over at his prior table, and at the St Johns. ‘Though perhaps people who have lived with each other for several decades should not be allowed to be partners.’


  The Charlottes – Mrs Thoroton, long-time widow, and Miss Dawson, long-time companion of Mrs Thoroton – feigned indignation, laughing under the force of Cole’s playfully raffish smile. It was all pleasingly good-natured, a momentary breath of unladen air.


  Leo did wonder at the comment, however. Cole could be surprisingly innocent; he’d not gone to boarding, where an awful lot of wealthy scions appeared to receive an eye-opening education, and he could hardly guess about the female activity if the male was not commonly within his purview. It would have been unusual to raise such matters in polite mixed company, regardless.


  Not that the mixed company was entirely polite. They took their seats to discover Colonel Cottin and Lady Maclean engaged in a teeth-clenched conversation that was rapidly becoming an argument.


  ‘I do believe I am not entirely ignorant of the nuances of the situation, Colonel Cottin,’ Lady Maclean was saying, tone suggesting fraying patience. ‘My dear husband was a general.’


  ‘In the army, Lady Maclean, in the army! Our soldiers did their duty, certainly, but we are speaking of our fleet.’ He turned abruptly to Cole, cutting off a response which might have justly pointed out that his own commission was also from the army. ‘What say you, Solong?’


  ‘I am sure I would venture to say a great deal,’ Cole said genially, ‘if I knew which aspect of the fleet we are considering.’


  ‘The treaty, man!’ Colonel Cottin said. ‘Nanking.’


  ‘I suppose it to be an enormous travesty, impossible to justify,’ Lady Maclean interjected, ‘to blockade a friendly nation’s port in so highhanded a manner, and then demand such terms as would make a friendly nation consider itself an enemy instead, all over an iniquitous trade!’


  ‘Balderdash!’ The colonel thumped the table. ‘We were upholding Britain’s honour and defending our women and children from atrocity. It’s nothing but pernicious hogwash to blame the opium.’ In an aside, muttered to no one, he added, ‘This is why women are not suited to speaking on politics.’


  Lady Maclean bristled. ‘I am hardly the only one who says so. Gladstone himself spoke against it.’


  ‘The Duke of Wellington himself commended our navy’s actions. You side with Napoleon when you extend more respect to semi-civilised barbarians than they showed our ambassador. Kowtow! Pernicious nonsense. Well, Solong? You must have something to say about it all.’


  Unlike Leo, Cole might be considered a good match for the younger daughters of impoverished families of quality with fading Court connections and very little else to their name. He held the gentleman’s title of Royal Gardener, something of a sinecure personally gifted by Dowager Queen Adelaide, coming glove-in-hand with a fair income and the occupancy of well-favoured Wilderness House. He was the son of a baronet, the grandson of another, and the Townsend Farquhars were patronised by the Wellesleys, one of the greatest and most influential families of England.


  He was, moreover, handsome (exceedingly so, in Leo’s very considered opinion), most amiable, and had the great good fortune to be rumoured crossed in love by an earl’s daughter, which could surely only add to his appeal in the minds of the young ladies of the Palace.


  There was only one small impediment standing in the way of an excellent match.


  ‘No, no, Colonel,’ Cole said. ‘Sir Robert’s mistress wasn’t Chinese, she was Malay. I’m his Malay bastard. So I cannot, in good conscience, offer any insight into the British bombardment of a Chinese port to force them to accept India’s smuggled opium.’


  The card party went silent. Lady Maclean vanished behind her cards in a distinctly familiar way. As the chatter resumed in starts and stutters, Colonel Cottin spluttered. Cole looked serious and attentive to a gruff speech that was not an apology, though he found a moment to drop a sly wink at Leo that made him shield his face again, this time in case his sudden fluster was too apparent.


  ‘Ho,’ Colonel Cotton said, gesturing towards Leo. Leo looked at the spot of blood under his forefinger, where the toothpick had jammed in on the gust of Polly’s spectral irritation. Cottin was indulging some irritation of his own, apparently, for he went on, ‘That’s a bit of Johnny-foreigner torture, bamboo stalks under the nails. Brought something back from George Town, did you?’


  ‘I was raised in Mauritius,’ Cole said, still refusing to take the bait. ‘By a French stepmother, monsieur. However, if you find my manners poor, I beg you excuse Mamam and lay the blame at my feet.’


  Leo, thinnest smile in place, met Polly’s eyes as she floated behind Cottin’s chair, examining his card hand with some interest.


  ‘Oh, good,’ she said. ‘Play your seven, pet.’


  Some minutes later, Lady Maclean, smiling, and Colonel Cottin, muttering darkly, were departing the table, having lost every trick Polly could possibly engender. Polly, for all her frivolousness, could have moods where she was serious and incisive, and she’d turned all her determination onto the game like she was planning a battle.


  What she hadn’t been was subtle, and Leo hadn’t even tried to be so on her behalf.


  He rubbed the spot between his eyes. That had probably been foolish.


  After a moment, Cole said, ‘Well. I suppose no one says you’re a bad player. They say you’re an unpredictable player. That has to lead to the opposite result sometimes, just by the odds.’


  There was something of a question to it. Leo made an agreeing sort of noise, still with thumb pressed between his eyes. Polly floated closer, wafting blessedly cool air over him. As new opponents, Mr St John and Mrs Thoroton, their original pairings finally defeated, joined the table, Cole excused himself to speak to Lady Augusta.


  He returned to gently take Leo’s elbow and lever him from his seat. ‘Lady Seymour and Lady Elizabeth Araminta will take our places. Let’s get you home, Mr Sweetwater.’


  Leo tried to protest. He was aware of the honour Lady Augusta had dealt him, and also aware the invitation had been at least a little predicated on his sex, he and Cole both adding to a scant male contingent. But Lady Augusta was a consummate hostess and walked him and Cole to the door herself, genteelly decrying his apologies and wishing him speedy recovery from the headache and them both a good evening.


  He felt better almost as soon as they stepped out into Base Court.


  The immense expanse of the grand courtyard spread before them, the looming Tudor walls far distant, a faint mist rising off the flagstones, the gas lamps at the arches scant bulwark against the gloom. The stars and waning crescent moon shone in dim splendour overhead, and the air was cool.


  He couldn’t have found a more apposite opposite to the close, hot, bright, noisy drawing room if he’d set out to paint an allegory.


  Leo took his first deep breath for some time.


  ‘So,’ Cole said.


  Away from the other voices, the musical motif of his accent was less obvious, but it still flicked Leo’s attention to him like he was one of those needles on Augustus’s telegraph machine.


  Electromagnetism. Indeed.


  Cole’s mischievous smile flashed in the dim light. ‘Was it the mention of the bastardry, the mistress, or the foreignness that did me in?’


  Leo said, ‘I see no reason why it could not have been all three.’


  ‘That’s better. You’ve barely strung two words together tonight.’


  He’d been overwhelmed, claustrophobic, exhausted. He stood close by Cole in the stillness and agreed, softly, ‘This is better.’


  Polly wasn’t there to remind him his affections were showing, heart splashed across his sleeve. She had stayed behind, both because she drank in the conviviality that drained him, and also so she didn’t give Leo away to Sergeant Hamilton.


  The patient, dutiful ghost stood eternal guard at the archway on the south side of the court, an indistinct figure at this distance, that nonetheless glimmered to Leo’s eyes amid the deeper shadows of the red-brick facade.


  Leo half-turned away, the better to hide from both Cole and the ghost.


  ‘I apologise, Mr Sweetwater. I shouldn’t have insisted you come.’


  They met up for something of a picnic every Friday, in tiny Chapel Court, close to both Leo’s lodgings and his daguerreotype studio. It was usually the most pleasant part of Leo’s week.


  Today, Cole had been intent on persuading his friend to attend the card party, making him cognisant of the grace of the invitation, and also the lack of any enjoyment Cole could possibly wring from it if Leo did not do him the immense favour of keeping him company.


  ‘I was fine.’


  Cole’s Scottish father and French stepmother had instilled disarming directness, a mild roguish streak, and no fear of physical contact. Without hesitation or self-consciousness, he took Leo’s hand, still bare since the walk home was too brief for gloves.


  He raised it so he could examine the backs of Leo’s fingers, pressing his thumb briefly to the offended nail. ‘You literally would have preferred to drive spikes under your nails than stay a moment longer.’


  Leo was meant to laugh. Instead he had to bite his tongue so he didn’t declare that he’d’ve attended a score of card parties and driven toothpicks under the full score of his nails if it meant he could stand here in the starlight with Cole cradling his hand and smiling at him affectionately for just a few more minutes.


  He had to look away; he had to seal his affections back behind their closed door and add more padlocks. He felt frozen. The moment seemed to be stretching and stretching, as if his wish had come true.


  Oh. ‘The clock’s stopped.’


  Cole followed his gaze up to the large slate clock looming above the eastern end of the court. It adorned the entrance to Anne Boleyn’s Gateway, which went through to Clock Court. Ironically, the astronomical clock on the tower’s other side, facing Clock Court, had been removed some years ago, in a bid to put less strain on the clockwork mechanisms. Clock Court currently had no clock.


  Base Court’s clock, never quite up to its task, stopped frequently enough that a certain legend had grown up around the habit, beginning with the passing of Queen Anne of Denmark.


  ‘Death stalks the Palace tonight,’ Cole said ominously, and this time Leo did laugh.


  He pulled his hand free, pretending his skin wasn’t burning. Companionably, they crossed the court, Cole following Leo’s habitual swerve without comment, and went through to Master Carpenter’s Court.


  Leo turned towards his apartment, and Cole towards the alley that would lead him out of the Palace compound and into the grounds. Wilderness House was, unsurprisingly, hard by the Wilderness, near the Maze, a short walk northwards by moonlight.


  ‘Good night, Sweetwater,’ he called softly as he went.


  ‘Good night, Solong,’ Leo said, and paused to watch his back until he was swallowed by the night, running his thumb over the fingers of his other hand, where Cole’s touch still lingered.


  His affections were showing again. He hurried to his apartment, firmly closing the door.




  Two


  Leo began his Saturday early, polishing and sensitising a set of Sheffield plates and taking them out in their lightproof cases, along with his new Voigtländer camera, to catch the clear autumn light in the gardens.


  Then he set to work in the studio.


  Spring and summer made for the Palace’s busier half of the year. By now, late October, not only were fewer tourists making the day-trip, but the residents who could were departing for warmer climes. It meant Leo’s favourite stretch of time, the cold, quiet months, was beginning.


  But Saturday was still a popular day, and the day the fashionable tended to come from London. They mostly strolled about the extensive gardens, listening to the regimental band and disdaining the art-crammed State Apartments. but they’d also be drawn into his studio.


  What’s more, October was the month of Queen Jane Seymour’s death, and today was both the first Saturday since the actual anniversary of her death, and the last Saturday before All Hallow’s Eve, when people’s thoughts turned towards departed souls.


  It would make Leo’s most popular product all but fly from the shelves.


  Much of his burgeoning success, he was nowhere near proud enough to deny, was due to the enterprising young woman currently opening the boxes from the printer in the showroom, sorting fresh prints onto racks and shelves, and into the pedlar’s tray.


  Miss Sarah Jane Fitzhenry was sixteen, quiet and serious, but with a steely gumption that had been apparent even when she was twelve and had defected from selling Mr Grundy’s Stranger’s Guide, where she could already see the inroads of competition, to Mr Sweetwater’s novel daguerreotypes. Leo’s watercolour prints were subject to just as much competition as Mr Grundy’s guidebook, but he held exclusive local rights to the new camera technology, licensed from Mr Beard in Regent Street (not without some resentment that Monsieur Daguerre had gifted the invention free to the rest of the world insultingly soon after filing the British patent).


  Young Sally proved almost preternaturally percipient when she walked the crowds with her tray, unerringly identifying from dress and manner and accent those customers open only to the more traditional souvenir of a watercolour print of the Great Gatehouse, or Anne Boleyn’s Gateway and the clock tower, or the Baroque eastern front or the Great Hall, or views of the Great Fountain Garden, and those, more fashion-forward, who could be directed towards daguerreotype prints of the same sights, mirrored.


  She’d also perfected various methods, exquisitely tailored, of implying that the truly discerning connoisseur could only be satisfied with a Sweetwater original, thus luring customers through the doorway of the studio, where Leo hung a good stock of safe watercolour paintings of favoured views, and a few others that he mentally categorised, perhaps unfairly, as for authentic art-lovers.


  The main attraction was, however, the display of daguerreotypes, each image protected with pinchbeck and tightly-sealed glass. Many were kept in satin-lined wooden cases, very much like the miniatures Leo had never quite had the knack for, though they would not make miniatures obsolete until they had full colour. Others were carefully sealed into lockets and brooches.


  Being a creature of habit and routine, Leo had begun with landscapes, the views of the Palace that sold well as watercolours, plus commissioned scenes. It was Sally who had nudged him, with the same deft touch she showed with prospective customers, into adding portraiture this year, mimicking Goddard’s and Claudet’s studios in London.


  It was Sally, inveigling assistance from both brothers, who had swept and scrubbed and whitewashed, and evicted copious quantities of cardinal spiders, to carve out a larger portion of the great Tudor kitchens than the corner Leo had dared appropriate. The Fitzhenrys had transformed a dusty, cold and neglected space off the alley that had once been the Serving Place into a front showroom, a smaller portrait studio behind, and, rearmost, a well-ventilated space for the chemical processing.


  It was Sally who had learned the Isenring technique to painstakingly hand-tint lips and eyes and jewellery with gum arabic and pigment, transforming the little portraits from faddish novelties into striking mementos.


  And it was Sally who’d diffidently pointed out that the Haunted Gallery was one of the most popular stops of the State Apartments tour, and the reason was in its name.


  Thus, Leo was currently bent over his worktable in the portrait studio, fresh prints of the Great Hall and the Silver-Stick Stairs stacked before him as he stirred a special blend of highly diluted watercolour pigments, mostly blues.


  Walcott and Johnson were working on a copying apparatus, to take daguerreotypes of daguerreotypes, and make enlargements, too. Leo anticipated their success by the end of next year. Until then, the daguerreotype printing followed Berres’s German phototyp process, with a few modifications added to the etching plates to strengthen the impression. They were still rough, their popularity almost entirely contingent on their cheapness compared to the real item.


  Or, in this case, what Leo was about to do to the image, with commensurate effect on the asking price.


  ‘I do not look like that,’ Polly grumbled from behind him, as she did every time he replenished the stock of ghost cards. ‘Ghosts look nothing like that.’


  ‘I know,’ he murmured. Ghosts got caught in patterns and loops. He was used to repeating himself. ‘I have to make them look like people expect.’


  The cards came ready-printed with the ghosts, from doctored plates now secured at the printer’s; Leo had done some delicate layering work to achieve that effect. Now his skills as a watercolourist came to the fore.


  He’d attempted hand-colours of the usual landscape prints, but cheap card was not right for it. The cost of the more expensive cardstock, thick to withstand washes of colour, plus a fair remuneration for his time and expertise in the colouring, meant supposedly cheap prints rightly became almost as expensive as one of Sally’s hand-tinted daguerreotypes. He might as well give himself the pleasure of true watercolours, and wait on advances in the photographic field.


  The ghost cards were a different matter.


  Leo laid out a print depicting the fleeing Catherine Howard, doomed for several centuries to run screaming along a Palace gallery in a vain effort to reach her husband and defend her honour and life from accusations of adultery. He’d used the Great Hall for her ghost card, since the eponymous Haunted Gallery itself was too dark to lend itself to a decent daguerreotype.


  Perhaps Polly in her long white chemise had been glimpsed by those few with Leo’s talent over the many years she’d wafted about the Palace: he could not possibly be the sole resident or visitor across its lifespan to have briefly died twice in quick succession, and even a single close brush with mortality might awaken sensitivity to what was often described to Leo, in breathless tones, as the other side of the veil.


  Such glimpses of an evocative feminine figure would explain why Henry’s fifth queen was long-said to be the haunter of the Haunted Gallery, producer of unexplained patches of frigid air and fainting spells, rather than its actual spectral inhabitant, of a mere seventy years’ tenure.


  Catherine might very well haunt the execution block at the Tower, side by side with Anne Boleyn, if ghosts lingered so long. She could not haunt the Palace, for she hadn’t met mortality here.


  Leo dipped a very fine, pointed brush into his mixture, carefully swiping away excess wet. He was not aiming to add colour, but rather authenticity (an irony in several dimensions). With a practised swoop of his hand, he laid a thin wash over the white figure with the vague likeness to Queen Catherine, giving the printed ghost an echo of the glimmer he saw on the real ghosts of Hampton Court Palace.


  He waved the card gently to speed its drying, and then examined the effect. Since printings varied in ink and paperstock, he always tested and adjusted his recipe with each new batch. He often then handed the task over to John, Sally’s younger brother, possessed of an unwavering focus, a steady hand, a mathematical brain, and a commitment to quietude that surpassed his sister’s and rivalled Leo’s. However, Sally had managed him into a scholarship at Mr Walton’s school, and was paying for extra tutelage to catch him up to Walton’s standards during the Michaelmas term. Leo had been sufficiently concerned that this might have been a scheme that he’d interviewed Mr and Mrs Walton himself, and been reassured. John was therefore over in Hampton this morning.


  Satisfied with the result, Leo set the card onto the drying rack and began the meditative work of painting the rest of the stack. Polly, on the other hand, made a grumble of dissatisfaction, though not from any sort of moral objection regarding the fakery.


  Her disapproval arose twofold. Firstly, the rumours about him were relentless enough without actively encouraging them by selling ghostly merchandise. Leo tended to agree, but he was also resigned: the rumours were ingrained now, never to go away. As long as the story remained rumour, the cachet of mystery added welcome pennies to the price.


  Secondly, she regarded Henry VIII, and the endless public interest in him, with such disdain that one might be fooled into thinking she’d known him personally.


  She couldn’t possibly have. Ghosts did not persist so long. They faded into incoherence, drifting about with only the barest thread of memory and emotion to hold their spirit in human form, like the ball of rage, once perhaps a knight, centred in the kitchen gardens, the Tudors’ tiltyard. Or—


  Leo looked instinctively towards Fountain Court, then very deliberately chose not to complete the thought.


  He couldn’t know for sure how old Polly was; her night-clothes and accent, for the most part, could have been his mother’s. But she’d been trailing tourists brandishing their esoteric historical knowledge for enough years, even before the Palace was formally given over to the nation, that she had picked up gossipy titbits about every ruler who’d resided at Hampton Court, from Henry all the way to George II.


  She judged the royal occupants almost uniformly harshly, notwithstanding a soft spot for the queens to whom the new queen would invariably be compared, and Charles II, or perhaps Nell Gwyn. She saved her most scathing opinions for the first Charles, but, confusingly, also Cromwell, so that Leo would have had to toss a coin to answer as to whether her sympathies lay with the Royalists or the Parliamentarians.


  Though Polly was very much unlike the other Palace ghosts in the direction and extent of her fixations, the depth of feeling there led Leo to suppose she had been a victim of those turbulent times.


  It had to stay as supposition. He’d known her since he was eight, and she’d never spoken of the circumstances of her death.


  Leo had been oblivious about her unusual reticence as a child, curious as an adolescent, and obnoxious as a young man, but these days he mostly let it lie. She did not want to tell him, or perhaps, since she was, by his shaky reckoning, the oldest sentient ghost in the Palace, she truly had lost those details into the haze that must eventually fully claim her.


  At that dismal idea, he glanced up from his peacefully repetitive work. Polly was floating higher than usual, drifting almost aimlessly, like drying linens in a limp breeze, and appeared lost in thought.


  This was an uncharacteristic enough occurrence that Leo blurted, ‘Did you hear any more interesting news last night?’ because if there was one thing that he was certain kept his oldest and closest friend tethered among the living, it was her preoccupation with their goings-on.


  ‘I doubt you’d think so,’ she said haughtily (he had been obnoxious about more than one thing as a young man), ‘but I will say the Hostes made an impression last night at the Reynetts’ dance. Or at least, their youngest girl did.’


  Having filled the first tier of the drying rack, Leo picked up the second of the card types, this one depicting a white figure on the Silver-Stick Stairs. ‘Did she ogle the naked paintings too blatantly?’


  ‘All the girls peek around the doors into the forbidden room,’ Polly said, with enormous satisfaction. ‘No, an old family friend of her departed father happened to be invited too, and when I say old, he is some thirty-five years her senior, and married, if separated. They made eyes at each other half the night, and I cannot say which of them was more besotted.’
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