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      For Frank, with all my love

   
      
      prologue

      
      The intruder’s eyes blazed with a cold fire. He raised a powerful hand and swept another row of vases off the shelf. The fragile
         objects crashed to the floor and shattered into a hundred shards. He moved on to a display of small statues.
      

      
      “I advise you to make haste with your packing, Mrs. Lake,” he said as he turned his violent attention to a host of fragile
         clay Pans, Aphrodites, and satyrs. “The carriage will leave in fifteen minutes, and I promise you that you and your niece
         will be aboard, with or without your luggage.”
      

      
      Lavinia watched him from the foot of the stairs, helpless to stop the destruction of her wares. “You have no right to do this.
         You are ruining me.”
      

      
      “On the contrary, madam. I am saving your neck.” He used a booted foot to topple a large urn decorated in the Etruscan manner.
         “Not that I expect any thanks, mind you.”
      

      
      Lavinia winced as the urn exploded on impact with the floor. She knew now that it was pointless to berate the lunatic. He
         was intent on destroying the shop and she lacked the means to stop him. She had been taught early in life to recognize the signs that indicated it was time to stage
         a tactical retreat. But she had never learned to tolerate such annoying reversals of fortune with equanimity.
      

      
      “If we were in England, I would have you arrested, Mr. March.”

      
      “Ah, but we are not in England, are we, Mrs. Lake?” Tobias March seized a life-size stone centurion by the shield and shoved
         it forward. The Roman fell on his sword. “We are in Italy and you have no choice but to do as I command.”
      

      
      It was useless to stand her ground. Every moment spent down here attempting to reason with Tobias March was time lost that
         should be spent packing. But the unfortunate tendency toward stubbornness that was so much a part of her nature could not
         abide the notion of surrendering the field of battle without a struggle.
      

      
      “Bastard,” she said through her teeth.

      
      “Not in the legal sense.” He slammed another row of red clay vases to the floor. “But I believe I comprehend what you wish
         to imply.”
      

      
      “It is obvious that you are no gentleman, Tobias March.”

      
      “I will not quarrel with you on that point.” He kicked over a waist-high statue of a naked Venus. “But then, you are no lady,
         are you?”
      

      
      She cringed when the statue crumbled. The naked Venuses had proved quite popular with her clientele.

      
      “How dare you? Just because my niece and I got stranded here in Rome and were obliged to go into trade for a few months in
         order to support ourselves is no reason to insult us.”
      

      
      “Enough.” He whirled around to face her. In the lantern light, his forbidding face was colder than the features of any stone
         statue. “Be grateful that I have concluded that you were merely an unwitting dupe of the criminal I am pursuing and not a member of his gang of thieves and murderers.”
      

      
      “I have only your word that the villains were using my shop as a place to exchange their messages. Frankly, Mr. March, given
         your rude behavior, I am not inclined to believe a single thing you say.”
      

      
      He pulled a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. “Do you deny that this note was hidden in one of your vases?”

      
      She glanced at the damning note. Only moments ago she had watched in stunned amazement while he shattered a lovely Greek vase.
         A message that looked remarkably like a villain’s report to his criminal employer had been tucked inside. Something about
         a bargain with pirates having been successfully struck.
      

      
      Lavinia raised her chin. “It is certainly not my fault that one of my patrons dropped a personal note into that vase.”

      
      “Not just one patron, Mrs. Lake. The villains have been using your shop for some weeks now.”

      
      “And just how would you know that, sir?”

      
      “I have watched these premises and your personal movements for nearly a month.”

      
      She widened her eyes, genuinely shocked by the infuriatingly casual admission.

      
      “You have spent the past month spying on me?”
      

      
      “At the start of my observations, I assumed that you were an active participant in Carlisle’s ring here in Rome. It was only
         after much study that I have concluded you probably did not know what some of your so-called customers were about.”
      

      
      “That is outrageous.”

      
      He gave her a look of mocking inquiry. “Are you saying you did know what they were up to when they came and went in such a regular fashion?”
      

      
      “I am saying no such thing.” She could hear her voice climbing but there was little she could do about it. She had never been so angry or so frightened in her life. “I believed them to be honest patrons of antiquities.”
      

      
      “Did you indeed?” Tobias glanced at a collection of cloudy green glass jars that stood in a neat row on a high shelf. His
         smile was devoid of all warmth. “And how honest are you, Mrs. Lake?”
      

      
      She stiffened. “What are you implying, sir?”

      
      “I’m not implying anything. I am merely noting that most of the items in this shop are cheap replicas of ancient artifacts.
         There is very little here that is truly antique.”
      

      
      “How do you know?” she shot back. “Never say you are an expert in antiquities, sir. I will not be taken in by such an outlandish
         claim. You cannot pass yourself off as a scholarly researcher, not after what you have done to my establishment.”
      

      
      “You are correct, Mrs. Lake. I am not an expert in Greek and Roman antiquities. I am a simple man of business.”

      
      “Rubbish. Why would a simple man of business come all the way to Rome in pursuit of a villain named Carlisle?”

      
      “I am here on behalf of one of my clients who employed me to make inquiries into the fate of a man named Bennett Ruckland.”

      
      “What was the fate of this Mr. Ruckland?”

      
      Tobias looked at her. “He was murdered here in Rome. My client believes it was because he learned too much concerning the
         secret organization that Carlisle controls.”
      

      
      “A likely story.”

      
      “Nevertheless, it is my story and mine is the only tale that matters tonight.” He hurled another pot to the floor. “You have
         only ten minutes left, Mrs. Lake.”
      

      
      It was hopeless. Lavinia took two fistfuls of her skirts and started up the stairs. But she paused midway as a thought struck
         her.
      

      
      “This business of making inquiries into murders on behalf of your clients—it seems a rather odd sort of profession,” she said.

      
      He smashed a small Roman oil lamp. “No more odd than selling false antiquities.”
      

      
      Lavinia was incensed. “I told you, they are not false, sir. They are reproductions designed to be purchased as souvenirs.”

      
      “Call them what you wish. They look remarkably like fraudulent imitations to me.”

      
      She smiled thinly. “But as you just said, sir, you are no expert in rare artifacts, are you? You are merely a simple man of
         business.”
      

      
      “You have approximately eight minutes left, Mrs. Lake.”

      
      She touched the silver pendant she wore at her throat the way she often did when her nerves were under a great strain. “I
         cannot decide if you are a monstrous villain or merely deranged,” she whispered.
      

      
      He looked briefly, chillingly, amused. “Does it make any great difference?”

      
      “No.”

      
      The situation was impossible. She had no choice but to concede the victory to him.

      
      With a soft exclamation of frustration and anger, she whirled and rushed on up the stairs. When she reached the small, lantern-lit
         room, she saw that, unlike herself, Emeline had made good use of the time allotted to them. Two medium-size and one very large
         trunk stood open. The smaller trunks were already crammed to overflowing.
      

      
      “Thank goodness you are here.” Emeline’s words were muffled, as her head was inside the wardrobe. “Whatever took you so long?”

      
      “I was attempting to convince Mr. March that he had no right to toss us out into the street in the middle of the night.”

      
      “He is not tossing us into the street.” Emeline straightened away from the wardrobe, a small antique vase cradled in her arms.
         “He has provided a carriage and two armed men to see us safely out of Rome and all the way home to England. It is really very
         generous of him.”
      

      
      “Rubbish. There is nothing at all generous about his actions. He is playing some deep game, I tell you, and he wants us out
         of his way.”
      

      
      Emeline busied herself rolling the vase into a bombazine gown. “He believes we are in grave danger from that villain Carlisle,
         who used our shop as a place to send and receive messages from his men.”
      

      
      “Bah. We have only Mr. March’s word that there is any such villain operating here in Rome.” Lavinia opened a cupboard. A very
         handsome, extremely well endowed Apollo gazed out at her. “I, for one, am not inclined to put much faith in anything that
         man tells us. For all we know, he wants the use of these rooms for his own dark purposes.”
      

      
      “I am convinced he has told us the truth.” Emeline stuffed the cushioned vase into the third trunk. “And if that is the case,
         he is right. We are indeed in danger.”
      

      
      “If there is some villainous gang involved in this affair, I would not be surprised to discover that Tobias March is their
         leader. He claims to be a simple man of business, but it is obvious to me that there is something distinctly diabolical about
         him.”
      

      
      “You are allowing your ill temper to influence your imagination, Lavinia. You know you are never at your most clearheaded
         when you allow your imagination to run wild.”
      

      
      The sound of shattering pottery echoed up the staircase.

      
      “Damn the man,” Lavinia muttered.

      
      Emeline paused in her packing and tilted her head slightly, listening. “He certainly is intent on making it appear that we
         were the victims of vandals and thieves, is he not?”
      

      
      “He said something about destroying the shop so this villain Carlisle would not suspect he had been discovered.” Lavinia wrestled
         with the Apollo, struggling to get it free of the cupboard. “But I believe it is just another one of his lies. The man is enjoying himself down there, if you ask me. He is quite mad.”
      

      
      “I hardly think that is the case.” Emeline went back to the wardrobe for another vase. “But I will admit it is a good thing
         we stored the genuine antiquities up here so we could keep them safe from street thieves.”
      

      
      “The only bit of luck in this entire affair.” Lavinia wrapped her arms around Apollo’s chest and hauled him out of the cupboard.
         “I shudder to think what might have happened if we had put them on display alongside the copies downstairs. March would no
         doubt have destroyed them too.”
      

      
      “If you ask me, the most fortunate aspect of this thing is that Mr. March concluded we were not members of Carlisle’s ring
         of cutthroats.” Emeline shrouded a small vase in a towel and stored it in the trunk. “I tremble to think what he might have
         done to us had he believed us to be consorting with the real villains and not just innocent dupes.”
      

      
      “He could hardly have done worse than to ruin our only source of income and throw us out of our home.”

      
      Emeline glanced at the old stone walls that surrounded them and gave a delicate sniff. “You can hardly call this unpleasant
         little room a home. I shall not miss it for a moment.”
      

      
      “You will most certainly miss it when we find ourselves penniless in London and forced to make our living on the streets.”

      
      “It will not come to that.” Emeline patted the towel-wrapped vase she held. “We will be able to sell these antiquities when
         we return to England. Collecting old vases and statues is all the rage, you know. With the money we receive for these items
         we shall be able to rent a house.”
      

      
      “Not for long. We will be fortunate to make enough from the sale of these objects to support ourselves for six months. When
         the last of them is gone, we will be in desperate straits.”
      

      
      “You will think of something, Lavinia. You always do. Just look at how well we managed when we found ourselves stranded here
         in Rome after our employer ran off with that handsome count. Your notion of going into the antiquities business was nothing
         short of brilliant.”
      

      
      Lavinia managed, by dint of sheer willpower, not to scream in frustration. Emeline’s boundless faith in her ability to recover
         from every disaster was quite maddening.
      

      
      “Give me a hand with this Apollo, please,” she said.

      
      Emeline glanced doubtfully at the large nude statue Lavinia was attempting to haul across the room. “It will take up most
         of the space in the last trunk. Perhaps we ought to leave it behind and pack some of the vases instead.”
      

      
      “This Apollo is worth several dozen vases.” Lavinia stopped halfway across the room, breathing hard from the exertion, and
         changed her grip on the figure. “He’s the most valuable antiquity we’ve got. We must take him with us.”
      

      
      “If we put him in the trunk, we won’t have room for your books,” Emeline said gently.

      
      A sick sensation twisted Lavinia’s insides. She stopped abruptly and looked at the shelf filled with the books of poetry she
         had brought with her from England. The thought of leaving them behind was almost too much to bear.
      

      
      “I can replace them.” She took a tighter hold on the statue. “Eventually.”

      
      Emeline hesitated, searching Lavinia’s face. “Are you certain? I know how much they mean to you.”

      
      “Apollo is more important.”

      
      “Very well.” Emeline stooped to grasp Apollo’s lower limbs.

      
      Booted footsteps rang on the staircase. Tobias March appeared in the doorway. He glanced at the trunks and then he looked
         at Lavinia and Emeline.
      

      
      “You must leave now,” he said. “I cannot risk allowing you to remain here even another ten minutes.”

      
      Lavinia longed to hurl one of the vases at his head. “I am not leaving Apollo behind. He may be all that stands between us
         and life in a brothel when we return to London.”
      

      
      Emeline made a face. “Really, Lavinia, you mustn’t exaggerate so.”

      
      “It’s nothing short of the truth,” Lavinia snapped.

      
      “Give me the bloody statue.” Tobias came toward them. He hoisted the sculpture in his arms. “I’ll put it into the trunk for
         you.”
      

      
      Emeline smiled warmly. “Thank you. It is rather heavy.”

      
      Lavinia gave a snort of disgust. “Don’t thank him, Emeline. He is the cause of all our troubles tonight.”

      
      “Always delighted to be of service,” Tobias said. He wedged the statue into the trunk. “Anything else?”

      
      “Yes,” Lavinia said instantly. “That urn near the door. It is an exceptionally good piece.”

      
      “It will not fit into the trunk.” Tobias gripped the lid and looked at her. “You must choose between the Apollo and the urn.
         You cannot take both with you.”
      

      
      She narrowed her eyes, suddenly suspicious. “You intend to take it for yourself, do you not? You plan to steal my urn.”

      
      “I assure you, Mrs. Lake, I have no interest in that damn urn. Do you want it or the Apollo? Choose. Now.”

      
      “The Apollo,” she muttered.

      
      Emeline hurried forward to stuff a nightgown and some shoes in around the Apollo. “I believe we’re ready, Mr. March.”

      
      “Yes, indeed.” Lavinia gave him a steely smile. “Quite ready. I can only hope that one of these days I shall have an opportunity
         to repay you for this night’s work, Mr. March.”
      

      
      He slammed the lid of the trunk. “Is that a threat, Mrs. Lake?”

      
      “Take it as you will, sir.” She seized her reticule in one hand and her traveling cloak in the other. “Come, Emeline, let
         us be off before Mr. March decides to burn the place down around our ears.”
      

      
      “There is no call to be so disagreeable.” Emeline picked up her own cloak and a bonnet. “Under the circumstances, I think
         Mr. March is behaving with admirable restraint.”
      

      
      Tobias inclined his head. “I appreciate your support, Miss Emeline.”

      
      “You must not mind Lavinia’s remarks, sir,” Emeline said. “Her nature is such that when she is feeling hard-pressed she is
         inclined to become somewhat short of temper.”
      

      
      Tobias settled his cold-eyed gaze on Lavinia again. “I noticed.”

      
      “I pray you will make allowances,” Emeline continued. “In addition to all of the other difficulties tonight, we are obliged
         to leave her books of poetry behind. That was a very difficult decision for her. She is very fond of poetry, you see.”
      

      
      “Oh, for pity’s sake.” Lavinia swung her cloak around her shoulders and strode briskly toward the door. “I refuse to listen
         to any more of this ridiculous conversation. One thing is certain, I am suddenly quite eager to be free of your unpleasant
         company, Mr. March.”
      

      
      “You wound me, Mrs. Lake.”

      
      “Not nearly so deeply as I could wish.”

      
      She paused on the staircase and looked back at him. He did not look wounded. Indeed, he looked magnificently fit. The ease
         with which he hoisted one of the trunks testified to his excellent physical condition.
      

      
      “Personally, I’m looking forward to going home.” Emeline hastened toward the stairs. “Italy is all very well for a visit,
         but I have missed London.”
      

      
      “So have I.” Lavinia jerked her gaze away from Tobias March’s broad shoulders and stomped down the stairs. “This entire venture
         has been an unmitigated disaster. Whose idea was it to travel to Rome as companions to that dreadful Mrs. Underwood in the
         first place?”
      

      
      Emeline cleared her throat. “Yours, I believe.”

      
      “The next time I suggest anything so bizarre, I pray you will be so kind as to wave a vinaigrette under my nose until I come to my senses.”
      

      
      “It no doubt seemed quite a brilliant notion at the time,” Tobias March said behind her.

      
      “It did indeed,” Emeline murmured in very neutral tones. “ ‘Just think how delightful it will be to spend a season in Rome,’
         Lavinia said. ‘Surrounded by all those wonderfully inspiring antiquities,’ she said. ‘All at Mrs. Underwood’s expense,’ she
         said. ‘We shall be entertained in grand style by people of quality and taste,’ she said.”
      

      
      “That is quite enough, Emeline,” Lavinia snapped. “You know very well it has been a very educational experience.”

      
      “In more ways than one, I should imagine,” Tobias said rather too easily, “judging by some of the gossip I have heard concerning
         Mrs. Underwood’s parties. Is it true they tended to evolve into orgies?”
      

      
      Lavinia gritted her teeth. “Granted there were one or two minor incidents of an unfortunate nature.”

      
      “The orgies were somewhat awkward,” Emeline allowed. “Lavinia and I were obliged to lock ourselves in our bedchambers until
         they ended. But in my opinion, matters did not become truly dire until we woke up one morning to discover that Mrs. Underwood
         had run off with her count. That course of action left us stranded and penniless in a foreign clime.”
      

      
      “Nevertheless,” Lavinia continued forcefully, “we managed to come right again and we were doing quite nicely until you, Mr.
         March, chose to interfere in our personal affairs.”
      

      
      “Believe me, Mrs. Lake, no one regrets the necessity more than I,” Tobias said.

      
      She paused at the foot of the stairs to take in the sight of the shop full of shattered pottery and statuary. He had destroyed
         everything, she thought. Not a single vase had been left unbroken. In less than an hour, he had ruined the business it had
         taken nearly four months to establish.
      

      
      “It is inconceivable that your regret equals my own, Mr. March.” She tightened her grasp on her reticule and walked through
         the rubble toward the door. “Indeed, sir, as far as I am concerned, this disaster is entirely your fault.”
      

      
      It was not yet dawn when Tobias heard the shop’s rear door open at last. He waited on the unlit stairs, pistol in his hand.

      
      A man carrying a lantern turned down low emerged from the back room. He came to a halt when he saw the wreckage.

      
      “Bloody hell.”

      
      He set the lantern down on the counter and crossed the room swiftly to examine the shattered remains of a large vase.

      
      “Bloody hell,” he muttered again. He swung around, studying the ruined objects. “Bloody damn hell!”

      
      Tobias went down one step. “Looking for something, Carlisle?”

      
      Carlisle went very still. In the weak, flaring light of the lantern, his face was a mask of chilling evil. “Who are you?”

      
      “You don’t know me. A friend of Bennett Ruckland sent me to find you.”

      
      “Ruckland. Yes, of course. I should have anticipated this.”

      
      Carlisle moved with blinding speed. He raised his hand, revealing the pistol he held, and prepared to fire without a second’s
         hesitation.
      

      
      Tobias was ready. He pulled the trigger of his own gun.

      
      The explosion was all wrong. He knew at once the pistol had misfired. He reached into a pocket, grabbed his second gun, but
         it was too late.
      

      
      Carlisle fired.

      
      Tobias felt his left leg go out from under him. The impact threw him back and to the side. He dropped his unfired pistol in
         favor of grabbing the banister. Somehow he managed to keep himself from falling headfirst down the stairs.
      

      
      Carlisle was already preparing to fire his second pistol.

      
      Tobias tried to scramble back up the staircase. Something was very wrong with his left leg. He could not get it to move properly.
         He turned onto his stomach and hauled himself up the steps using his hands and right leg in a crablike movement. His foot
         slipped in something wet. He knew it was the blood seeping from his thigh.
      

      
      Down below, Carlisle moved cautiously toward the foot of the stairs. Tobias knew the only reason the other man hadn’t fired
         the second gun was because Carlisle could not see him clearly in the shadows.
      

      
      The darkness was his only hope.

      
      He made it to the landing and more or less fell through the doorway into the unlit room. His hand struck the heavy urn Lavinia
         had left behind.
      

      
      “Nothing so annoying as a misfire, is there?” Carlisle asked pleasantly. “And then to drop your second gun. Clumsy. Very clumsy.”

      
      He was coming up the stairs now, quickly, more confidently.

      
      Tobias gripped the urn, pulled it onto its rounded side, and tried to breathe very shallowly. The pain had started to burn
         in his left leg.
      

      
      “Did the man who sent you after me bother to tell you that you probably would not return to England alive?” Carlisle inquired
         from halfway up the stairs. “Did he tell you that I am a former member of the Blue Chamber? Do you know what that means, my
         friend?”
      

      
      He would have only one chance, Tobias told himself. He had to wait until the right instant.

      
      “I do not know how much you were paid to hunt me down, but whatever it was, it was not enough. You were a fool to agree to the bargain.” Carlisle had almost reached the landing.
         There was hungry excitement in his voice. “It will cost you your life.”
      

      
      Tobias shoved the large urn, using most of what little strength he had left. The plump vessel rumbled toward the staircase.

      
      “What’s that?” Carlisle froze on the top step. “What’s that noise?”

      
      The urn crashed into his legs. Carlisle yelled. Tobias heard him clawing at the wall in an attempt to regain his balance but
         to no avail.
      

      
      There was a series of dull, jolting thuds as Carlisle tumbled down. His scream stopped with awful suddenness near the bottom.

      
      Tobias yanked the sheet from the bed, ripped a long strip from it, and bound up his left leg. His head swam when he hauled
         himself to his feet.
      

      
      He swayed and almost fainted halfway down the staircase, but he managed to stay upright. Carlisle lay sprawled at the foot
         of the steps, his neck twisted at an unnatural angle. The shards of the urn were scattered around him.
      

      
      “She chose the Apollo, you see,” Tobias whispered to the dead man. “In hindsight, it was clearly the right decision. The lady
         has excellent intuition.”
      

   
      
      one

      
      

      
      The nervous little man who had sold him the journal had warned him that blackmail was a dangerous business. Some of the information
         in the valet’s diary could get a man killed. But it could also make him rich, Holton Felix thought.
      

      
      He had made his living in the gaming hells for years. He was well acquainted with risk and he had long ago learned that there
         was no reward for those who lacked the resolve and the sheer bloody nerve required to roll the dice.
      

      
      He was no fool, he told himself as he dipped his quill in the ink and prepared to finish the note. He did not intend to pursue
         a career in blackmail for long. He would abandon it just as soon as he collected enough money to pay off his most pressing
         debts.
      

      
      He would keep the diary though, he thought. The secrets it contained would be useful in the future should he ever find himself
         in dun territory again.
      

      
      The knock on the door startled him. He stared at the last line of the threat he had just penned. A blob of ink marred the
         word unfortunate. The sight of the ruined sentence irritated him. He took pride in the wit and cleverness of his notes. He had worked hard to tailor each message to
         the appropriate recipient. He could have been a famous writer, another Byron perhaps, had circumstances not obliged him to
         support himself in the hells.
      

      
      Old rage shot through him. Everything would have been so much easier if life had not been so damnably unfair. If his father
         had not got himself killed in a duel over a disputed hand of cards; if his desperate and despairing mother had not died of
         the fever when he was but sixteen; who knew what he might have achieved? Who knew how high he could have risen had he been
         given even some of the advantages other men possessed?
      

      
      Instead, he was reduced to blackmail and extortion. But someday he would finally reach the position that should have been
         his, he vowed. Someday …
      

      
      The knock sounded again. One of his creditors, no doubt. He had left his vouchers in every hell in town.

      
      He crumpled the letter in his fist and stood abruptly. Crossing the room to the window, he eased aside the curtain and peered
         out. There was no one. Whoever had knocked a moment ago had abandoned the attempt to make him respond. But there appeared
         to be a parcel on the step.
      

      
      He opened the door and stooped to pick up the package. He caught only a glimpse of the hem of a heavy greatcoat when the figure
         moved out of the shadows.
      

      
      The poker struck the back of his head with killing force. For Holton Felix, the world ended in an instant, canceling all of
         his outstanding debts.
      

   
      
      two

      
      

      
      The stench of death was unmistakable. Lavinia caught her breath on the threshold of the firelit room and hastily fumbled in
         her reticule for a hankie. This was the one possibility for which she had made no allowance in her plans tonight. She placed
         the embroidered square of linen over her nose and fought the urge to turn and flee.
      

      
      Holton Felix’s body lay sprawled on the floor in front of the hearth. At first she could see no sign of injury. She wondered
         if his heart had failed him. Then she realized there was something dreadfully wrong with the shape of his skull.
      

      
      Evidently one of Felix’s other blackmail victims had arrived before her. Felix had not been a particularly clever scoundrel,
         she reminded herself. After all, she had managed to determine his identity shortly after receiving the first extortion note
         from him, and she was quite new and inexperienced at this business of making private inquiries.
      

      
      Once she had learned his address, she had talked to some of the maids and cooks who worked in the neighborhood. Satisfied
         that Felix had a nightly habit of taking himself off to the gaming hells, she had come here tonight intending to search his lodgings. She had hoped to find the diary
         he claimed to be quoting in his notes.
      

      
      She surveyed the small room, uncertainty twisting her stomach. The fire still burned cheerily on the hearth, but she could
         feel icy perspiration trickling down her spine. Now what was she to do? Had the killer been satisfied with Felix’s death,
         or had he taken the time to go through the villain’s possessions to discover the diary?
      

      
      There was only one way to learn the answers to those questions, she thought. She must carry on with her original scheme to
         search Felix’s rooms.
      

      
      She forced herself to move. It took an effort of will to push through the invisible wall of dread that curtained the hellish
         scene. The flickering light of the dying flames cast ghastly shadows on the walls. She tried not to look at the body.
      

      
      Breathing as shallowly as possible, she considered where to start her search. Felix had furnished his lodgings in a simple
         manner. Given his fondness for the hells, that came as no great surprise. He had no doubt been obliged to sell the occasional
         candlestick or table to cover his debts. The servants she had questioned had assured her that Felix was rumored to be forever
         short of the ready. One or two had implied he was an unscrupulous opportunist who would stoop to any means to secure money.
      

      
      Blackmail had very likely been only one of a number of unpleasant financial schemes Felix had concocted in his career as a
         gamester. But evidently it had been a losing stratagem.
      

      
      She looked at the desk near the window and decided to start there, although she suspected the killer had already gone through
         the drawers. It was certainly what she would have done in his place.
      

      
      She circled Felix’s body cautiously, keeping as far away from it as possible, and hurried toward her goal. The surface of the desk was littered with the usual paraphernalia, including a penknife and an inkstand. There was also sand
         for blotting and a small metal dish for melting sealing wax.
      

      
      She bent down to open the first of the three drawers on the right side of the desk. And froze when a shiver of premonition
         stirred the fine hairs on the nape of her neck.
      

      
      The soft but unmistakable scrape of a boot sounded on the wooden floor behind her. Fear crashed through her, stealing her
         breath. Her heart raced so swiftly she wondered if she was about to faint for the first time in her life.
      

      
      The killer was still here in these rooms.

      
      One thing was certain. She could not afford the luxury of a swoon.

      
      She stared at the items on the desk for a horrified instant, searching for a weapon with which to defend herself. She put
         out a hand. Her fingers tightened convulsively around the handle of the small penknife. It looked so tiny and fragile. But
         it was all that was available.
      

      
      Clutching the tiny blade, she whirled around to face the murderer. She saw him at once, looming in the darkened doorway that
         opened onto the bedchamber. She could see the outline of his greatcoat, but his face was concealed by the shadows.
      

      
      He made no move to close the short distance between them, however. Instead he lounged there, one shoulder propped negligently
         against the frame of the door, arms folded across his chest.
      

      
      “Do you know, Mrs. Lake,” Tobias March said, “I had a feeling that you and I would meet up again one day. But who could have
         guessed that it would be under such interesting circumstances?”
      

      
      She had to swallow twice before she could speak. When she did eventually manage to utter a few coherent words, her voice sounded
         thin and it easily cracked.
      

      
      “Did you murder that man?”
      

      
      Tobias glanced at the body. “No. I got here after the killer, just as you did. From what I can determine, Felix was killed
         on his front step. The murderer must have dragged him back into this room.”
      

      
      The news did little to reassure her. “What are you doing here?”

      
      “I was about to ask you the same question.” He contemplated her with a considering air. “But I have a hunch I already know
         the answer. You are obviously one of Felix’s blackmail victims, are you not?”
      

      
      Outrage temporarily overcame fear. “The horrid creature sent me two notes this week. The first arrived on Monday. It was delivered
         to the kitchen door. I could not believe my eyes when I read his ridiculous demands. He wanted a hundred pounds. Can you imagine?
         One hundred pounds to ensure his silence. Of all the unmitigated gall.”
      

      
      “On what point did he promise to maintain silence?” Tobias watched her intently. “Have you been into more mischief since we
         last met?”
      

      
      “How dare you, sir? This is entirely your fault and yours alone.”

      
      “My fault?”

      
      “Yes, Mr. March. I blame the entire affair on you.” She gestured toward the body with the tip of the penknife. “That wretched
         man attempted to blackmail me over that business in Rome. He threatened to reveal everything.”
      

      
      “Did he indeed?” Tobias straightened with an oddly stiff movement. “Now, that is most interesting. What, precisely, did he
         know?”
      

      
      “I just told you, he knew it all. He threatened to make it known that I had operated a shop in Rome frequented by a band of
         villains. He implied that I was an accomplice to their schemes and had allowed the cutthroats to use my establishment as a
         communications post. He even went so far as to infer that I had very likely been the mistress of the gang’s leader.”
      

      
      “Was that all he said in his note?”

      
      “All? Isn’t that enough? Mr. March, in spite of your best efforts, my niece and I managed to survive your assault on our business
         in Rome. Barely.”
      

      
      He inclined his head. “I rather thought you might come about again. Yours is a spirit that does not sink easily.”

      
      She ignored that. “Indeed, things are going rather well at the moment. I have every hope of giving Emeline a taste of a real
         Season. With luck, she may even meet an eligible gentleman who can support her in the manner to which I wish to see her accustomed.
         This is a rather delicate time, if you see what I mean. I cannot allow her name to be tainted by the least hint of gossip.”
      

      
      “I see.”

      
      “If Felix had bruited it about that she had at one time been involved in a shop that catered to villains in Rome, the damage
         would be incalculable.”
      

      
      “I suppose gossip to the effect that she was the niece of the mistress of a notorious criminal lord would complicate your
         scheme to launch Miss Emeline into the social whirl.”
      

      
      “Complicate it? It would ruin everything. This is all so very unfair. Emeline and I had nothing to do with those villains and the man
         you called Carlisle. I don’t see how any person possessed of even a small measure of refined sensibilities could leap to the
         conclusion that my niece and I consorted with thieves and murderers.”
      

      
      “I leaped to that conclusion for a short time at the start of the affair, if you will recall.”

      
      “I do not find that particularly surprising,” she said grimly. “I was referring to persons possessed of refined sensibilities.
         That group would hardly include you, sir.”
      

      
      “Or Holton Felix, apparently.” Tobias looked at the body. “But I think it would be best to save this discussion of my lack of exquisite sensibilities for another occasion when we will have the leisure to examine my flaws in detail. At
         the moment, we have other problems. I assume we are both here for the same purpose.”
      

      
      “I don’t know why you are here, Mr. March, but I came to search for a certain diary that apparently once belonged to the valet
         of Mr. Carlisle. The man you claimed was the leader of the criminal gang in Rome.” She paused, frowning. “What do you know
         of this affair?”
      

      
      “You know the old saying ‘No man is a hero to his valet.’ It seems that Carlisle’s faithful servant kept a private record
         of his employer’s most damning secrets. After Carlisle’s death—”
      

      
      “Carlisle is dead?”

      
      “Quite. As I was saying, the valet sold the diary to purchase passage back to England. He was killed, apparently by a footpad,
         before he got out of Rome. From what I was able to determine, the diary was sold twice after that. In both instances, the
         temporary possessors have suffered fatal accidents.” He angled his head toward Felix’s body. “And now there is a third death
         associated with the damn thing.”
      

      
      Lavinia swallowed. “Good heavens.”

      
      “Indeed.” Tobias left the doorway to walk toward the desk.

      
      Lavinia watched him uneasily. There was something odd about the way he moved, she thought; a slight but detectable catch in
         his gait. A limp, actually. She could have sworn there had been no such hesitation in his stride the last time she saw him.
      

      
      “How do you come to know so much about this diary?” she asked.

      
      “I have been on the trail of the damned thing for the past few weeks. Followed it across the Continent. I arrived in England
         a few days ago.”
      

      
      “Why have you chased after it?”

      
      Tobias jerked open a desk drawer. “Among other interesting bits of gossip, I believe it to contain information that may answer some questions for my client.”
      

      
      “What sort of questions?”

      
      He glanced at her over his shoulder. “Questions of treason and murder.”

      
      “Treason?”

      
      “During the war.” He opened another drawer and rifled through some papers. “We really do not have time to go into the details
         of the matter. I shall explain later.”
      

      
      “Never say you failed in your endeavors in Rome, Mr. March. Surely, after all you put us through that dreadful night, you
         did not fumble the prize? What, precisely, happened to that man Carlisle? You claimed he would show up in our shop to collect
         the message from his minion.”
      

      
      “Carlisle arrived after you left.”

      
      “Well?”

      
      “He tripped and fell on the stairs.”

      
      Her eyes widened in disbelief. “He tripped and fell?”

      
      “Accidents do happen, Mrs. Lake. A staircase can be treacherous.”

      
      “Bah. I knew it. You mishandled matters after Emeline and I left that night, did you not?”

      
      “There were complications.”

      
      “Obviously.” For some reason, in spite of the horrific situation, she was able to take a perverse satisfaction in laying the
         blame at his feet. “I should have guessed the truth immediately after I received Holton Felix’s first extortion note. After
         all, things had been going along quite smoothly until that moment. I should have known that when problems arose, you would
         be at the root.”
      

      
      “Damnation, Mrs. Lake, this is not the time to take me to task. You know nothing of the intricacies of this affair.”

      
      “Admit it, sir. This problem with the valet’s diary is entirely your fault. If you had dealt properly with the situation in
         Rome, we would not be here tonight.”
      

      
      He went very still. In the hellish light cast by the fire, his eyes were very dangerous. “I assure you, the serpent who controlled that band of vipers in Italy is dead. Unfortunately,
         that was not the end of the matter. My client wishes to see the entire affair resolved. He has engaged me to do so, and that
         is precisely what I intend to do.”
      

      
      She went cold. “I see.”

      
      “Carlisle was at one time a member of a criminal organization known as the Blue Chamber. The gang had tentacles throughout
         England and Europe. For many years the organization was controlled by a leader who styled himself Azure.”
      

      
      Her mouth went dry. For some inexplicable reason she sensed he was telling her the truth. “How very theatrical.”

      
      “Azure was the undisputed head of the organization. But from what we can discern, he died about a year ago. The Blue Chamber
         has been in chaos since his death. Azure had two powerful lieutenants, Carlisle and another man whose identity remains a mystery.”
      

      
      “Azure and Carlisle are both gone, so I assume your client wants you to discover the identity of the third man?”

      
      “Yes. The diary may contain that information. With luck, it will also tell us who Azure was and clear up a few other questions
         as well. Now do you see why it is so dangerous?”
      

      
      “Indeed.”

      
      Tobias picked up a sheaf of papers. “Rather than just standing there, why don’t you make yourself useful?”

      
      “Useful?”

      
      “I did not have an opportunity to search the bedchamber before you arrived. Take a candle and see what you can discover in
         the room. I will finish in here.”
      

      
      Her first impulse was to tell him to consign himself to Hades. But belatedly it occurred to her that he had a point. They
         were both after the same thing, it seemed. The advantages of dividing up the task of searching Felix’s rooms were self-evident. In addition, there was another extremely compelling
         reason for following his instructions. If she took the bedchamber, she would not have to work in sight of the bloody body.
      

      
      She picked up a candle. “You do realize that there is a very good chance that whoever murdered Mr. Felix found the diary and
         took it away?”
      

      
      “If that is the case, our problems are considerably compounded.” He cast her a cold-eyed look. “One step at a time, Mrs. Lake.
         Let us first see if we can discover that damned diary. It would certainly simplify matters.”
      

      
      He was right, she thought. March was irritating, provoking, and extremely annoying, but he was correct. One disaster at a
         time. That was the only way to get through this affair. It was, in point of fact, the way she got through life.
      

      
      She hurried into the small room adjoining the parlor. There was a book on the table beside the bed. A tingle of excitement
         sparked within her. Perhaps luck was with her, after all.
      

      
      She crossed the room to examine the title in the glow of the flame. The Education of a Lady. On the off chance that the leather binding might conceal a handwritten diary, she opened the cover and thumbed through a
         few pages. Disappointment drowned her small burst of hope. The volume was a recently published novel, not a personal journal.
      

      
      She replaced the book on the table and went to the washstand. It took only moments to search the small drawers. They contained
         the things she would have expected to discover in such a location: a comb and brush, shaving items, and a toothbrush.
      

      
      She tried the wardrobe next. There were a number of expensive-looking linen shirts and three stylish coats inside. Evidently
         on the occasions when he had done well at the tables, Felix had spent his winnings on fashionable clothing. Perhaps he saw the costly apparel as a business investment.
      

      
      “Have you found anything?” Tobias called softly from the other room.

      
      “No,” she said. “You?”

      
      “Nothing.”

      
      She heard him shift a large item of furniture in the outer room. The desk, perhaps. He was certainly being thorough in his
         search.
      

      
      She opened the drawers inside the wardrobe and discovered only a selection of gentlemen’s smallclothes and cravats. She slammed
         the doors and turned around to study the sparsely furnished chamber. Desperation grew until she could hardly breathe. What
         on earth would she do next if they did not find the evidence that had led Felix to attempt to blackmail her?
      

      
      Her gaze fell again on the leather-bound volume on the nightstand. There were no other books in evidence here in Felix’s lodgings.
         If it were not for The Education of a Lady, she would have said he had not been given to amusing himself with literature. Yet he had kept the one novel beside his bed.
      

      
      She went slowly across the room to take another look at the book. Why would a gamester take an interest in a novel that had
         no doubt been written for young ladies?
      

      
      She picked up the book again and flipped through a few more pages, this time pausing to read a sentence here and there. It
         did not take long to see that the story had most definitely not been written for the edification of young ladies.
      

      
      
         … her elegantly sculpted buttocks quivered in anticipation of my velvet whip …

      

      
      “Good grief.” Hastily she slammed the book closed. A small slip of paper fluttered to the floor.

      
      “Did you find something of interest?” Tobias inquired from the other room.
      

      
      “I most certainly did not.”

      
      She glanced down at the small sheet of paper that had landed on the toe of her half boot. There was handwriting on it. She
         grimaced. Perhaps Felix had enjoyed the novel to such an extent, he had resorted to making notes on the text.
      

      
      She bent down to retrieve the paper, glancing at the words scrawled on it as she did so. Not notes on The Education of a Lady, but an address. Number Fourteen, Hazelton Square.
      

      
      Why would Felix keep an address tucked in this particular novel?

      
      She caught the faint but telltale slide of Tobias’s boot on the floor of the parlor. On impulse she tucked the note into her
         reticule and turned toward the door.
      

      
      He appeared in the opening, silhouetted against the dying firelight. “Well?”

      
      “I found nothing that even remotely resembles a diary,” she said firmly and, she reflected, quite honestly.

      
      “Neither did I.” He swept the bedchamber with a grim expression. “We are too late. It appears that whoever murdered Felix
         had the presence of mind to take the diary.”
      

      
      “Hardly a surprising turn of events. It’s certainly what I would have done under the circumstances.”

      
      “Hmm.”

      
      She scowled. “What is it?”

      
      He looked at her. “It seems we must now bide our time until the new blackmailer makes his move.”

      
      “The new blackmailer?” Shock held her motionless for a few seconds. She had to work to get her jaw closed. “Dear heaven, whatever
         are you saying, sir? Do you suppose that Felix’s killer intends to set up shop as an extortionist?”
      

      
      “If there is a promise of money in the enterprise, and I’m certain there is, then we must assume the answer to that question is yes.”
      

      
      “Bloody hell.”

      
      “My sentiments exactly, but we must look on the positive side, Mrs. Lake.”

      
      “I fail to see one.”

      
      He gave her a humorless smile. “Come now, the two of us managed to track down Felix independently, did we not?”

      
      “Felix was an incompetent fool who left all sorts of clues. I had no problem bribing the urchin he used to deliver his blackmail
         notes. The lad gave me the direction in exchange for a few coins and a hot meat pie.”
      

      
      “Very clever of you.” Tobias looked back into the other room, where the dead man lay on the carpet in front of the fire. “I
         do not believe that whoever succeeded in murdering Felix will be quite so inept. Therefore, we had best combine forces, madam.”
      

      
      A fresh wave of alarm shot through her. “Whatever are you talking about?”

      
      “I’m sure you comprehend my meaning.” He switched his gaze back to her. One brow rose. “Whatever else you are, you are not
         slow-witted.”
      

      
      So much for hoping he would want them to go their separate ways after this meeting.

      
      “Now see here,” she said crisply. “I have no intention whatsoever of forming any sort of partnership with you, Mr. March.
         Every time you appear, you cause me no end of trouble.”
      

      
      “There have been only two occasions when we have been obliged to spend time in each other’s company.”

      
      “Both have been disastrous, thanks to you.”

      
      “That is your opinion.” He took an uneven stride toward her and grasped her arm firmly in his large gloved hand. “From my
         perspective, it is you who possess a most remarkable talent for complicating a situation beyond belief.”
      

      
      “Really, sir, this is too much. Kindly take your hands off me.”
      

      
      “I fear I cannot do that, Mrs. Lake.” He guided her out of the room and down the back hall. “Given that we are both enmeshed
         in this web, I must insist we work together to untangle it.”
      

   
      
      three

      
      

      
      “I can’t believe you encountered Mr. March again. And under such odd circumstances.” Emeline put down her coffee cup and regarded
         Lavinia across the breakfast table. “What an astounding coincidence.”
      

      
      “Rubbish. It is no such thing, if his tale is to be believed.” Lavinia tapped her spoon against the side of her plate. “According
         to him, this affair of blackmail is connected to that business in Rome.”
      

      
      “Does he think that Holton Felix was a member of this criminal gang called the Blue Chamber?”

      
      “No. Apparently Felix came into possession of the diary more or less by chance.”

      
      “And now someone else has it.” Emeline looked thoughtful. “Presumably whoever murdered Felix. And Mr. March is still on the
         trail. He is really quite tenacious, is he not?”
      

      
      “Bah. He is doing this for the money. So long as someone is willing to pay him to make inquiries, it is in his own best financial
         interests to be tenacious.” She made a face. “Although why his client continues to purchase his services after his shockingly
         incompetent performance in Rome defeats me.”
      

      
      “You know very well we must be grateful for the way he carried out his inquiries in Italy. Another man in his position might
         well have concluded that we were, indeed, members of that gang of cutthroats and acted accordingly.”
      

      
      “Anyone engaged in such inquiries would have had to be a fool to imagine we were involved in criminal activities.”

      
      “Yes, of course,” Emeline said soothingly, “but one can certainly see how another, less intelligent, less observant gentleman
         than Mr. March might have concluded that we were members of the gang.”
      

      
      “Do not be so quick to credit Tobias March with any positive qualities, Emeline. I, for one, do not trust him.”

      
      “Yes, I can see that. Why ever not?”

      
      Lavinia spread her hands. “For heaven’s sake, I found him at the scene of a murder last night.”

      
      “He found you at the same scene,” Emeline pointed out.

      
      “Yes, but he had got there before me. Felix was already dead when I arrived. For all I know, March was the one who killed
         him.”
      

      
      “Oh, I doubt that very much.”

      
      Lavinia stared at her. “How can you say that? March was quite free with the information that Mr. Carlisle did not survive
         the encounter in Rome.”
      

      
      “I thought you said something about an unfortunate accident on the stairs.”

      
      “That was March’s version of events. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least to discover that Carlisle’s death was not an accident.”

      
      “Well, that is neither here nor there now, is it? The important thing is that the villain is dead.”

      
      Lavinia hesitated. “March wants me to help him find the diary. He wants us to combine our efforts.”

      
      “That makes perfect sense, does it not? You are both determined to find it, so why not form a partnership?”

      
      “March has a client who is paying him a fee for his efforts. I do not.”

      
      Emeline studied her over the rim of her coffee cup. “Perhaps you can negotiate with Mr. March to give you a portion of the
         money his client pays him. You developed a distinct talent for bargaining while we were in Italy.”
      

      
      “I have given the matter some consideration,” Lavinia admitted slowly. “But the notion of a partnership with March makes me
         extremely uneasy.”
      

      
      “It does not appear that you have much choice. It would be a trifle inconvenient for us if the gossip about our business in
         Rome began to circulate here in London.”
      

      
      “You have a gift for understatement, Emeline. It would be more than inconvenient. It would utterly destroy my new career,
         to say nothing of your chance to enjoy a Season.”
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