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Can love flourish in the dangerous world of espionage?


Séverine de Cabrillac, orphan of the French revolution and sometime British intelligence agent, has tried to leave spying behind her. Now she devotes herself to investigating crimes in London and finding justice for the wrongly accused.


Raoul Deverney, an enigmatic half-Spaniard with enough secrets to earn even a spy’s respect, is at her door demanding help. She’s the only one who can find the killer of his long-estranged wife and rescue her missing fourteen-year-old daughter.


Séverine reluctantly agrees to aid him, even though she knows the growing attraction between them makes it more than unwise. Their desperate search for the girl unleashes treason and murder . . . and offers a last chance for two strong, wounded people to find love.


For more spellbinding Spymasters romance, look for the other titles by Joanna Bourne: The Forbidden Rose, The Spymaster’s Lady, My Lord and Spymaster, The Black Hawk and Rogue Spy.
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SHE SLID OUT OF SLEEP AND KNEW THERE WAS A man in her room.


He stood between her and the faint square of night sky in the window. Just stood, which was threat enough for all practical purposes. Any man who wheedled his way so silently through a window on the second floor was no amateur in the craft of housebreaking.


This was the way death arrived. Uninvited. Unobtrusive. An almost trivial break in the expected.


Séverine de Cabrillac, orphan of the French Revolution, fashionable lady of the ton, sometime spy, drew herself together under the blankets, preparing to fight for her life. She was very afraid.


He must have heard her move. He came slowly, smoothly, quiet on his feet, toward her. He was a tall column of shadow, lit on one side with red light from the fire, pure darkness on the other. He carried a knife in his right hand, being competent about it. He said, “I’m not going to hurt you.”


That’s why you’re pointing ten inches of steel at me. “What do you want?”


Her pistol was loaded and ready, neatly under her pillow. Even in Buckinghamshire, at the Shield and Staff, the familiar, friendly inn halfway between London and home, she took precautions. But she couldn’t get to her gun before he used that knife. It was never about having the best weapon. It was always about being able to lay your hand on it.


“I want the girl,” he said. “Keep the amulet. Just give me the girl.”


Her mind opened all its cabinets and turned out all its drawers and none of them held anything about lost girls or stolen girls or any sort of girl whatsoever. “There’s no one here. Look around.” Maybe he’d broken into the wrong room. Maybe she could send him off to menace somebody else.


“You don’t have her tied up under the bed, but you know where she is.” In complete silence, he took the last step that brought him to her side. His knee touched the coverlet and the mattress made the smallest tremor.


The point of his knife waited quietly, an eloquent eighteen inches from her throat. He said, “I dislike violence. I abhor it. Let’s see if we can get through this interview without resorting to force.”


Some situations call for great cleverness. Some for lies. She settled on blunt honesty. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“How forgetful of you,” he said softly. “Her name is Pilar. She’s a schoolgirl, twelve years old, living in London. Three months ago her mother died in their front parlor. No one’s seen the girl since.”


He was anonymous in the dark, but she thought she’d know him again, if she survived the night and went hunting for him. There would not be many men who carried such a silent and deliberate presence. Who moved like a cat. His voice sounded like a cat had decided to talk.


He wore his coat—black or some shade close to it—buttoned up to hide his shirt. No cravat. No hat. Dark hair. Skin that showed swarthy rather than pale where firelight lay on him. His eyes held a flicker of reflection.


She would have liked to see his face more clearly. Along with not wanting to be stabbed, she did not want to be stabbed by a man she hadn’t seen.


“I’m sorry for this schoolgirl,” she said softly. “It’s sad and terrible, but it’s nothing to do with—”


“If she’s still alive, she’s alone and terrified, a prisoner at the mercy of strangers. Do you know how it feels to be trapped and alone in the hands of an enemy?” The knife inscribed a small circle in the air. “This is how it feels.”


He was wrong to think she didn’t know what it was like to be alone and afraid and trapped. Her earliest memories were exactly that. The Revolution had not spared children.


“London’s a sink of crime,” she said. “But it’s not my crime. Not my brutality. I’m not in the business of killing.”


“You gave orders for death in Spain.”


Very few people knew what she’d been in Spain. This man was not here by accident. This was no mistaken identity. He knew who and what she was. She said, “That was far away and long ago. That was war.”


“This is London, at peace, and you’re still playing the same games. But the girl isn’t part of it. She’s useless to you. Let her go.”


She was sadly familiar with threats and the knife and a man who crept through the dark. She’d been part of the Great Game of spies and lies once upon a time when she’d been young and a fool. Now Napoleon was in exile on St. Helena, the battlefields were empty, and the Great Game had not ended. Three years after the last charge at Waterloo, spies still delved for secrets and spun their plots. Only she had changed.


If this man had come for her, knowing who and what she’d been, he was desperate or a fool or very dangerous. Or all three. She said, “I retired a long time ago.”


“Innocent as a nestling harpy,” he murmured. “All soft down and razor claws.”


“I see myself as a battlefield crow. Retired, with a perch and a cup of fruits and nuts in the salon and a covered cage in the schoolroom. Do you mind if I sit up?”


“Not at all. Take this.” The shadow of his body rippled. Something glinted. A soft weight landed on the blankets. He stepped back and went still again.


She wriggled out from under the covers and took up the shape he’d tossed in her direction. It was the knife, a fairly heavy example of its kind, the blade cold to the touch. The hilt was bone or wood, smooth and very slightly damp, as if it had recently been washed.


“A knife,” she said.


“Right you are. I thought it might reassure you.”


She became slightly less terrified and considerably more angry. She gripped the hilt. “Strangely, it doesn’t.”


Smooth as poured cream, he sank to sit on the bed beside her. His weight tilted the mattress. His body fitted next to her with only the quibble of a sheet and blanket between them. He was a solid presence now, as he’d been a shadow before. He was also empty-handed, which made no sense at all.


No one surrenders an advantage so easily. Therefore, this knife is not an advantage.


She didn’t like his thigh close to hers. Didn’t like to feel his breath stirring on her face. A stranger in her bed was profoundly disturbing. A man this close to her should be a lover.


She pushed her way out from under the blanket, fitted her back to the bedstead, and brought the knife up between them. I hate not understanding this. She was dealing with a man who didn’t consider a knife important. Either he thought she wasn’t dangerous or he knew he was, himself, incomparably lethal.


A deep game indeed. She said, “You break in here at midnight and give me a knife. Why?”


“To stab me with, of course.”


“Always a possibility.”


“Or to keep your hands sufficiently busy that they don’t go after your pistol. You are exactly the sort of woman who’d keep a gun under her pillow.”


She turned the blade and watched a line of light slip along the sharp edge. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


“I meant it as one.” He shifted to make himself more comfortable on the bed. “Will you kill me or talk to me? That sweet choice has hung in the balance every moment since I entered your room.”


“I’m still deciding.” Every word they exchanged and many more they didn’t say out loud waited like land mines on the counterpane between them. He was not in the least worried the knife was now pointed toward him.


Those who played spy games were generally more cautious. Perhaps she was dealing with a madman. Not the most reassuring thought. Who wants to share a small bedchamber with a madman?


He said, “Let me change the situation and see what happens. Do not, I beg you, cut this pretty face of mine. I’m fond of it.” Slow as smoke rising, he stretched his left hand toward her, past the knife she held, and touched her cheek. A shock—a spot of uneasy fire—sparked where his fingertip met her skin.


“Don’t.” She brought the knife up and set the point to his wrist, to the best spot for jabbing straight into the pulse.


“One question answered. Many more raised.” He withdrew his hand, carefully. “I congratulate you. You’re completely convincing as a woman who knows nothing about a stolen girl.”


They paused, unevenly armed, both of them thinking hard. Under the silence, she heard the tick and rumble of the fire and the tiny noises of the night outside the window.


His eyes weren’t as dark as she’d thought. They were green-brown or gray. She’d need better light to tell. She could see his eyes were attentive on her, cool, utterly self-possessed. He said, “The problem with beautiful spies—one of several problems with spies—is they lie so well there’s no way of discerning the truth.” He stood in one single, smooth, unexpected moment. The bed sagged and sprang back. “You aren’t going to say anything useful tonight, are you? We’ll meet again.”


He retraced his steps to the window. The darkness parted soundlessly around him.


She wrapped her arms around her knees, knife carefully ready, and didn’t follow him across the room. If he left without bloodshed, all to the good. She’d seen enough confused, useless battles in her life. “Why did you come here? Why not stop me on the street and ask the same question?”


“So I could hand you that knife and see if you’d kill me with it.”


“And if I’d killed you?”


“Then I’d have my answer, wouldn’t I?”


She’d held a number of conversations in the dark. Never one this odd. “You’d be dead.”


“Sometimes that’s the answer.”


This man didn’t expect to die. He stood in a fighter’s easy stance, one so practiced he made it look casual. If she reached for the gun under her pillow, he’d be on top of her before she could shoot. Or gone out the window.


She supposed it revealed a good deal about her that she wasn’t stupid enough or bloodthirsty enough to introduce firearms into the evening. “Why did you touch me?”


He stood in the square of the window, against the diffuse glow of moon and stars. “I apologize. The impulse to know the texture of your skin became irresistible.”


He was gone, out the window. It was a fifteen-foot drop but she didn’t hear any noise of landing.


She grabbed her pistol. When she got to the window there was no one below and no sound of running. The black was unbroken except by the faint suggestion of outlying buildings.


She’d chosen not to fight. Now she chose not to shoot blind into the night. In most situations she preferred negotiation to putting bullets into people. She had not the least doubt she’d see him again.


She pulled her head in from the window and went to sit cross-legged on the bed, her gun across her lap, the useless and misleading knife beside her, going over every word the man had left behind.


A schoolgirl had disappeared. An amulet of some sort was missing. He’d played that down. Said he didn’t need it. Whenever anybody said something was unimportant she assumed exactly the opposite. What else? He’d talked of the war in Spain. Orders given—orders she’d given—for someone’s death. She hadn’t given that sort of order. A mistake on his part.


As she’d been trained to do, she considered what he hadn’t said and what he hadn’t done. Not a word about Bristol or the assassin O’Grady. No mention of Wellington. No search of her luggage for informative tidbits about the turbulent Irish. You’d think he’d never learned the rudiments of espionage.


In this tangle of puzzlement, that swift, single touch on her cheek was more disturbing than anything else. Why had he done that? She’d worked hard to become the quintessence of dull, well-born spinsterhood. Maybe she hadn’t quite succeeded.


After half an hour of pointless speculation she got dressed and went out to the stable to yell MacDonald awake and get the horses saddled. They’d ride out at first light. Some nights are not made for sleeping.


HIS boots hit the cobbles. Raoul Deverney absorbed the impact, folded in on himself, rolled, and ran toward the straggling line of bushes behind the stable. He’d be invisible against the stone wall.


Séverine de Cabrillac appeared in the second-floor window, searching for him in the darkness, the linen of her night shift pale in the firelight behind her. He wondered what she was thinking.


The yard smelled of the horses sleeping in their stalls. No noise from them. The inn dogs were either asleep or taking a cynical view of folks who wandered to and fro among the bedchambers in the deep of night, and remained silent. The stable cats were more wakeful. One came to twine about his boots, purring. He went down on one knee to scratch behind its ears.


After a minute the de Cabrillac woman pulled the curtains closed and went away.


He’d watched her from the day he’d found her name written at the scene of Sanchia’s death. More than a week now. The name had meant nothing to him, but he’d recognized her at once, even after so many years. She was as beautiful as he’d remembered. In the same room with her, in her bed, the self-contained force of the woman struck like a hammer blow. It had been impossible to leave her without that one touch.


She’d been a legend in Spain a decade ago—the woman who took many names, who wore many disguises, who was always frighteningly effective. They said she’d given up spying. That she was a private person now, investigating private crimes. It looked as if the British Service still called her back to work.


Maybe the rage and helplessness he’d felt when they hauled him in front of her ten years ago colored his judgment, but he didn’t believe she’d “retired long ago.” Spies never retire. She was, at heart, the same as she’d always been. He had no trouble believing she could be involved in Sanchia’s death.


One question remained. Would she kidnap a child?


Tomorrow, we continue. Tomorrow, another dangerous approach. Another hazardous move forward in this game.


He collected his hat from the tree branch where he’d left it and went over the low wall around the inn, out to the field where he’d left the horse. He knew more about her now, but not what he needed to know. Was she friend or enemy? If the latter, she’d be a formidable opponent.




Two
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“SMALLER THAN YOU,” SÉVERINE SAID.


“Everybody’s smaller than me.” Papa ambled along beside her.


“Taller than Hawker.”


“Most men are taller than Hawker.” She led last night’s memories through her mind one by one. Pictured the man standing over her, holding a knife. Mentally measured him against the window frame where he’d paused an instant before he slid away over the sill in a smooth, practiced twist of his body. “He’s midway between you and Hawker.”


Papa—William Doyle in the spy world, Viscount Markham to the ton—was not her father by blood. That had been the Comte de Cabrillac, dead in the Terror of the Revolution. She barely remembered the horror of his death and her mother’s. The months afterward when she and her sister Justine struggled to survive were a nightmare of pain and fear. Then a huge, gentle stranger had said, “She is my daughter,” and carried her in his arms out of the gates of Paris. She’d never doubted for a moment that he’d spoken the truth. He was Papa.


“Fat? Thin?” Papa said.


“Thin and his muscles lie down flat to his body. He’s not”—she grinned at Papa, who would appreciate the joke—“muscled like a fairground boxer.”


“We can’t all be great hunks of muscle,” Papa said tranquilly. “You say he’s thin. Thin and puny? Thin and stretched out long? Thin and nervous?”


“Lean. He does something that stretches his muscles out. He might be a fencer.” The open street was a good place to discuss private matters. No one could overhear more than a half-dozen words in a row without making it very obvious they were following. She’d chatted secrets on the boulevards of all the great cities of Europe and felt reasonably safe about it.


She walked along beside Papa, neither of them hurrying on this fine cold morning. The hackney had dropped them at Cheapside, so they had a goodish walk through sleepy back streets to her office near the docks. The cloak she wore kept her warm in the chilly wind. Papa didn’t so much ignore the cold as just not notice.


“He had a trained body.” She could pick that certainty out of all the impressions crowded into her head. “When he came stalking across the room I could almost see a sabre in his hands. He’s studied as a fighter.”


“You are not reassuring me, lass.”


“I didn’t feel reassured, myself, at the time. Thinking back, I am. If he’d wanted to kill me, he could have done it when I was under the blanket.”


“Where your admirable fighting skills are irrelevant.” Papa hooked a thumb into the pocket of his waistcoat. “You think he knew you could fight?”


“Oh, yes.”


“That’s not widely scattered information. He knows too much about you, Sévie.”


“Seems to. I’ll find out how, eventually.” They passed Londoners on their way to work, as she was. Papa looked them over as if they were sheep and he was waiting for one of them to bolt out of the flock and do something stupid or dangerous. There was a bit of the vigilant sheepdog about Papa.


Having shared what she could about unexpected midnight encounters, she went on to what she’d learned in Bristol, being discreet as usual and not naming names.


Eight years ago, in Spain, she’d fallen from a horse, broken her ankle, and been set to watch the Irish of the British Army while that healed. Typical of Military Intelligence that they were just as happy to spy on British subjects as on the enemy.


The Irish had known all about her, which was also typical, since Military Intelligence didn’t keep secrets well. For one long, hot, dusty summer she and the Irish had amused themselves fooling one another not at all. They became friends of an odd sort.


Sometimes, even now, the Irish sent her information. A month ago her Eyes and Ears, the old women who collected rumors for her, heard whispers of a plot in London. An Irishman was boasting through the taverns that he’d kill Wellington “right under the long noses of the English nobs.” She’d sent out word to old friends here and there, asking for help, and Sean Reilly in Bristol gave her the name O’Grady.


The threat to Wellington made it political and a matter for the British Service.


O’Grady, Sean said, was a back-alley bully from Dublin. A criminal. No friend of Ireland. Not one of them. She could pass his threats along to the British Service with a pound of tea and their compliments.


“Could your visitor be this O’Grady?” Papa scratched at his chin a little, the way he did when he was thinking. He never shaved closely when he was being a colorful London workingman. He’d taught a generation of young male agents the same tricks. All those British Service agents wandered around with a bit of scruffy beard. “You’ve sent your Eyes and Ears looking for him. He might have heard.”


“My Irish say O’Grady’s a hulking, red-faced bully. A bruiser and a brawler. Dublin born, with a Dublin accent. Former army. All of that makes him the opposite of the man who paid a call on me at the midnight hour.”


“A useful description of O’Grady though.”


“I hope so. That’s all I brought back from three days back and forth to Bristol.”


“More than we had before,” Papa said easily.


She hadn’t talked to Papa about this at breakfast. It was impossible to get a word in edgewise with the little kids squabbling and Bartholomew—Bart—invalided home from Eton, mostly free of measles now, and edgy with boredom. Besides, she didn’t bring work home. Papa had taught her that by example. Hawker, friend from her first days in England, married to her sister Justine, had too. She didn’t let the ugliness of her work come near the family.


“That’s the meat of it.” She kept an eye behind them and around them. No one was tagging along, listening. “Whoever’s after Wellington, it’s not my Irish and not anyone they know of. I have what we call a negative result.”


“Was your man with the knife Irish?”


She shook her head. “He spoke Mayfair English. Educated, upper-crust, London English.”


“Born to it? Could there be Irish underneath?”


“You’re determined to make him part of the Wellington business, aren’t you?”


“Is he?”


She picked apart that drawling, deep voice she could hear so clearly in her head. “Not Irish, if he is. He’s French, I think. Or he might be Italian or Spanish. You hear it in his r’s. And he moves like a Frenchman.” She gave an impatient shrug, using her own Frenchness to indicate all the habits of body and movement that made a man French.


“So we could be dealing with one of the late enemy.” Papa took some long slow steps. “All else being equal and considering tonight’s business, I’d rather the French weren’t involved. Is he a spy, Sévie?”


She thought that over. “He said, ‘You’re still playing the same games.’ He said, ‘You.’ ”


“And thereby claims he’s not in the Game. A retired spy? The woods are thick with retired spies.”


“I’m one,” she pointed out.


“He seems to know that,” Papa said.


“Not precisely a secret. What Military Intelligence knows, the world knows.”


Their reflections paced beside them in the shop windows. Nobody was taking an undue interest in them. Good.


Papa dressed as a laborer today in leather trousers and vest, thick brown coat, gray wool socks. He wore his fake scar, as he did when he was working.


She looked small beside Papa in those reflections, a straight-backed woman matching steps with the big brute. There was no real resemblance between them, of course. They were not related by blood, only by iron-strong ties of affection. Papa had stood near the gates of Paris and said she would be his daughter, always and completely, just as if she’d been born his daughter.


To her own eyes she looked thin and grumpy and tired. The stranger in her room had found her interesting. Nothing she saw in the dim images in the shop window explained why that man had casually tossed “beautiful” into the conversation.


She knew what it was like to be beautiful. Gaëtan, her gentle soldier, had called her that with all the passion of first love. She’d felt beautiful when she’d been with him. They’d both been so very young. He was long dead on a battlefield in Spain. It still hurt to remember him.


Robin Carlington—she would be in his house this evening—had lavished extravagant compliments upon her more recently, written witty poems to her arched eyebrows and red lips. With his hand on his heart, on bended knee, he’d called her a stern and lovely goddess. But he’d turned out to be no friend at all and certainly no lover. It spoke well of her common sense that in all the months he’d courted her she’d never believed him for a minute.


She said, “Sometimes there really are coincidences. I’m beginning to think this amulet and missing girl and a man who tosses his spare knife in my lap have nothing to do with Wellington. What if it’s just an ordinary crime? London’s littered with the murdered, kidnapped, blackmailed, robbed, and just plain knocked over the head.”


“True,” Papa conceded handsomely. “I like to think we have the most active criminal class in Europe.”


“A matter of national pride.”


“But there’s still a fine selection of spies on offer.”


They crossed Cannon Street, busy with delivery wagons and carts. It was not the most fashionable area of London, and the neighborhood deteriorated a bit from here to the Thames. But it suited her clients, who were generally not fashionable themselves.


She took a different path to work every day. Old habits. Old bits of caution that clung to her long after she should have become a mild and respectable investigator. Today she chose to turn down a narrow alley, nameless so far as she knew, and not on any of the maps. “I collected enigmatic remarks and a knife instead of questions about Bristol and Wellington and O’Grady. He’s a lackadaisical spy if he is one.”


“Not everybody has the concentration and deadliness to shine in this profession.”


At the corner of Turnwheel Lane, within sight of the ordinary brick building where she kept offices, a woman with a thousand wrinkles sold hot cross buns. Papa gave thr’pence for a ha’penny bun, as he always did, and they walked on.


She picked away at the bun and went back to the salient point of her midnight encounter. “He didn’t try to kill me.”


“A model of decorum.”


“I think so.”


Papa walked with his hands clasped at his back. Eventually he said, “I’m not trying to protect you, Sévie. You don’t need that. But my thumbs are pricking.”


“I don’t have your educated thumbs. But I’m uneasy.”


“Deep currents.”


Currents indeed. She felt herself being swept along, back into the spying life. Thinking like a spy. Acting like one. When you’re good at something and you do it for a while, there’s always a string pulling you back in. Probably bakers, retired to Hampstead village, kneaded dough in their sleep the way Muffin the dog yipped and ran while he dreamed.


They stopped across the street from her office. Papa said, “You don’t have to go to the Carlingtons’ tonight. This isn’t your work. I have enough agents.”


That was Papa trying to keep her out of the Wellington business. Too late, really.


“You never have enough agents.” Before Papa could say more she added, “I can’t avoid Robin Carlington forever. I’ll look like a fool if I try.”


Papa gave her an instant of calm study. Shrewdest eyes in England. “I could encourage Robin Carlington to visit Serbia for a while. Or China. Lots of ships at dock.” Papa always knew exactly what to say.


“It’s a kindly thought, but not necessary. I’ll be aloof and ever so slightly puzzled at the fuss. He should behave himself in his brother’s house.”


The morning air filled up with comments Papa wasn’t making. He only said, “We’ll meet at Meeks Street this afternoon to go over plans for tonight. If you see your visitor, take care.”


“I always do.”


“If I believed that, I’d be a fool.”


She didn’t kiss Papa as they parted. They were not dressed as two people who would kiss affectionately on the street. They both knew better than to break a disguise.


SHE felt no eyes upon her as she crossed Turnwheel Lane. Forty windows in the buildings up and down the street had a clear line of sight on her, but they felt empty. That didn’t convince her she was safe. It made her worry she was losing her old skills.


Ten years ago, when she’d been tired of everyone treating her like a child, she’d run away to war. She’d joined, not Papa’s British Service, but the less competent and extensively more problematic Military Intelligence. In markets and city squares of Portugal and Spain, across Pyrenees mountain passes, and through scrublands and ravines, she’d walked with every sense extended, every nerve quivering, knowing she might be in enemy sights. Today she was reminded of those days.


The man who’d come to her bedchamber was somewhere in London, obsessed with amulets and a lost girl and Miss Séverine de Cabrillac. She had the absurd notion she’d know if his eyes were on her.


At the front door to her office building a brass plaque read Fielding and Sons Imports; Cyril Malone, Solicitor; and Horace Famble. Famble was a sculptor with a studio and rooms on the first floor back. Finally, at the bottom of the list was De Cabrillac Consulting.


She walked past the stairs to the front door and on to the right, to the wide doors that led into the loading yard of Fielding’s Imports. She was hit, as always, by the noise penned up in here. Wheelbarrows bumped up and down the ridges of the ramp. Ironclad wagon wheels clanked on cobbles. Men swore and shouted. Only the horses went about their business quietly.


She wove between wagons and horses, keeping her feet out from under hooves and wheels. Warehouse laborers unloaded barrels from the wagons and rolled them up the ramp onto the warehouse floor. They touched caps to her if their hands were free. They were used to Miss de Cabrillac being eccentric and taking the back stairs.


Young Peter was there, being useful among them, rocking barrels down the length of the wagons so men could unload them. He was too scrawny to be of much use otherwise.


It was early enough that the night guard was still on duty on the warehouse floor of Fielding’s. That was Holloway, a former soldier with one arm and two sharp eyes. A crack shot. He only needed one arm for that. He gave her a casual salute when he saw her looking his way.


She climbed the bare, businesslike back stairs of the place, picking the currants out of her bun and eating them as she went. The floor above smelled of sweet smoke, ale, and marble dust. In Famble’s studio, men were arguing about a boxing match in Essex. Those gentlemen weren’t up early in the day. They’d been at it all night. Famble and his friends lived what might be called an irregular life.


Her office was above. She took the whole top floor. Everything up here was a shade more closely dusted, more freshly painted, better lighted, and better swept.


This was where she’d put Peter, here at the landing in the triangle-shaped space under the attic stair in what used to be a storage cupboard. It was warm and dry. The lantern on the hook burned day and night to light the steps. She’d found a straw-stuffed mat and blankets for the boy.


Peter had been sleeping in the alley behind the loading yard, taking any odd job he could find and not quite freezing to death. So she’d put him in this empty space she happened to have, just till the weather warmed up.


Then MacDonald started sharing breakfast with the boy. She’d associated with enough stray dogs and cats to know Peter was now a permanent resident.


She broke off a bite of hot cross bun and ate it, standing in her hall. Behind the first door on the left, MacDonald was frying sausages in his room.


MacDonald was somebody else she hadn’t precisely intended to install here. He was an inheritance of sorts. A sixteenth-century MacDonald bride had brought a dozen retainers with her to France. They’d never gone home again. A line of MacDonalds had attended de Cabrillacs through the halls of Versailles and across the battlefields of Europe, guarding de Cabrillacs and falling beside them. The older brother of her particular MacDonald had died beside her father in the courtyard of the Abbaye Prison in Paris. The French Revolution and resulting chaos left this last MacDonald almost without de Cabrillacs to serve. He’d decided on her, rather than her sister, Justine, for some reason. He’d left France, tracked her to London, then across the mountains and pine forests of Spain, and stuck.


He was still with her, a short man, broad in the shoulder, strong as a mule, and weathered to leathery stubbornness. He showed no signs of taking up her offer to buy him a tavern or a stable or an inn in the country. His current great love was an actor at Drury Lane, but he spent his nights with the sculptor downstairs, Horace Famble.


MacDonald was company in her work, a reliable right arm, and an extra set of eyes to watch the trail behind. He brought her meals when she forgot to go out for them and handed her a cloak when it was cold. The night guards liked having another armed man on the business premises after hours, even if they didn’t understand just how much of a defense they were getting.


She and MacDonald maintained the fiction that MacDonald was a servant, but they both knew better.


She walked past the door of his room, not being especially quiet about it because that would just make him nervous. On her right was a storage room with the water cistern, washbasin, and shelves to hold everything under the sun. To the left, facing the street, was the room she’d fitted up as a bedroom. She slept there sometimes when she didn’t want to wake up Papa’s household, coming in at three in the morning. Sometimes she housed one of her clients there to keep them safe. Sometimes Papa asked her to invite in somebody who needed sanctuary.


Her office was on the right. A light was lit inside and the door was open an inch.




Three


[image: image]


SHE TOSSED THE CURRANT BUN SKITTERING DOWN the hall behind her. Drew her pistol. She set the muzzle against the door panel and pushed.


Chaos.


Her case boxes were emptied out across the floor. Her books grabbed off the shelf, tossed down. File folders dumped, the papers higgledy-piggledy across the rug. Every couch and chair in the room had been slashed open. The stuffing was loose in big fluffy piles.


A man sat cross-legged on the remains of the sofa, a case box open in his lap. He was tall, thin, dark-haired, calm and in command of the situation.


He said, “You keep an untidy office, Miss de Cabrillac.” The flick of his fingers took in the overturned chairs, the ransacked bookshelves, the rack and ruin of her files.


Cold reverberated through her flesh. Not fear. She was not in the least afraid of him. This was the old, familiar readiness to fight. She said, “What do you want?”


“To continue our conversation.” He glanced around austerely. “This carnage was in place when I walked in. Not my work. I’m neater than this when I rummage about.”


If he’d attacked, his purposes would have been more clear. He remained ambiguous. Perhaps on the harmless side of ambiguous. He’d chosen a position that made it impossible for him to leap at her suddenly. She was supposed to feel safe.


She decided to act like a potato in a field, passive and mysterious, and not call for help. Meanwhile they both considered mayhem and performed none. It was reassuring, in its way.


She was more curious than angry, anyway. “Who the devil are you?”


He inclined his head. “Raoul Deverney.”


That settled one small question. The trace of accent she’d caught in his voice was French. It came out clearly when he said his name.


The better light of morning revealed a face long and subtly predatory, with a high-bridged nose and slashed, straight brows. His eyes turned out to be a dark green. Malachite green, flecked with brown and amber.


Those eyebrows conveyed his opinion that her display of armament was gauche as well as unnecessary. Since she had no desire to kill him before he revealed his intentions, she put her gun away. She could take it out again if she needed to.


Silently, keeping an eye on all his bland innocence, she went to attend to the profoundly depressing landscape of her office.


At her desk, every drawer had been pulled out and upended on the floor, the contents kicked in every direction. Ink splattered her letters and papers. They’d broken her little blue vase. If she’d been alone she would have kicked the still-standing furniture or torn ruined papers apart or done something else angry and useless. But she wasn’t alone.


Maybe she could kick Raoul Deverney. He was handy.


She turned to the windows, sick with anger and sadness and a sense of violation she didn’t want to show him. “How did you get in?”


“I walked in the front door, unchallenged, to the accompaniment of horns and fiddles, drumming on the table, and clapping. And a flute. I was gathered into a scene of mild debauchery in the rooms of a man on the first floor. There were expensive liquors, which I drank, and opium of which I did not partake. A woman took her clothes off and danced. The conversation was interesting. I was there till almost dawn and regretted leaving.”


“Horace Famble, sculptor. Sometimes his friends show up and hold a party. It enlivens an otherwise dull establishment.” MacDonald would have been there, pouring drinks and seeing that Famble didn’t get too drunk.


Deverney watched her under deceptively sleepy eyelids. “I came upstairs when the party began to wind down just before dawn and discovered your door unlocked. This”—a sweep of the hand—“was already in place. I almost walked out again to disassociate myself from the destruction, but it wouldn’t have done any good. You’d have suspected me anyway.”


“I would have, certainly.” She stripped off her gloves and laid them in the only clear space on the desk. “In your favor—a fox massacres the chickens in the henhouse and runs. He doesn’t settle down among the feathers and wait for the farmer.”


“A clever man might think of that,” he said. “He might do the opposite of what you expect.”


“A clever and devious man.”


“Like me.” Deverney set aside the case box he was snooping into and went to resurrect the hat rack to an upright position by the door. He crossed to where she stood, held out his hand. “Your cloak.”


The eyes of a clever man considered her. Saw every expression that crossed her face.


We’re pretending to be civilized, are we? She handed over the cloak—the gun in a pocket on the left side was no secret, after all—and untied her bonnet and gave that to him too.


He propped it on his fingertips and turned it slowly back and forth. “This is a remarkably ugly hat. Do you wear this to hide the fact you’re pretty?”


Such an offhand, indirect compliment. Perhaps it was intended to sneak under her defenses. It did not.


Vanity was a weakness well and truly burned out of her. In the years in Spain she’d used her prettiness to flirt with French officers and lure indiscretions from them. She’d teased out battle plans and troop locations and sent them in coded notes to her superiors in the British Military Intelligence. French soldiers, sometimes those same young French officers, had fallen in battle for injudicious words. She’d done her work and been charming and men had died. Gaëtan had died, taking with him all joy in being pretty.


She said, “It’s just a bonnet. It keeps the rain off. It makes me invisible.”


“And you’re still pretty.”


“You have a handsome face, Monsieur Deverney. Do you enjoy that? Employ it for your own ends? What do you think of men who trade on their looks?”


“I see what you mean,” he said dryly.


Their eyes met. A little frisson of mutual assessment buzzed between them. Was it sensual awareness? Anger? Some odd feeling of connection? She wasn’t even sure.


She was the one who looked away first. Whatever this tugging between them might be, it was a complication she would not allow.


Stop feeling. Start thinking. This is just another puzzle, even if it’s set down in your own office. She circled her desk, letting her fingers run along the edge, till she came to the glass on the floor at her feet. Swirling blue glinted among the crushed green leaves and indigo petals of hothouse iris. Her fragile little Venetian vase, ground to bits under a boot heel.


Deverney said softly, “A favorite of yours?”


“Yes.” It had been one tiny connection with her parents of birth, the de Cabrillacs. A lovely object, gone. Small things hurt and one is never prepared. Whoever had done this knew that.


She knelt and retrieved a curve of blown glass that was a piece of the rim. Picked up the thick pontil mark from the bottom. She set the pieces on the corner of her desk. Light from the window shone through it in a line of piercing sapphire blue across the wood. The vase had been made in Renaissance Venice. Its fragility had survived the journey from Italy and the sack of her father’s chateau. Justine had found it and carried it across France to England in the middle of the war. She’d filled the vase with red-striped peppermint sweets and given it to her when she was seven. For her birthday. “Do you remember this, Sévie?” she’d said. “It sat on a table in the White Salon when you were a baby.”


The men who’d searched her office had allowed themselves an extra minute to spoil a thing she might value.


A thing of value. Uneasiness struck her. She knelt on the floor in the scatter of destruction, bunching her skirts under her knees against edges of glass. Pencils, uncut quills, wiping cloths, ink-spoiled paper, a ruler, and a dozen small tools lay tumbled across the rug.


Her purse of coins and the expensive, accurate compass she’d bought in Paris were missing. Not important. But . . .


She turned everything over, all the rubble of her desk, till she was entirely sure. Her medal of St. Christopher was gone.


Maybe it took their fancy. Maybe they took it because it was silver. Maybe they guessed she cared about it. She hated to think they knew her well enough to know it was dear to her.


Damn them. Damn them, damn them, damn them to hell. She took a deep breath and made herself unclench her fists. Pain and bitterness ached behind her eyes, but she would not cry. Think what this says about those men, not how much it hurts. Don’t give them the satisfaction of hurting you.


Experienced bastards had searched her office. At least two men. That was obvious from all the little signs. They’d gone clockwise around the room, from the edges to the middle, covering every square foot in turn, the way she’d been taught to search, both by Papa and by Military Intelligence. Somebody had received at least a portion of the solid training she’d had. No ordinary thieves had been in here.


But these hyenas were not the stuff of skilled spies. They were careless, greedy men. There was nothing more unprofessional than stealing during a search. She could eliminate the great spies of Europe. Training or not, these bastards were amateurs.


This wasn’t Deverney’s work. Deverney would not be stupid.


She kept her face turned downward toward the carpet, hiding her eyes, which, despite good intentions, would not stay entirely dry. “They appear to have stolen the gun from my desk.”


It was a Brunon L’Aine, the most accurate pistol of its size ever made. It had been exactly fitted to her hand.


“You have another gun with which to shoot me,” Deverney said mildly. “Shall I fetch it?”


“Not now. This one was a gift,” she said. From her sister. There was a goat engraved on the handle. Cabri for goat. Cabri for de Cabrillac. That was Justine’s little joke. “You’re safe. I haven’t killed anyone recently.” She called one incident to mind. “Except once. Or twice if you want to be technical about it. Most of the people who hire me got into trouble by applying weaponry to a situation that called for running.”


“Yet here I am and you’re not running.”


“I may yet.” She got to her feet. Water and ink beaded in a spray across her desk told the story of a single vicious backhand that had hit the vase, a silver paperweight, and the ink pot. She ran her fingers across the wood. “That’s the first thing they did when they got to my desk. They knocked the vase off and stomped it to bits. They did that instead of dumping the flowers out and looking inside. That reflects a certain crude brutality of outlook. You’d be more subtle.”


“Unless I chose to be crude to throw you off the scent.”


“The ultimate subtlety.” She had to admire the way his mind worked. He saw the same things she did. Drew the same conclusions. “Doing this says, ‘See what I can do. Be afraid of me.’ I don’t think you’d make that kind of threat.”


“It doesn’t seem to work, for one thing.”


“You’d drop a sharp knife in my lap.”


“I do believe I would.”


“Or you’d tear the place apart and wait for me to come in and run to check my secret hiding places.”


“A clever touch.”


“Or you’d search invisibly. Then you’d leave a fresh quill pen upright in my vase to show you’d been here. Now that’s frightening.”


“Chilling,” he agreed.


She touched the surface of her desk lightly. “This says . . . anger, impatience, arrogance. It may also say desperation. I don’t know yet.”


“But stupidity rules them all. They wasted time doing this. You wouldn’t hide valuables in the seat cushions or your desk drawer. You’d put them in your safe.”


He didn’t glance at the bookshelf that hid the safe. He didn’t avoid looking at it either. He was greatly skilled. She could picture him making his discreet exploration of the wreck of her office while raucous music played below. See him poking and prying, stepping lightly over broken things, finding the safe. She knew three people who could open a Magaud de Charf safe. It was unlikely this man was a fourth, but not impossible.


“If you aren’t one of the burglars, you just missed them.” Her ink bottle had splattered across the blotter and a half-dozen letters on its way to the rug. She touched along the line where ink lay in streaks and spots. “It’s still tacky in the puddles. This was done less than two hours ago.” No useful reaction came from him. Voice, eyes, face, and body gave nothing away. She was playing this game with an expert. Under other circumstances she would have enjoyed this.


“He spilled the ink early on,” she said. “Then he went through the drawers and read my letters.” Crumpled, inkstained paper littered the rug. “His hands were messy over everything. Then he wiped them on a stack of my notepaper and threw it on the floor.”


“Untidy of him.”


Deverney had come to stand beside her and look over her shoulder. He didn’t resist when she grabbed his wrists and turned his hands palm up and pushed them down on the desk. She said, “No ink.”


“Not a speck.” He didn’t try to break her hold.


“If you’d rifled the desk, there’d be ink on you. Cuffs, sleeves, possibly your vest. The creases of your palms. Fingernails. There are inky fingerprints everywhere.”


A slow smile eased across his mouth. “Unless I deliberately set a scene for you to find.” He was baiting her.


“The man who climbed through a window and dropped a knife in my lap doesn’t lay out crude, overelaborate schemes. This—” She rolled a shoulder to take in the ugliness of the room. “This is a boar pig rooting in the parlor. Grunting threats. Soiling everything. Stealing what he wants. Destroying what he can’t use. You’re not a pig. You’re a fox.”


“Fox meets vixen.” The twitch of his lips was gone before she was sure she’d seen it. He contemplated the grip she still held on his wrists. This was the first time she’d touched him.


She became fiercely aware of every detail of the man. The dark coat was fine wool, tight-woven, fashionably tailored. His flesh was full of insistence. His forearm was the most stringent muscle. His skin, surprisingly warm to the touch. The linen of his shirt cuffs lay against the back of her fingers, smooth and soft, expensive, crisply starched.


She’d called him fox for his twisty thinking. Touching him, she felt the disquieting strength of a wild animal. He did something regularly that demanded great strength. She wondered what it was. She knew he spent at least some small portion of his time climbing rough stone walls, like the walls of an inn, hand over hand, sucked close to the stones, his toes finding crevices. At least sometimes, he was a housebreaker.


He opened his hands in her hold, offering . . . what? A question? Reassurance? A promise of complex delights? Follow me, those hands seem to say, and I will show you Paradise.


In that instant, he became unabashedly male to her, a sexual and sensual being. Because she was no inexperienced girl, her body reacted before she could stop it. Anger transformed to something else. Her skin prickled. Little thrills poked into every cranny of her and left her excited and dismayed. She didn’t meet his eyes, preferring to pursue her acquaintance with the lines drawn in his palm.
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