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A WICKED GENTLEMAN





Prologue




HE DUCKED INTO THE SHADOWS of the yew hedge bordering the square garden and held his breath, listening. He could hear nothing but he knew they were behind him somewhere in the darkness. They were as skilled at pursuit as he was at eluding it. He slipped his hand inside his shirt and felt the small, hard shape taped securely beneath his right arm. They mustn’t find it on him.


No lamplight shone from the row of tall houses across the street. Even the servants were in bed at this unfriendly hour of the night. A fitful moon illuminated short flights of honed steps that led up directly from the pavement to the immaculate front doors with their gleaming brass knockers. Neat black railings enclosed the area steps that led down to the kitchen regions.


Behind him something crackled…a squirrel rustling through the fallen leaves…but no, he knew it was them. He was unsure how many there were, but guessed at least two. He stroked the hilt of the short blade in its sheath at his waist. He could make a stand here, if there were only two of them. But if there were more they could come at him from all sides in the shadowy gloom of this cold February night.


He was in motion almost before his mind was aware of it, breaking cover and racing across the street. And now he could hear them, feet pounding behind him. In the flickering moonlight he made out a carriage rounding the corner of the square, the four-in-hand at a near gallop under the direction of a whip-cracking young man and his two companions, swaying drunkenly on the box, their raucous laughter demolishing the quiet.


Bent double, inches from the flailing hooves, he dived for the far pavement. The leaders, already panicked by the shrieking laughter and the out-of-control hands on their reins, lunged and reared at the thing suddenly rolling beneath them. Laughter gave way to shouts as the team lurched sideways and the carriage hung on two wheels, before losing purchase on the road and toppling over.


The man paused for barely a second, assessing the noisy chaos behind him in the middle of the street. The horses struggled in the traces, their reins twisted. One of the leaders was on its knees.


Mayhem enough to hold off his pursuers for vital minutes. He held still, his eyes accustomed now to the semidarkness, scanning his immediate surroundings. The elegant well-maintained facades of London’s aristocracy lined the square on all four sides. For the moment no house light yet shone in response to the mayhem. Something brushed against his ankles. He started and there was a protesting squall. A cat leaped between his feet and down the area steps immediately in front of him. He stared down into the black depths of the tiny yard. A pair of eyes gleamed as the cat jumped onto a low windowsill. Then it vanished.


Instinct took him down the steps, feeling his way. Above him the sounds of chaos intensified. He pressed himself against the wall at the bottom of the steps and saw the cat’s eyes glaring at him from the windowsill. But this time they were inside the window, looking out. The window sash was raised about twelve inches, more than enough for a cat to wriggle through, but not for a man. He was a skinny man, to be sure, but no contortionist.


He put his hands beneath the window and pushed. It rose infinitesimally. But it had moved. The cat jumped down with a protesting meow. The man pushed again. A foot and a half would do it. He was calm even though every sense was stretched to catch the slightest sound, smell, the merest whiff of his pursuers. The window creaked, stuck, creaked again—then shifted just enough.


He slithered through the space on his belly, kicking his legs like a novice swimmer, and fell to the flagstone floor, bracing himself on his flattened hands.


There was a smell of damp, of kitchen detritus left overlong. The ashes in the range were cold. The flags beneath his feet were sticky with refuse. A rat scampered behind the wainscot.


 


Harry Bonham ran his hands over the horse’s fetlocks. He had coaxed the terrified animal up from its knees, and now it stood, lathered and panting distressfully, head lowered, eyes still rolling. “How are the others, Lester?”


“They’ll do, sir,” his companion stated, spitting onto the cobbles with an expression of disgust, as he added, “By some miracle.”


“Aye,” the other said, straightening to regard the dispossessed coachman. “What of you, man? You hurt?”


The coachman was surveying the tumbled carriage and his distressed horses with an expression of confused dismay. “No…no, sir. Thank’ee. Thank God, you were ’ere, sir. It weren’t my fault, sir. Them tosspots put a pistol to my head, snatched the reins. It was all I could do to ’ang on up there. Thank God you were ’ere, sir,” he repeated with the same bewildered defensiveness.


Harry Bonham’s eyebrows flickered. As far as he was concerned, nothing could have been less fortuitous than the timing of this encounter. He glanced around. The three young men who’d been driving the carriage were picking themselves up from the cobbles. Their movements were uncertain and when they managed to stand they swayed like saplings in a gale. Their extravagantly high cravats and violently colored waistcoats identified them as aspirants to the Four Horse Club, Corinthians in the making.


Harry’s lip curled. Idiot children of privilege, drunken sots with no more ability to drive a four-in-hand than to dig a ditch. And they had no idea what work their sottish prank had disrupted this night. A tongue of anger licked at his customary impassivity.


He bent down and picked up the coachman’s long driving whip that had fallen to the street in the chaos. He flicked and caught the tip in his gloved hand, then advanced on the three youths.


Lester nodded as if in satisfaction, and said to the coachman, “Help me get these beasts out of the traces.”


The man hurried to oblige, although his eyes darted over his shoulder at the scene unfolding behind him.


The three young men stared at the man coming towards them. He was impeccably dressed in black, and, if he’d been wearing the obligatory white waistcoat, could have been on his way home from Brooks’s or some such aristocratic haunt. But his coat was buttoned to the neck and he wore a bicorn hat pulled low over his forehead. His eyes were cold in the faint white moonlight.


His hand flicked, the whip cracked, and the youths yelled more in bewildered outrage than fear or pain. It cracked again, and this time fear spurred their headlong flight. For a few moments that the coachman and Lester could only find comic, they blundered into each other, trying to find a route away from the fiery tip of the avenging whip, the relentless advance of the black-clad, cold-eyed avenger. None of it made sense. They’d done nothing wrong…nothing out of the ordinary. Everyone played such pranks, it was no worse than boxing the Watch.


The whip-wielding stranger, however, maintained an almost indifferent silence as he went about his work, and finally, as pain penetrated the alcoholic anesthesia, they fled towards the darkness of the square garden, their pursuer in leisurely fashion flicking them on their way.


Harry’s nostrils flared as they disappeared into the shrubbery. He caught the tip of the whip and coiled it neatly, turning back to the toppled carriage and the now-released horses. “Any serious damage?”


“Off-side leader has a strained fetlock, sir,” the coachman said, stroking the animal’s neck.


“Yes, I noticed.” Harry reached inside his coat and drew out a card. “Take them here. My head groom’s a wizard with fetlocks.”


The man took the card and cast a questioning look at the man who had given it to him. “I can lead ’em there all right, m’lord, but what about the carriage?”


Harry shrugged. “An expensive toy for spoiled brats. It’s no concern of mine. But the horses are.” He turned away, then said over his shoulder, “Giles makes an excellent rum punch…tell him I say you’ve earned it.”


The coachman touched his forelock. “Aye, m’lord. Thankee, sir.”


“And if I were you, I’d choose my employers with more care,” Bonham said. “I’ll tell my agent to expect you tomorrow. We need a coachman.” He raised a hand in farewell and stepped out of the road onto the narrow pavement.


“We lost him,” he stated, looking along the row of elegant houses fronting the square. Anger flickered again behind the cool green eyes. “Those damned drunken louts…”


“Aye, sir,” Lester agreed, keeping his tone neutral. His master’s fury, cold and all but tangible in the frosty night, was as much directed internally as it was against the follies of misguided youth. The viscount had allowed his focus to blur. But Harry Bonham was incapable of ignoring one downed horse and three panicked ones plunging in their traces in imminent danger of broken legs.


“So where did he go?” It was a considering murmur as Harry scanned the houses. “He didn’t double back to the square.”


“You’re sure of that, sir?” Lester looked uncertainly across the street. “In that mess, anyone could have gone anywhere.”


“No,” Harry said definitely. “I knew who was on the street.” He stroked the knuckles of one hand, frowning in reflection. “Light the torch, Lester. Let’s see what we’ve got here.”


There was no longer any need to rely only on moonlight. The cacophony in the street had brought lamplight to a dozen windows around the square. No one had ventured into the street, however. It was the Watch’s business to deal with a midnight fracas. A cat circled Harry’s ankles, purring like Cleopatra. He looked down at it. Golden eyes gazed back. The animal arched its back coquettishly and sniffed his boots. Harry liked cats almost as much as he liked horses. He bent to scratch its neck and inhaled a musty, damp smell from its fur.


“So where did you come from?” he murmured.


As if in answer, the cat leaped away from him and shot down the steps to a basement area a few feet away.


Gut instinct stirred. Long ago Harry had learned to trust it. He could almost smell his prey. “Douse the torch,” he instructed in a bare whisper. Instantly they were in semidarkness, the only light from the occasional lamps in the adjoining houses and the first faint gray of the false dawn.


Harry moved as silently as the cat down the steps into the area. He saw the slight opening in the window and pressed himself into the darkest corner of the tiny yard, certain now that his quarry had gone to ground through that window. He didn’t hear Lester but felt him scrunched into the opposite corner of the yard in the shadow of the steps. There was no point going in after the man. Blundering around in a dark and unfamiliar house would do more harm than good. The man had to come out sometime and logic dictated that he use the same route. If he slipped out through a door, he’d be unable to lock it behind him, and he couldn’t afford to leave any sign at all of his intrusion. Not if, as Harry suspected, he was going to leave something behind for later retrieval.


They waited. The darkness even in the basement area diminished shade by shade. The light was almost gray when they heard the faint scrape of the window. Saw the slithering shape. They waited until the shape materialized, rose slowly from a crouch. And as it did so, realized that he had company.


Lester jumped on him, and the two went down in a scuffling heap. There was an instant when Harry, drawing his pistol, couldn’t distinguish Lester from their quarry amid the tangle of limbs. Then something flashed bright in the confusion and Lester gave a cry of mingled pain and surprise. He released his grip on the man, who was instantly gone like a wraith up out of the darkness of the area, up the steps to the street.


“Dear God,” Harry muttered through his teeth, torn for the barest second between chasing after the fast-moving shadow shape of his quarry and tending to his injured companion.


“Go after him, sir.” Lester pressed his hand to his chest. “’Tis but a scratch.”


“Nonsense, man,” Harry said brusquely. “It’s too late, he’s long gone, and that’s no scratch.” His voice filled with concern as he knelt beside Lester, tearing open his shirt. “You need a surgeon.” He unbuttoned his own coat and pulled a pristine cravat from around his neck. Wadding it, he pressed it against the wound. “Hold it there, and I’ll be back in five minutes.”


He ran to the corner of the square where the first hackney carriages were emerging to face the new day. Within minutes, Lester, swearing with reassuring vigor at every jolt, was ensconced in the carriage and the coachman instructed to take him immediately to 11 Mount Street.


Harry remained where he was, looking up at the house towering above him, its lightless windows facing the street. Somewhere in there was what he sought, and if he couldn’t put right this night’s work, God only knew how many people would die. He needed reinforcements, and quickly. He strode off in the direction of Pall Mall.








Chapter 1




ABSOLUTELY OUT OF THE QUESTION.” The emphatic statement was accompanied by an equally emphatic palm slapping onto the cherrywood table.


There was silence. The four elderly men sitting along one side of the table regarded the woman seated opposite them with expressions of serene confidence. Judgment had been pronounced by the patriarch, there was nothing more to be said.


Cornelia Dagenham looked down at the deeply polished surface of the table, thoughtfully examining her companions’ bewhiskered reflections. They all radiated the pink-cheeked untroubled certainty of those who had never faced a moment’s opposition or an instant of want in all their privileged years.


She raised her head and gazed steadily across the table at her father-in-law. “Out of the question, my lord?” Her voice held a note of faint incredulity. “I don’t understand. A short sojourn in London is hardly an outlandish proposal.”


It was the old earl’s turn to look incredulous. “My dear Cornelia, of course it is. Never heard such an outlandish proposal.” He glanced to either side, seeking confirmation from his peers.


“Quite right…quite right, Markby,” murmured his immediate neighbor. “Lady Dagenham, you must see that it would be quite improper for you, a widow, to set up house in town.”


Cornelia twisted her fingers together in her lap to keep them from drumming her impatience on the tabletop. “I was not suggesting setting up house, Lord Rugby, merely visiting London with a close friend and my sister-in-law for a few weeks. We would put up at Grillons Hotel, which you must admit is the height of respectability. We are all past the age of discretion, all perfectly capable of chaperoning ourselves without causing a raised eyebrow, even if we were interested in taking part in the season, which we are not. It will be educational for the children—”


“Nonsense,” the earl of Markby interrupted, slapping the table again. “Utter nonsense. You and your children belong here. Your place is to supervise the care of Stephen’s son and heir, my heir indeed, until he’s ready to go to Harrow. And that care is to take place at Dagenham Manor as his father would have wished.”


Cornelia’s lips tightened, and a tiny muscle in her cheek jumped, but she kept her voice quiet. “May I point out, my lord, that Stephen left the sole guardianship of our children to me. If I consider a trip to London to be in their best interests, then that is my decision, not the family’s.”


The earl’s pink complexion darkened to a deep red, and a vein stood out on his temple. “Lady Dagenham, I will brook no opposition in this matter. As his trustees, we are responsible for Viscount Dagenham, my grandson, during his minority—”


“You are mistaken, my lord,” Cornelia interrupted with an upraised hand. She was very pale now, and her eyes, usually a warm and sunny blue, were bleached with a cold anger. “I and only I am responsible for my son during his minority. That was a decision my husband and I made together.” She placed her hand in her lap, holding herself very still, her eyes never leaving the earl’s.


He leaned forward, and his own gaze was narrowed as he stared at her. “That may be so, madam, but your trustees hold the purse strings. You can do nothing without funds, and I promise you, ma’am, those funds will not be released for such an irresponsible jaunt as this.”


“Indeed, Cornelia, do but consider.” A new voice joined the confrontation, but with a conciliatory edge to it. “You have no real experience of town. A single debutante season cannot give you the sophistication, the town polish you would need for such an excursion.”


Gray eyes twinkled, a soft hand reached across the table to pat her arm. “Be sensible, my dear. Three inexperienced women, country mice all of you, would be eaten alive. You could not possibly manage to get about town…” A hand waved expressively. “Just think of all the little details, all the financial issues of hotels and carriages…matters that you have never had to trouble yourself about. You cannot make such a journey without a man to advise you.”


Cornelia rose from her chair. “You mean well, Uncle Carlton, and I thank you, but believe me, my lords…” Her cold gaze swept their faces. “You underestimate these particular country mice. I intend to take my children to London for a month, whether you release the funds from the trust or not. I bid you good afternoon.”


She bowed, a mere inclination of her head, and swung away towards the door, ignoring the earl’s outraged rumble of expostulation, the scrape of chairs on wood as the trustees came hastily to their feet.


She took satisfaction from closing the door very gently behind her, but then all pretense of calm left her. She stood still, drawing several deep breaths, then swore softly but with all the fluency of a mariner.


“I take it matters didn’t go your way, coz?” A soft voice spoke from the shadows beneath the curving staircase.


As the man stepped into full view, Cornelia regarded her late husband’s first cousin with a rueful half smile. Tall and gangly, with a loose-limbed athleticism, Nigel Dagenham was an attractive young man straddling the line between boyhood and manhood. His present costume of violently striped waistcoat and impossibly high cravat made him look a lot younger than he realized, Cornelia reflected, closing her eyes for a second against the dazzle of puce and purple. He would do a lot better to revert to the casual country styles he had worn before going up to Oxford.


“How did you guess?” she said with a shrug.


“Your admirable command of expletives,” he returned. Then he grinned, looking even younger than before. “My uncle has a carrying voice, and I confess I was a little close to the door.”


Cornelia couldn’t help but laugh. “You had your ear pressed to the keyhole, you mean?”


“Not quite,” he said. “But surely it comes as no surprise that the trustees would refuse to let you take Stevie out of their jurisdiction?” His slate gray eyes were sympathetic. He had experienced the family curb bit himself often enough to understand how Cornelia felt.


“It’s just for a month,” she stated with some vehemence. “For God’s sake, I wasn’t suggesting I take him to Outer Mongolia.”


“No,” he agreed with the same sympathy. “I’d offer to intercede for you, but I’m not exactly in the earl’s good books at present.”


“Outrun the carpenter again, Nigel?” she inquired, noticing that his eyes were somewhat shadowed, his expression a little drawn. Her cousin-in-law was always in debt, and she guessed that his general tendency to extravagance was exacerbated by running with an expensive crowd at Oxford, one a lot plumper in the pocket than he was. And one with a deal more interest in cards and horses than the pursuit of elusive Greek and Latin texts.


“Creditors are a little pressing,” he conceded. “In fact…in fact a few weeks of rustication was…uh…suggested.” He flipped open a snuffbox and took a leisurely pinch with an air of sophistication that somehow didn’t convince Cornelia.


“So this rustication was not exactly of your own choice?” she said. “You were sent down by the college?”


He shrugged ruefully. “You have it, coz…and for the rest of the year too. But the earl doesn’t know that little detail. He thinks I’m in debt only until next quarter day and that I decided for myself that I needed to be away from the fleshpots of the dreaming spires for a couple of weeks. So mum’s the word.”


“Of course.” Cornelia shook her head in mock reproof. “You can butter him up, though, Nigel. You know you can. Just play the prodigal nephew as well as you always do and the earl will come round.”


“Funnily enough that’s exactly why I’m here. I’m escorting the old misery everywhere he goes,” Nigel said with another irreverent grin. “Offering my services as his aide-de-camp, if you like.” He adjusted the highly starched folds of his cravat, winked at her, and turned to enter the library where his elderly relatives were still congregated.


Cornelia dismissed Nigel’s concerns as her own loomed large again. She crossed the stone-flagged hallway to the great front door of the earl of Markby’s ancestral home. A leather-aproned servant set down the coal scuttle he was carrying and hurried to open the front door for her.


“Cold out there, m’lady,” he observed.


Cornelia gave him a nod of acknowledgment as she walked out, drawing a deep breath, shaking her head vigorously as if to rid herself of something distasteful. She barely noticed the sharp February air, bare tree branches bending under the gusty wind as she marched across the graveled sweep in front of the house and headed out across the frost-crisp lawn.


She paused at a once ornamental fishpond, now looking neglected and uninviting beneath the leaden skies, and bent to pick up a sizable twig blown down from one of the tall beach trees that lined the driveway. Her defiant declaration of intent had been just words. Without funds, she could not possibly leave Dagenham Manor, with or without her children.


Making no attempt this time to moderate her voice, Cornelia swore a barnyard oath and hurled the stick into the green, stagnant waters of the pond. It relieved her feelings somewhat, at the same time making her realize how cold she was in her flimsy muslin and thin sandals. The cloak she’d arrived in was still in Markby Hall, but she couldn’t face going back for it…not until that smug, patronizing quorum of trustees had broken up. She’d borrow a pelisse from Ellie for her two-mile walk home, back to Dagenham Manor.


She strode around the pond towards a break in the privet hedge that separated the formal gardens from the home farm. Beyond the fields of the farm stretched the gorse-strewn heath of the New Forest, which in turn gave way to the richly wooded acres that had been hunted by the kings of England since before William Rufus the Red, the son of William the Conqueror, lost his life to an ill-aimed arrow. Or maybe it was a well-aimed arrow, legend was uncertain on the matter, but the Rufus Stone a few miles away over the heath, still marked the spot where he’d died.


Cornelia hiked up her skirts as she picked her way across a damp pasture towards a stile that gave access to the narrow village lane. Once over, she headed, half-running against the cold, towards the village green and a pretty red-brick manor house set back from the lane. The house that had been her own childhood home. An idyllic childhood in many respects, in this village sandwiched between the Forest and the blue waters of the Solent. But rustic pleasures could pall eventually, and she was more than ready for a change of scene she reflected with a grimace as she raised her hand to the brass knocker.


“Eh, Lady Nell, catch yer death you will,” the housekeeper scolded as she opened the door to the imperative knock. “Comin’ out like that…might as well be in yer shift.”


“Is her ladyship in, Bessie?” Cornelia hugged her arms across her chest.


“In the nursery, ma’am.”


“Good.” Cornelia hastened towards the stairs. “One of your sack possetts, Bessie, please.”


The other woman smiled with obvious satisfaction. “Right away, m’lady.”


Cornelia ran up the first flight of stairs, then hurried down a passage to the nursery stairs that led to the top floor. She could hear the voices of her sister-in-law and the nurse interspersed with the high-pitched stream of words pouring forth from Aurelia’s four-year-old daughter. Despite her cold and her fury, Cornelia smiled. Little Franny was a force to be reckoned with when it came to holding the floor. The young Lord Dagenham had quickly learned that discretion was the better part of valor when it came to words with his younger cousin.


Cornelia pushed open the nursery door and was greeted with the blaze of the fire, and the wonderful smell of hot irons as the nursery maid went about her pressing.


“Well, Nell?” Lady Aurelia Farnham demanded instantly, disentangling her daughter’s fingers from her pale blond hair before jumping to her feet. Her brown eyes shrewdly assessed her sister-in-law and made a fair guess at her mood.


Cornelia shook her head. The wind had snatched her hair from its pins, and she pulled them out as the honey-colored braids, almost long enough for her to sit on, fell from the once-neat coronet around her head.


“They refused?” her sister-in-law said, her head tilted slightly, her fair eyebrows lifted.


“Yes, Ellie, they refused,” Cornelia confirmed bluntly. “I obey a peremptory summons to Markby Hall to discuss my request…it was not a request; it was a declaration…” Her voice rose a little with her rekindled anger, and her blue eyes glittered.


“In my letter I’d stated my intention and merely said I would need an extra sum released from the trust to fund the trip, as has always been the case when unusual circumstances have arisen…and what do they do? They treat me like some errant schoolgirl, and refuse point-blank to entertain the idea…and they’ll say the same to you, so I wouldn’t bother asking,” she added, pacing agitatedly in front of the fire.


“Carlton Farnham could probably have been persuaded, so you might try an appeal directly to him since he’s more your trustee than mine, but you know what influence the earl has over them all.”


“Why did the earl refuse…on what grounds?” Aurelia asked, and instantly wished she hadn’t, as her sister-in-law’s expression became yet more ferocious.


“Ah, yes, the grounds,” Cornelia said, bending to warm her hands at the fire. “Well, it would seem that we are country mice, lacking in sophistication, quite incapable of managing to conduct ourselves in town without male advice and support, and our one and only purpose in this life is to nurture our late husbands’ children so that they can be educated to take their places in their fathers’ world.”


“But we have guardianship, Nell,” Aurelia pointed out. “You did tell them that…” She saw Cornelia’s expression. “Oh, yes, of course you did.”


“I did,” Cornelia agreed. She straightened and rubbed her upper lip before saying a mite defensively, “However, I told them that we were going with or without the funds.” She shrugged. “We can’t, of course, but it felt good saying it.”


“Pompous bores,” Aurelia said, then cast a quick guilty look at her daughter. The pompous bores in question held the purse strings for herself and her child just as they did for Cornelia and her offspring. It wouldn’t do for the ever-babbling and always indiscreet Franny to repeat her mother’s judgment in the middle of a family get-together.


“Let’s go to my parlor.” She linked arms with Cornelia and urged her out of the nursery.


The housekeeper bearing a tray had just reached the top of the nursery stairs as the two women appeared. “Oh, the sack posset,” Cornelia declared. We’re going to Lady Ellie’s parlor. I’ll take the tray, Bessie.”


The housekeeper, panting slightly, relinquished her burden with obvious relief. Cornelia sniffed hungrily. “Spice cakes…you are a wonder.”


Bessie merely nodded, accepting it as her due. “You drink some of that, Lady Nell. You’re chilled to the bone.”


“I intend to,” Cornelia said with a warm smile as she headed down the stairs, followed by Aurelia. They went into a pleasant, slightly shabby room that overlooked the garden at the rear of the house. It had been Cornelia’s mother’s parlor, and Cornelia still felt as at home there as in her own parlor in Dagenham Manor. More so, if she was willing to admit it.


She set down the tray and poured the fragrant possett into two cups. She passed one to Aurelia, then deposited herself gracefully in a faded chintz armchair by the fire. She took a bite of spice cake and sipped from the dainty Sèvres cup, her frowning blue eyes fixed upon the fire. Her thick honey-colored plaits fell forward over her shoulders, making her look much younger than her twenty-eight years.


Aurelia regarded her over the lip of her own cup, her soft brown eyes probing gently. “Are you sure they can’t be persuaded to change their minds?”


“Uncle Carlton perhaps, as I said,” Cornelia mused. “But his voice doesn’t count, and the earl won’t budge.”


Aurelia started to respond just as rapid steps sounded along the corridor outside and the door flew open to admit a whirlwind, bearing the fresh February cold in her pink cheeks and tousled blue-black hair. Even her thick black eyebrows seemed wind tangled.


“Do either of you have relatives you don’t know you have?” Lady Livia Lacey demanded, flourishing a sheet of vellum, heavily inscribed.


Cornelia raised her eyes from the fire and turned in her chair. She exchanged a brief grin with Aurelia. Livia was not always overly logical. “If we did, Liv, we wouldn’t know it by definition.”


“Ah, no, I suppose not,” Livia agreed. “Oh, is that sack posset? I’ll borrow your cup, Ellie.” She helped herself liberally and took a sip with an exaggerated groan of pleasure. “Pure heaven…it’s like an ice house out there.” She glanced at her friends, taking in their expressions. “Oh, the trustees wouldn’t be persuaded?”


“No, in a word,” Cornelia said shortly.


“So what’s this about relatives you don’t know you have, Liv?” Aurelia prompted, tucking a fine strand of her pale hair into its pins as she firmly changed the subject.


“Well, it seems I have…no had…an Aunt Sophia, some distant cousin of Father’s,” Livia said, flinging herself into a corner of the sofa. “Father’s very hazy about the relationship…Lady Sophia was related to some half brother of his uncle’s…something like that.”


She waved the vellum at them. “Anyway, this is a letter from her solicitors. Apparently she died a few days ago and left me this house on Cavendish Square.” She opened her hands. “Isn’t that amazing? Why me?”


“Amazing,” Cornelia agreed, sitting up straight in her chair. “A house on Cavendish Square is going to be worth quite a bit, Liv.”


“Exactly,” the other woman said with satisfaction. “And since at the moment I don’t have two farthings to rub together…” She cocked her head like an inquisitive sparrow. “The solicitor says he’s already been approached with an offer for the house, a good one, he says.”


She bent her eyes to the vellum. “A Lord Bonham is interested in buying it apparently. This Mr. Masters, the solicitor, doesn’t say how much he’s offering, but if I sell the house, then I can invest the proceeds and that will give me an income…maybe even a dowry,” she added.


“The spinster daughter of an impoverished country clergyman, however well-connected, doesn’t have much in the way of marriage prospects. Breeding is no substitute for a portion,” she continued with a melancholy sigh that was not in the least convincing.


“There’s not much in the way of suitors in these parts,” Cornelia pointed out with a touch of acerbity.


“No, you two got the only two possibilities,” Livia agreed. “And now they’re both dead…” She didn’t complete her thought. “Sorry,” she said. “Did that sound insensitive?”


“From anyone else it might have done,” Aurelia said. “But we know what you mean.”


“Anyway, Ellie and I have been resigned to our loss for nearly two years now.” Cornelia turned her gaze back to the fire for a moment. Marriage to Stephen, Viscount Dagenham, had not been exactly a firework-filled union of passion, but they had liked each other well enough, had known each other from childhood, and she supposed they would have grown old together in solid companionship. Not an exciting prospect, certainly, but infinitely preferable to the dead end of widowhood.


She raised her head and met Aurelia’s steady gaze and knew that her sister-in-law shared her thoughts. Ellie had been married to Cornelia’s brother. Another safely solid marriage of convenience between family acquaintances, brought like her own to a violent end at the Battle of Trafalgar.


Of course, they both had their children. Her own two, Stephen at five and three-year-old Susannah, were her joy and delight, just as Franny was for Aurelia. But the joy and delight of children were no substitute for adult companionship and the pleasures of the bedchamber. She and Stephen may not have reached the heights, but there’d been some substantial satisfaction in the regular gratification of physical need. Her life, like Aurelia’s, was now a dreary wasteland, the years stretching ahead in the stultifying comfort and financial dependence of trustee-controlled bereavement.


The prospect of a short visit to London had enlivened that future: the bustle of town, a social scene whose highlights were more than just hunting, whist parties, country dances, and the interminable gossip of an incestuously close-knit community insulated from the outside world.


A prospect that those damned trustees had dashed without a moment’s hesitation.


Except…Her blue eyes swung towards Livia, a gleam in their depths that her friends recognized.


“What?” Aurelia demanded, leaning forward in her chair.


“I was just thinking,” Cornelia murmured. “If we didn’t have to pay for accommodation, perhaps we could scrape by in London for a month or so. My allowance is not lavish, but with care…” She raised her eyebrows, a slight smile now hovering on her well-shaped mouth.


“Mine too,” Aurelia said, needing no further explanation. “If we pooled our resources…we’d only need one nurse for the children. Presumably there’s a staff in this house, Liv? This Lady Sophia would have had a housekeeper, a cook, at least.”


“I don’t know, but I’d guess as much,” Livia said, catching on just as readily. “And I really ought to go and inspect my inheritance, don’t you think? I should have some idea of what it’s worth, particularly since there’s already a prospective buyer. It must be rather desirable if someone’s interested in it so quickly.”


“Absolutely, you should inspect it,” Cornelia said firmly. “And you can’t possibly go unchaperoned. What more respectable chaperones could you have than your widowed cousin and her widowed sister-in-law? And what more respectable residence for us all than the late Lady Sophia Lacey’s house on Cavendish Square.”


“True.” Livia nodded, grinning broadly. “I might even decide not to sell the house. Maybe it would make better sense financially to keep it and hire it out. I have to consider all my options, don’t I? The rental would give me a regular income, and it’s in a good part of town. Plenty of people like to rent houses for the season.”


“Of course that would depend on the condition of the house,” Aurelia said. “No one of substance is going to hire a house that’s falling to pieces.”


“And I know nothing of this mysterious relative’s circumstances,” Livia mused. “She could have been destitute, living on crumbs in a collapsing attic.”


“You’re letting your romantic imagination get the better of you again, Liv,” Cornelia stated. “I doubt she was destitute. She was a Lacey, when all’s said and done.”


“And Laceys are notorious penny-pinchers,” Aurelia said. “With the notable exception of Liv.” She chuckled. “For all we know, this distant relative could have been living on crusts while the house fell apart around her ears.”


“Except that this Lord Bonham is so keen to buy it,” Cornelia reminded them. “Unless he’s simpleminded, he wouldn’t be rushing to buy a pig in a poke.” She reached over and took the letter from Livia’s loosened grip. “Viscount Bonham,” she murmured. “Never heard of the family.”


She folded the sheet carefully. “Yes, I think it definitely behooves us all to go and inspect the property and…” Her eyes gleamed, chasing away all residue of her previous anger…“And the prospective buyer. I confess to being somewhat intrigued by this unknown gentleman. Who knows, Liv, he might be a prospect for you.”


“A house and a husband,” Livia declared, flinging up her hands in mock astonishment. “I doubt I could be that lucky.”


“Well, you never know,” Cornelia said cheerfully. “But first things first. You should write to the solicitors, Liv.” She held up the letter to read the masthead. “Masters & Sons on Threadneedle Street…and tell them you’re not interested in selling until you’ve considered all the options.”


The gleam in her eye intensified. “Who’s to say what those options might be.”








Chapter 2




TURNED DOWN?” Harry Bonham frowned at the stiff-backed gentleman sitting behind the massive desk in the lawyer’s office on Threadneedle Street. “Why, man? Was it not a fair offer?”


“Oh, yes, my lord. I considered it to be more than fair…considering…” The lawyer meticulously adjusted the papers on his desk so that every edge was neatly aligned. “Considering the condition of the property,” he concluded, raising his eyes to meet his visitor’s steady green gaze. “I explained that to your own solicitors, my lord.”


He coughed into his hand. “I have to say that I expected to be dealing with them rather than yourself, my lord. It is customary to conduct such affairs through the solicitors of the parties concerned.”


“I prefer to conduct my own business,” his lordship declared with an impatient toss of his hand. “It’s a damn sight quicker for one. All that middleman nonsense. As to the condition of the house, I don’t give a fig.” The viscount frowned at Masters. “I told you that already. Is it more money they’re after?” His eyes narrowed, and he leaned back in his chair, crossing one buckskin-clad leg over the other, regarding the lawyer closely.


Mr. Masters fussed a little more with the papers. “There’s no mention of that, sir. No counteroffer has been made at this point.”


“Mmm.” Harry, still frowning, tapped his booted foot with his riding whip. “So who owns the house now that the old lady’s gone?”


The lawyer hesitated, wondering about the ethics here, but Viscount Bonham did not strike him as a man it would be wise to obstruct, and there were no confidences in the lady’s letter. He selected one of the papers in front of him and pushed it across the desk. “A Lady Livia Lacey, my lord.”


Harry picked up the paper and read it. The hand was elegant, the vellum plain and unscented, the message unequivocal. It seemed that Lady Livia Lacey wished to inspect her inheritance for herself before making any decision as to its disposition.


“And who exactly is the lady?” he inquired, returning the letter to the desk with an air of finality.


“I believe her ladyship is distantly related to the late Lady Sophia Lacey, although I’m unsure of the exact connection.” Masters took the letter and returned it to its place in the sheaf of papers with yet more care over the alignment of the edges.


“Lady Sophia was not specific, but she was most insistent that the property be left to a female relative who bore her name. Lady Livia was the only one who fitted the specifications.”


“Some old spinster biddy, I presume,” Harry said without any particular malice in the description.


“Well, as to that, my lord, I’m not sure,” the lawyer said. “The handwriting is not that of an elderly lady.”


“No, but she probably has a young companion, a charity-case relative, to walk her pugs and see to her correspondence.” Harry held out his hand. “Show me the letter again, Masters.”


With a barely concealed sigh, the lawyer disturbed his neat pile to extricate the sheet of vellum and passed it over.


“Ringwood, Hampshire,” Harry murmured. “A nice sleepy little village in the New Forest. Now just why would some maiden lady living in peaceful country retirement want to trouble herself with a trip to London to inspect a deteriorating property for which she’s already received a more than handsome offer?” He shook his head. “Beats me.”


Masters cleared his throat. “It’s always possible, sir, that the lady’s circumstances are not what we think.”


Harry uncrossed his legs with an energetic movement that made the lawyer flinch reflexively. “Maybe so. Do what you can to discover the circumstances, Masters. And offer another three thousand.” He uncoiled himself from his chair, rising to his feet with the same energy as before.


The lawyer gazed at him in consternation, then blurted, “Indeed, my lord, in all honesty I must tell you that if I were your solicitor I would most earnestly counsel against such a move. The property is not worth your original offer. Another three thousand would be a reckless expenditure…in all conscience, sir…” His voice trailed away.


The viscount regarded him with a degree of sympathy. The poor man was clearly caught on the horns of a dilemma. On the one hand, he was obliged to advance the interests of his clients, in this case the Lacey ladies both late and present, but his conscience obliged him to tread an honest path.


“I appreciate your advice, Masters, don’t think otherwise,” he said equably, drawing on his driving gloves. “And I fully understand your difficulties in offering it, but I will take the liberty of declining to act upon it. Please relay my new offer to this Lady Livia Lacey, and do what you can to discover her circumstances.” He gave the man a nod as he went to the door, flicking his riding cloak off the coatrack as he passed. “I bid you good day, Masters.”


The lawyer hastened to accompany his august visitor down the narrow stairs to the front door. A sleety rain was falling. Harry drew the cloak tightly over his shoulders as he looked up and down the street. Beside him, his companion shivered in his black coat and britches.


“Go inside, man,” Harry instructed. “My groom’s walking the horses, he’ll be back any minute, there’s no need for you to catch your death.”


Gratefully Masters shook his visitor’s hand and retreated within.


Harry stamped his feet, clapped his hands across his body, and cursed his groom, but without much conviction. He’d instructed the man to walk the horses to keep their blood moving, and he’d need to go farther than the end of the street and back to do that. Soon enough the two horses appeared around the corner of Cornhill. The groom, astride a sturdy cob, saw his master immediately and urged his own horse and the raking chestnut he was leading to lengthen their strides.


“Devil take it, Eric, I thought you’d headed for the nearest tavern,” Harry said, taking the reins from the groom and swinging himself into the saddle. “It’s cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey.”


“Aye, m’lord. Sorry to have kept you waiting,” the man returned stolidly. “Is it home now?”


“Yes, but have a care, the road’s slippery.”


“Aye, m’lord,” the groom muttered. “I had noticed it meself.”


Harry shot him a quick glance and grinned. “Off your high horse, Eric. I know you had.” He clicked his tongue, nudging the horse’s flanks with his heels, and the chestnut moved forward, his neck arched, nostrils flaring against the cold.


Harry left the horse to set his own pace on the slippery cobbles and concentrated on the considerably more than irritating news he’d just been given. If he couldn’t enter the house on Cavendish Square legitimately, he would have to resort to more devious means. There was no time to waste in this race to retrieve the package.


Whoever was responsible for the original theft, either the French or Russians, or indeed both if they were cooperating with each other in this instance, knew that the key to the code was hidden somewhere in that neglected house on Cavendish Square. It had been a week since the theft and the debacle that had led to Lester’s injury and he knew they were as frantically trying to retrieve it as he himself. And they had the advantage of knowing exactly where to look, although they wouldn’t evade the surveillance of the Ministry’s watchers who had been in place in Cavendish Square since the dawn fracas.


Neither it seemed would they get legitimately past the eccentric guardians of the gates. Despite his anxiety he couldn’t help but smile grimly at the recollection of his own reception at the hands of Sophia Lacey’s three retainers. After the lady’s death, he had knocked on the door with what he thought was a perfect pretext to enter and search. He was to value the contents for probate.


His reception had been dusty to say the least. An elderly man in stained leather britches and jerkin, bent almost double but with fierce if rheumy eyes, and two severely black-gowned women, both with a greenish pallor that made them look as if the earth of the cemetery had just opened to disgorge them, stared at him in forbidding silence as he’d explained his business.


The gentleman, whom he took to be a butler of sorts, turned to his companions and stated, “One of them, again, Ada. Not a furriner this time, though.” And he had closed the door in the visitor’s face, locking and bolting it with a vigor that belied his age.


Somehow he had to get into the house, and his first thought had been that the easiest way of doing that was to own it. But thanks to Lady Livia Lacey, the house didn’t look to be his in the foreseeable future.


However…however…


A slow smile spread across his face. Maybe he didn’t need to own the house to gain access; maybe cultivating its new owner would do the trick. He had the perfect excuse for introducing himself…he was still a prospective and most eager buyer for her property, hoping to persuade her to sell.


He gave a nod of satisfaction and urged his horse to increase his pace. The Ministry would keep the house under observation until Lady Livia Lacey came to town, then he’d pay a social call and see what he could see.


But despite this logical plan he found it impossible to sit on the sidelines during the next few days and took his own part in the surveillance of the house on Cavendish Square even though he knew the Ministry’s observers were more than capable.


It was several days later on a moonless night when the long hours of cramped and frozen watching were rewarded. A figure approached the basement steps…a darker shadow in the shadows of the night, with his black cloak drawn tight about him, a black hat pulled low over his brow.


The prospect of action warmed his blood. Harry crept out of his observation point behind the hedge in the square garden and moved soundlessly to crouch behind the railings on the pavement while he waited for the intruder to reemerge safely in possession of the package, if the gods were on the side of the angels. If he himself couldn’t catch him, there were four other men strategically positioned along the street and around the square who could pick up the pursuit if necessary.


But Harry was grimly determined to retrieve himself what had been stolen from him…the fruits of hours of complex mathematical calculations and intricate mental gymnastics…personal issues quite apart from the theft’s vital significance to the bloody struggle that engulfed the Continent.


The massive explosion sent him leaping to his feet, the months of painstaking training vanquished by the sheer magnitude and unexpectedness of the sound on this genteel, quiet piece of Mayfair. Windows flew open, shrieks rent the air, and up the basement steps came the shadowy figure of a man, his cloak in tatters, hatless, his hair standing up around his head like a halo.


Harry hurled himself at the man’s ankles as he leaped onto the pavement from the top step and brought him down to the hard ground in a tangle of limbs that winded him as much as his quarry.


“It’s all right, sir, we’ve got him.” Hands reached down and pulled him to his feet, while others hauled his breathless quarry upright.


Harry brushed off his hands demanding, “What the hell was that?”


“Haven’t a clue, sir.” The man who’d helped him to his feet looked around as if a clue might materialize from the gloom. “Never heard its like.”


Harry shrugged. “Well, it scared the wits out of our friend, and I doubt that did us any favors.” He regarded the sagging figure with a frown. “He might not have had enough time to retrieve what he was after.”


“Like as not, sir, but we’ll take him anyway. No knowing what we might get out of him.” The speaker put two fingers to his lips and sent a piercing whistle into the square. An unmarked carriage appeared almost immediately, and Harry’s thief was bundled inside, his captors following, before anyone really understood what had happened.


“That’ll larn the bugger.” A rasping Yorkshire accent that Harry immediately recognized as belonging to Sophia Lacey’s rusty butler came from the area steps behind him. He spun around to face the mouth of a blunderbuss wielded by the gentleman in question, clad on this occasion in a purple-striped dressing gown and a somewhat lopsided nightcap.


Harry regarded the ancient weapon in dawning comprehension. A blunderbuss fired in a confined space. The violent explosion now made perfect sense. “How the devil did you manage not to hit him?” he asked with a degree of awe.


The butler peered at him myopically in the semidarkness. “I weren’t aimin’ to, sir. If I ’ad been, ’ed have felt it.”


“Yes,” Harry agreed with a grin. “I’m sure he would. Good night to you.”


“Good night to ’ee,” came the response and the butler and the blunderbuss returned whence they’d come via the basement steps.


It was safe to assume that no other attempt would be made on the house tonight, Harry decided. If the thief had anything to give, he would give it up before the night was over.








Chapter 3




THE IRON WHEELS OF THE CARRIAGE clattered over cobbles, and the city noise rose in increasing cacophony from outside the dim stuffy confines of the vehicle. Cornelia leaned forward to move aside the leather flap that served as a curtain over the grimy windows. The children’s nurse had insisted the curtains be kept in place throughout the journey to protect her charges from the light that might damage their eyes and whatever sights of debauchery that might damage their souls. Not that there had been much of the latter to enliven their tedious journey, Cornelia reflected wearily.


She looked out now with renewed interest. It was early afternoon as the carriage turned into a quiet square, leaving the lively bustle of the streets behind. The garden in the center of the square was winter-bare and had a slightly desolate air, but it would give the children some freedom. The carriage creaked to a halt, and she felt her shoulders tighten in anticipation.


“Are we here, Mama…is this the house…can we get out…?”


“I want to be first, Mama…move, Franny…”


Cornelia closed her eyes for a moment as the childish voices rose around her, joined belatedly by Susannah’s as the little girl awoke and realized that things were going on that she was about to miss.


Cornelia opened her eyes and exchanged a glance with Aurelia. Journey’s end. Whatever they found here it had to be a welcome change from the long jolting journey in the company of three fractious children.


“Courage,” Aurelia said. “We’re here.”


“So we are.” Cornelia grabbed Stevie as he was about to plunge out of the just-opened door and set him firmly on the seat. “Wait with Linton, all of you.”


Ignoring the rising protests, she stepped down onto the pavement and looked around her. Aurelia and Livia joined her, and the three of them scrutinized the tall substantial house in front of them, long windows on either side of double doors in the center of the facade. Peeling paint, scraped railings, unhoned steps, grimy windows all set it apart from its neighbors.


“I thought we were expected,” Aurelia murmured, as they gazed at the firmly closed front door.


“We are,” Livia announced. “I wrote two days ago. This is my house, in case anyone’s forgotten.” She stalked up the stairs and raised the tarnished knocker and banged it several times.


“Linton, would you and Daisy take the children into the square garden until we sort things out?” Cornelia spoke to the nurse, who was gathering her charges, all the while shooting slightly disdainful glances at the dilapidated house. “Let them run off some of their energy, they’ve been cooped up all day.”


“Yes, my lady.” It was said a mite stiffly, but Cornelia decided she didn’t have time to worry about Linton’s less-than-favorable impressions at this point. Time enough when they were installed. She mounted the steps with Aurelia to stand just behind Livia, who was about to raise the heavy knocker for the third time.


Bolts creaked, and the door opened slowly; a pair of slightly rheumy eyes were at first all that was visible in the crack. “Aye?”


Cornelia hid a smile as she felt Livia stiffen. It was a foolish person who mistook the bubbly, pretty young woman for an easily intimidated featherbrain.


“I am Lady Livia Lacey, and you, I take it, are my employee,” Livia announced. “Kindly send someone to help the coachman unload the coach and bring our luggage inside.” So saying, she swept the door wide open and stepped past the man into the fusty gloom of a large square hall.


Cornelia and Aurelia followed her, and the three of them looked around with ill-concealed dismay. It was cold and damp, the parquet beneath their feet grimy and slightly sticky, the long windows on either side of the front door so covered in grime that very little daylight leached through. A horseshoe staircase, admittedly handsome, rose from the center of the hall, its upper reaches vanishing into impenetrable gloom. A chandelier, again probably a very beautiful piece when it was cleaned, hung from the center of the high-ceilinged hall. There were a few candle stubs in its branches.


“Well, we didn’t expect nirvana,” Cornelia said bravely. “We guessed it would need work.”


“But this much?” Aurelia murmured. “If these are the public rooms, what is the rest of it like?”


“We shall find out,” Livia stated. She turned to the man who had let them in. “I don’t know your name.”


“Morecombe, ma’am,” the man said. He had clearly once been a big man, but the broad shoulders were now hunched, and his legs had a distinct bow to them. His manner, however, was less than conciliatory.


“I worked for Lady Sophia, God rest her soul. I don’t know nuthin’ about this ’ere Lady Livia,” he declared, digging out a checkered kerchief from a pocket of his calico knee britches, whose original color was a mere memory. He wiped his watery eyes with a degree of vigor.


“Did Lady Sophia’s solicitors not talk to you, Morecombe?” Cornelia asked incredulously. “Surely when the will was read some provision was made as to your future.”


He shook his head. “Not as I ’eard, ma’am. Lady Sophia told us, our Ada and our Mavis, to ’ave a care for ’er things, an’ that’s what we done. She’d ’ave a care fer us, that’s what she said.”


“And your Ada…your Mavis…are they here?”


“Aye, where else would they be?”


Obviously the finer points of employer/employee discourse were not going to apply here, Cornelia decided. “I’m sure Lady Livia would like an introduction.”


“Oh, aye, like as not,” he said with a careless nod. He walked to the rear of the hall. “Eh, Ada…our Mavis, come on out…t’ new mistress is ’ere.”


The two women who emerged through the shabby baize door were clearly twins. Hair scraped back in vigorous buns, long black gowns, angular faces with a strange greenish tinge to their pallor, crumpled aprons, and identically fierce and suspicious brown eyes.


They regarded the three younger women without expression and offered the sketchiest of curtsies.


“Beggin’ yer pardon, m’lady, but we ’ave to unload the carriage. The ’orses need their oats.” The interruption came from the coachman, who now stood, cap in hand, in the doorway.


“Oh, yes, I’m sorry.” Cornelia abandoned the scene in the hall and hurried over to him. “Ask the outriders to help you unload. I’ll…” She fumbled in her reticule.


“Not our job really, m’lady.” He twisted his cap.


Cornelia found a shilling piece and drew it out, trying not to think what it would buy the household in terms of general supplies. But clearly the resident retainers were not going to unload the postchaise and she and her companions couldn’t.


The coachman crammed his hat on his head and went outside shouting orders. Within fifteen minutes the hall was a sea of bandboxes, hampers, portmanteaux. Sophia Lacey’s three retainers stood watching the proceedings with an air of mild indifference.


Cornelia paid off the coachman and the outriders and crossed the square to the garden where the children were playing some form of hide-and-seek with Daisy while Linton watched from a bench.


“Shall we bring them in now, Linton?” she asked, aware of how tentative she sounded. But she knew Linton would be up in arms if the nursery quarters did not come up to expectations, and Cornelia was fairly confident that they wouldn’t. Linton had been her own nurse and still had the power on occasion to reduce her confidence to that of a fumbling child.


“It’s high time, Lady Nell,” the nurse declared, standing up and smoothing down her black skirts. “Lady Susannah is liable to get a chill in this damp air. London,” she muttered. “Such an unhealthy place for children.”


Thank goodness the earl hadn’t consulted Linton, Cornelia reflected. She’d have given him ample ammunition in his fight to keep them at home. They’d all have been sequestered for life among the oaks of the New Forest.


Her courage failed her a little when she and Aurelia, with nurses and children in tow, followed one of the twins, our Ada she thought it was, up the elegant sweep of the main staircase along a drafty corridor and up the narrow nursery stairs at the rear. The children were for once silenced by the gloomy shadows that Ada’s candle barely penetrated. The nursery quarters looked as if they hadn’t been occupied for several generations. Linton inhaled and did not appear to exhale until she had marched the length and breadth of the four-room suite, examining the bed linen, peering up the chimney, running a gloved finger over tables and chests and finally across the grime-encrusted windowpanes.


Cornelia and Aurelia stood just inside the door, the children clinging to their skirts. Ada stood impassively in the middle of the day nursery waiting. Finally, Linton dusted off her hands and pronounced, “No child in my charge is going to sleep in here, and that’s my last word, Lady Nell.”


“If we light a fire, air the bedding, clean up generally, it will be fine, Linton,” Cornelia said. “Ada…it is Ada, isn’t it, I’d like you and Mavis to clean up in here before you do anything else. Morecombe must bring up coals, and we’ll light fires in all the chimneys, and bring up hot water. You’ll see, Linton, in an hour we can work wonders.”


Her tone was cajoling even as she drew off her own gloves. “Lady Aurelia and I will deal with the bed linen. We’ll air it out in front of the fires as soon as they’re lit…come, Ellie.” She strode energetically into the night nursery, and Aurelia, with a slightly raised eyebrow, followed her.


“Do you think you’re going to convince her, Nell?”


“The trick with Linton is to sweep right through her,” Cornelia explained, tearing off coverlets from the four little beds. “She’ll huff and puff, but if we don’t take any notice, she’ll come round in the end.” She shook out blankets in a cloud of dust. “But sweet heaven, Ellie, this is worse than we could ever have imagined.”


“An understatement,” Aurelia said a shade grimly, pummeling pillows. “I dread to think what the rest of the house is like.”


 


Harry frowned down at the sheet of hieroglyphics he’d just transcribed, then he gave a little nod. A nicely devious piece of misdirection if he said so himself. When this code fell into enemy hands, as it was designed to do, it would give them hours of headache until they finally found the clue he’d embedded in the code to enable them to break it, then they’d be off running like headless chickens on a fool’s errand while the real agenda unfolded under their very noses.


He reached for the sander, reflecting on the sheer joy of an occupation that so suited his talents and his temperament. Give him a good juicy code to break, and he would forget all about food, drink, or sleep for days on end. And the same applied to encryption. Nothing was as satisfying as coming up with a code that would defeat the cleverest encrypters in the French, Russian, or Austrian secret services.


He dusted the ink on the parchment and shook the sand into the wastepaper basket, then folded the document. He was just warming the stick of red wax in the candle flame when someone scratched at the door.


He’d been locked in his own world of mental gymnastics for longer than he could calculate, and at first he didn’t recognize the sound. No one disturbed Viscount Bonham when he shut himself up in the attic chamber of his house on Mount Street.


“Who is it?” he called, slipping the parchment into the top drawer of the desk where he worked.


“Lester, m’lord.”


“Good God, man, come in.” Harry pushed back his chair and got to his feet, aware as he did so of the crick in his neck. “What are you doing up and about, Lester? The sawbones said another four days in bed.”


Lester made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “He’s an old woman,” he declared. “And besides, I couldn’t stand another minute of Mrs. Henderson flapping around me like a broody hen. Another mouthful of that stuff she calls a tonic would be the death of me.”


Harry laughed and shook Lester’s hand heartily before pushing him into a chair. “Well it’s good to see you. I don’t deny I’ve missed you.”


The other man nodded and gestured to the desk. “Been working, sir?”


“Aye.” Harry stretched and rolled his shoulders. “What’s the time?”


“Just afore noon, sir. Hector said you’d been up here since late yesterday afternoon.”


“Then I suppose I have,” Harry said with indifference. He went over to the narrow attic casement and peered out at a clear blue sky, the vista punctuated with the smoke-spewing chimney pots of London town.


“I brought a message for you, sir. A man came from the Ministry.”


Harry’s tired green gaze sharpened. “Don’t tell me they got anything out of that thief we apprehended?”


“Not what we’re after, sir, not as yet, but I understand he’s given ’em a few crumbs about other matters of interest. But the real message is that the new owner of the house has taken up residence…arrived yesterday afternoon, according to the blokes on watch. Quite a party, they said. Several ladies at least. Children too. The Ministry wants to know what you want them to do about it.”


“Just keep the watch going, nothing else,” Harry pronounced. “I’ll take it from here myself.” He rubbed his chin, grimacing at the stubble. “I can’t pay a social call looking like this.”


“You could do with a mutton chop inside you,” Lester observed, well aware of his master’s eating habits when he was working. “And a pint of good claret, I daresay.”


Harry considered this, taking stock of his body for the first time in a day and a half. “I believe you’re right, Lester. Tell Hector to serve me in the breakfast parlor and I’ll be down in half an hour.” He took the parchment out of the drawer…. “Oh, and have someone take this immediately to the War Office.” He dropped wax on the folded parchment, pressed his signet ring into the wax, and handed the document to Lester before leaving his office with an energetic step that belied his fatigue.


Half an hour later he was addressing a mutton chop and boiled potato and making inroads into a decanter of claret. Plain fare certainly, but Viscount Bonham had little time for the delicacies when dining alone in his own house. Food and drink merely served a purpose, and right now he was starving.


“You’re going to call on this Lady Livia Lacey then, sir?” Lester said, more of a statement than a question. “Will I be coming with you?”


“Yes, and no,” Harry said succinctly. “You’re looking positively whey-faced again, man. When I do need you, I’ll need you in full fettle, so get some rest this afternoon. I don’t need a bodyguard to pay a courtesy call on some old spinster biddy.” He wiped his mouth and threw down his napkin. “Well, I’ll be off.” He strode to the door, calling to his butler, “Hector, I’m walking round to the mews.”


“Aye, m’lord.” The butler stood ready beside the hall table, the viscount’s riding cloak over his arm, beaver hat in his hand. He handed both to his master, then passed him his riding whip.


Harry nodded his thanks and went out of the front door, held by a footman, and paused on the top step to draw a deep breath of the cold air. It felt wonderfully refreshing after his hours of stuffy incarceration, and his head cleared immediately, his fatigue dropping away from him.


He walked around to the mews and waited patiently while his horse was saddled, inhaling the sweet fragrance of the hay overlaid with the stable smells of leather, manure, and horseflesh. He recognized his sense of slightly heady euphoria as an old friend, the natural result of his long hours of work and the utterly satisfactory conclusion of that work. Later would come exhaustion and a dreamless sleep. But for the moment he was running on nervous energy.


Eric led the chestnut from the stable and held him while the viscount mounted. “I’ll fetch the cob, shall I, m’lord?”


“Yes, I’ll need you to walk Perseus while I pay a call. It’s too cold to leave him standing.” He sat the chestnut, murmuring softly to him as the animal shifted impatiently on the cobbles, threw back his head against the bridle, and showed every sign of wanting to be on the move. As soon as Eric appeared on the sturdy cob, the chestnut needed no encouragement and plunged forward towards the arched entrance to the mews. Harry checked him with a sharp word, and the animal obeyed, high-stepping onto South Audley Street.


It was early afternoon when Harry arrived outside the house in Cavendish Square. He looked up at the dilapidated facade, frowning. Why on earth wouldn’t the new owner, a country dweller with presumably no interest in town life, jump at the chance to sell her inheritance at an inflated price? It made absolutely no sense at all. Then he remembered what Masters, the lawyer, had said. Perhaps the lady’s circumstances are not what we think.


True, he knew nothing about her, and it mattered little. But where did the children come in? He was sure Lester had mentioned children. A husband could complicate matters since presumably he had charge of his wife’s affairs. But it was the lady herself who’d written to her solicitor.


He swung down and passed the reins to Eric. “Walk them; I doubt I’ll be above twenty minutes.” That was the appropriate duration of a first call even if this was more business than social.


He ran lightly up the steps to the front door and raised the tarnished lion’s head knocker. There was no response to his first politely discreet knock, so he tried again. This time the clang resounded in the quiet street. He tapped his whip impatiently against his boot. Somebody had to be in. Apart from the three retainers in the house that he already knew about, Lady Livia had brought women with her, a lady’s maid and presumably a companion of some description, or a nurse for the children.


At last he heard the creak of an unoiled bolt on the far side of the door. It opened and a woman stood on the threshold regarding him with a questioning air in her piercing blue eyes. Her hair was invisible beneath a headscarf, her figure swathed in a none-too-clean apron. A smudge of dirt adorned a straight nose.


“Yes?” she said.


The black cat twined itself around her ankles before leaping, tail erect, down the steps between Harry’s booted feet.


Harry was for a moment disconcerted by the whirlwind of fur and took a step backwards to the second step. This left him looking up at the woman in the doorway, a position that for some reason he immediately resented. He stepped up again and proffered his card, saying distantly, “Viscount Bonham presents his compliments to Lady Livia Lacey.”


Cornelia took it and read it. So this was the mysteriously eager would-be buyer. She glanced up at him. Quite attractive if one liked the lean and hungry type. A very broad, domed forehead, of the kind that usually denoted intelligence. An impression borne out by a pair of wide-apart and very deep-set green eyes. There was a cool distance in his gaze that was rather unnerving, as if he observed the world from some Olympian peak. Arrogant seemed a good description on first observation.


Harry did not care to be kept standing on a drafty doorstep in the middle of winter by anyone, let alone a mere servant who seemed to be subjecting him to an impertinent scrutiny that unless he was much mistaken found him wanting in some respects.


“My good woman, I would be much obliged to you if you would carry my card to your mistress immediately,” he stated. “You will find that Lady Livia will recognize my name, and she will know my business. Kindly go about yours without delay.” Having issued his order, he turned his back on the woman and gazed off into the distance towards the square, still tapping his boot with his whip.


Mistress! Good woman! Cornelia opened her mouth to protest, indignation sparking in her eyes as she stared at his insolently turned back. Then a smile touched her mouth. Viscount Bonham was in for a few mortifying surprises. “Begging your pardon, my lord,” she said humbly, “but my Lady Livia is not receiving at present.”


“Ah.” He turned back to her slowly, his gaze still cold, his tone crisp. “I daresay she’s resting after her journey?” He didn’t wait for confirmation, merely continued, “Present my card with my respects and inform her that I will call again tomorrow when I trust she will have recovered her strength.” He swung away, saying over his shoulder, “My business with your mistress is urgent. Convey that, if you please.”


Cornelia stared at his retreating back, her mouth ajar at his breathtaking arrogance. What made him think Livia was so feeble she couldn’t manage a two-day journey without needing to rest? What the devil gave him the right to make any of the disparaging assumptions that had poured from his mouth in the last three or four minutes? She looked down at the card in her hand and for a second was tempted to tear it in shreds and send them flying after their owner.


But no. She could imagine a much more satisfactory revenge. She stepped back into the hall and closed the door with a slam.


Harry had only just reached the pavement when the door slammed behind him, and he started at the sound, spinning around to look behind him. Flakes of paint from the door, dislodged by the violence of its closing, fluttered onto the steps. The new servants seemed on a par with the old, he thought, shaking his head with a flicker of reluctant amusement. But at least he hadn’t been driven away by the old man’s blunderbuss. One should be thankful for small mercies. He took the reins from Eric and mounted his horse. He’d know what to expect on his return.
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