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Prologue




Fortune, good night; smile once more, turn thy wheel.









LONDON, FEBRUARY 1830


It’s generally said that a man can be known by the company he keeps, and Tristan Talbot was likely the only fellow in London who went dicing with his manservant. That his servant disdained the Three Shovels as beneath his dignity served only to further illuminate the level to which Tristan sometimes sank. And illumination was direly needed at the Shovels, for the place was dark as a den of thieves.


Actually, it was a den of thieves. And rogues and sharps and bawds—even the occasional gentleman out for a low-class lark. From somewhere deep inside the low-ceilinged alehouse, raucous laughter rang out—one of the sharps, Tristan noticed, who was rapidly plucking his evening’s pigeon with a slick hand and a pack of marked cards.


Distracted, Tristan shoved his tankard away, and passed the dice to the chap who sat opposite. Across the room, the door burst open. Through the miasma of smoke and gloom, he looked at the woman who darted in, slamming the door behind her. She was little more than a shadow on the threshold, lingering in a puddle of feeble, bilious lamplight, and looking faintly unsteady on her feet—not that he was any arbiter of sobriety, mind.


He tried to listen to the ribald joke someone farther down the table was telling. But the girl—something in her posture—nagged at him, drunk and detached though he was. Then he realized. It was fear. The constant glancing over her shoulder. The gray cloak pulled tight about her, as if she might shrink from view. Lord knew he’d seen it all often enough on the battlefield. Could he have but seen her face, he knew it would have been stark. Pale.


But what business was it of his? Most of the females who chanced to come in here were just birds of the game, looking for a warm hearth and a dram of gin. On the other hand, she wasn’t flashing her wares, he thought, flicking her another glance. Instead, her gaze searched the dingy room as if it were the bowels of perdition.


The Bowels of Perdition.


Now that, Tristan decided, was the perfect name for a public house. Especially in this part of town.


He had a sudden notion to buy one, just for the pleasure of naming it. But like most anything remotely approaching ambition, it would not likely see the morning still in Tristan’s head.


He drained what was left of his porter, and watched the girl approach the tapster. She set her hands on the edge of the bar and leaned tentatively across, pleading in a voice so quiet the tapster had to bend over it to hear. He shook his head, and turned away.


Tristan forced his attention back to the game. Foresby had pushed the dice away, his face red with drink and dissatisfaction. The smithy from Clerkenwell—Tristan was too sotted to recall his name—sent them rumbling down the rough wooden trestle table with an artful flick of his wrist. The crowd roared, Foresby dropped his head into his hands, and the smithy swept up a pile of coins, his mouth curling into a stump-toothed grin.


The play went on and Tristan wagered again, but he couldn’t keep his eyes on the table—an invitation to be rooked, and he knew it. By God, the chit was quarreling with the tapster now. Beneath his coat, Tristan’s skin prickled.


Foresby cursed, and shoved away from the table. “Damn my luck,” he said, jerking to his feet.


Tristan looked down at the two single dots. Foresby was plagued by the twins tonight, that was bloody certain.


“Sorry, old boy,” he managed, thumping Foresby’s back as he went. “You—Clerkenwell—cast ’em down.”


The smithy snatched up the dice again. The play went on as the argument at the bar escalated. The tapster walked away, the set of his shoulders rigid. Somehow, Foresby had joined in. Tristan looked up to see him catch the girl by the upper arm. She flinched and jerked back, but Foresby followed her, pressing her up against the bar.


Tristan had shoved back his chair before he knew what he was about. “I’m out,” he snapped. “Play on.”


In six strides, he was there. Foresby had his face in the wench’s, leering.


“Take your hands off me.” Her voice quaked. “This instant, or I shall—”




“Or you shall what?” Foresby whispered.


Tristan shoved himself between them. “You’re casting next, Foresby,” he said amiably. “Quit your wenching, and get back to business.”


Foresby smiled over Tristan’s shoulder. “Oh, I think I’ve found something to occupy me right behind you,” he said. “That saucy piece has quite a mouth.”


Though he couldn’t quite see the girl, Tristan could feel her fear rising. “Just let go of her arm,” he suggested. “The lads are waiting.”


“Mind your own business,” said Foresby. “I’m pockets to let, and in the mood for some cheap amusement.”


Uglow, Tristan’s man, had risen from his chair and moved to the door, his massive form blocking it, his arms implacably crossed. Tristan shoved his leg harder and dropped his voice to a whisper. “I asked you to leave the wench alone,” he said quietly. “Now, do you really want to take me on? In this shite hole?”


“You’re drunk, Tris,” he growled. “Go back to your dice.”


“Aye, drunk as a lord,” Tristan agreed, setting a heavy hand on Foresby’s shoulder. “But sotted and staggering, Foresby, I’m still twice the man you are. Now, shall we step outside? Or will you let the wench pass?”


Foresby let the girl go long enough to shove Tristan. “Bugger off, Sir Galahad.”


“Tut, tut,” said Tristan. “The unanticipated hazards of an Eton education—” Here, he paused to strike Foresby an upper cut that snapped his head so far back he fell, cracking it against the bar. “—can make a chap too brash with his tongue.”




Foresby shoved himself up on one unsteady arm, and touched his bleeding mouth with the back of his hand. “By God, name your second, sir. I demand satisfaction.”


Tristan grinned, and waved him up. “Come get it now, old boy,” he suggested. “Duels at dawn come too bloody early for me.”


After a moment’s consideration, Foresby came off the floor and launched himself, fists and elbows flying. It was a short-lived fight. Though neither of them was sober, Foresby was mismatched in height, reach, and suicidal inclinations. He managed, however, to land a blow that swelled one eye and sent blood spurting from Tristan’s nose. But when it was over seconds later, Foresby was on the floor holding what looked to be a broken jaw and cursing Tristan to the devil. The girl had vanished.


Tristan dragged a sleeve across his nose and looked round to see her cowering deep in the shadows, her face half turned to the wall. The tapster went back to his tankards. Uglow abandoned his guard post. And everyone else went back to their dice and their drink and their cards, shrugging.


Foresby got up and cast the girl a vengeful look. “Slut,” he said.


In the gloom, the girl startled like a rabbit. Realizing Uglow no longer blocked the door, she turned to run, but Tristan caught her by the arm and hauled her hard against his side.


“You’re going with me,” he said, giving her no choice.


He dragged her back through the faint yellow light and into the damp of the unlit alley beyond. Near the door, a barefoot boy sat cross-legged in the thick brume. Tristan dug deep into his pocket, then tossed down a coin. “That you, Lem? Fetch my horse round—and be quick about it.”


“Straightaway, gov.” The boy leapt up, and vanished into the fog.


Unsteadily, Tristan leaned back against the building and studied her—not that he could really see much. He still gripped her hand, and could feel her quaking with terror. “Haven’t been about much in this part of town, have you, love?”


She shook her head. “I—I need ter go,” she said, her voice oddly gruff.


He let his gaze drift over her. Something…something just didn’t fit. But damned if he was sober enough to know what. “Stay put,” he said quietly. “I’m taking you home.”


“No!” She jerked, and darted away.


He dashed over the cobbles after her and drew her back, surprisingly steady on his feet as the fog swirled around them. “Whoa,” he murmured. “To your home, love. Foresby’s actually one of the nicer chaps you’ll meet in this part of town, if you take my meaning.”


He felt the fight go out of her then. “Oh. Th-thank you.”


Though he couldn’t really see her, he cast an appraising glance in the direction of her face. “Now what was it, I wonder, that sent you bolting into the Shovels? The devil at your heels?”


He heard her swallow hard. “It felt like it,” she confessed. “Someone…followed me here. I could hear their footsteps in the fog and—” She stiffened again with alarm.




Callidora. The great black beast materialized from the fog, her footfalls muffled and disembodied, Lem’s head barely reaching her breastplate.


Tristan let the girl go long enough to fling himself up into the saddle, then leaned over and offered down his hand. She looked at it, then flicked a hesitant glance up at him. “Oh, I’d suggest to you take it,” he said softly. “I’m drunk, aye, but I’m at least half a gentleman—and that’s the best offer you’ll get round here.”


With a quick nod, the girl dropped her gaze and let him haul her up.


“So you had business in the Shovels?” he asked, lightly tapping Callidora’s flanks.


“Just looking for someone.”


“Aye, well, you found someone,” he remarked. “Got a name, love?”


“No.”


“Odd, neither do I,” he said lightly. “So, where shall I set you down?”


For an instant, she hesitated. “In the Haymarket, if you please,” she finally said, “…if that’s not too far?”


“Precisely where I was headed,” he lied.


The girl said not a word but sat sideways before him, her spine stiff as a duchess. Unable to resist, Tristan leaned forward and drew in her scent. She smelled rather like a duchess, too—and he’d smelled one or two rather intimately. Not even the faintest hint of sweat or must clung to her skin, and her hair held the distinct fragrance of lavender.


She must have sensed his nearness, and glanced back, eyes widening disapprovingly. It was a good thing, he decided, that the gloom obscured his face for he likely looked a horror. He drew back, and spent the remainder of the journey blotting the blood away.


It was rather a miserable ride, too, with her amply rounded arse pressed altogether too near. Despite his inebriated state, Tristan felt Old Reliable starting to rouse, and visions of how he might otherwise have spent an evening with the chit began to dance in his head. Not that he wasn’t enamored of Callidora, for he was. But there was much to be said for a good feather tick and a round-arsed wench beneath you.


In the Haymarket, she stopped him near an especially dark corner. He dismounted before her, then lowered her to the pavement with his hands set firmly at her waist. He misjudged the distance, perhaps, lowering her a little closer than was strictly necessary, and a pair of exceptionally well-endowed breasts brushed lightly down his coat front.


Oh, Lord. Old Reliable indeed.


“Thank you,” she said in her odd, rough voice.


“It was my pleasure.” Or could be, twitched his cock. “Look, I don’t suppose—”


In the gloom, she lifted her gaze to him. “Yes?”


“I don’t suppose your gratitude would extend to warming a chap’s bed tonight?”


The girl drew back. “Certainly not.”


“Ah, a pity.” He flung himself back into the saddle. “I’m a handsome devil, you know, in the daylight—when my nose isn’t swollen.”


“I’m sorry you’re bloodied,” she said hesitantly. “I do fear you’ll be in pain when you sober up.”




Was that a hint of sympathy in her tone? On those rare occasions when his charm failed, he could sometimes persuade a woman to capitulate out of pity. “Listen, are you quite, quite sure?” he asked, glancing back down. “I was awfully damn brave back there.”


“I said no,” she replied more firmly.


He set his head to one side, and looked down at her a little wistfully. “Aye, well. It was worth a shot.”


“I daresay.” She darted into the fog, then looked back at him. “But…But I thank you, sir. For your kindness.”


Somehow, he managed to grin and tip his hat with a grand, sweeping flourish—while not tumbling back off his horse. At that, she turned round and walked back again. “Tell me, do you just do that?” she asked, her voice quizzical. “Just…drunkenly proposition every female you meet? And do they actually say yes?”


Atop the horse, he nodded, the reins draped lightly through one hand. “A great many, aye—and often when I’m sober.”


Clearly this escaped her. “Old? Young? Ugly? What are your criteria for these propositions?”


The fact that the word criteria didn’t precisely belong in a servant’s vocabulary sailed right over his leaden head. “I ask the ones I like,” he said after considering it. And after all, he consoled himself, there were plenty of other women who would say yes if she did not. The girl, too, seemed to know this. She nodded pensively, then set off up the Haymarket again.


Yes, plenty of others.


But she was a lush little morsel, he thought, glumly watching her walk away. There was something about her that was significant in a way he couldn’t quite put his finger on. And the hell of it was—for all that she had an exquisite backside and a fine pair of charms—he was probably too drunk to remember her.


Suddenly an odd frisson ran down his spine—an old instinct he’d thought long dead. He sensed a foreboding stillness in the air. Disembodied footsteps in the fog behind him. He looked about. But there was nothing. Nothing but a soldier’s intuition…


“Miss?” he called after her into the heavy brume.


He sensed rather than saw her turn. She did not speak.


“Be careful,” he said. “Won’t you?”


There was no answer save the rapid click of her heels vanishing into the fog.















Chapter 1




’Tis a vile thing to die, my gracious lord, When men are unprepar’d and look not for it.










LONDON, APRIL 1830


Lady Phaedra Northampton made her way down to Charing Cross, her strides long and purposeful—mannish, her mother would have chided—as she weaved her way through the afternoon jumble of bureaucrats and shopkeepers. All of them had seemingly set off in search of luncheon at once, crisscrossing her path in a sharp-el-bowed frenzy as if conspiring to impede her march across Westminster. But sharp elbows were the least of her concerns.


Desperation—and a rash, reckless idea—had driven her from the house, and despite the chill, Phaedra had left Mayfair without a hat. How foolish. And how unlike her. Now she pushed back the high collar of her heavy gray cloak, cutting a glance over her shoulder. Just behind Phaedra, her maid scurried along, a hand clasped to the top of her bonnet against the wintry gust. Other than that, there was nothing. Why, then, did the hair on the back of her neck keep prickling so? Phaedra tucked her portfolio closer, and picked up her step.


“Ooh, miss, do slow down!” Agnes complained. “I want to find Millie as bad as you, but I’m taking a stitch.”


Phaedra glanced back, realizing in some shame that her maid had been practically trotting since they’d left Brook Street. Checking her pace, she noticed a familiar black and yellow barouche pulled to the pavement ahead. Drat.


Agnes, too, saw it. “That’ll be Lady Blaine, miss,” she said warningly.


Lady Blaine, indeed! To Phaedra, she was still Eliza, a little slip of a girl from their home village. Unfortunately, there was no avoiding her.


“Do you think she knows the truth about Priss, ma’am?” Agnes’s voice trembled. “Or that Millie’s gone missing?”


“She could not possibly,” said Phaedra with more confidence than she felt.


“Phae! Oh, Phae!” The wheedling cry rang from the door of a milliner’s shop. Eliza came with unfashionable haste toward them, her husband staggering in her wake with a stack of bandboxes which nearly reached his nose. The girl wore a dress of yellow trimmed in deep green, and a green cloak which was a bit insufficient for the weather. The cloak’s collar was turned up at a jaunty angle, and embroidered with a chain of white and yellow daises which, Phae inwardly considered, looked hideous, and a little silly.


“Phae, what luck!” said Eliza. “When did you arrive in London? Why did you not tell me?”




“Good afternoon, Eliza.” Phaedra spoke cordially if a little hurriedly. “We came up some weeks past.”


“Oh, how exciting for you!” Eliza had drawn up in front of them, eyes wide. “How very weary you must have been of being stuck in Hampshire the whole winter.”


“Actually, I prefer Hamp—”


“But London, Phae!” Eliza interjected. “And the season! I have scarcely left Town, you know, since my marriage last autumn.” She shot a doting glance back at Blaine, a minor baronet so young his forehead was still pimpled. Phae almost suggested he lift the bandboxes higher.


But Eliza was quivering with excitement. “Listen, Phae! I have quite the greatest news ever. Guess! Guess!”


“Why, I could not possibly,” said Phaedra.


“Oh, just try!” Eliza was almost hopping up and down with excitement.


This was the point at which, of course, Eliza would announce that she was enceinte. Phaedra had been through this little post-season ritual many times. “Just tell me, Lizzie.” She forced a smile. “I know I will be very happy for yo—”


“We’re to give a ball!” Eliza interjected, giving Phaedra a swift, explosive hug. “The last Thursday in April!” She set Phaedra a little away. “Now you all must come, Phae! Do say that you will?”


“You know I do not go out much, Lizzie,” she said quietly. “I thank you for asking. Mamma and Phoebe will be thrilled to come, I am quite sure.”


Eliza’s lower lip came out. “Phae, you really are not so firmly on the shelf as all that!” she said. “Indeed, I am quite persuaded that this shall be your year.”




“I do not need a year.” Phaedra smiled. “Besides, Eliza, this is to be Phoebe’s year.”


“I cannot think, then, why you bother to come each season if you think Town pursuits so very silly.”


“And let Mamma come alone?” The words slipped out before Phaedra could bite them back.


“But she would not be alone.” Eliza blinked innocently. “There’s Phoebe. They would be together.”


Yes, thought Phaedra grimly, and together they would find twice as much trouble.


But she was being churlish. She gave Eliza another hug. “Do get in your carriage now,” she said, urging the girl toward it. “That cloak is not warm enough to stand here gabbing. Come round for tea next week. Phee will wish you to see all her new finery.”


Eliza’s eyes lit up. “Why, I should be pleased to offer my sense of Town style,” she said, stroking her gloved fingertips over her daisies. “How excited the dear child must be. Why, I remember my first season as if it were yesterday.”


“That’s because it was yesterday,” Agnes muttered behind her.


In short order, Lord Blaine had tucked his bride back into their carriage, and secured a rug across her knees. “She’s still just a flighty little chit in an ugly cloak,” Agnes complained as the carriage drew away. “But she’s right about one thing.”


“I can’t think what,” said Phaedra, resuming her march toward the Strand.


“This could be your year.”




Phaedra cut a stern glance over her shoulder. “Don’t be ridiculous, Agnes,” she said. “Every year is my year.”


She was distracted suddenly by a figure in a dark top-coat and an odd, fur-trimmed hat. He pushed away from the shelter of a doorway far to her right, then his head turned toward Agnes and he stiffened. At that instant a black and red mail coach came clattering up from Charing Cross, fresh horses prancing wildly, passengers clinging to the roof, the box, and all but bursting out the doors. When the dust and clatter were gone, the doorway—a tobacconist’s—was perfectly empty. She had not even seen his face. “Did you notice that man?” she asked Agnes.


“What man, miss?”


“I thought—” Phaedra shook off the ill feeling. “No, it was no one, I daresay.”


Good heavens, she was becoming as fanciful as Phoebe and Mamma. Phaedra forced herself to stroll down to the Strand. She passed her favorite bookseller’s—a tatty little shop that sold musty volumes of history and geography. Beyond that was a brass shop where one could buy candlesticks, pokers, and firedogs. A stationer’s. A coffin maker and, next door—incongruously—a pie seller, his window trays rapidly emptying. Phaedra turned right into the doorway of a bay-windowed shop, pausing just long enough to read the shop’s only marking, a discreet brass plaque:


 


MR. GEORGE JACOB KEMBLE
PURVEYOR OF ELEGANT ODDITIES AND FINE FOLDEROL


 


Agnes, too, hesitated. “He might be dining at such an hour, mightn’t he?”


“Then we shall simply wait.” Phaedra grasped the cold brass handle and pushed in the door. “Have faith, Agnes. It is possible Mr. Kemble can help us find your sister.”


Overhead, a discreet little bell jangled as Phaedra’s feet sank into an impossibly thick Turkish carpet. Inside, the shop smelled faintly of camphor, polish, and of the vinegar which was doubtless used to shine the glistening acres of glass cases. Phaedra’s gaze swept over a row of Imari vases, a collection of Meissen figurines, and an entire shelf of bejeweled perfume flacons. Oriental carpets hung from the walls, chandeliers dotted the ceiling, and suits of armor were tucked into the corners.


“Mercy,” said Agnes. “Looks as if half o’ Blenheim Palace got shoved in here.”


Just then Phaedra’s quarry appeared from the rear of the shop, throwing open a pair of heavy velvet panels with more drama than was strictly necessary, and setting the brass curtain rings to jangling. Mr. Kemble was a lithe, elegant man of indeterminate years with quick, dark eyes which always set Phaedra’s nerves a little on edge. “Good afternoon, Kemble.”


A strange expression passed over his face. “Lady Phaedra Northampton!” he said. “And in my humble shop, no less.”


“I wish a moment with you privately, Kemble,” she said, laying her portfolio atop one of the glass cases. “A pressing personal matter which—”


The door jangled again. All eyes turned to the slight, dark young woman who entered, her jet eyebrows snapped together. She wore a gown of striped yellow muslin under a sweeping green cloak. Her maid had been left standing just outside the door.


“Hullo, George,” she said, nodding at Phaedra as she passed.


“Miss Armstrong,” said Kemble smoothly, coming at once from behind the counter. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”


“George, I want another of those heads,” she said bluntly.


Kemble folded his hands neatly together and smiled. “My dear Miss Armstrong, you already have a head,” he answered. “God only knows the trouble you’d get into if you had a second.”


“Lud, not that sort of head,” she said, passing easily over the insult. “The white china sort, like the one Papa pitched through the window last year. It was one of the Georges, but I can’t think which.”


“Ah, the Chaffer bust of George II,” said Kemble knowingly. “My dear child, I do not uncrate those by the box load, you know. The Chaffer was rare. And since the marquess saw fit to destroy it in his little temper tantrum, I fear you must all bear its absence stoically.”


“What, you can’t just get us another?” The girl’s black brows snapped back together. “Good Lord, George. It’s his birthday.”


A sort of verbal fencing match ensued, the girl insisting rather tongue-in-cheek that perhaps Mr. Kemble could conveniently steal her a head if he hadn’t one in stock, and Mr. Kemble parrying just as tartly that he might as easily steal the Marquess of Rannoch a modicum of self-control, and they’d all be the better for it.


Bemused, Phaedra watched, making several observations at once. Firstly, that the girl had a temper—probably got honestly from her father if he’d thrown such a masterpiece as a Chaffer porcelain through a window. Secondly, that the girl was called “Miss” but her father was a marquess, which meant she was either adopted or illegitimate. And lastly, that the girl was dressed to the nines in Parisian fashions which had cost someone a bloody fortune—but unfortunately, she had topped the gorgeous ensemble with a cloak embroidered in daisies just like Eliza’s. It seems so oddly incongruous on such a dark, elegant creature, and with her nerves already on edge, Phaedra let out a little burst of laughter. Swiftly, she slapped her hand over her mouth.


Too late. The argument sputtered away, the girl and Mr. Kemble turning to look at her.


But Phaedra was saved by the ring of another bell, this time not the door, but a loud clang-clang-clang that seemed to come from above. A hand bell, Phaedra thought.


“George—?” boomed a disembodied voice from somewhere above them. “George? What’s Jane done with my book now?” There was a muffled series of bumps, then the sound of glass shattering.


“Oh, Lord!” Kemble cast an exasperated gaze upward. “The Sevres teacup.”


“It’s Maurice again,” said Miss Armstrong irritably. “I swear, George, I have never seen a man savor a broken ankle so.”


As Phaedra wondered who Maurice might be, Mr. Kemble gave a tight smile, and turned to bow toward Phaedra. “Ladies, I do beg your pardon. It is the housekeeper’s half-day and Jean-Claude is at the post office. I shall be but a moment.”


He returned through the green curtains, this time leaving them open to reveal a staircase to the right. Through the curtains Phaedra could see a rear entrance flanked with windows, and several worktables set about a cavernous back room. They watched as Mr. Kemble’s elegant trouser hems disappeared up the steps.


Miss Armstrong turned to Phaedra and smiled warmly. Phaedra returned the greeting, but hers was a perfunctory smile. She knew Miss Armstrong’s type. Pretty and vivacious. Fashionable and flirtatious. The ton was littered with their beauty, and with the almost-beauties like Eliza, none of them with two thoughts in their heads worth speaking aloud. Amidst her contemplation, however, Phaedra realized Miss Armstrong was…well, quivering.


“You were laughing at me!” she declared.


Heat washed over Phaedra’s face. “I beg your pardon?”


“You were laughing,” Miss Armstrong repeated. “At my cloak, I daresay.”


“Why, I—I was not,” Phaedra fibbed, face flaming.


“Liar,” the girl answered on a strange gurgle.


“No, please, I—” Phaedra realized the girl was choking back laughter.


Miss Armstrong burst into giggles. “I daresay I cannot blame you; it’s perfectly hideous.” Her eyes danced with merriment. “But my aunt Winnie chose it, and I haven’t worn it once, and now she’s taken notice. So I said to myself, well, it’s only George, and after all, he must have something to poke fun at, mustn’t he?”


“Oh,” said Phaedra vaguely. “Yes, I daresay.”


But Miss Armstrong was surveying her more closely now. “I’m sorry,” she managed. “Have we met?”


“I think not.” But politely, Phaedra extended her hand. “Lady Phaedra Northampton. How do you do?”


To her shock, Miss Armstrong squeezed her hand almost affectionately. “So pleased to meet you,” she said. “I’m Zoë. Zoë Armstrong—and I do know you, come to think on it. Your mother lives opposite Aunt Winnie in Brook Street. I often stay with her during the season.”


“Yes, we reside there when we are in Town,” Phaedra replied. “Along with my brother, Anthony Hayden-Worth.”


“Oh, yes!” said Zoë brightly. “Mrs. Hayden-Worth left him and went back to America, did she not? A pity, that. One hates to see such a desperately good-looking man going to waste.”


Phaedra blinked at the girl uncertainly. She was frightfully plain-spoken, but what she said was perfectly true—except that Tony wasn’t exactly going to waste. It might be better for all of them if he were. Then Phaedra and Agnes would not be here, dealing with the aftermath, and searching for a needle in a haystack. “Actually, Tony has gone to America, too,” said Phaedra abruptly. “I believe his wife wishes a divorce.”


“Indeed?” Zoë did not look shocked. “Such things are easier done there, I daresay.”


Suddenly Phaedra’s thoughts were distracted by something—a shadow, she thought, hovering at one of Mr. Kemble’s rear windows. She glanced toward it, and just as quickly, it was gone. Perhaps there had been nothing at all.


But Miss Armstrong was still speaking. “In any case, I used to see you coming home from your morning walk,” she continued. “How refreshed and brisk you always looked. At that hour, I am still languishing in my night-clothes, of course, and drinking my chocolate. But I do so admire your zeal.”


Phaedra was still trying to figure out Zoë Armstrong when a faint noise sounded at the back door—a sort of whimper and scrape, like a dog wanting to be let in. A vagrant in the alleyway, perhaps. She turned back to Miss Armstrong. It was very odd. Dashing girls like her rarely gave Phaedra’s sort a second glance, writing them off as bluestockings, wallflowers, or just hopelessly unfashionable.


Phaedra was all of those things, she supposed. Indeed, she had embraced them.


But Miss Armstrong seemed to find her interesting, and was rattling off an almost apologetic story about how her father had come to break the Chaffer bust in a fit of temper over her cousin Frederica’s having fallen for a terrible rake. But Frederica and the rake had married and, it seemed, were living happily ever after. Phaedra had missed most of the details in between.


“And now that my stepmother is with child again,” Miss Armstrong finished brightly, “I’m to stay with Aunt Winnie for the season. Papa is hoping quite desperately that this year I will take—but this is my second season—well, my third, almost. And I’ve been in Town most of my life. I really do think it is quite hopeless.”


This last was said with a beaming smile which suggested Miss Armstrong was in no way cast down by her lack of marital prospects. The girl went up another notch in Phaedra’s eyes. As to Zoë’s eyes, they were not just animated, but sparkled with a keen intelligence with which Phaedra would not first have credited her.


“I daresay I could go in the afternoons,” Phaedra blurted out.


Miss Armstrong lifted her eyebrows. “Could you? Where?”


“For my walk, I mean,” she answered, feeling a little silly. “If you wish to take some exercise, I could go in the afternoon. I…I no longer walk in the mornings anyway.” That was not wholly true, but Phaedra did not elaborate.


Miss Armstrong’s face lit with pleasure. “Why, how very kind you are.”


“And I wasn’t laughing at your cloak,” Phaedra hastily added. “It’s just that, well, a friend of my sister’s—a rather silly friend, actually—was wearing one just like it not ten minutes past.”


“No—!” said Miss Armstrong hotly. “You can’t mean it.”


“I fear so,” said Phaedra, edging ever so slightly into the girlish spirit. “And the two of you are as different as chalk from cheese.”


Miss Armstrong’s face had darkened. “Devil take Madame Germaine!” she swore. “I knew that old hag had shifty eyes. An original design, indeed! She knows very well I shan’t wear so much as a garter if someone else has one like it.”


“I’m very sorry,” said Phaedra contritely.


“Well, don’t be,” said Miss Armstrong. “Now I have a reason never to wear the silly thing again. Daisies, indeed!”


Just then, the bump at the door came again—several bumps, in fact, like a slow dirge.


“Oh, bother,” said Zoë, walking through the green curtains to call up the stairs. “George—? George! I think you’ve got a delivery at the rear.”


Phaedra followed her into the back, looking curiously over the workroom as Agnes tentatively trailed behind.


Zoë had a hand on her hip, glowering up the stairs. “Oh, bother,” she repeated as the thump came again. “Let’s just open it.”


But as Zoë stepped toward it, the door suddenly gave, the hasp flying back with a crack! A hunched form in a dark coat came staggering in. A gray muffler slithered to his feet, stained blood-red. Eyes wide and glassy, the man collapsed, his knees buckling. He toppled onto the floor along with his fur hat, something tumbling from his outstretched hand as he fell.


Behind them Agnes stifled a scream.


A thick wooden knife handle protruded from between his shoulder blades.


“Good God!” said Miss Armstrong, drawing back. Then, less steadily, “George!” she cried. “Oh, George! You’d best get down here now!”


Her hand over her mouth, Phaedra sank down beside the bleeding man. The man near the tobacconist. The hat …and his face. Oh, dear Lord. Fighting down a surge of panic, Phaedra stripped off her glove and set her fingers beneath his ear.


“Oh, lawks a’mighty!” whispered Agnes. “’E looks like ’e’s…oh, gawd!”


“Hush, Agnes,” Phaedra ordered.


“But, oh, miss!” Agnes wrung her hands. “Is ’e dead?”


Phaedra could see an ominous pool of blood oozing from beneath the man’s shoulder.


Zoë Armstrong knelt beside her. “Good God,” she said again. “Poor devil.”


“Yes, he’s quite dead, I fear,” Phaedra answered, withdrawing her hand.


“Who do you think he is?” Zoë whispered, turning the man’s head with one finger to better show his face.


Phaedra swallowed hard. “I…I’m not sure.”


“Should we roll him over?” asked Zoë. “Go through his pockets? That’s what they do in novels, you know.”


“What on earth is going on?” Phaedra whispered, almost to herself. On impulse, she reached for Zoë’s hand. “Miss Armstrong, I think we should call Mr. Kemble again. We shall need a doctor—or a constable, perhaps.”


But Mr. Kemble was already clattering back down the stairs. “Good heavens, Miss Armstrong, what have you done n—” Then, upon seeing the prostrate body, he said, “My God! What’s happened?”


“George, he just staggered in!” Miss Armstrong rose. “I had nothing to do with it, I swear.”


“I cannot feel a heartbeat.” Phaedra’s voice was surprisingly calm given the terror rising in her throat. “Have you a doctor close at hand, Mr. Kemble?”




“Yes, yes, just round the corner.” Kemble was peering down at the body.


“Who is it, George?” asked Miss Armstrong stridently.


Slowly, Kemble shook his head as he studied the man’s profile, stark white against the dark, polished floorboards. “No one I know,” he said almost disbelievingly, “—and I know everyone.”


“Everyone who’s apt to turn up murdered, you mean,” Miss Armstrong added.


Kemble seemed not to have heard her. “My dear ladies, I do beg your pardon,” he said. “You must go upstairs at once.” Then, springing into motion, he snatched a Holland cloth off a tarnished suit of armor and tossed it neatly over the dead man.


The next half hour passed in something of a daze. Miss Armstrong’s maid, who looked to be made of stern stuff, was sent at a run to the Bow Street police station. Despite their protestations, Mr. Kemble whisked Phaedra and Miss Armstrong to his flat upstairs where he seated them in an elegantly furnished parlor, and busied Agnes with the making of tea.


Miss Armstrong glumly watched him go. “This is nonsense,” she said, tossing her green cloak disdainfully over a leather armchair. “Tea, indeed! As if we were swooning, faint-hearted females.”


“It is rather silly,” Phaedra replied, chewing at her thumbnail, her mind racing.


“Now we’re missing all the excitement.” Miss Armstrong flung herself into a chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “I mean, I’m terribly sorry the poor man is dead, to be sure. But there will be constables now, perhaps even a magistrate. Perhaps we shall have to go and give a statement? He was a gentleman, don’t you think, Lady Phaedra? Or something very near it?”


“No, not precisely a gentleman.” Phaedra’s voice trembled a little. “An upper servant, I daresay.”


“Or—or a bank clerk!” said Miss Armstrong. “Or perhaps just one of George’s disreputable friends. Perhaps he lied to us.”


Phaedra lifted her gaze to meet Miss Armstrong’s. “Does Mr. Kemble know a great many such people, Miss Armstrong?”


“You must call me Zoë,” she said swiftly. “Especially after this. Oh, yes, lots of George’s friends are rotters.”


Phaedra managed a shy smile. “Have you known him long?”


“Oh, all my life!” she said, waving her hand airily. “When I was little, George was Papa’s valet.”


“Was he?” said Phaedra, surprised.


“Well, it was mostly an act of mercy on George’s part,” said Zoë. “To be frank, Lady Phaedra, Papa hadn’t any taste.”


“Please call me Phaedra,” she suggested. “Or just Phae, if you prefer.”


Zoë’s eyes brightened. “Do you think, Phae, that there shall be something in the Times tomorrow about this?” she asked, clutching her chair arms. “Won’t that be exciting?”


“I fear your family will not find it so,” Phaedra warned. “My mother shall be mortified. Certainly she will not wish me to speak with a policeman. She would think it much too far beneath us.”




A grin tugged at Zoë’s mouth. “Yes, just think of the scandal!”


Just then, a commotion rose up from below. Zoë leapt up, and strode from the parlor in a swish of muslin. Curious, Phaedra followed.


A man stood at the foot of the stairs—a short, red-faced man wearing a bright green waistcoat fit so snugly across his ample belly it looked as if the buttons might explode. He was trying to push his way past Kemble, who was blocking the steps as they snarled at each other.


The red-faced man pounded a beefy fist on the balustrade. “Aye, an’ I ’ave a right ter speak wiv any witness ter a murder,” he was shouting. “Stand aside now, Kem, and let me do me job!”


“They did not witness a murder, you dolt.” Kemble stuck out a well-shod foot, nearly tripping the man. “The knife was already in his back.”


“Even worse!” roared the man, his color deepening. “Now I don’t give a cock’s tail feather wot manner o’ fine ladies these are, I’m ter speak wiv ’em, and speak wiv ’em now!”


“Not in my shop, Sisk,” Mr. Kemble retorted. “I shall give you their names as the law requires. Then you may call upon their families and ask permission.”


“Aye, and that’ll be the end of it,” the police sergeant growled. “I’ll be sent round back an’ left ter cool me ’eels till kingdom come.”


“So you would have me permit what their families will not?” Kemble demanded. “You’ll rot in hell first, Sergeant Sisk.”


Her mouth set in a peevish line, Zoë Armstrong started down the steps. “George, don’t be ridiculous. We are perfectly happy to—”


“You, Miss Armstrong, will not put one more foot down those stairs,” Kemble interjected. He half turned on the staircase, his face suddenly unrecognizable in its wrath. “Get back in that drawing room, miss, or by God I shall come up there and put you in it—and your father will thank me for it, too.”


Something in Mr. Kemble’s expression must have persuaded her. For the first time, the wind went out of Zoë’s sails. She turned meekly, and darted back down the corridor, Phaedra on her heels.















Chapter 2




A woman is a dish for the gods, if the devil dress her not.










Despite being on the far side of forty, and possessing a vast quantity of unruly red curls, Lady Swanstead was generally considered a fetching creature. She looked especially fetching, thought Tristan Talbot, with a grape stuck in her navel. A succulent, swollen, sleek-skinned grape just on the verge of being past its prime—and all the sweeter for it. Much like the lady herself.


Just then Lady Swanstead shuddered with pleasure, dislodging Tristan’s fine metaphor. The little green orb rolled down her belly, caught the crease of her thigh, wobbled south, then vanished into the soft nest of red between her legs and left her giggling.


“My God, madam!” said Tristan, lifting his head from the breast he’d been nuzzling. “You do know how to challenge a man’s viticultural expertise.”


“Viti—What?” The lady’s words ended on something of a shriek, for Tristan was already retrieving his grape. Without the use of his hands.




For Tristan, it was an easy task—and one which took a while. With the morning sun warming his lover’s tender skin, and the softness of her expensive bed beneath him, he saw no need to hurry. His fingers, languid upon her thighs, were dark as sin against her pale, pink flesh. She watched him, mesmerized with pleasure, as she had done almost the whole of the night.


Lady Swanstead had begun to cry out most charmingly when the tentative knock came upon her bedchamber door. Fleetingly, Tristan hesitated, lifting his head to look up at her. Her eyes rolling heavenward, Lady Swanstead moaned, and pushed his head back down. Tristan cheerfully obliged her. He was in the business, really, of cheerfully obliging women. It was very nearly the only skill he honed nowadays.


The desperate whisper, however, was harder to ignore.


“My lady!” said a soft, female voice through the door. “My lady, a message.”


“Oh, bother!” said Lady Swanstead, rolling up onto her elbows. “Did I not say, Jane, that I wasn’t to be disturbed tonight?”


There was an embarrassed pause. “But it’s morning, ma’am,” came the whisper. “And Lord Hauxton’s come—his footmen, I mean—and he’s sent his carriage.”


“Blast!” Tristan swore, letting his head roll back onto Lady Swanstead’s thigh. “How the devil did he run me down?”


But Lady Swanstead was grappling with the message’s implications. “Dear heaven, Hauxton?” Unceremoniously, she shoved Tristan off, pushed away the fruit platter, and sat abruptly up in bed. “He knows you’re here? With me—?”


Tristan cast a bereft glance at the fruit, especially that rare, hothouse banana. Yes, he’d had some particularly wicked thoughts of…


But his lover was scrabbling about for her dressing gown, which had vanished in the tangle of bedcovers.


“Come, love, don’t fret,” he cooed. “Perhaps my father has discovered I’m here, but that does not mean he knows why.”


Lady Swanstead cut him an exasperated glance. “Oh, for pity’s sake, Tristan, don’t be a fool.” She had risen, and was winding her pink satin bedsheet about her creamy breasts. “When you call upon a lady of the ton, everyone knows why.”


Tristan let his hand fall. “So it’s not my erudite conversation, then?” he said a little flatly. “Well. I am crushed to hear it.”


She was gracious enough to blush. With a yawn, Tristan stretched, and rolled onto his belly, sprawling languidly across the lady’s bed.


“My lady…” came the whisper again. “What must I tell his lordship’s men?”


Lady Swanstead gave up all pretense of propriety. “Oh, very well, Jane!” she said tartly. But her eyes, Tristan noticed, had strayed back to his bare buttocks as he plucked another grape from the platter and languidly chewed it. “Lord Hauxton’s beloved son will be down in a trice,” she finally said. “Tell them they must simply wait.”


 




Drawing her favorite woolen blanket tighter around her knees, Phaedra sat by the hearth in her bedchamber and let her head fall back against her chair. Good God, she was so cold this morning. Utterly bloodless, despite the roaring fire she had ordered built up at dawn.


The stirring of a new day ordinarily heartened her—the hum and clatter of a house coming smoothly to life beneath the touch of a well-trained staff. Phaedra busied herself by overseeing the running of her family’s households, and ordinarily took great satisfaction in its success, for in life, she philosophized, one must find satisfaction in what one had, not what one dreamed of.


Behind her, servants were pouring brass cans of steaming hot water into the old slipper tub. Below, in the street, she could hear the wooden rumble of the costermonger’s cart drawing up to the kitchen stairwell to unload the day’s vegetables. Everything was normal—and yet, nothing felt right. Her trip to Mr. Kemble’s had served only to make matters worse.


“Phaedra, darling!” Her mother, the Dowager Lady Nash, popped her head into the room, and made a titch-titching sound. “Oh, dear. You’ve dark circles again. It’s that murder business, I do not doubt.”


“No, Mamma, I was up reading.” Phaedra sat up a little straighter. “Was there something you needed?”


A frown creased Lady Nash’s high, beautiful brow. “Yes, I wish to know if we’re still short a footman.” Her voice was edged with petulance. “Phoebe and I are to go shopping with Aunt Henslow this afternoon. We shall need help carrying our packages.”


“We cannot justify four footmen, Mamma, with Tony away.” Phaedra dragged a hand through the heavy, brown-gold hair that still hung loose to her waist. “You must make do with one today. I’ll find a new groom in the summer, and move Litten to the household staff. I promise.”


But Phaedra’s mother believed that a lady’s station in life was measured by the number of footmen trailing her through the Burlington Arcade. “By autumn we’ll be back at Brierwood. What good will he do us then? Heavens, Phae. We are not precisely poor.”


“No, we are quite rich.” Phaedra forced a smile. “And with just a nip here and a tuck there, we shall stay that way. You must think, Mamma, of your grandchildren, not about impressing your elder sister.”


Her mother’s lips twitched with irritation. “Oh, very well!” she finally said. “Pinch your brother’s pennies to your heart’s content, then.”


“Thank you, Mamma.”


Lady Nash paused to shake a finger at her daughter. “And you, miss, need to keep better hours,” she chided. “Reading all hours of the night until you look haggard as an old crone! We might hire three or four footmen, I vow, on what you spend for candles and oil.”


When the door thumped shut, Phaedra let her head fall back again. Though she was not quite two-and-twenty, she felt suddenly very old. Yesterday she had watched a man die. Worse, there was a little part of her which could not escape the fear that perhaps, to some small degree, he had died at her hands.


Oh, surely, surely not? Phaedra had wanted only to right a sin; a sin of the flesh and of human weakness. Not her own, no; that one was long beyond her. But God knew the world was rife with others—and this one had fallen to her. Yet thus far, she had failed.


“Miss, are these yours?” Her brow furrowed, a housemaid approached, a folded pile of clothing in her hands. “Shall I put them away?”


Phaedra glanced down at the brown twill gown and rough cloak, and realized her error. “No, Helen,” she calmly lied. “Agnes and I were mending yesterday. Leave them for her.”


The housemaid bobbed. “Your bath water’s ready, miss, whenever you like.”


“Thank you, Helen. I’ll be but a moment.”


Phaedra opened the folio which lay across her lap, noticing as she did so that her hand shook. The eyes of a dead man looked up at her, narrow and faintly exotic in appearance. Mr. Gorsky, perhaps, had possessed a hint of Mongol blood.


Alas, no more.


Phaedra pulled the charcoal sketch from the portfolio. She dared not show it to anyone now. After a quick glance over her shoulder, she tossed it, unseen, onto the fire. The red and gold flames licked up the corners first, curling them into spirals of black ash. Then the center burst into color, exploded, and was gone. Gorsky was beyond helping Priss—or anyone—now.


 


Twenty minutes after leaving Lady Swanstead—having persuaded her into bed for one last effort at sealing his reputation—Tristan was seated inside the shadowy depths of his father’s coach, retying his cravat as they rumbled from the white-walled elegance of Belgravia toward the staid streets of Marylebone.


Despite his having taken his pleasure long and hard with Lady Swanstead, Tristan’s mood was a black one. He did not like this business of being run to ground like common prey. But by virtue of his lofty position within the Government—not to mention his nearly incalculable wealth—the Earl of Hauxton’s resources were many, and his will nearly inflexible.


In the past, however, that iron will had done him little good where Tristan was concerned. But things changed, Tristan ruefully acknowledged. Boys grew into men, green recruits into hardened soldiers. And old men died. Thus, as it had ever been said, to everything there was a season—even, perhaps, Tristan’s obedience to his father.


Tristan stared through the window at the muted morning sunlight and considered it. Yes, now he was at Hauxton’s service, though in the past he had been quick to refuse his father anything—sometimes even the smallest of things, and often out of petty spite, too.


Tristan was not proud of it. He was not by his nature a mean-spirited man. Quite the opposite, in fact. His father himself had often suggested Tristan’s greatest fault was his breezy nature—his mother’s shocking joie de vivre, his father often called it—which was a rather poor choice of words when his mother had been not French, but a hodgepodge of itinerant Mediterranean peasantry. Sadly, her joie de vivre had not long survived her marriage, and the only shock—so far as Tristan could see—was that his haughty father had ever deigned to marry her to begin with.




In Cavendish Square, Lord Hauxton’s massive mansion sat glowing white in the sun, as solid and impervious an edifice as the man himself had once seemed. The portland stone of its façade reflected not just light, but warmth as well, Tristan noticed as he climbed down from his father’s carriage. At the wide, pedimented door, Tristan forced aside his old frustrations and went up the steps. Pemberton, his father’s butler, awaited him in the hushed entrance hall.


“My lord.” The servant bowed and hastened toward him, his expression relieved. “You have come.”


“Afternoon, Pemberton,” said Tristan, sliding out of his greatcoat. “How does he go on today?”


In one smooth motion, the butler caught the coat and thrust it at a waiting footman. “Little changed, sir,” he answered, waving Tristan toward the grand staircase.


Pemberton’s shoes clicked neatly on the polished marble floor alongside the swift, heavy ring of Tristan’s boot heels. “The doctor bled him again this morning,” he continued, “and left a tincture of laudanum to be taken every hour.”


Tristan cut a knowing glance at the servant. “Aye, but he’s refused it.”


Pemberton’s smile was wan. “His lordship says it is merely his body which is failing him,” he dryly remarked, “and that he refuses to hasten his mind along with it.”


A prudent choice, Tristan considered as he mounted the sweeping staircase. God knew his father’s brain was well worth saving. Brilliant and cunning. Incisive. Calm. Utterly Machiavellian. Which made Lord Hauxton one of England’s most valued statesmen.




Inside the earl’s stately bedchamber his personal secretary and three of his aides were hovering near the bed. Ink pots, papers, and files were everywhere. At the sound of Tristan’s heavy tread, the earl lifted his gaze to the door, his expression instantly sharpening. But his face was the color of death, his eyes drawn. And when their gazes caught, Tristan felt a sudden and unexpected rush of some nameless emotion—grief, perhaps, muted and distant though it was.


Hauxton broke the contact and turned to the others. “Leave us,” he commanded, lifting a regal hand from the counterpane.


His black-coated staff leapt to attention, fluttering out like a flock of crows flushed off a fencerow, taking their papers and files away with them. One of them paused before Tristan on his way out. “My lord,” he said, bowing stiffly at the neck. “You are well, I trust?”


“Well enough, Nebbett,” said Tristan. “And you?”


“Quite, thank you,” he answered, tucking a leather folio under his arm. His eyes, Tristan noted, were less than warm.


With a lazy smile, Tristan watched him go. “Oh, and give my warmest regards to your wife, Nebbett,” he added when the man reached the door. “I have not seen her in an age.”


Nebbett looked at him, his mouth tightening. “You are too kind, my lord.”


When they were gone, Pemberton closed the door with a quiet click, leaving Tristan alone with his father.


“Nebbett doesn’t like you,” remarked his father dryly. “I wonder why.”




Tristan smiled. “I can’t imagine.”


Hauxton cut him a chiding glance. “Kindly do not antagonize my staff, Tristan,” he said. “Nebbett may be a pompous prig with an indiscreet wife, but he is like my right hand—and I can ill spare it just now.”


Tristan refused to be baited. He strolled toward the massive half tester bed which was hung with heavy crewelwork curtains. “I collect, sir, that Whitehall cannot function in your absence,” he said lightly.


“It seems not.” His father’s eyes swept up Tristan’s length.


“So they must send half your staff up here to bedevil you whilst you’re bedridden?” Tristan pressed. “What you need, sir, is to rest and to recover.”


“Balderdash!” said the old man, twisting restlessly. “You sound like Pemberton. I am not going to recover, Tristan. We both of us know that. Indeed, I cannot hope to hide it much longer.”


Tristan’s father had never been one to mince words. Nor was Tristan. “Perhaps not, sir,” he acknowledged. “Well. You have my undivided attention now. How do things go on at the Foreign Office?”


“Poorly, sir, very poorly.” His father’s shoulders seemed to roll forward from the stack of pillows, and even his nightcap seemed to sag. “The Belgians grow unhappier by the day, and now there is trouble brewing in Poland—talk of revolution. Mere murmurings so far, but disconcerting nonetheless.”


“Revolution?” Tristan echoed. “Good God, another? Is no one on the Continent happy with their political lot in life?”




“The Poles find the Russian yoke a heavy one, I fear,” said his father.


“Have they any chance?”


“None,” said his father a little bitterly. “The Russians will mow them down like winter wheat.”


Fleetingly, Tristan considered the implication of his father’s words. More war, and all the inhumanity it brought with it. Oh, revolution was a lofty-sounding word—sometimes even a noble concept—but it was war just the same. The blood of the innocent was just as red. The end result was always the same.


But it was no business of his. Not any longer. Roughly, Tristan cleared his throat. “I am sorry for your troubles, sir,” he said. “Nonetheless, I fail to see what could be so urgent as to call me—”


“—from Lady Swanstead’s bed?” his father interjected. “A matter which is a vast deal more important than a woman’s pleasure, Tristan—something which you might, by the way, consider leaving to Lord Swanstead? Pray sit down.”


Tristan folded himself rather awkwardly into the small chair by the bed.


His father’s gaze turned inward for a moment, as if he saw not the vast, luxuriously appointed bedchamber, but another time and place. “The Home Office is looking into a stabbing which occurred yesterday afternoon in the Strand,” he finally said, his voice edged with fatigue. “It is a death which greatly concerns me.”


“My sympathies, sir.”


“Not that sort of concern,” his father snapped. Then, as if remembering to whom he spoke, Hauxton gentled his tone. “It is a matter of some political importance—possibly.”


It was on the tip of Tristan’s tongue to tell his father he didn’t give a damn about politics—anyone’s politics. He had learned at an early age the treachery of men and their governments. But today his father’s color was ashen, his hands tremulous, though he tried to conceal it.


“Of whom are we speaking?” Tristan asked quietly.


“A man called Gorsky,” said his father. “A Russian. But his name is being kept quiet for now.”


“He was attached to the Russian embassy?” Tristan suggested.


“God, I hope not.” Hauxton scrubbed a hand down his long, thin face. “Ostensibly, he was a…a sort of business agent.”


“Indeed?” Tristan tried to look as if he cared. “For whom?”


“For a rather infamous brothel in Soho, as it happens.”


A sour smile curved Tristan’s mouth. “Is that why you called me here?” he asked. “My expertise in brothels? I assure you, Father, I need rarely resort to whorehouses. The Lady Swansteads of this world are all too willing to oblige me.”


The earl’s tremulous hands fisted angrily. “Good God, Tristan, I do not need your frivolity just now.”


Tristan paused. “No, you never have, have you?” he murmured, fighting down the urge to walk out. There had been enough of that already, he supposed. “Well, go on. Your dead Russian brothel chap—your concern with him is…what, pray?”


His father seemed to shift uncomfortably. “Nothing, perhaps—or perhaps a vast deal,” he finally said, his voice still strident. “Damn it all, I hate being confined to this blasted bed!”


Against his better judgment, Tristan took one of his father’s cold, thin hands into his own. For a moment, he stared at the contrast, his dark olive skin against his father’s pale, bloodless fingers. They could not have been more different—and in more ways than coloring. And yet now, as the end of his father’s life neared, Tristan was beginning to feel the faintest stirring of kinship. Not belonging, no—that he would never feel—but it was instead the sense that a part of him was leaving this cold, mortal coil, and the understanding that his life would be forever altered by it. How strange it felt after all these years of believing it did not matter.


“I’m sorry you are ill, sir,” he finally said, then tactfully changed the subject. “What does the Foreign Office care about this dead man?”


To Tristan’s surprise, Hauxton did not remove his hand from Tristan’s grasp. “Do you know the Russian statesman, Czartoryski?”


“The Polish prince?” Tristan acknowledged. “I know of his work at the Congress of Vienna, of course. You are acquainted with him, are you not?”


“I once was,” he answered, “when he resided in London as a young man. At that time, there was amongst his entourage a young courtesan named Vostrikova. Some said she was a spy planted by the Russian empress to ensure the prince’s loyalty.”


“She did not trust Czartoryski?”


His father’s smile was dry. “The Russians trust no one,” he said. “A wagonload of tinkers could scarce leave Mother Russia’s domain without a spy planted in their midst.”


“And all this has something to do with the death of this Gorsky fellow?”


Hauxton looked pained. “I am not sure,” he confessed. “When the prince last left London, this courtesan remained behind. That was years ago, of course. Over time, she inveigled her way into a great many Government beds, and when her looks began to fail, she opened the brothel in Soho.”


“Indeed.” Tristan lifted one eyebrow. “How the mighty have fallen.”


His father managed a sarcastic smile. “Oh, Vostrikova’s is no ordinary brothel,” he answered. “It is a very private affair, offering things…well, things money can rarely buy. And catering only to those men amongst the highest echelons of power and privilege.”


“Ah,” said Tristan softly. “Which further explains my knowing nothing of it, then.”


Hauxton’s smile faded. “No, men of your sort are not invited there.”


Men without influence or power—that’s what his father meant. Tristan took no offense. He was what he had chosen to be, whether his father liked it or not.


He released his father’s grip, and relaxed in his chair. “I do not see how I may be of help to you, sir,” he said, casually opening his hands. “You obviously suspect this Gorsky fellow of some sort of duplicity, but as I said, I do not know him.”


His father stared into the shadowy depths of the room. “Gorsky was assassinated in broad daylight,” he finally said. “And there were witnesses. Two young ladies of good family.”


“Most unfortunate,” Tristan murmured. “Did they see the killer’s face?”


“I am not perfectly sure what they saw,” his father acknowledged. “That is what I wish you to discover.”


Suddenly, Tristan understood why he had been summoned. “No,” he said firmly. “No, I am sorry, sir. That is what all these new police constables and magistrates are for, I believe.”


“Bah!” said the earl. “Utter fools, the lot of ’em.”


“You’ve often said the same of me, sir.”


At that, the earl began suddenly to fidget with the gold brocade coverlet, picking almost nervously at a loose thread. “I have never believed you a fool, Tristan. You have a great mind if you would but use it. And your exploits in Greece have proven your instinct for…well, let us call it reconnaissance.”


Tristan jerked from his chair. “Greece proved nothing but my naïveté, sir,” he countered. “And persuaded me to mind my own damned business. What do you want of me?”


“Only that which I have wanted these last three years, Tristan,” said his father. “I want you to accept a position at the Foreign Office. I want your help.”


His father wished him to become one of the black-coated, file-toting crows. It was not the first time his father had pressed him; indeed, it had become a point of contention between them.


“One might better make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear,” Tristan muttered. “It is out of the question, sir. I’ve no stomach for politics. You will not persuade me.”


“I long ago gave up in trying to persuade you to do anything.”


Hauxton watched in silence as Tristan began to roam the room, going from window to window, and then to the small bookshelf by his father’s writing desk, lined with volumes of history and politics. As always, he felt trapped in this house. Caged, like a beast, by bars made, not of metal, but of his own childhood longings. His father’s unmet expectations. His mother’s grief. Oh, he could leave, of course. Nothing held him here—nothing but a sense of duty, a new and somewhat unwelcome sentiment.


He looked down and realized he had wandered to his father’s burnished mahogany dressing table; the same dressing table which had doubtless served two or three generations of Talbots before him. His father’s pocket watch, seal, and cravat-pin were laid out as if they had just been taken off to await the morrow, when the earl would put them back on again, and return to his office in Whitehall, or to the king’s side, or to some foreign nation caught in the throes of a political upheaval which wanted sorting out.


But Lord Hauxton would not be returning to Whitehall. And when next he wore his cravat-pin, it would likely be the undertaker’s doing, not his valet’s. The knowledge saddened Tristan far more than he might have expected.


It was his father’s voice which pierced the silence. “Then at the very least,” he said, his voice weary, “will you speak with the families of these girls, get permission to interview them, and see what you can learn? You are charming and handsome—someone whom they won’t find threatening. I need to know what they heard. What they saw. Or even sensed.”


“Murder is the concern of the Home Office,” said Tristan, still looking at the dressing table.


“Indeed, and they have assigned someone,” said the earl. “One of Peel’s henchmen—a quite competent fellow by the name of de Vendenheim. But the Home Office wishes only to know who so that they might provide the killer with a speedy trial and a swift execution.”


“And your objectives are different?”


“Quite,” said the earl. “I wish to know why. And at whose behest.”


“And if it was a random killing?” Tristan suggested. “A raving lunatic? Some common cutpurse turned violent?”


The earl fell back into the plump softness of his pillows. “Then I would be deeply relieved,” he confessed. “But it is not. I sense it with every fiber of my being.”


Tristan picked up the cravat-pin and rolled it pensively between his fingers. “Your political instincts, sir, are unfailing,” he said. “But your choice of emissary is not. I fear I cannot oblige you.”


The earl swore softly beneath his breath. “God’s truth, Tristan, have you no sense of duty?”


The question stung, especially when it had been duty which had driven him here. “Why the hell should I?” he snapped, turning from the dressing table.


His father seemed almost to shrivel before his very eyes. He clutched his hands, an almost childlike gesture, and Tristan felt something rend inside his heart. “Perhaps because I am your father, and I am begging you?” said the earl quietly. “There. I have said it, Tristan. I am begging. Does it please you?”


Strangely it did not. And it struck him that this was perhaps the first time in his life that his father had asked—rather than ordered—him to do anything. Tristan looked again at the withered and ashen man who had thinned to a mere caricature of himself these past few months, and felt the one thing he had never wished to feel for him. Pity.


Or perhaps his father was merely playing clever politics again. A direct order Tristan could flout. But a request from his aged and dying father? No, that he could not.


“Very well,” he said at last. “Tell me everything you already know.”


 


The Marquess of Nash was not a happy man. His hands clasped tightly behind his ramrod-straight spine, he was standing before the massive desk in his wood-paneled library, and trying not to curse aloud in front of the ladies, which this afternoon included his flighty stepmother, Edwina, the dowager marchioness, and his two younger half sisters.


“A most unfortunate business,” he said, watching his stepmother pour tea. The news of yesterday’s unpleasantness in the Strand had fallen upon the marquess’s ears early this morning, and he had summoned Edwina and his sisters to his house in Park Lane at once so that he might get to the bottom of it.


His stepmother set down the silver teapot. “Well, I think it perfectly sordid, people getting themselves stabbed in public,” she twittered. “I vow, I very nearly fainted when I heard.”


Phaedra’s cup chattered as she picked it up. “Mamma, pray do not start again,” she murmured. “I scarcely think the gentleman meant to flout etiquette by falling dead of a stab wound.”


The dowager turned on the narrow settee. “Well, at the very least, Phaedra, they should keep such vile business to the East End where one expects it,” she declared. “Phoebe had to fetch my hartshorn—didn’t you, my love?”


“Just so, Mamma.” Phoebe’s eyes were lowered—spuriously, the marquess was sure.


“—and to think that there was Phaedra!” his stepmother went on. “Caught in the middle of it! And poor Phoebe getting ready to debut.”


“I daresay no one will come to my ball now,” Phoebe complained, poking out her lower lip. “Phae has ruined everything for me.”


“What nonsense, Phee!” Phaedra groaned.


Nash wanted to groan, too. The sad truth was, Phoebe and Edwina hadn’t an ounce of common sense between them, and Nash knew it. For years he had depended—perhaps unfairly—upon Phaedra’s looking after them. And before that, Edwina’s sister, Lady Henslow. Otherwise, God only knew what would have become of the pair. They would have fallen down a well, starved to death, or mortgaged the family estate to buy new hair ribbons. And Tony—for all his political savvy—wasn’t much better. Phae was the steady one, and the fact that it had been she in the wrong place at the wrong time was just damned bad luck. He hoped.




“Pray do not be so dramatic, Phoebe,” said the marquess. “People love nothing so well as a scandalous story. Now we may oblige them.”


“Still, the situation is awkward, Nash.” His stepmother relished drama. “I daresay Phaedra shall have her name in the newspapers.”


“No one in this family,” said the marquess tightly, “shall have their name in the papers. I have already spoken to Lord de Vendenheim at the Home Office.”


Phaedra hung her head. “Thank you, Stefan.”


Lord Nash felt something inside him soften. “You are welcome, Phae.” He smiled across his teacup. “No harm has been done, has it? Well, save for that poor devil with the knife in his back. He was Russian, by the way. You doubtless had not heard.”


Something strange sketched across Phaedra’s face, and was just as quickly concealed.


They passed the remainder of the hour talking about Phoebe’s come-out ball, his stepmother darting from topic to topic—food, wine, hemlines, gossip—like the rattle she was. But it was an almost comfortingly familiar sort of blither to which he’d grown accustomed—perhaps even fond of.


“Well!” said Lady Nash, rising once the tea was cleared. “Phoebe has a fitting for her ball gown shortly, and Aunt Henslow will be waiting.”


Nash turned his gaze on Phaedra, and steepled his fingers pensively. “What of you, my dear?” he asked quietly. “Are you to have something new to wear to Phoebe’s come-out?”




His sister shook her head. “I had not thought to go to any balls this season.”


“It would be my greatest pleasure, Phae, to purchase a lavish new wardrobe for the both of you,” her brother pressed. “Do please consider it. We shall call it a gift from a doting brother.”


“Thank you.” Phaedra looked away. “I have considered it already.”


Lady Nash pursed her lips and shot her elder daughter a dark, cutting look, but said no more.


Nash forced a smile. “Then if you’ve no fitting today, my dear, perhaps you can be persuaded to remain behind?” he lightly suggested, motioning toward the nearby chessboard. “I haven’t had a worthy partner in an age.”


“Oh, Nash!” His stepmother patted his hand affectionately. “With a child in the house and another on the way? You cannot possibly have any time for chess!”


“Very little, ’tis true.” Nash rose, his smile still muted. “Will you stay, Phaedra?”


“Yes, of course,” Phaedra was wise enough to recognize an order from the head of the family, however politely it might have been issued.


Soon, in a bustle of reticules, hats, and shawls, with cheeks kissed all around, Lady Nash and her youngest daughter took their leave. Her spirits low, Phaedra followed her eldest brother to the back of the library, to the elegant marquetry table beneath the windows at which they had so often played. Phaedra scarcely spared it a thought, for her mind was elsewhere, numbed by worry, and by a measure of grief for the dead man. Whatever else he might have been, he was a human being—something others seemed all too willing to forget.


“Is there anything else, Phaedra, which I should know about what happened in the Strand?” asked Stefan quietly. “Something, perhaps, you did not wish to say in front of Edwina and Phoebe?”


Fleetingly, she hesitated. It would have been such a relief to unburden herself to her elder brother. But she dared not. “No. There is nothing else.”


“Good.” Nash smiled wolfishly.


Oh, she was in trouble. She knew it.


His hands were clasped rigidly behind his back again as he strolled along a wall of paintings. Phaedra knew it had always fallen to him to be the disciplinarian. The one who fixed their scrapes and covered over their scandals. He also put roofs over their heads and paid their allowances, and the fact that Stefan was eldest had little to do with his position of leadership. He was by his nature a strong man, a man one did not willingly anger. And to almost everyone—even to her mother, Tony, and Phoebe—he was Nash—more title, it often seemed, than mortal man.


Was she in trouble? Was Stefan to scold her for what had happened at Mr. Kemble’s?


No, she thought not. Her brother was a fair man. And he, above all of them, understood her, though he was many years her senior. Even her mother had often remarked that of the four of them—Stefan, Tony, she, and Phoebe—only Phaedra and Stefan were remotely alike. Phaedra often knew what Stefan was thinking—sometimes before he did. Moreover, he confided in her. Trusted her to help him guard the family. And until now, they’d had no secrets from one another.


“This isn’t about yesterday, is it?” she said, clasping her hands in her lap.


He stopped pacing. “No, it is about the gown, actually.”


“The gown?” Her brow furrowed.


“The gown you are not being fitted for this afternoon,” he clarified.


At that, Phaedra leapt up. “Oh, please, Stefan, not you, too.”


He closed the distance between them swiftly, and caught her shoulders in his hands. “Phae, why not? I…I could work something out. Lady Henslow, perhaps, could help us?”


“No.” Her voice was bitter. “Aunt Henslow has helped quite enough already, don’t you think?”


His lips thinned, and still holding her shoulders, he shook his head. “God’s truth, I blame myself for all this,” he said. “Phae, my dear, you are not yet two-and-twenty. Your whole life—a normal life—could be before you. Marriage. A family, perhaps.”


She jerked from his grasp, and went at once to the window which looked out over Park Lane. “Yes, now that you have Xanthia, your notions about wedlock have rather altered, haven’t they?” Her voice was laced with bitterness she could not hide. “You have become conventional.”


“You say that as if it is a dread disease.”


She shook her head. A deep, boundless sorrow seemed to swamp her, dragging her heart into the pit of her stomach and leaving her awash in grief and shame. Instinctively, as it so often did, her hand went to her belly, resting over that dark void inside her womb. Yes, it was easier to pretend. To pretend that it did not matter. To cloak herself in her wit and her intellect, and tell herself that she felt whole and happy as she was. That a part of her was not missing. Her face must have crumpled a little.


“May I no longer count on you, Stefan?” she whispered. “Will you gainsay me now—after all these years of standing by me?”


His expression suddenly altered, his brown eyes going soft. He drew her into his arms, and she went willingly. “Never, zaichick,” he murmured against the top of her head. “But just know that—if you wish, and only if you wish—I will arrange things for you.”


Phaedra was glad Stefan could not see the tears which had sprung to her eyes. “Arrange what?” she snuffled, clinging to him as she had not done since she was fifteen.


“A husband, Phae,” he murmured, tightening his embrace. “Someone good and kind.”


Phaedra laughed through her tears. “You mean some desperate old widower with eight children.”


“No, I mean someone who might give you children of your own.”


She shook her head, her hair scrubbing his chin. “It won’t work, Stefan.”


“A marriage can be arranged, my dear, at the very least.”


“Stefan, you promised,” she whispered.


“And I shall keep that promise,” he said quietly. “Do you wish me never to speak of this again?”




“That is precisely what I wish.”


She felt his arms begin to slide away. “Very well.” His voice was sad. Resigned.


“I know you mean well,” said Phaedra, dashing away her tears with the back of her hand. By God, she would not be a weak and sniveling thing—not even in the face of Stefan’s sympathy.


Her brother tipped up her chin. “But do buy some new gowns, Phae,” he said firmly. “A whole wardrobe, actually—one with a little color this time—or at the very least, a gown for Phoebe’s come-out, and another for Xanthia’s gala in June. Please do not disappoint me in this.”


“And that is an order?”


He ran the pad of his thumb beneath one teary eye, taking care not to smudge her spectacles. “For your sake,” he repeated. “Your not being seen about town with your sister might well cause more speculation than the alternative.”


“If you insist, then.”


“I do,” he said. “Now, chess?”


Phaedra shook her head. “You are very kind,” she said. “But I have much at home to do.”


“Ah, linen to sort or a housekeeper to chide, I do not doubt.” Her brother smiled warmly, and much of the tension seemed to vanish from the room. “Or a book, perhaps. Busy Phaedra, always obsessed with your duties and your dusty tomes.”


“Today it is a book.” Phaedra brightened her expression. “I am rereading the Langhornes’ translation of Plutarch’s Lives. I feel a little guilty, for it is much faster-going than the original Greek.”




But it did sound desperately dull, she inwardly admitted, when said aloud. And later, looking back on it, Phaedra realized that her entire life had become dull—that she had made so, for there was a sort of comfort in predictability. What she did not know, however—and what was to prove utterly un predictable—was how swiftly and how thoroughly that quiet life was about to end.
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