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    Let me not to the marriage of true minds


    Admit impediments. Love is not love


    Which alters when it alteration finds,


    Or bends with the remover to remove:


    O no; it is an ever-fixed mark,


    That looks on tempests, and is never shaken


    


    Shakespeare, "Sonnet 116"


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 1


    London


    March 1818


    Rifle fire peppered the air. Malcolm Rannoch came awake with a jerk and tightened his grip on his wife. Suzanne froze in his arms, then sat bolt upright in a tangle of Irish linen sheets and embroidered Portuguese satin coverlet, her hair spilling over his arm. Another hail of bullets. One rifle. No, not a rifle. Rapping. On the stout English oak of the door panels.


    "I'm sorry, sir. Madam." It was Valentin, their footman, outside the door. "But Inspector Roth is below."


    Malcolm pushed back the coverlet, letting in a blast of chill air. "Dressing gown," Suzanne said, which was sensible, as he wasn't wearing a nightshirt. He grabbed his dressing gown from the bench at the foot of the bed and struggled into it. By the time he got to the door, Suzanne was beside him, tugging at the sash on her own dressing gown.


    Valentin's young, fine-boned face was white above the flame of his candle. "Mr. Roth didn't say what the trouble was. But he insisted I wake you. I thought—"


    "Yes." Malcolm touched him on the shoulder. "Quite right. Thank you, Valentin."


    He met his wife's gaze for a moment. A dozen possibilities, each more unpleasant than the last, hovered between them. "Best to know at once," Suzanne said.


    But before they went downstairs they moved to the cradle where Jessica, fifteen months, was sharing her pillow with the family cat, then opened the connecting door to the night nursery. The tin-shaded night light showed Colin, four and a half, tangled in the coverlet, his arm round his stuffed bear. Malcolm heard Suzanne give a sigh of relief he thought only he could have detected. He took her hand, only in part because the house was shrouded in darkness.


    The light of his candle jumped and leapt over the stair wall and the curving balustrade as they made their way downstairs. In the ground floor hall, cloud-filtered moonlight spilled through the fanlight over the front door, casting a cool wash of light over the long-case clock, the velvet-covered bench, the hall table with its basket for calling cards. The marble tiles were cold underfoot. When they were close enough to see the dial, the long-case clock said that it was twenty-five minutes past four. Jeremy Roth, now a Bow Street runner, had become a close friend when he was an army sergeant in the Peninsula during the war, but even their closest friends weren't in the habit of making calls at this hour.


    A visit from a Bow Street runner could not but raise a host of unpleasant possibilities. Given the revelations that had recently shaken their marriage, the possibilities reverberated through the air like a cannonade that warns of a coming battle. Outside the carved library doors, Suzanne met Malcolm's gaze for a moment. Malcolm could see the jolt of terror in the eyes of his usually imperturbable wife, the fear that whatever news Roth had brought would rend the fragile rapprochement between them.


    Suzanne gave the bright smile with which Malcolm had seen her face down every crisis from the Battle of Waterloo to an attack on their house when she was about to give birth. "Best see what Jeremy has to say."


    Malcolm nodded and reached for the door handle.


    Roth was pacing before the banked coals of the library fireplace, mud-spattered greatcoat whipping about his ankles. He turned at the opening of the double doors and came quickly forwards. The sharp-featured face that Malcolm had seen alight with compassion as Roth closed the eyes of a fallen comrade, and intent with the chase as he raced down a London alley after a suspect, was now set, the mobile features folded into severe lines, the eyes oddly hooded.


    "I'm sorry," Roth said. "But this couldn't wait."


    "It's hardly the first time we've been awakened in the middle of the night. And I doubt it will be the last." Suzanne gestured Roth to a chair, as though she wore a morning dress with every hook done up, her hair dressed, and all the accoutrements in place instead of being wrapped in seafoam silk and ivory lace with her feet bare and her dark hair spilling in a tangle over her shoulders.


    "Mrs. Rannoch—"


    "I thought you'd finally got round to calling me Suzanne."


    Roth took a step forwards, then checked himself, arms clamped at his sides. "Do you know where Miss Dudley is?"


    Of all the names they might have heard, that of their children's governess was the last Malcolm had expected. "Asleep upstairs," he said.


    Roth's gaze moved from Malcolm to Suzanne. "When did you last see her?"


    "In the drawing room after dinner. We played lottery tickets with Colin." And then they had all shared a cup of tea while Suzanne nursed Jessica. Laura Dudley was part of the family circle.


    "What time did she go up?"


    "About half-past ten, I think," Suzanne said. "I wasn't looking closely at the clock." She exchanged a look with Malcolm.


    "You're sure she went to her room?" Roth persisted.


    "I thought I was." Suzanne had gone still, fingers taut against the folds of her dressing gown. "Colin and Jessica are asleep. But we didn't look in Laura's room. I'll be right back."


    Malcolm watched the doors close behind his wife and turned back to Roth. "What in God's name—"


    "Was Miss Dudley acquainted with the Duke of Trenchard?" Roth asked.


    Malcolm rubbed his eyes. The aquiline nose and hawklike features of the duke flickered in his memory. "Trenchard? Good God, no. At least, not to my knowledge."


    "She hadn't met him at your house?"


    "Trenchard doesn't exactly move in our set." The last time Malcolm had seen the duke, outside the House of Commons, Trenchard had called Malcolm a dangerous Jacobin whose ideas would lead to the downfall of all that Britain stood for.


    "He's a duke. You're a duke's grandson."


    "It's not a club."


    Roth raised a brow. "Isn't it?"


    Malcolm met his friend's gaze and inclined his head in acknowledgement of a hit. "Trenchard's a Tory, a crony of the Prime Minister. I'm a Whig, whose ideas are too radical even for some members of my own party."


    "And his wife's father is your spymaster."


    Malcolm swallowed. Anything to do with Lord Carfax cut a bit too close to the bone just now. "Former spymaster. But yes, Trenchard's second wife is Carfax's daughter and my friend David's sister."


    "You grew up with the Duchess of Trenchard."


    "In a manner of speaking. I was closer to David and their sister Isobel than to Mary. But she and Trenchard have been here once or twice. I can't remember Laura ever meeting him, but it's possible they shook hands at one of our larger parties. We often have her bring the children in. Why is this important?"


    The candlelight seemed to bounce off Roth's dark eyes. "How long has Miss Dudley been in your employ?"


    "A year. Suzanne engaged her when we were still in Paris." Malcolm had been away on a mission, but he could still remember his wife's relief at having found a governess who would fit into their unconventional household.


    Roth moved to the central library table and rested his hands on the marble. "Miss Dudley was living in Paris?"


    "She'd gone there with her former employer and found herself without a position when her charge eloped with a junior officer."


    "You saw her references?"


    "Suzanne did." Malcolm moved to face Roth across the brown-veined marble of the table. "I was still an attaché and doing intelligence work. I was gone much of the time." He could hear Suzanne greeting him on his return home with, I've found the perfect governess. She didn't bat an eyelash when the cat jumped up on the tea tray and started lapping the cream.


    "Miss Dudley wasn't one of your agents?" Roth asked.


    "My agents?" Malcolm looked at Roth over the brace of candles that burned on the table. "I don't have agents."


    Roth stared at him.


    Malcolm scraped a hand through his hair. "Yes, all right, when I was more actively involved in intelligence there were people who reported to me. But why on earth would I engage an agent to look after my children?"


    "For cover. Or to protect Colin and Jessica. Or to protect Miss Dudley. You take looking after your own seriously."


    "Laura Dudley never worked for me except as governess to Colin and Jessica. Roth—"


    The doors swung open. Suzanne hurried back into the room in a swirl of seafoam silk. "Laura's bed is neatly made up and one of her cloaks is missing. Jeremy, in God's name where is she?"


    Roth turned to survey Suzanne. "Do you recall Miss Dudley ever meeting the Duke of Trenchard?"


    Suzanne blinked. "Once, at a reception for the Esterhazys'. She brought the children in. I remember Colin shaking hands with the duke, and Mary—the duchess—holding Jessica. Why?"


    "Because Trenchard was found shot to death in his study an hour ago. And Miss Dudley was in the room."


    Malcolm stared into Roth's hard eyes and bit back an exclamation of disbelief, closely followed by a curse.


    "I knew things had been quiet for too long," Suzanne said. "You'd think by now we'd be used to hearing shocking revelations. But—dear God." She folded her arms across her chest, gripping her elbows. Malcolm could tell she was remembering the same things he was. Laura Dudley's titian head bent over a slate or a book with Colin. Laura's steady hands helping Jessica hold a pastel. Laura crossing from the house to the square garden, Colin and Jessica gripping her gray-gloved fingers. Laura's reserved face softening when she looked at the children. Colin kissing her cheek and saying, "I love you." Jessica flinging her arms round Laura's knees.


    Thankfully, at such times the instincts of an agent came to the surface. "What's Laura said?" Malcolm asked.


    "That she called on the duke to discuss some private business she won't reveal, and that he was already shot when she walked into the room."


    Malcolm scanned Roth's closed face. "Surely when the footman brought her in—"


    "A footman didn't bring her in." Roth's gaze was as hard and unyielding as a steel buckler. "There's a hidden panel in Trenchard's study that leads to a secret entrance from the back garden. Miss Dudley used that."


    Malcolm heard Suzanne draw in her breath. In a world of thinly veiled amorous intrigue, that Trenchard had had a secret passage leading to his study was not so surprising. That Laura had known about it was.


    Suzanne's fingers dug into the lace of her sleeves. "And Laura says she came through this secret passage to find the duke dead—"


    "Dying. She summoned one of Trenchard's footmen. He confirms that he came into the room to find the duke mortally wounded. His Grace expired before a doctor could arrive. Miss Dudley then gave the footman a note to send to Bow Street and addressed it to me."


    "That doesn't sound like the action of a murderer," Suzanne said.


    "It might be the action of a very cool-headed murderer. Miss Dudley, from what I've seen of her, is exceedingly cool-headed," Roth said. Malcolm had a clear memory of Roth laughing with Laura Dudley over the tea tray only last week, but Roth's gaze betrayed none of that. "When I arrived she gave me a very brief statement and suggested I remove her to Bow Street before I woke the duchess. She refused to explain further."


    "If she'd entered through a secret passage she could have left that way and left the duke to die without summoning help," Suzanne said.


    "She could," Roth conceded.


    "But?" Malcolm asked.


    Roth's gaze shifted from Malcolm to Suzanne. "When I examined Miss Dudley's possessions I found this in her reticule." He reached inside his coat and pulled out a small pistol. The silver filigree mounting gleamed in the candlelight.


    Malcolm felt the start of surprise that ran through his wife, the impulse to lie, the quick decision that it was impracticable.


    "When did you last see it, Mrs. Rannoch?" Roth asked.


    Suzanne met Roth's gaze. "When I locked it in my dressing table a fortnight ago."


    Malcolm remembered the night vividly. He'd gone to the London docks with Suzanne, who was meeting a former fellow Bonapartist agent slipping into London on shipboard. There was, he told himself, no reason for Roth to suspect any of that.


    "Did Miss Dudley have a key to your dressing table?" Roth asked.


    "No."


    "Did she know you kept your pistol there?"


    "Not to my knowledge." Suzanne clasped her hands in front of her. "Why did Laura say she brought it with her?"


    "That it could be dangerous for a woman to be abroad alone at night."


    "Did she claim it was her own?"


    "No, she said ten to one I either knew it was yours already or would soon discover it."


    Suzanne cast a glance at Malcolm, an acknowledgment of presenting a united front, then looked back at Roth. "The pistol hasn't been fired. Trenchard wasn't killed with this."


    "No," Roth conceded. "But you have to admit the pistol raises more questions than it answers."


    "Where is Laura now?" Malcolm asked.


    "At the Brown Bear with one of my constables."


    The Brown Bear was a tavern adjacent to the Bow Street Public Office. The runners often went there to compare notes over a pint, but they also frequently commandeered the rooms above to interview and detain suspects. With Laura accounted for, Malcolm knew gathering evidence was critical. "The room where Trenchard died—"


    "I've kept people out of it. There's no sign of forced entry. And the servants say they admitted no one else to the house."


    "Someone else could have come in through the secret entrance," Suzanne said.


    "They could," Roth conceded.


    Malcolm recalled the flashes of wry amusement he'd glimpsed in Laura Dudley's gaze when she didn't think she was being observed. And the way she would retreat behind her governess façade if the conversation began to verge remotely on the personal. "Who else knows?" he asked.


    "I woke the duchess and informed her. She had no idea why Miss Dudley might have had business with the duke."


    Malcolm drew a breath. "Does Carfax know?"


    "I haven't informed him yet. Or the home secretary or the prime minister or anyone else. I came to you first."


    Malcolm met his friend's gaze, knowing full well the risk Roth had run. "Thank you."


    Roth inclined his head. "I've always liked Miss Dudley. I can't ignore the obvious implications of tonight's events, but I agree they're confusing on the surface."


    "We want to see Laura," Suzanne said.


    "I assumed you would. Though I should warn you she says she won't talk."


    "Not surprising." Suzanne stood and shook out the folds of her dressing gown.


    "But if you can get her to talk, there's one thing you might ask her about," Roth said.


    "Yes?" Malcolm asked.


    "The footman said that as he bent over the dying duke, Trenchard whispered the name 'Emily.'"
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    "I'm coming with you, Malcolm." In their bedchamber, Suzanne dragged a chemise over her head and pulled on a front-lacing corset.


    "Of course. Laura's more likely to talk to you than me."


    "I'm afraid she won't talk to either of us." Suzanne tugged at the corset laces. "Which is going to make it damnably difficult to help her."


    "Suzette—"


    Suzanne looked up to find her husband staring at her, waistcoat unbuttoned over his shirt, cravat dangling from his fingers, gaze dark with suspicions neither had yet dared voice.


    "You're right." Suzanne tied the laces in a quick bow and reached for the mulberry sarcenet gown she had pulled from the wardrobe and thrown over a chairback. "We can't be sure Laura didn't kill Trenchard. But I'm sure if she did there were extenuating circumstances."


    Malcolm wound the cravat round his neck and knotted the ends with a haste that would horrify his valet. "You can't be sure of that, Suzette. I've come to think of Laura as one of the family, but one can never really know what another person is capable of—"


    He broke off. Suzanne met his gaze in the suddenly taut air. There it was, the truth they rarely voiced but that underlay their every interaction now. She looked into her husband's gray eyes, which she knew would never again meet her own quite so openly as they once had. They'd only get through this by confronting the ugly truth head on. "As I myself showed you," she said.


    His mouth twisted in a way that cut her in two. "Believe it or not, I wasn't thinking of that."


    "No, but we always seem to circle back to it, one way and another." She dropped into a chair, clutching her gown. "It would be understandable if you didn't trust anyone just now, darling."


    "I wouldn't say that." Malcolm began to button his waistcoat, fingers quick and precise. "But I can't but be aware that one can be blind to truths even about those to whom one is closest. We don't know Laura anywhere near as well as I'd have said I knew you."


    Suzanne gripped the silk braid that edged the sarcenet sleeves of the gown. She wasn't sure if it made it better or worse that he could speak about it so calmly. She stood up, dropped the dress over her head, and slid her arms into the long, tight sleeves. "I know it sounds absurd for me to be so certain. But for all Laura's reserve, I can't believe she's a cold-blooded killer."


    "Why such certainty?"


    Suzanne's fingers froze on the jet buttons on her waistcoat bodice. "Because I trusted her with our children." She gave a laugh sharp with despair.


    Malcolm's mouth curved in rueful acknowledgement. "So did I."


    "But it's more than that." Suzanne did up the last button. "Laura might kill in self-defense or to protect someone she loved, but not in cold blood."


    Malcolm reached for his coat. "So you're a better judge of people than I am?"


    "Of course not. I'm a lot of things, but I don't think I'm a cold-blooded killer either." She regarded her husband, hands at her sides. It seemed unfair to barricade herself in any way. "I've told you I'm not nearly as nice a person as you thought I was, Malcolm. But fundamentally, I am the person you thought you knew."


    "So you can't believe Laura is a cold-blooded murderer, but you wouldn't be shocked by her being a French spy?" Malcolm stared at Suzanne a moment. She felt the force of those first moments after he'd learned she had been a Bonapartist agent, but his gaze was now ruthlessly neutral. "Is Laura a French spy?"


    "Good God, darling, I'd have told you."


    "Would you?"


    Suzanne drew a breath. "Probably. That is—"


    "I don't think so. I think you'd have reasoned why ruin Laura's life as well as your own."


    "Perhaps. But as it happens, she isn't a French agent." Suzanne met her husband's gaze. So many moments between them these days seemed to be tests that could take them forwards or backwards on the fragile neutral ground that was their marriage. "Do you believe me?"


    "God help me, yes." He crossed to her side and took her face between his hands. "You're my wife. I'm your husband. We've made it through three months. The hardest part is behind us."


    "We haven't had to cope with an investigation."


    "Especially one that involves Carfax, however tangentially." His eyes darkened, but he stroked his thumb against her cheek. "But an investigation could be a good distraction."


    She swallowed, a metallic tang in her throat. "That depends on what it uncovers."


    For a moment, she saw the fear that coiled within her reflected in his eyes. Then he smiled and pressed a kiss to her forehead. "You've assured me Laura isn't a French spy. We should be safe."


    She returned his smile, because that was the only thing to do. But the fear coiled tighter in her chest.


    Because when had anything about their marriage ever been safe?


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    "I'm sorry you had to be disturbed, Mr. Rannoch. Mrs. Rannoch." Laura Dudley got to her feet from the straight-backed chair in the small room above the Brown Bear Tavern where she'd been sitting. A tarnished brass brace of candles burned on a small round table. "I'd have told Mr. Roth not to send to you, but I knew it would be a waste of breath."


    Malcolm ducked his head beneath the low lintel and pulled the door to behind them. "I thought you'd got round to calling us Malcolm and Suzanne."


    Laura smoothed her hands over the skirt of her gown. Her lace-edged cuffs were twitched straight, but patches of crusted blood showed on the dove gray of her skirts. "I think we can both agree that circumstances have changed tonight."


    Malcolm reached for the other chair in the room and held it out for Suzanne. "Laura, I don't for a minute believe you committed cold-blooded murder."


    "Nonsense. You have to at least have considered the possibility. Or can't you admit that you might have been foolish enough to trust your children with a woman capable of murder?"


    Malcolm risked a glance at his wife and the saw the wry acknowledgment in her eyes. "Are you confessing?" he asked.


    "I'm telling you you're both better out of this."


    "Suzanne and I can take care of ourselves." Malcolm gestured to the chair Laura had vacated. "Won't you sit down, Laura? I can't do so until you do."


    She gave a faint smile that did not reach her eyes and sank into the chair.


    Malcolm dropped down on the edge of a cot covered with a blue blanket. "I've already sent word to a solicitor."


    "I don't want one."


    "What are you planning on doing?"


    "Looking after myself. I'm quite good at it."


    "Even you would find that somewhat difficult in these circumstances," Suzanne said. "What were you doing there, Laura?"


    "I needed to see Trenchard." Laura folded her hands in her lap. "You can make whatever assumptions you wish."


    "I never make obvious assumptions," Suzanne said. "Neither does Malcolm."


    "So you don't think I was his mistress?"


    "Were you?" Suzanne asked.


    Laura gave a faint smile. "It would have been difficult to find time for it."


    "Quite. Unless you're generally in the habit of slipping from the house at night. And if it's a habit, I flatter myself I'd have noticed."


    "I daresay you would. I'm sorry about your pistol by the way. I trust Mr. Roth has returned it to you. I wouldn't have taken it if I could have thought of another way to come by one."


    "If you'd explained things to me, I'd have been happy to lend it to you."


    Laura's gaze locked on Suzanne's through the shadows. "I doubt it."


    "You could always tell us what you wanted it for and let us judge for ourselves."


    Laura surveyed Suzanne for a long moment. "Mrs. Rannoch, you've been good to me." Her gaze moved to Malcolm. "So have you, Mr. Rannoch. I'm exceedingly fond of Colin and Jessica. I don't want you anywhere near what's going to happen."


    "Point taken," Suzanne said. "But if you know us at all, you must know it's a waste of breath."


    "What's going to happen?" Malcolm asked.


    "Nothing if you go home and stay out of this."


    "Are you being threatened?"


    "That would be an easy way out, wouldn't it? If I were a victim. But there's nothing easy about this."


    "Trenchard was Lord Carfax's son-in-law. There's no way Suzanne and I are going to stay out of this, even if we wanted to."


    "I would think Carfax's involvement would make you want to stay as far away as possible."


    Malcolm willed his hands not to tense. There was no reason to believe Laura knew anything about Suzanne. Of course there had also been no reason to believe she'd known the Duke of Trenchard. "Let me deal with Carfax. I've been doing it for a long time."


    "As you wish."


    Malcolm stared into Laura's dark blue eyes. "You knew Trenchard."


    "You're hardly going to believe I called at such an hour on a man I'd only met for a few moments in the company of my charges."


    "How did you know about the secret entrance?"


    "Trenchard showed it to me. And no, I'm not going to elaborate."


    "All right." Malcolm sat back on the cot. "Assuming you didn't kill him, I presume you'd like to learn who did. What did you see when you stepped into Trenchard's study?"


    Rather to his surprise, Laura's brows drew together in a seemingly genuine effort of memory. "One lamp was lit. I couldn't see Trenchard at first, but I could smell the blood. Then I heard the rasp of his breathing. I stepped round the desk—he was lying behind it, in front of the drinks trolley. The blood had soaked through his waistcoat and coat. I flung open the door and screamed for the footman, then I tried to stop the bleeding." She glanced down at the stains on her dress. For a moment, he thought her iron composure might crack. But though Laura's fingers whitened against the bloodstained gray of her gown, her features remained composed.


    "Did the duke say anything?" Malcolm asked.


    "I think he was beyond speech. His breathing was—difficult. I'm not even sure he knew who I was." She drew a breath, as though afraid she might have revealed too much.


    "It must have been very difficult," Malcolm said.


    Laura's fingers tightened. "In truth it happened so quickly I scarcely had time to think. The footman sent for a doctor but within minutes it was clear His Grace was gone. I thought it best to send for Mr. Roth."


    Malcolm kept his gaze steady on her face. "You could have made your escape without sending for anyone at all, including the footman."


    "Had the duke already been dead I might have done. But I'm not quite such a monster as to leave a man to die."


    "You're a very astute woman, Laura. I know you were in shock. But did you note anything in the room that might give a clue to who had done this?"


    Laura frowned, again in a seemingly genuine effort at recall. "There was no sign of a struggle. Whoever did this, it was someone he knew."


    "Did you notice any sign anyone else had used the secret passage?"


    "No. Given His Grace's state, if that's how the murderer came in and out of the house, he or she was only minutes before me."


    "Or was still hiding in the house when you got there."


    Laura's eyes widened. "Dear God. I didn't consider— But of course that's a possibility." Her hands locked, and Malcolm would swear she suppressed a shiver.


    "I'd shiver at thought myself," Malcolm said.


    "If he or she was there I obviously didn't come to any harm."


    Malcolm nodded. "If you think of anything else send word to me. I'm not sure where they're taking you, but one or both of us will visit you tomorrow along with Alan Cunningham, the solicitor we're going to engage."


    Laura glanced between them. Her eyes were at once granite hard and suspiciously bright. "Mr. Rannoch. Mrs. Rannoch. You don't owe me anything."


    "On the contrary," Suzanne said. "Whatever else you've done, it doesn't change what you've done for Colin and Jessica these past years."


    Laura met her gaze. For a moment, Malcolm sensed the children were as tangible between them as when Laura put Jessica in Suzanne's arms or they bent together over Colin's schoolroom slate. "I thought you might be cursing yourself for trusting me with them."


    "No. I'm unshakably sure I was right to do so."


    "You're a clever woman, Mrs. Rannoch. But that could be a very foolish mistake."


    "It could. I don't think it is."


    Laura swallowed. "Tell Colin— Tell him I'm sorry we didn't get a chance to finish Robin Hood."


    "I'm sure you will finish it before long."


    "You're an optimist, Mrs. Rannoch. It's a good quality in a mother."


    Malcolm got to his feet and helped Suzanne up. "You're too sensible a woman to refuse help, Laura."


    Laura stood as well, shaking out her skirts as she always did. "Perhaps I'm just sensible enough to know when it's useless."


    "Nonsense," Suzanne said. "You're no more the self-sacrificial sort than I am."


    Malcolm moved to the door, but turned back, one hand on the tarnished handle. A seemingly casual action, but in fact careful stagecraft. "Oh, one more thing. Who's Emily?"


    Laura tensed, but merely said, "I haven't the least idea."


    "Trenchard died saying her name."


    Laura's gaze went shuttered. "Then I would look for clues among his effects."
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    "Well?" Roth met them at the base of the stairs.


    "Very little more than she told you," Malcolm said. "I wish I knew whom she was protecting."


    "If she killed him, she's clever enough to have made up a better story," Suzanne said.


    "Perhaps. Fear and guilt can make people do odd things."


    "I'd wager she feels guilt," Malcolm said. "But not because she murdered Trenchard. Where are you taking her?"


    "Newgate," Roth said. "We should be able to move her in a few hours."


    "We'll want to see her tomorrow."


    "Both of us," Suzanne said.


    "I expected as much."


    "And I'm sending Alan Cunningham to wait on her," Malcolm added.


    Roth nodded.


    Malcolm pressed a purse into Roth's hand. "This is to make sure she's comfortable. I know you'll see it gets to the right people."


    "Of course."


    "Can we see Trenchard's study?"


    Roth hesitated. "I don't see why not, if I'm with you. But—"


    "You can't share the investigation with us because we aren't unbiased observers. Quite."


    "Just as we can't necessarily share everything we discover with you," Suzanne said.


    Roth grimaced. "I hope to God she isn't guilty. But—"


    "It's your job." Malcolm touched his arm. "I know what it's like to feel distaste for one's job."


    The door swung open. A wiry, compact, purposeful presence swept into the room, the dark folds of his greatcoat snapping about his ankles. Lord Carfax stopped, pushed his spectacles up on his nose, and surveyed the three of them. "Malcolm. Suzanne. Glad you're here. This will save time."


    "My lord—" Roth began.


    "Spare me." Carfax put out a hand. "Did you really think I'd remain ignorant of a murder in Mayfair for three hours?"


    "You had a source in Trenchard's house?" Malcolm asked.


    "My daughter. Mary sent for me." Carfax paused in the center of the room, shrugged out of his greatcoat, and began to remove his gloves. "I take it Miss Dudley is upstairs?"


    Roth flicked a gaze at Malcolm. "Do you want to speak with her?"


    "Not at present. I doubt she'd say anything to me she wouldn't say to Malcolm and Suzanne. Where are you taking her?"


    "Newgate."


    "She'll be watched," Malcolm said. "She isn't going to disappear."


    "My dear Malcolm, you over estimate my nefarious designs and perhaps underestimate my morals."


    "I merely proceed based on past experience."


    "A fair point. But in this case I'm here as a concerned father."


    The idea of Carfax's concerns being strictly domestic was laughable, but Malcolm had seen him show seemingly genuine affection for his children. Quite unlike the man Malcolm had grown up calling Father.


    Carfax removed his second glove and slapped the pair down on the table. "What was your governess doing at Trenchard House?"


    "She won't tell us," Malcolm said.


    "Leaving one to draw obvious conclusions."


    "Rather too obvious for a woman of Laura's subtlety."


    Carfax held Malcolm's gaze in the flickering lamplight. "Yes, I thought you'd take her side. Personal loyalties have always been your weakness."


    "Perhaps. But look at the hard facts, sir. She brought a pistol but it's not the pistol Trenchard was killed with. She could have fled through the secret passage and left the duke to die. Instead she summoned help and then sent to Bow Street."


    Carfax aligned the fingers of the gloves. "Your logic is nearly as annoying as your weakness for personal loyalties, Malcolm. I admit you have a point." He swung his gaze to Roth. "That's why I want you to let him assist you in your investigation, Mr. Roth."


    Malcolm could often keep up with Carfax, but he wasn't sure he had heard aright. "You want me to investigate?"


    "And for once I assume you aren't going to refuse to undertake the mission. I assume you're going to investigate in any case."


    "And you think—"


    "I have no illusions that you aren't hopelessly biased in Miss Dudley's defense. While I admit there are irregularities in the case against her, I am by no means as certain as you of her innocence. But I agree it would be best to learn the truth. And the best chance of arriving at that is to have you working with Mr. Roth."


    "Because people will say things to him that they won't to me." Jeremy Roth was not one to be intimidated by authority.


    Carfax met Roth's gaze. "Quite. This is Mayfair." The earl picked up his gloves and slapped them against his hand. "I know your Radical sensibilities, Mr. Roth. But you're also said to be very good at your job. I trust you take your job seriously enough that you won't let Malcolm get away with covering up the truth."


    Roth returned Carfax's gaze like a soldier used to taking fire. "The chief magistrate—"


    "I'll speak to the home secretary. He'll speak to the chief magistrate." Carfax's gaze moved to Suzanne. "I trust you'll forgive me for not addressing my remarks to you, my dear. I naturally assume you will be working with Malcolm. In fact, I trust you will keep his more extravagant impulses in check."


    Suzanne met Carfax's sharp gaze. "You don't think I'm biased in Laura's favor as well?"


    "I expect you are. You trusted her with your children. But you're more of a pragmatist than Malcolm."
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    "Concerned father is an unusual role for Carfax. Though there's no denying he loves his children." Malcolm scraped his hands over his hair. "There's no reason to think he knows anything about you."


    Suzanne cast a sideways glance at her husband. His profile was set in grim lines, outlined against the watered green silk that covered the squabs. They were sitting in their carriage in front of the Brown Bear, waiting for Roth to join them for the drive back to Mayfair and Trenchard House. "You sound rather as though you're trying to convince yourself, dearest."


    "Perhaps I am. But there's still no reason to believe it." He turned his head to meet her gaze. "Is there?"


    She swallowed. She could feel the pressure of Carfax's gaze as keenly as if he sat across the carriage from them. "Not as far as I know. Surely if he knew anything about me, he'd be more careful to keep things from you."


    "That assumes he doesn't keep things from me." Malcolm gripped her hand. "I don't want him anywhere near our family."


    She twined her fingers round his own. "Darling, he's part of our family."


    Malcolm gave a wry grimace. "I've always felt guilty for inflicting my family on you, though it wasn't Carfax I was thinking of."


    "He's been part of your family ever since you and David were at Harrow."


    "I suppose so. To the extent I had any family at all. Laura's been far more a part of our family this past year."


    "Yes. And yet—" Suzanne drew a breath. This was one of the moments when she felt the full impact of how the ground had shifted beneath them three months ago. "I was thinking of what we know about her and what we don't. There are certain questions it's never occurred to me to ask her."


    "You wouldn't pry."


    "That's part of it. But— we live in the same house with them. We trust them with our children. But in so many ways we don't know them at all. It—"


    "Outrages your Republican sensibilities?"


    Suzanne looked up at her husband. "Yes. I wasn't born into this world."


    "And the fact that I was means my sensibilities, however Radical Carfax would claim they are, are undisturbed?"


    "It makes it more understandable that you don't question such things."


    "I think that's giving me at once too much and too little credit. I don't think I should be excused from noticing. And it does bother me. But you're right, I think you have a more clear-eyed perspective."


    Sane, reasonable Malcolm. She was beyond fortunate that he was so understanding. Yet she sometimes wondered if he could be entirely human. Or when he would crack.


    As though he understood, his fingers tightened over her own and he carried her hand to his lips, just as Jeremy Roth pulled open the door and swung into the carriage.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    The footman greeted Malcolm, Suzanne, and Roth without surprise in the high-ceilinged entrance hall of Trenchard House. He wore immaculate livery but his wig was slightly askew and powder dusted the blue brocade shoulders of his coat. "The duchess asked me to bring you into the blue salon when you returned, Mr. Roth," he said and proceeded to conduct them up the gilt-railed stairs to the first floor.


    Malcolm gave Suzanne his arm. It was bizarrely similar to a social call, save that the house was still shrouded in darkness, with only a lamp and brace of candles lit in the hall and two of the wall sconces on the stairs, turning their shadows into giant, flickering shapes against the white and gold of the stair wall.


    The Duchess of Trenchard, the former Lady Mary Mallinson, came forwards when the footman opened the door of the blue salon. She had dressed in a black day dress, severely cut but in too glossy a fabric to qualify as mourning wear. Her ivory skin looked even paler than usual above the high-standing lace collar. Her heavy dark hair was simply but immaculately dressed and pearl earrings framed her face. Malcolm had first met her over twenty years ago, when he came home from Harrow to stay with his friend David. Mary had been thirteen, already a young lady above showing much interest in her younger brother and his friends, though there had been moments when her girlishness showed through. It was that girl Malcolm saw now, beneath the set mask of the woman before him. A girl in a blue-sashed white dress, dark hair spilling down her back, cameo features the same but less contained than now, the chin with the same determined slant, the eyes deep-set as they were now but glowing with laughter.


    He took her shoulders in a light clasp. "Mary. I'm so very sorry."


    Her hands came up and for a moment he felt the clutch of her fingers through the fabric of his coat. Then she stepped back, her expression as controlled in its own way as Laura's had been. "Thank you, Malcolm." Her gaze moved beyond him. "Mrs. Rannoch. Inspector Roth. My father told me you'd likely all want to see the study. I thought you could do with coffee." She gestured to a silver coffee service and silver-rimmed cups set out on the sofa table.


    "That was kind of you, Duchess," Suzanne said, and added her own words of condolence.


    "It was a relief to have something to do." Mary gestured them to be seated, dropped down on the sofa, and began to pour coffee. Her voice was steady but the glimmer of the silver coffeepot in the candlelight betrayed her shaking fingers. "I haven't told the children yet. It seemed cruel to wake them, as though I'd be doing it mostly to comfort myself. The morning's soon enough to tell them. The girls, that is. Bobby's at Harrow. I was going to send for my stepson, but he's in Richmond until tomorrow, and I thought I'd wait to see if you had anything else to report. Cream, Mrs. Rannoch?"


    "Thank you."


    The duchess handed Suzanne a cup with an iron grip that kept the china from rattling. "You've spoken with this Miss Dudley?"


    "She was unfortunately not forthcoming." Malcolm accepted the cup of coffee Mary was holding out to him. "Do you have any idea how your husband was acquainted with her?"


    Mary filled another cup to just below the silver rim and set down the coffeepot. "I've been assuming she was his mistress. Not that she was in his usual style, but then I've never been particularly good at predicting Trenchard's quirks." She handed the cup to Roth and sat back to survey the three of them with a raised, well-groomed brow. "You don't think I should speak ill of the dead? But murder rather changes the rules, doesn't it? Shielding the truth will only complicate your investigation."


    Malcolm looked into her dark blue eyes, wondering what wounds they concealed. "I'm sorry."


    Mary gave a quick shake of her head and leaned forwards to pour another cup of coffee for herself. "It's not as though anyone was under great illusions that ours was a love match. Though I think the common assumption was that I married Trenchard for his title and position. Which I suppose in a way I did. But it's not as though he made any pretense of being in love with me. He needed a wife and hostess, and I imagine he thought I was rather pretty."


    It was a gross understatement and she knew it. Lady Mary Mallinson had been widely considered one of the most beautiful young women in London society. "I imagine he was a complicated man to be married to," Suzanne said.


    Mary shrugged. "He gave me free rein over the household and he was discreet in his affairs. That's why I can't be sure of the sort of woman who appealed to him. Though he was rather exacting in his standards of beauty. I confess I don't have much of an image of Miss Dudley."


    "She's an attractive woman, but like most governesses she does her best to fade into the background," Malcolm said. "She denies she was Trenchard's mistress."


    Mary took a sip of coffee, as though forcing it down her throat. "I presume she also denies she killed him?"


    "She does. I'm not at all sure she's lying about either."


    A faint smile curved Mary's mouth though it did not reach her eyes. "You always did like to save people, Malcolm. I know my father considers it a weakness. Though I must say if I were in trouble I would quite like to have you on my side. Given her circumstances, Miss Dudley is fortunate."


    Suzanne leaned forwards. "You called this a murder investigation. So you aren't entirely convinced of Miss Dudley's guilt either?"


    "I'm not sure I'm privy to all the facts. But I do realize she could have fled through the secret passage rather than summoning help. If nothing else, the fact that she did not raises questions."


    "Did your husband have any enemies you know of, Duchess?" Roth spoke up for the first time.


    The look Mary gave him was appraising but not dismissive. "My husband was a powerful man close to many in the government. I daresay most of Malcolm's Radical colleagues considered him an enemy. I imagine Malcolm did himself. Probably so did my brother David, though I doubt either of them would have gone so far as to murder him. I imagine a number of northern Luddites saw him as an enemy as well, and they apparently are willing to go further, though it's a bit difficult to imagine one getting into the house. For that matter he probably had enemies among his Tory cronies. I wasn't the sort of political wife who advises her husband." She flashed a quick look at Suzanne that held a mix of disapproval and envy. "He trusted me to host his parties, but he didn't confide what was discussed over the port and billiards."


    "Any other types of enemies?" Malcolm asked.


    Mary stirred more sugar into her coffee. "It's possible his latest mistress's husband considered him an enemy." She took a sip of coffee. "I don't know the lady's name, but her husband may have suspected." She set the cup down. "Even when one is inured to it, one can't but feel a bit of a sting."


    Malcolm wondered if he imagined the flash of pain beneath the brittle tone. Mary had enough to contend with at present without him pushing her. "Anyone else?"


    "Not that immediately occurs to me. I wouldn't say Trenchard had a habit of making enemies, but neither was he universally liked."


    "Was he on good terms with his heir?" Malcolm asked.


    Her brows lifted. "Good God. I suppose in a way James is the obvious one to benefit from his death. But it's difficult to imagine— You know him. He's always been a dutiful son."


    "Were he and Trenchard close?"


    "I wouldn't precisely say that." Mary twitched a fold of her skirt smooth. "I don't know that I'd describe Trenchard as close to anyone. He was pleased James had gone into Parliament, pleased he was a Tory." She flashed a look at Malcolm that was a reminder of his own and her brother's politics. "Pleased James had provided him with heirs. But to own the truth, I think he thought James was a bit dull."


    "Had he always thought so?" Roth asked.


    "I'm not sure. Both my husband's sons from his first marriage were to all intents and purposes grown by the time we married."


    "Both?" Roth said.


    Mary reached for her cup and held it for a moment. "Of course. You're a stranger to Mayfair scandals. And Mrs. Rannoch won't have heard the story either. My husband's eldest son and his wife died in a carriage accident in India four years ago."


    "I'm sorry."


    Mary took a sip of coffee. "It was a difficult time. Jack—my elder stepson—was a major with the army."


    Roth frowned. "Unusual surely for an eldest son to join the army."


    "Quite." Mary stirred sugar into her tea. "No sense in prevaricating. I don't see what it could have to do with Trenchard's death, but if you're looking into the family, I daresay you'll learn of it. Jack was something of a black sheep. He was sent down from Cambridge after a coffeehouse brawl escalated into a duel. By the time I married his father, Trenchard was in the process of paying off Jack's gambling debts for the third time. There was an uncomfortable incident involving a Covent Garden Opera dancer that I wasn't supposed to know anything about, though I'm aware that it cost my husband considerably more than my annual pin money." She wrinkled her nose. "I believe he was still paying her. I suspect I shall have to deal with that."


    "There was a child?" Suzanne asked.


    "I believe so, judging by the quarrels I overheard and the size and regularity of the payments. Jack had several other unfortunate entanglements which necessitated rusticating at one or another of our country houses. Then eight years ago there was another incident. I don't know the details, though I believe there was another duel. Trenchard covered it up, but he said this was the last straw. He bought Jack a commission and packed him off to India. He said at least if he got into trouble there it would take us months to hear of it."


    Malcolm saw the reaction in Roth's eyes. God save us from the officers our leaders provide us with. But Roth merely said, "And his wife went with him?"


    "No, he met Jane there. She was his colonel's daughter. Apparently they were caught in a compromising position at a regimental ball and for once Jack did the appropriate thing. Or perhaps her father compelled him. I think Trenchard was torn between concern that his heir had contracted a mésalliance and relief that his heir was finally married."


    "They didn't have children?" Suzanne asked.


    "Jane was pregnant when they died."


    "It must have been dreadful for all of you."


    "Yes. Though I confess I didn't know Jack well, and I never met Jane. Trenchard was in India as an envoy at the time of the accident. I think he'd arranged the posting so he could see what he thought of the girl his heir had married. He doesn't show emotions much, but from his demeanor on his return, I believe he took it hard. I always sensed Jack was his favorite. He refused to speak of it with me at all. Trenchard tended to speak the least of the things that mattered most to him."


    "Is it possible his daughter-in-law's family blamed him for her death?" Roth asked.


    Mary's finely arced brows drew together. "An interesting thought. Her father settled in London with his second wife after he left the army. We had them to dine. Pleasant enough people though we hardly moved in the same circles."


    "Losing a child is the most horrible thing a parent can go through," Suzanne said.


    "So I think whenever my children get a simple chill." Mary had never particularly seemed a doting mother, but the fear in her gaze was very real. "I tried to comfort Trenchard, but he—" She shook her head. "With Trenchard emotion was never simple. And of course for him it was also a question of succession. James was already in the House of Commons. He stepped into the role of heir to the dukedom, a role he is really much more suited for. Trenchard never had to worry about him." She set down the coffeepot. "Trenchard never seemed to think about him much at all."


    "And Jack?" Suzanne asked.


    "Trenchard never spoke of Jack. Once when Bobby said he used to have two brothers, Trenchard nearly bit his head off. My girls don't remember Jack at all." She shook her head. "They say tragedy can knit a family together, but sometimes I think it pulls them apart. Or in our case it simply created more space between us."


    "When did you last see your husband?" Malcolm asked.


    "Good heavens." Her brows lifted. "Am I a suspect? I suppose as his wife it's only natural that I am. But I assure you though I wasn't madly in love with Trenchard, our marriage was quite comfortable."


    "Merely trying to establish a timeline," Malcolm said.


    "Does that mean you don't suspect me?"


    "I have no reason to suspect you."


    Mary's brows drew together again, as though she were honestly considering. "I passed him in the hall when I was coming back from my morning ride. No, I saw him again on the half-landing when I was on my way to dine at the Grandisons'. He was dining at White's. I went on to the opera after dinner."


    "He wasn't back when you returned home?"


    "To own the truth, I'm not certain. We didn't live in each other's pockets, as I believe I've made abundantly clear. His rooms are across the house from mine, and he hasn't visited my bedchamber for some time." She clunked down her coffee cup. "Shocked? But this is a murder investigation, not a social call."


    Malcolm leaned forwards across the table. "Mary—"


    Quick steps sounded and the door was flung open. David Mallinson, Viscount Worsley, Mary's brother and Malcolm's closest friend from their days at Harrow, strode into the room. He paused on the threshold and took in the company, the dictates of civility warring with a brother's concern. Brotherly concern won.


    "Mary." He stepped forwards to embrace his sister without pausing to acknowledge the others. "I'm so sorry. I came at once."


    Mary returned her brother's embrace, though she seemed rather more guarded than she had with Malcolm, perhaps because she'd had time to recover, perhaps owing to the nature of their relationship. "That was kind of you. Don't tell me the news is all over Mayfair already."


    "Father sent word to me."


    She gave a tight smile. "As usual, Father's reach is both a blessing and a curse."


    "I thought you'd want—"


    She put out her hand. "It's kind of you, David. Truly."


    David looked at Malcolm. "I hear—"


    "Nothing is certain." Malcolm got to his feet. "We'll leave you to talk to Mary while we have a look at the study."


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    The smell of drying blood greeted them as they stepped into the study, taking Malcolm back to battlefields and the Cantabrian Mountains, and the salon in Vienna where he had found his sister's still-warm body. Blood glistened in the lamplight against the red and gold of the Turkey rug. It had pooled on the floor beside a drinks trolley. Shards of broken crystal glittered amid the crimson, and a faint whiff of cognac underlay the smell of the blood.


    "It looks as though he was pouring drinks when he was shot," Roth said.


    Malcolm nodded. A full glass stood beside the decanter and the stopper lay on the floor beside the trolley.


    "He poured one glass, then was shot as he poured the second," Suzanne said. "So he obviously knew whoever shot him and was on good enough terms to drink with them."


    "He was obviously on good enough terms with Miss Dudley that she knew about the secret entrance to his study," Roth said.


    Suzanne nodded. She was too much a realist to try to argue.


    Malcolm lit another lamp and a brace of candles. "I looked at the desk," Roth said, "but you should as well."


    While Malcolm moved to the desk, Suzanne took the second lamp and moved about the room. Trenchard's desk was tidy. A folded copy of yesterday's Times, a stack of blank writing paper, a draft of a speech that looked to be in someone else's hand (his secretary?) with a few notes from Trenchard. Letters—from his estate manager, a cousin who appeared to want help settling gambling debts, an Eton classmate encouraging him to invest in a racehorse. Account books in the drawers. Trenchard appeared to be a careful landlord, if an absent one.


    Malcolm returned to the desktop and lifted the lamp to shine the light over the gold-embossed green leather of the blotter. "Trenchard wrote something tonight. You can see the depressions on the blotter."


    Roth let out a whistle. "I should have seen that."


    "You had more to look for."


    "Do think he gave it to a footman to deliver?"


    Malcolm touched his fingers to the sealing wax. "It's cold. You looked in Trenchard's pockets?"


    "Of course. Nothing."


    "So Trenchard either gave it to a servant—which doesn't seem particularly likely, as one would think he'd have simply rung and delivered instructions—or the killer took it."


    "Malcolm," Suzanne said in a sharp voice.


    "Yes, I know it's a bit of a leap," he said, "but—"


    "No, not that, though I was half listening. But look what I found under the cabinet."


    She was on her knees beside a Boulle cabinet. Red and gold sparkled from her fingers. An earring. She got to her feet and carried it over to them. The gold filigree and bloodred stones would have blended into the gilt and crimson of the carpet. Malcolm bought enough jewelry for his wife to recognize that the red stones were rubies, not garnets, and the gold had a rich gleam that didn't belong to vermeil. It was a chandelier style, the sort of thing Suzanne would wear to a ball or the opera.


    "Laura was wearing the pearl earbobs we gave her for Christmas," Suzanne said. "She still had them both on when we saw her at the Brown Bear."


    Roth inclined his head. "We should see if it belongs to the duchess. Perhaps you could talk to her, Mrs.— Suzanne. It's a delicate matter."


    "I'd be happy to. Though from our prior conversation it's plain Mary Trenchard had few illusions about her marriage or her husband."


    They made a further circuit of the study without discovering more. Then Roth went to question the servants while Malcolm and Suzanne rejoined Mary and David. Malcolm's task was to take David out of the room, but he found his friend only too eager to accompany him to the library.


    "What did you learn?" David asked, the moment the library doors were closed. "I know Roth is very capable, but I imagine—"


    "David," Malcolm said.


    "Yes, I know it's an investigation, and you can't tell me everything, but this isn't some obscure international intrigue. We're talking about my sister's husband."


    Malcolm felt his fingers tighten. Of all the complications of his ties to the Mallinson family, perhaps his friendship with David was the most problematic in the investigation. "Quite."


    "Malcolm, in God's name—"


    "I know very little at this point, David."


    "But you think Miss Dudley is innocent."


    "I do."


    David scraped a hand over his hair. "You must have considered the implications of where looking into this may lead."


    "I have. So has your father, which is why, apparently, he finds my turning over the family secrets preferable to Roth doing so on his own. Though he prefers to have a check on me as well. Which I imagine is why he sent for you."


    David froze, his hand on the back of his neck. "You think Father considers me a check on you?"


    "I think he knows your first care will properly be concern for your sister."


    "You saw Mary. She puts on a good front, but it's plain what she's been through." David straightened his shoulders and stared at Malcolm. "I don't want her hurt, Malcolm."


    "My dear fellow, neither do I."


    "But you want to get at the truth."


    "Yes."


    David glanced away. "Trenchard was a bastard."


    It was surprisingly strong language for David. "I assume you mean that figuratively rather than literally."


    "I have no reason to believe his mother played the third duke false. But I have good reason to believe Trenchard hit Mary a fortnight ago."


    Malcolm had little use for Trenchard, but he had not been expecting this. "Did she tell you?"


    "Not in so many words. But she had a bruise on her cheek. She gave me a farrago of nonsense about tripping and stumbling into her dressing room door, but I know the results of an uppercut. When I asked her if Trenchard had done it, she didn't deny it. She refused to talk more at all."


    "I know you, David. You didn't leave it there."


    "Of course not. I confronted Trenchard. He told me to stay out of matters between him and my sister." David rubbed his hand. "You know I'm not given to violence, but if I hadn't thought it would make matters worse for Mary I'd have hit him myself."


    "Do you think he'd done it before?"


    "My God, can you imagine I'd have kept quiet if I'd had any inkling of it? But now that I know, I can't help but think it likely wasn't the first time." David's hands curled into fists. "I'm well aware of how this looks, Malcolm. I didn't kill Trenchard but, so help me, I've been thinking distinctly murderous thoughts about him. It gives me a motive."


    It also gave Mary a motive, but Malcolm didn't say so. "Did you tell your father?"


    "Yes. I was determined to find a way to protect Mary."


    "And?"


    "He said he'd handle it." David's eyes widened. "My God, Malcolm, you can't think—"


    "My dear David, if your father has limits, I have yet to discover them."


    "You're talking about murder."


    "Your father is more than capable of getting rid of a troublesome asset. I don't see that this is so different."


    David shook his head. "You mean that he—"


    "My dear David. He's a spymaster." Malcolm clapped his friend on the shoulder. "On the other hand he practically ordered me into the investigation, which doesn't fit with him having something to do with the crime."


    David's eyes narrowed. "He knew you'd investigate anyway, with Miss Dudley implicated. This way he has Roth keeping an eye on you. And me apparently."


    Malcolm looked at his friend in appreciation. "You're learning."


    David's mouth hardened. "I never wanted to understand Father's world. But a bit's rubbed off after all these years round him."


    "And me."


    "You aren't like my father."


    Images shot through Malcolm's memory. The face of a Spanish innkeeper he'd betrayed to the French. The trusting gaze of a French soldier who'd confided in him, thinking he was a friend. The bewitching eyes of his enemy-agent wife. "I'm more like him than I care to admit."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Mary Trenchard regarded Suzanne across the sofa table. "What did they send you to ask me about, Mrs. Rannoch?"


    Suzanne leaned back in her chair. "Who?"


    "Malcolm and Mr. Roth." Mary leaned forwards to refill the coffee cups. Steam rose from the pot. There might have been a murder in the house, but the servants had kept the coffee replenished. "Malcolm made such a point of taking David off that I can only assume there's something they wanted you to discuss with me in private. Questions about my husband's and my sleeping arrangements? More speculation on Trenchard's liaisons?"


    "Duchess—" Suzanne looked into the hard shell of Mary Trenchard's eyes. "It's intolerable that you're having to go through this."


    Mary handed a cup of coffee to Suzanne. "I don't know you well, Mrs. Rannoch, but for all Father's efforts to keep us out of his world, I've glimpsed enough to have some sense of what you and Malcolm must have seen. David's given me a glimmering of what you saw at Waterloo. I know about Tatiana Kirsanova's murder and what you went through in Paris. I can't imagine my situation is so very horrifying, given what you've seen."


    Heat shot through the porcelain handle as Suzanne gripped her cup. "There are different types of horror." And the desolation in those dark eyes was somehow even more horrifying than the stark circumstances.


    The duchess shrugged her straight shoulders. "There's nothing more intolerable than being an object of pity. What did they want you to ask me?"


    "Merely if you recognize this earring." Suzanne pulled the gold and rubies from her reticule.


    Mary stretched out a hand. "Where did you find it?"


    "Beneath the Boulle cabinet in his study."


    Mary's mouth curved. "I never thought he used the secret entrance merely for business."


    "Are there any ladies you know have been in the study when visiting the house?"


    "Not that I know of. Trenchard would hardly take dinner guests into the study. We scarcely use the ground floor rooms when we entertain unless the gentlemen drink in the library." She turned the earring between her fingers. "Whoever she is, she has good taste." She handed it back to Mary. "I assume you'll investigate."


    "We'll be discreet."


    "Trenchard is no longer here to be embarrassed, and I'm rather beyond it. I think the children are too young to notice."


    "Duchess—"


    "We're very different, Mrs. Rannoch, but I've always respected you. Don't ruin it by offering a sympathy that discredits us both."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Malcolm paused on the pavement in front of Trenchard House in St. James's Square, Suzanne and Roth beside him. A faint pre-dawn glow had begun to brighten the gray sky. He and Suzanne had sent their coachman home when he let them off at Trenchard House. Mary had offered to send them home in one of the family carriages and had seemed surprised when they all said they preferred to walk.


    "Mary Trenchard says the earring isn't hers. She suggested we look for her husband's latest mistress, though she thought it entirely likely he was keeping more than one." Suzanne did up the top clasp on her pelisse. "Odd how an investigation makes acquaintances into confidantes."


    Roth turned up the collar of his greatcoat. "You're all right getting home?"


    "It's not far," Malcolm said. "And we can look after ourselves."


    "An understatement if I ever heard one." Roth gave a faint smile and tipped his hat to Suzanne. "I'll send word once we move Miss Dudley to Newgate." He took two steps down the street, then hesitated and turned back. The lamplight fell across his face, catching the conflict in his gaze. "I know this can't help but be awkward. But for all that, I'm glad to be working with you."


    Malcolm found himself smiling, on a night when smiles seemed an impossible stretch. "The feeling is mutual."


    "And though I hate to be the sort of wife who says my husband speaks for me, I quite agree," Suzanne said.


    Roth returned their smiles and set off towards Pall Mall.


    Malcolm tucked Suzanne's hand more securely through his arm as they turned in the opposite direction. "What haven't you told me?" she asked.


    "Am I that transparent?"


    "No, it took me years to learn to read you."


    Malcolm saw the realization of what she had just said flash in his wife's eyes in almost the same instant it dawned on him. So much between them was unchanged and so much would never be the same. She swallowed but didn't look away. Suzanne was tougher than that. "If you prefer not to tell me, I quite understand."


    "Good of you. Though of course that never stopped you from uncovering things in the past."


    "Darling—"


    "Sorry." He squeezed her arm with his free hand. "No sense in dwelling. In truth I could use your opinion. David revealed rather a lot about Trenchard." He recounted David's story about his belief that Trenchard had struck Mary.


    Suzanne's eyes darkened. "Men who strike their wives rarely do so only once."


    He drew her arm closer against his side, aware of the warmth of her skin through the layers of coat and pelisse. "Quite. David knew he was giving a motive for himself and for his father. I don't think he realized the same about Mary. Perhaps because it's beyond his comprehension that she could have committed murder."


    "It is beyond his comprehension about his father?"


    "No, David made a token protest, but I'd say he's all too aware of what his father's capable of. As am I. And as a father myself, I can well understand Carfax feeling the impulse to murder. It's damnably difficult for a woman to get out of a bad marriage. Money and family help, but even with a legal separation, she'd be likely to lose custody of her children. I find the thought intolerable in general. I can only imagine how I'd feel if it were Jessica and our grandchildren in the equation."


    "Your conscience would stop you. Carfax isn't given to moral quibbles."


    "No. The chief factor in Carfax's defense is that he asked me to investigate. It was actually David who pointed out Carfax might have known I'd investigate anyway, and he wanted me in the open as well as to keep a check on Roth. And that he then brought David in to keep a check on me. David knows his father well."


    He could feel Suzanne considering this as they covered the damp cobblestones between the yellow glow of two street lamps. "It's possible."


    "I was holding my breath lest Carfax say that Trenchard was a French spy." He looked sideways at her familiar profile. "He wasn't, was he?"


    "Not that I know of." She looked up at him, her eyes as hard and fragile as crystal. "I would tell you, Malcolm. Do you believe me?"


    He gave the question honest consideration. "I think so."


    "Impressive." Suzanne was silent as they turned into Jermyn Street. "Darling— We haven't talked about this part of it, but these are your friends."


    "It's hardly the first time we've been involved in an investigation involving friends."


    "But these are the people you grew up with. In a way they're family."


    Family. Always a tangled word for him. "Difficult to think of Carfax that way. What concerns me is that I don't want him anywhere near you."


    Suzanne's fingers tightened round his arm. "I don't think that's an option, dearest. Unless we go to a remote desert island."


    "Don't imagine I haven't thought of it."


    "I've told you before it isn't wise to try to protect me, Malcolm. The recent revelations don't change that."


    Malcolm looked down into her bright eyes. There had always been a hardness beneath the glow. He was just more aware of it now. "I'm not just protecting my wife. I'm protecting the mother of my children."


    "Darling—"


    "You've always run risks with your safety, Suzette. Knowing the truth of your past, I understand just how far you've gone. But it's different now. Colin and Jessica make it different. There's no room for extravagant gestures. Whether they come from indulging a craving for adventure or trying to expiate guilt."


    Her chin jerked up. "I'll own to a taste for adventure, but I'm not in the least given over to guilt. In fact, one could say I've been all too able to commit all sorts of betrayals without showing any proper guilt at all."


    "My dear girl. Don't show off. I may have been criminally blind to a number of things where you were concerned, but in other ways I can read you rather well. I know you. I know what you've been doing to yourself. And it's folly—it won't improve matters for any of the four of us."


    She glanced away. "Damn you, Malcolm—"


    "Because I think we agreed. Before anything else, we're parents."


    "I never forget that." Her voice was low and rough.


    "I know. But sometimes you're so busy looking after everyone else, your forget to look after yourself."


    "All right. I won't give in to any extravagant guilt-driven impulses—not that I'm admitting to having them in the first place—if you won't give in to any extravagant protective impulses."


    "Fair enough. If—"


    From the sudden tension that ran through her, he felt her sense what he had in the same instant. Nothing as defined as footfalls or movement in the shadows or a rustle of clothing, but someone was following them.


    "Diversion," she murmured.


    The uncomfortable moment was gone. They were a team again. Of one accord, they moved into the doorway of a shuttered shop. Malcolm pulled her close and pressed a quick, hard kiss against her lips. Suzanne drew back with a silent laugh. "Hotspur," she whispered against his cheek. Then she slipped from the doorway and moved down the street. A few seconds, perhaps half a minute later a figure went past in the darkness. Malcolm hurled himself from the doorway and tackled the shadowy form.


    They thudded to the cobblestones in a tangle of greatcoats and boots. The man Malcolm had tackled drew a winded breath that was half a laugh. "Malcolm, for God's sake, I was trying to catch up with you without yelling in the street."


    Malcolm sat back on his heels and stared down at the man he was sitting on. Even in the darkness, the eyes burned bright and the mouth gleamed with mockery. Malcolm got to his feet and extended a hand to the other man. "Damn it, O'Roarke, what are you doing here?"


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    Raoul O'Roarke sprang to his feet with his usual catlike grace. Suzanne's former spymaster and lover. Malcolm's childhood mentor and friend. Who also happened to have been his mother's lover and Malcolm's own biological father. The revelations of three months ago had at once smashed the ties between them and created stronger ones.


    O'Roarke looked from Malcolm to Suzanne, who had come running back to the two men. "I imagine I'm doing the same thing you are. Looking into the Duke of Trenchard's death."


    The unease that had coiled within Malcolm from the moment he saw O'Roarke tightened into dread. "How do you even know Trenchard is dead?"


    "Janet sent word. The underhousemaid at Trenchard House. She's been in my employ for some time."


    It was all Malcolm could do not to reach for Suzanne and pull her tight against him. O'Roarke's words, O'Roarke's involvement, O'Roarke's very presence threatened their fragile marriage on any number of levels. "Why do you have a source in Trenchard House?"


    "Because Trenchard was a member of the Elsinore League."


    Malcolm bit back a curse. The Elsinore League, the mysterious club begun by a group of powerful, ambitious young men with the aim of manipulating the world to their own advantage. Their membership remained mysterious, but it was without question that Alistair Rannoch, Malcolm's putative father, had been one of the founding members. That Malcolm's mother, Arabella, had been involved in trying to unearth the club's secrets and put an end to their actions; that she had very likely even married Alistair for that reason. And that she had involved her lover Raoul O'Roarke in that quest.


    "Damnation," Malcolm said.


    Something softened in the hooded depths of O'Roarke's gaze. "I'm sorry."


    "I knew this seemed too disconnected from everything else," Suzanne said in a voice of worn silver plate polished to show the brass beneath. She cast a glance at Malcolm. "We can't stand here discussing this in the street."


    "Quite." Malcolm jerked his head at O'Roarke. "You'd better follow us to Berkeley Square, O'Roarke. At a bit less of a distance than you were."


    And so the three of them proceeded down Berkeley Street and across Berkeley Square to the house Malcolm had inherited from Alistair Rannoch. Valentin, the footman who had come with Malcolm and Suzanne from Brussels to Paris and then to London, opened the door without surprise. O'Roarke was a relatively frequent visitor, often at odd hours, despite the revelations of three months ago. Or perhaps because of them.


    The fire was still banked in the library. Malcolm poked it up, while Suzanne lit a lamp and a brace of candles. O'Roarke remained quiet. To do him credit, he still displayed a certain amount of caution in their house. Malcolm crossed to the drinks trolley, splashed whisky into three glasses, gave one to Suzanne, and put the other in O'Roarke's hand. "Talk."


    O'Roarke took a sip of whisky. "Trenchard and I go back some time. To Paris in the eighties."


    Suzanne dropped down on the sofa. "Why does everything seem to go back to Paris in the eighties?"


    O'Roarke flashed a faint smile at her. "So many people in our world are still reacting to events of the Revolution one way and another."


    "Was that what connected you and Trenchard?" Malcolm seated himself beside Suzanne. "The events of the Revolution?"


    "Not at first. We quarreled over a woman, as it happens. Not one I was involved with. It was shortly after your birth. I was—"


    "Loyal to my mother?" Malcolm was surprised at the lack of irony in his own voice.


    "In a manner of speaking. This woman was a young actress, Louise Doret. She'd become entangled with Trenchard and was having difficulties freeing herself."


    "Was he violent?" Malcolm asked.


    O'Roarke's brows lifted. "Yes, as it happens. How did you know?"


    "He appears to have not caviled at hitting his wife."


    O'Roarke's mouth tightened. "That type is dangerous. I helped Louise and the young actor who was her lover escape to Italy. Oddly enough I had assistance from Robert Jenkinson. Lord Liverpool now."


    "The prime minister?" Suzanne asked in disbelief.


    Raoul smiled. "He was just a young man of nineteen acquiring some Continental polish. Even then we were hardly political allies, but he was a great admirer of Louise. He came to me to offer help arranging travel papers for her through connections of his father's. Perhaps the only time we've ever seen eye to eye. Though I've always thought part of the reason I was eventually able to return to British society after the uprising in ninety-eight was owed his influence. Trenchard wasn't best pleased with either of us, to say the least. He tried to challenge me. I told him I saw no reason to risk my life and violate my principles to satisfy his antiquated notions of honor."


    Malcolm found himself smiling. "I don't imagine that went over well."


    "No. A series of unpleasant altercations followed whenever we encountered each other. Like many young men in his set, Trenchard continued to come over to Paris after the Revolution. I was looking into the Elsinore League with your mother."


    "You knew Trenchard was one of its members?"


    "Yes, that was what had first thrown me in his orbit. He doesn't seem to have been at the heart of the intrigues that so absorbed your fath—Alistair and Dewhurst in those days, but he was part of their circle."


    "Did he know you were investigating them?"


    "I'm not sure. I like to pride myself that he didn't. And I tend to think that if the League had been on to me I'd have known it. Trenchard took various petty revenges on me, none more than a nuisance. I confess I underestimated him. Woefully."


    "What did he do?" Suzanne asked. Her throat sounded tight.


    "He denounced me to the Committee of Public Safety as a dangerous subversive."


    Malcolm heard the sharp slice of his wife's indrawn breath while his memory flashed back to his mother's white face when she slit the seal on a letter from Paris a quarter-century ago. He looked across the library at the man he now knew was his father. "That was how you ended up in Les Carmes?"


    Raoul nodded. "It probably would have happened eventually, without Trenchard's intervention. I was far from an enemy of the Revolution, but I wasn't happy with where it had gone, and I wasn't the sort to keep silent. But Trenchard certainly hurried things along."


    "And almost sent you to the guillotine."


    "If Robespierre hadn't fallen first. I've often wondered if Trenchard regretted that Robespierre didn't hold on to power just a bit longer."


    Malcolm released his breath. He had always known, of course, but this was the first time he had relived those months since he'd learned O'Roarke was his father. As often as he told himself it shouldn't change anything, in some ways it changed everything.


    "Did Trenchard take further action?" he asked.


    "Yes, but nothing so drastic. Oh, there was the time in the Peninsula he thought he betrayed me to the French, but since I was in fact working for the French it came to nothing."


    "Have you had an agent in his house all this time?" Suzanne asked.


    "No." O'Roarke took a sip of whisky and crossed his legs. "It was Archie Davenport who put me on to Trenchard recently." Archibald Davenport, the uncle of Malcolm's friend Harry, was an Elsinore League member who had been feeding information to Arabella Rannoch and O'Roarke for years. "Archie isn't part of their inner circle," O'Roarke continued, "but a couple of months ago a stray comment made him think Trenchard was seeking political backing from other Elsinore League members. Precisely what for was unclear. But they resisted. It was enough to make both Davenport and me want to learn more. Establishing a source in Trenchard House seemed prudent."


    Malcolm dropped down on the sofa beside Suzanne. "You said nothing of it to us."


    O'Roarke's gaze flickered between Malcolm and Suzanne. "I've been doing my damnedest not to intrude on either of you. You've had enough to contend with in recent months. And this isn't your fight."


    "You and my mother made it our fight."


    "Fair enough. I didn't have enough information to come to you as yet. All we were doing was gathering intelligence."


    "What was Trenchard's connection with Laura Dudley?" Suzanne asked.


    "I didn't know of one until tonight. I still don't know the nature of it." O'Roarke crossed his legs. "An interesting woman, Miss Dudley. I always thought there was more to her behind the governess facade than she let on, though I had no notion it was this."


    "Not that we know what 'this' is," Malcolm said.


    "Quite. But from what I observed this evening, I'd lay even money that she didn't kill Trenchard."


    "What you—" Malcolm stared at his father. Beside him, he felt Suzanne's absolute stillness. "You were at Trenchard House tonight?"


    O'Roarke took a sip of whisky. "I didn't mention that?"


    "You know damn well you didn't."


    "Stop playing games, Raoul," Suzanne said.


    "Sorry." O'Roarke set his glass on the table beside his chair. "I didn't think it was best to have this conversation in the street."


    Malcolm eyed his father, a host of possibilities racing through his head. "When precisely did you get to Trenchard House?"


    "When I heard Trenchard was dead, I thought it best to have a look at the scene."


    "No one saw you?"


    O'Roarke reached for his whisky. "Does that surprise you? I knew about the secret passage from my investigations. I waited in the passage until the study was empty. I believe I got a look at the study before you did."


    Malcolm stared at O'Roarke. "What makes you sure of the timing?"


    "Because if you'd found what I did, I'm quite certain you'd have removed it."


    Dread coiled within Malcolm's chest. "What was it?"


    O'Roarke's fingers whitened round the etched crystal of his glass. "A letter from Trenchard to Suzanne, threatening to reveal her past."


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    For several seconds, shock held Suzanne motionless. Swiftly followed by a dip in her stomach and a wave of nausea. The certainty that she should have known all along that this was bound to happen sooner or later slammed through her. Ever-present fear transformed to reality in a bone-crushing instant.


    She could feel the same fear coursing through Malcolm, for he dropped his arm round her shoulders as though he could physically shield her from the threat. Foolish. But heartening.


    "Did you know Trenchard knew about Suzanne?" Malcolm asked in a voice of iron control.


    "Feared it. It's another reason I was watching him." The strain cracked through the control in Raoul's voice as well.


    "Alistair knew about me. And Lord Harleton." Suzanne spread her fingers over the twilled sarcenet of her gown to still their trembling. "We knew it was a risk that others in the League did as well. It was probably folly to hope none of them did."


    "Quite." Raoul's voice was even but the look in his eyes reminded her of the time she'd been taken prisoner by a band of guerrilleros. Her memories were fragmented, but she could still hear his voice when he cut her bonds and lifted her in his arms, as incisive as ever but with such a raw note she scarcely recognized it. "But one can always hope. I was particularly afraid Trenchard would try to use it as vengeance against me. I'm sorry to have caught you up in this, querida."


    She made a dismissive gesture with her hand. "We're all too entangled as it is. But why make use of his hold on me now? Surely it might have proved useful in the past. Trenchard has hated you for years. Do you think he just learned?"


    "Possibly. But I think it's more likely Alistair held him in check."


    Malcolm frowned. "You think Alistair protected Suzette? No, I suppose he would. He wouldn't want the scandal for the family. That would trump however he felt about me."


    Suzanne swallowed. "What did Trenchard want me to do?"


    "You should see for yourself." Raoul reached inside his coat. "I'm surprised one of you didn't notice something was missing."


    "I did." Malcolm said. "But I saw no sign of your presence."


    "I'm relieved my skills are still so sharp. You aren't easy to deceive." He held out the letter.


    Absurd the way she hesitated to touch the cream laid paper. Reading the words wouldn't make it any more real. She forced her fingers to be steady as she carried it over to the library table and set it down in the light of the brace of candles, where she and Malcolm could read it together.


    My dear Mrs. Rannoch,


    Or should I say Mademoiselle Lescaut? It must be odd to go by the name of a man you married under false pretenses. The challenges of life under cover. I know a bit about that, though I've never attempted anything approaching the scale of your masquerade.


    No doubt you are surprised that I know. I won't waste time on the details of how I discovered the truth behind one of the most charming and improbable fairy tales among Mayfair marriages. You must have been aware of the risks you have run. That you have got away with it for as long as you have is something of a miracle. As an Englishman, my duty is clear. However, I would not be where I am did I not know how to put information to use. Were I simply to take your secret to my father-in-law, you would be ruined and your marriage destroyed, but I would have nothing to show for it save Carfax's thanks (and I can't even be sure of that). Instead, I offer you a trade. I am prepared to keep your secret in exchange for information. Carfax has a file entitled Notes from Smytheton. I can't be certain where he keeps it, but I would hazard a guess it's in his study. I'm sure it won't be the first time you've retrieved information from your husband's spymaster. Get the file for me and I will consider us even. At least for the present.


    Yours, etc.


    Trenchard


    Malcolm's fingers curled inwards. He lifted the paper and held it out to the candelabrum.


    "Darling, no!" Suzanne snatched it back.


    "For God's sake, Suzette, now we've read it—"


    "It's evidence. The last words of a murder victim."


    "I don't see anything in it to cast light on who murdered Trenchard."


    "You know as well as I do one can't see everything at this point in an investigation. If it wasn't to do with me, you wouldn't dream of destroying it."


    "Which leaves aside the question that it is to do with you."


    "Much as my impulse is to agree with Malcolm," Raoul said, "I can see Suzanne's logic."


    "You would." Malcolm glanced at him. "You trained her to be ruthless."


    "I was plenty ruthless on my own." Suzanne folded the letter and tucked it into her bodice. "It's not as though we don't know how to take precautions with sensitive documents."


    Malcolm drew a rough breath and turned to Raoul. "Trenchard was dead when you went into the study?"


    "Quite dead." Raoul crossed one booted foot over the other. "Of course, you only have my word for it, and I own this letter gives me a capital motive for murder. In fact, if I had known of the letter's existence before Trenchard was killed—"


    "Yes?" Malcolm asked.


    "I'm not sure." Raoul took a sip of whisky. "I'd have been sorely tempted. But murder is a messy business and tends to create more complications than it resolves."


    "Laura may have seen the letter," Malcolm said.


    "Laura and the murderer," Raoul agreed. "Assuming Miss Dudley isn't the killer, which I'm inclined to agree with you she most likely isn't."


    Suzanne pushed her fingers into her hair. "Does Lord Carfax know his son-in-law was an Elsinore League member?"


    "I don't know." O'Roarke turned his whisky glass in his hand. "Carfax doesn't have a source like Davenport inside the League, but he's certainly shown himself interested in them."


    Malcolm looked from Raoul to Suzanne. "You think Carfax married his daughter off to get information about the Elsinore League?"


    Suzanne returned her husband's gaze. "Do you think he wouldn't do it?"


    Malcolm's mouth tightened. "There's very little I'm confident Carfax wouldn't do. But he's always drawn a line round his family. On the other hand, he's shown himself willing to cross over almost every line imaginable."


    "You know him well," Raoul said.


    "I've worked for him. Neither of you can say that. Despite my best efforts, Carfax would probably claim I still work for him."


    "Does Carfax know you're involved in the investigation?" Raoul asked.


    "You mean there's something you don't know about tonight's events? I'm relieved to hear it." Malcolm took a sip of whisky. "Actually, Carfax asked me to look into Trenchard's death. Insisted on it."


    Raoul's brows rose. "Interesting."


    "Of course," Malcolm continued, "as David pointed out, Carfax would have known I'd investigate anyway, with Laura involved. This could have been a way of keeping an eye on me." He drew a breath. Suzanne reached for his hand.


    "Trenchard threatened to write to him," Raoul said. "He'd have had no reason to if Carfax already knew about Suzanne."


    "Trenchard might not have known." Malcolm's arm tightened round her shoulders.


    Raoul met his gaze. "With Carfax one can never be sure of anything."


    Malcolm inclined his head, then turned his gaze to Suzanne. "When did you last go through my dispatch box?"


    Bitterness welled up on her tongue, but she kept her gaze on his. There was a time when she could have picked the lock on Malcolm's dispatch box in her sleep. "Not since just after Waterloo."


    He inclined his head, the way he would to a diplomat from a hostile country. "You'll find some new documents there. Travel papers for all of us—you, me, Colin, Jessica, Addison, and Blanca. And Laura, as it happens. Aliases we can use, if necessary. Contact information for a smuggler who can get us to the Continent. A draft on a bank in Switzerland to which I transferred money last month."


    Suzanne stared at her husband. "When did you do all this?"


    "Very shortly after I learned my wife was a former Bonapartist spy. It seemed prudent to have an escape plan."


    Numbness shot through her. "You didn't tell me."


    "I planned to eventually. At the time you were too wracked with guilt. I didn't want to make it worse."


    Her spine stiffened. "I told you, I'm not in the least—"


    "You were dangerously close to wallowing, mo chridh." He touched his fingers to her cheek. "And I was only preparing for an eventuality. Which now seems somewhat more probable. I'd hope we could leave the country together if it comes to it, but should the situation unravel precipitously, take the children and go to the villa in Italy. I'll meet you there if we aren't able to travel together."


    She stared into his eyes, seeing a future she had not let herself contemplate. She had always thought if she ever had to flee Britain, their marriage would have unraveled to the point where Malcolm would have no desire to go with her. Instead, here he was calmly talking about giving up the home he loved, the political career he was building, contact with his family and friends. She swallowed, tasting the ashes of what they had lost. "You don't want to leave—"


    "Dunmykel? The House of Commons? No. But if it comes to them versus my wife, it's no contest."


    She could scarcely imagine a stronger declaration of love. It slashed through her corset laces like a knife cutting her to the bone. "I never wanted—"


    "I know. You weren't thinking about these issues at all. It's collateral damage." His arm still round her shoulders, he reached for her hand and carried it to his lips. Then he turned back to Raoul, who had been observing them in silence. "I can count on you to assist Suzanne should it prove necessary?"


    "Of course."


    Suzanne straightened her shoulders. "I don't need—"


    "You don't have the benefit of being a duke's grandson. But if it makes you feel better, you can ask O'Roarke to assist me should it prove necessary."


    "It's prudent," Raoul said. "Very likely it won't come to that, but one needs an escape plan. It's no more than we did in the Peninsula."


    But that had been a more day-to-day existence somehow. A less settled life, so escape had seemed not so much a question of turning one's back on all one knew. She managed a smile, feeling the weight of the risk they would live with for the rest of their lives. Assuming they managed not to get caught. "Do you know what was in this folder Trenchard wanted me to retrieve from Carfax?" she asked.


    "Not without looking at it." Malcolm squeezed her fingers and reached for his whisky glass. "It seems even without Trenchard we're going to have to retrieve the folder."


    Suzanne stared at her husband. The British agent she had spied on for two and a half years. "Malcolm, are you telling me to break into Carfax's study?"


    "No, I'll do it. I have a better idea of where to look and I can explain more easily if I'm caught."


    "Darling—"


    "Besides, I'm not quite ready to loose a former Bonapartist agent on the chief of British Intelligence."


    "It's not that. But are you sure—"


    "We can't very well ask Carfax for the folder in the circumstances, and we need to get a look at it to see why Trenchard wanted it. If Lady Carfax doesn't cancel her musicale this evening, I'll slip down then. You can keep an eye on Carfax in the drawing room."


    "I can do that," Raoul said. When Malcolm looked at him in surprise, he added, "I received an invitation. A thank-you for my supposed service in the Peninsula. Or a way of keeping an eye on a dangerous Radical, or perhaps a bit of both. In any case, if you'll trust me to keep Carfax occupied, Suzanne can go with you and keep watch while you search the study. It's a safer mission for two."


    For a moment Suzanne thought Malcolm would protest that he didn't want either of them remotely involved in searching Carfax's study, but instead he inclined his head. "Thank you."


    Two words Suzanne had thought might never again pass between the two men. The air in the room seemed suddenly still, fragile glass laid over the tangled abyss between the three of them. "We should look at Laura's room," she said.


    Malcolm nodded and cast a glance at Raoul. "You might as well come with us, O'Roarke. You're already in the middle of this."


    "You're sure?" Raoul asked.


    Malcolm regarded his father. "As sure as I am of anything with you. I much prefer it to you scaling the walls of our house and breaking in."
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    Suzanne hesitated before the white-painted door to the room between the night and day nurseries that had been Laura's since they moved into the Berkeley Square house. "It feels like an invasion. The servants have so little privacy." Even now, after six years married to a duke's grandson, she was sometimes brought up short by the idiotic masquerade of master and servant.


    "I know," Malcolm said, though she knew he would never know it quite the way she did. "But Laura rather abrogated that when she refused to explain what she was doing in Trenchard's study. Besides, her life is at stake." He turned the brass handle of the door.


    The room smelled of lavender-scented soap. Laura never wore perfume, at least not in her role as governess. The walls were a pale gray with a hint of blue. Suzanne had asked Laura to choose a color when they were redoing the house. Laura had first demurred that it really didn't matter and that Suzanne should choose, as it was her house. When pressed, she had at last selected this paint. Seemingly as neutral and demure as her clothing and demeanor. But when the light of the brace of candles Malcolm carried fell on the walls, they glowed with unexpected vibrancy.


    Malcolm set the candelabrum down and lit a lamp. The room was scrupulously tidy and almost entirely bare of personal items. A low bookshelf held the books Suzanne and Malcolm had given Laura on various occasions through the years—a set of Shakespeare; copies of Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility; Ludlow, because Laura had once mentioned an interest in seventeenth-century history. The cedarwood jewel box on the dressing table beside the looking glass had also been a gift from them.


    "I'll take the desk," Malcolm said. "Suzette, why don't you look through her clothes? O'Roarke, search for hiding places."


    The jewel box proved to contain a single strand of pearls, which Suzanne had seen Laura wear on Christmas and other special occasions, a lapis lazuli brooch they had given her, and a cameo pendant Suzanne had never seen her wear. Suzanne held the cameo to the lamplight. "J.H." was engraved on the gold filigree frame. Laura's mother's name, perhaps? The fine-featured profile had a bit of a resemblance to Laura, though the hair seemed more contemporary than what one would expect of her mother. The dressing table drawer contained gray and black gloves, handkerchiefs, hairpins, a steel-framed reticule.


    The clothing in the white-painted wardrobe was equally innocuous. Serviceable gowns of kerseymere and merino, two pelisses, a dark blue spencer with black braid that was the most fashionable item, plaited straw hats. The clothing of a governess. Yet it seemed oddly impersonal, as though it belonged to the role and not the person. Suzanne moved to the books but found no sign of anything sewn into the binding or tucked between the pages, save a pastel drawing tucked into Pride and Prejudice. The work of a very young child, but someone older than Jessica. Colin's? Or a memento of one of Laura's former charges?


    "Nothing in the writing desk," Malcolm said. "No indication she ever wrote letters." He glanced at Suzanne. "Where did she go on her days off?"


    "I have no idea." Suzanne tucked the drawing back into the book. "She never volunteered any information, and I never asked. Trying again to let her keep what privacy she could."


    "She never mentioned family?" Malcolm folded his arms across his chest. "Damn it, you're right. I should have paid more attention."


    "She told me her family were all gone." Raoul turned from examining the molding.


    Suzanne stared at her former spymaster and felt Malcolm do the same.


    "Last December," Raoul said. "In the midst of the Hamlet investigation. I came to see the two of you and found Miss Dudley in the square with the children. We talked for a bit."


    Malcolm regarded Raoul for a moment. "In a brief encounter you learned more about Laura than I did in over a year."


    Raoul gave a faint smile. "As I said, I like Miss Dudley. But I confess I also had an ulterior motive. She intrigued me. She always struck me as more than a governess."


    "Why?" Suzanne asked.


    "Her performance as a governess was flawless. Perhaps a shade too flawless. She had the knack of blending into the background. But she noticed everything."


    "That could have indicated a budding novelist," Malcolm said.


    "It could. But remember I had reasons to be wary where all of you were concerned. Reasons you at least did not yet know of."


    "But I knew," Suzanne said. "I should have seen it."


    "You were more concerned with Miss Dudley's impact on your children. Which seems to have been nothing but positive, from everything I've observed."


    Suzanne drew a sharp breath, picturing her children asleep in their beds and the questions the morning would almost certainly bring. "It won't be positive if they lose her."


    "She said she'd had nothing to come back to in England," Raoul said. "But from her hesitation, I'd say she had mixed feelings about returning to her homeland." He turned back to the molding and ran his fingers along it. A few minutes later a piece of the molding fell away in his hand and a packet of papers tied with buff-colored ribbon fell to the floor. "Everyone has secrets." Raoul said, stooping to pick them up. "But somehow with Miss Dudley I assume these are more than just love letters."


    He carried the papers over to the dressing table and set them in the light of the candles. Suzanne moved to stand beside him, aware of an unexpected dread coiling in her chest. Malcolm joined them and undid the first of the papers.


    10 February. Lord Worsley and Mr. Tanner came to dine along with the Davenports. They were discussing the possibility of a bill mitigating the penalties against the northern machine breakers. They were still talking about it when I brought the children into the drawing room. Mr. Rannoch and Lord Worsley seemed to disagree about tactics.


    11 February. Mrs. Rannoch went to a china warehouse today with Lady Cordelia and the children. Mr. Rannoch is speaking in the House. They've gone to a reception at the Austrian embassy this evening. All I overheard was a comment on the Esterhazys' chef having a heavy hand with the cream.


    It continued in the same vein. Dates and notes on where they had gone, whom they had had to dine, what they had discussed. Malcolm lifted his gaze to Suzanne. She felt the same realization shoot through both of them. Trust was a fragile thing, as they both knew well. And so easily broken.


    Malcolm said it first. "It seems Laura was spying on us."

  


  
    Chapter 7


    Malcolm turned to Raoul. "Your instincts were right, O'Roarke."


    Raoul's mouth twisted as he looked down at the paper in his hand. "On the contrary. I'd decided Miss Dudley could be trusted."


    Suzanne stared at the paper and saw the face of the woman she'd trusted with her children. "I engaged her. I brought it into our home. Of all the idiotic—"


    "It's amazing how the cleverest agent can be deceived," Malcolm said.


    Suzanne met her husband's gaze. "Dearest—"


    "Don't be so hard on yourself, Suzette. At least you weren't sleeping with her." He looked at Raoul. "Was she your—"


    "You think I'd set a spy in your household?"


    "I can imagine more surprising things."


    Raoul's mouth lifted. "At the risk of ruining my reputation, I do have some scruples."


    Suzanne folded her arms over her chest. "Trenchard was an Elsinore League member, Trenchard knew about me. And hated Raoul."


    "It does seem likely." Raoul grimaced. "Odd. I'm less disappointed that Miss Dudley is a spy than with whom she was working for. Assuming it's Trenchard."


    "It would explain why she won't talk to us," Suzanne said.


    Raoul touched her arm. "Don't torture yourself until you know more, querida."


    They examined the rest of the room but it yielded no further clues. "I have some contacts I can use to make inquiries about the Elsinore League," Raoul said. "Discreetly," he added at a look from Malcolm. "I presume you'll both be busy talking to Miss Dudley. I'll see you at the Carfax musicale. If you need to reach me before, you can leave word at Mivart's."


    Malcolm nodded, but when Raoul reached the door, he said, "O'Roarke."


    "Yes?" Raoul turned back, gripping the door handle.


    "If they know about Suzette, they probably know about you. Have a care."


    A rare, unironic smile crossed Raoul's face. "I always do, Malcolm. But thank you."
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    Suzanne dropped down on her dressing table bench, hugging her arms across her chest. "I'm sorry."


    Malcolm studied his wife. He felt oddly as he had when she'd first stumbled out of the trees in the Cantabrian Mountains, smeared with blood and dirt, eyes bright with determination. "It isn't your fault, Suzette."


    "I didn't say it was." Her voice was steady, but she was hugging herself as though she had a chill.


    "No, but I can tell what you're thinking."


    "Damn it, Malcolm, do you have to read me so well?"


    "Making up for all the things I missed." He dropped down on the bench beside her. "You said it yourself. This was always a risk."


    Her gaze shot to Jessica asleep in her cradle and then to the closed door that led to the night nursery. "We're all at risk, thanks to me."


    "We all wouldn't be here if it weren't for you." He reached for he hand. He wondered sometimes if he would find it harder to forgive her if he we weren't so worried that she wouldn't be able to forgive herself.


    Her fingers tightened round his own, though her hand was cold. "And now Raoul's involved."


    "Given the circumstances, I think it's just as well. Annoying as he can be, I can't deny he's helpful."


    She looked at him, her gaze unexpectedly fragile. "It can't but—"


    "Raise issues? Given everything, we'd be fools to imagine we could avoid him for a month together."


    "Malcolm—"


    He folded her hand between both his own. "I'm doing my best, Suzette. We'd be mad to pretend any of this is going to be easy. But we're managing to make it work. We both know there really isn't any alternative. O'Roarke is so tangled up in both our lives, we're going to have to manage to make it work with him. And even if we avoid him, I don't think either of us could really manage not to think about him."


    "I'm sorry." She drew back a fraction of an inch. "I'm sure I'm the last person you want to talk to about this. I just wish you had someone to talk to."


    He bit back a laugh, trying to imagine confiding in anyone about Raoul O'Roarke. Even David, with whom he had shared secrets from boyhood. Or Harry Davenport, his companion at Waterloo, who had made his own bitter confidences to Malcolm about his past and marriage. "The truth is, I don't know what I think or feel myself when it comes to O'Roarke. If I did know—I don't know that I'd tell you."


    Suzanne inclined her head. The fragile moment was gone. Hard reality had settled in her eyes. "This is going to be a test, isn't it? Of how well we can manage to go on with the truth in the open."


    "We've been managing to go on for three months."


    "But we haven't had an investigation. We haven't been thrown into the world of Carfax and Raoul and the Elsinore League. I always knew we'd have to eventually, but I was hoping it wouldn't be so soon. It's one thing to trust each other planning dinners and writing speeches and taking the children to the park. It's another looking into secrets of people close to us."


    "We've both always been good at meeting a challenge."


    Her smile was bright as armor. "Quite." She pushed a hairpin into the hasty knot she had twisted her hair into when they left for the Brown Bear. "Darling— have you considered that there's one person this new information gives an excellent motive to have killed Trenchard?"


    He didn't pretend to misunderstand or make the instinctive denial he would have three months ago. "Trenchard had just written the letter. You couldn't have known."


    "Unless I learned some other way." She adjusted another hairpin. "Or Trenchard decided to summon me instead."


    "You were in bed with me when Trenchard was killed."


    "I expect I could have slipped out without waking you." She took another pin from a heart-shaped enamel box, a gift from Simon and David at Christmas. "In fact—"


    "You've done it before."


    She touched her fingers to the enamel. Malcolm had a clear memory of David telling him he had never thought to see Malcolm so happy. "Yes."


    Malcolm inclined his head. "Fair enough. For that matter, it's possible Trenchard was also trying to blackmail me with the truth about you and that he'd already made contact." He leaned back, hands braced on the satin-covered bench. "I expect I could also slip out without waking you."


    She twisted towards him. "Darling—"


    "Let's at least dispense with pretending that either of us can be entirely certain of what the other might or might not do. At least I can dispense with it. You presumably never had such illusions."


    "I know there are some things you aren't capable of, dearest."


    Malcolm kept his gaze steady on the face he could trace from memory. "Then you're as blind as I once was, my darling."
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    Simon Tanner watched David in the gathering pre-dawn light as David finished recounting the events of the night. Simon knew better than anyone how to read the signs of strain in David's face. The tension in the set of his mouth, the lines about his eyes. He hadn't seen such strain on his lover's face since their time in Brussels during Waterloo, bringing wounded soldiers back from the battlefield and watching many of them die along the way. And even then, David's eyes hadn't had the haunted look they now held.


    Silence filled the sitting room when David finished speaking. The sitting room they had shared since they came down from Oxford, which usually held the sound of his pen scratching, a newspaper rustling, the pages of a book turning, the clink of glasses, friends' voices.


    A piece of coal fell hissing against the grate, breaking the stillness. "I've always liked Laura Dudley," Simon said. "Though I can't claim to know her very well. In fact, it was that very self-contained quality of hers that intrigued me. She managed not to lose herself in the role of governess."


    "Malcolm and Suzanne are convinced she's innocent."


    "And you aren't?"


    David frowned at the signet ring on his left hand. "The circumstances are against her. But— I remember her with Colin and Jessica and find it hard to think of her as a murderer."


    "My dear David. You'd find it hard to think of anyone as a murderer."


    David lifted his head to meet Simon's gaze. "I've been about Malcolm and Suzanne enough to see what the most seemingly guileless people are capable of."


    "And yet Suzanne and Malcolm think she's innocent. Of course, it would be difficult to accept that the woman they'd engaged to look after their children was capable of such an act."


    David shot a look at him. "I thought you'd agree with them."


    "I don't know enough to agree or disagree." Simon took a sip of whisky. "How was Mary when you left?"


    "Stoic. As you'd expect Mary to be."


    "Mary could be crumbling to bits and she wouldn't let you see it."


    David reached for his own glass. "For someone who despises everything she stands for, you've always had a good understanding of her."


    "I don't despise Mary. I admire her singleness of purpose. Though, if anything, I feel sorry for her. I'm not sure she's happy with the choices she's made." Mary and Simon were creatures of different worlds, with little in common save David. Yet Simon had caught the restlessness in Mary's gaze and the occasional flash of brilliance. She had, in his view, too keen an understanding for the life she had chosen.


    "You don't think she wanted to be a duchess?"


    Simon swirled the whisky in his glass. "I think she wanted to be. I'm not sure she found everything in it she had hoped for. She'd have made a splendid general or politician if the world allowed it. Or a spymaster like your father."


    David shuddered. "God save us from another like Father. I don't know that it was being a duchess that disappointed Mary, it was the man Trenchard was."


    "Whom she chose because he was a duke."


    David scraped his hands over his face. "If—"


    Simon pushed himself to his feet and put a hand on his lover's shoulder. "David, you can't blame yourself. Despite all your instincts."


    David gave a wry grimace. "That's much what Malcolm said."


    "Malcolm knows you well." Simon stared down at David's tousled dark hair, wondering how much to say and how to frame it. Part of him wanted not to stir the conversational waters. It could be damnably difficult to take words back once they were spoken. And yet he owed David his support, and with that went honesty. "David—I know this is an intolerable situation."


    "Yes, I think my sister's husband being murdered qualifies as intolerable."


    "On its own." Simon dropped down on the sofa beside David. "And then there's your father putting his own stamp of interference on it. And your best friend running the investigation."


    "Malcolm will manage things well for Mary."


    "But it also complicates your own choices."


    David shot a look at him. Simon met the look and stepped forwards onto uncomfortable ground. "How much did you tell Malcolm?"


    David held his gaze for a moment, as though seeing five steps ahead in the conversation. But when he spoke, it was an opening gambit, not the endgame. "I told him the truth."


    "All of it?" Simon got to his feet and moved to the drinks trolley.


    "I told him I was convinced Trenchard had struck Mary. That I had told Father about it. That I realized it gave both Father and me a motive to have killed Trenchard."


    Simon picked up the whisky decanter. "And?"


    "When Malcolm said that in Father's defense, if he were guilty he probably wouldn't have wanted Malcolm involved, I pointed out that Father might have wanted Malcolm to keep a check on Roth."


    "You're learning to appreciate deviousness." Simon crossed to David's chair, refilled David's glass and then his own. "You realize of course that it also gives Mary a motive."


    David's hand jerked as he reached for the whisky. "That's—"


    "Undeniable." Simon set the decanter on the sofa table. The lamplight caught the Mallinson crest etched on the glass. "Having a motive doesn't mean she's guilty." He took a sip of whisky. It seemed to burn more than usual. "Did you tell Malcolm the rest?"


    David met Simon's gaze. This time he didn't pretend not to understand. They were beyond opening gambits. "Simon—"


    "I'm not saying you should have done." Simon stared down into the pale gold liquid in his glass. It cast an opaque haze over the pattern of the carpet at his feet. "I'm not sure what I would have done in your situation."


    "Simon." David sprang to his feet and gripped Simon's arm. "You can't—"


    "You think I'd go to Malcolm behind your back?"


    "Yes, if you felt it was called for. You have your own sort of honor."


    "I wouldn't call it honor." To Simon, the word would never lose its aristocratic trappings. "But you may be right. In the right circumstances. But not in this. This isn't my fight. "


    David nodded, gaze on his whisky glass.


    "Not that I don't care about your family," Simon said. "You care for them, so I do as well. But when it comes to how to protect them, it's your judgment to make."


    David's gaze shot back to Simon's face. When it came to issues concerning the Mallinson family, David could look at once as vulnerable as a schoolboy and as remote as the future Earl Carfax. "Then you accept my decision in this?"


    "I accept that it's your decision to make. But Malcolm won't let go of it, you know."


    "I have every faith that Malcolm will find Trenchard's killer."


    Simon nearly asked David if he was sure he wanted Malcolm to learn who had murdered Trenchard, but instead he said, "In the process, Malcolm is very likely to learn that you lied to him."


    David swallowed. "That's a risk I have to take."


    Simon nodded. Malcolm, he would swear, mattered to David as much as David's family. And yet David was a Mallinson first and foremost. Before he was Malcolm's friend. Before he was Simon's lover. "David?" Simon asked, even as his mind told him to leave matters where they were.


    David looked at him in inquiry.


    "Did you tell me the whole of it?"


    David took a sip of whisky. "Of course. We've never had secrets from each other."


    Simon regarded the man he had loved for a third of his life, the man who meant more to him than anything on earth. It wasn't just Malcolm David was lying to. He had just lied to Simon as well. And with a chill no whisky could drive out, Simon realized he could not be certain how far those lies went.

  


  
    Chapter 8


    Suzanne twitched the quilt smooth over Jessica, then went into the night nursery and tucked Colin's his stuffed bear into the crook of his arm. The gray light of dawn seeped into the room, casting a cool wash over the white-painted furniture, but both children would likely sleep for hours yet. Suzanne smoothed Colin's hair, then looked up at Blanca, her maid, her friend, her companion in deception. "I don't know how long we'll be at Newgate. If the children wake before we return—"


    "I'll give Jessica a cup of milk and read Colin a story. Don't worry, Colin's clever, but I'll make sure he doesn't realize something's wrong with Laura until you get back and can talk to them."


    Despite the strains of the past hours, Suzanne smiled. "What would I do without you?"


    "You'd manage. But you'd have a harder time of it."


    Suzanne laughed and went back into the bedroom. Malcolm had already gone downstairs. "I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you to help with the children for a bit. I can dress myself and get myself to bed, and if anything gets torn we can leave off mending it."


    Blanca waved a hand as she followed Suzanne into the room. "It's no matter. You dress yourself half the time anyway. You're a much less demanding mistress than most ladies I hear about."


    Suzanne pulled a face at her friend.


    Blanca pulled the door to. "You think Laura will come back?"


    A difficult question to answer for myriad reasons. "I don't know," Suzanne said.


    Blanca nodded. "I like her. She doesn't talk much, but she's sensible. I'd like to help."


    "Watching the children will be a tremendous help. Perhaps you could also make inquiries among the Trenchard House maids."


    Blanca crossed to Suzanne and straightened the shoulders of her gown. "You're working with him, aren't you?"


    "Who?"


    Blanca snorted. "You'd think I'd never been an agent myself. Do you really think I don't know Raoul was in the house last night?'


    Suzanne suppressed a sigh. She should have seen this coming. "He's caught up in the investigation."


    Blanca tugged hard on one of Suzanne's sleeves. "Raoul never gets caught up in anything he doesn't choose to embroil himself in."


    "Be that as it may, we're all involved."


    "Let him run his own investigation." Blanca adjusted one of the frogged clasps on the bodice of Suzanne's gown. "Away from you and Mr. Rannoch."


    "We need to share information."


    "Mélanie." Blanca was one of the few people who still used Suzanne's real name. She'd been born Mélanie Suzanne Lescaut. "Have you gone mad?"


    "Probably. You frequently say I always have been."


    Blanca seized Suzanne's arms. "It's worse, you've lost your memory. You can't have forgot what we both almost lost, a scant three months ago—"


    Suzanne touched Blanca's shoulder. "Whatever happens, this won't affect how Addison feels about you."


    Blanca took a step back and folded her arms. The wedding band Miles Addison had put on her finger last month glinted in the early morning light. "It's not Addison I'm worried about at this point. It's Mr. Rannoch."


    Suzanne slapped a bright smile over her own doubts. "Malcolm can handle it. Better than I would have expected. He was quite practical about the need to work with Raoul."


    Blanca snorted. "Oh, course he's not going to admit it bothers him. Even to himself, I daresay. But for God's sake, the man was your lover. Could you work calmly beside Mr. Rannoch's former mistress?"


    Memories from the investigation into Tatiana Kirsanova's murder in Vienna danced in Suzanne's mind. "I'd manage. Malcolm and I don't have a relationship built on illusions. Especially now."


    "And you'd be tearing yourself apart inside. As he will be."


    Blanca knew more of Suzanne's secrets than almost anyone, but she didn't know Raoul was Malcolm's father. That revelation wasn't Suzanne's to share. "I won't pretend it's comfortable, but then what in our life is? Malcolm knows what was between Raoul and me is in the past."


    "It will never be in the past, and you know it."


    "Blanca!"


    "I don't mean you'd act on it. Or he would. You're both too ridiculously honorable."


    "You must be the only person on earth who'd call Raoul honorable. Or me, for that matter."


    "You both put everything before your own feelings. But the feelings won't go away."


    Suzanne drew a breath, seeing the look in Raoul's eyes in the library just now. "Perhaps. But those feelings aren't the same as they once were."


    "I'm not sure Mr. Rannoch will appreciate the distinction." Blanca regarded Suzanne for a moment. "You like having him back."


    "Don't be ridiculous." An unbidden memory of the warmth she'd felt at Raoul's smile sharpened her voice. "If you think for a minute I fail to appreciate the complications—"


    "I didn't say that. I said you're happy when he's about."


    Suzanne bit back her instinctive retort. It was true there was a part of her only Raoul could understand. A part she wouldn't even want Malcolm to understand. He didn't see the world that way, and she hoped he never would.


    "I understand it," Blanca said. "Just don't make the mistake of pretending you can handle everything."


    Suzanne dropped her arm round Blanca's shoulders. "Whatever comes of this, I won't let it touch you and Addison. I promise."


    "Mélanie, you fool." Blanca brushed her hair back from her eyes. "I told you I'm not worried about Addison. You're my friend. I want you to be happy."


    Suzanne's throat went tight. "Oh, querida, after everything I've done, don't you think that's a bit much to expect?"
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    Malcolm slapped the bundle of letters down on the scarred deal table in the tiny cell to which they had been shown in Newgate. "My compliments. Suzanne and I aren't easy to deceive."


    Laura looked up at him with an unblinking blue gaze. "I think you overestimate my reach, Mr. Rannoch."


    Malcolm gripped the edges of the table and leaned forwards. "You were spying on us."


    Laura met his gaze, her own steady. "That's a fraught word, Mr. Rannoch. As I'm sure you can appreciate, given your own work, it can cover a multitude of activities."


    Malcolm kept his gaze on Laura, though he was aware of Suzanne watching him. He himself had always had difficulty with the word spy. Squeamishness, his wife would say, and no doubt she'd be right. "Whom were you working for?"


    Laura tilted her chin back to look up at him. "You can't think very highly of me, Mr. Rannoch, if you imagine I'll simply answer that."


    Malcolm straightened up and drew a breath. He wasn't handling this well. He usually had more finesse with interrogations. The shock of betrayal had particular impact just now. Not that that was any excuse for sloppy tactics. He should know better. He pulled a straight-backed chair out for Suzanne. Other than the table and chairs, the room held a narrow cot covered in a frayed blue blanket. A smell of damp hung in the air, but the floor appeared to have been recently swept, and he saw no obvious evidence of rodents.


    Suzanne dropped into the chair Malcolm was holding out. "Did they give you breakfast?"


    "Yes. Mr. Rannoch's money has ensured I'm well taken care of. Thank you. Though I imagine you're now regretting it."


    "On the contrary. Nothing else you've done negates what you've done for the children." Malcolm dropped into the third chair Roth had had brought into the cell and regarded Laura across the table. Her hair was combed and neatly pinned and she had somehow managed to smooth the creases from her gown, though she hadn't been able to get rid of a smudge on her collar.


    "You obviously have a theory." She tugged her cuffs straight, a rare sign of unease. "Why don't you tell me what it is."


    Malcolm leaned back against the hard slats of the chair. "Trenchard had placed you in our household to spy on us."


    Laura's fingers tensed on the narrow lace frill that edged her cuffs. "Why on earth would the Duke of Trenchard do that? Wouldn't it be a simpler explanation that I was merely his mistress?"


    "Are you admitting you were his mistress?"


    Laura spread her fingers on the tabletop. "I'm not admitting anything. Merely pointing out that your and Mrs. Rannoch's history may make you given to overly elaborate theories."


    "The simpler explanation doesn't account for these." Malcolm touched the bundle of letters.


    "You don't know that they're connected to Trenchard."


    "No. But I think he put you in our household because he's an Elsinore League member."


    Laura's gaze froze for an instant.


    "Don't pretend you don't know what it is," Malcolm said.


    "I'm not pretending anything."


    Malcolm watched the conflict of a dozen possible decisions racing through Laura's gaze. How odd that now, of all the moments in this interview, he should feel compassion for her. "Let me tell you what I think," he said, falling back into interrogation techniques honed through years in the field. "Trenchard recruited you somehow. He may have had a hold on you or you may simply have been in need of money, and desperate. He arranged your references—or perhaps they were real?—and assigned you to get yourself engaged as governess to our children and report to him on Suzanne's and my activities. I imagine he cloaked it in nobility. Made it look as though I was a dangerous subversive, and reporting on my activities was a matter of national importance." Malcolm kept his voice even and his gaze direct. It was what Trenchard might have said to Laura about Suzanne that had the bite of panic cutting into his throat.


    Laura's gaze gave nothing away. "You think I'd have needed it dressed up in nobility?"


    "I think you're a hard-headed realist, but not without a conscience."


    "You presume to know me well, Mr. Rannoch."


    "I should have taken care to know you better. I'm cursing myself for that."


    "But his instincts tend to be acute," Suzanne said. "So do mine, for that matter."


    Laura drew a breath. Malcolm could practically see the calculations spinning in the air. He'd been interrogated enough himself to know what she was going through. How much of the truth one could safely reveal; how much one was compelled to reveal, safe or not; which lies or half-truths could be added in as variables.


    Laura's gaze flickered from him to Suzanne. Something had shifted in her eyes. A layer of defenses coming down. Or another trick of a good agent. Impossible to tell. "Mr. Rannoch. Mrs. Rannoch. I own I'm touched that you still wish to help me. But surely this proves that I'm not a defenseless innocent. And if you believe I have a scrap of conscience, knowing what you do about the Elsinore League you must understand why I don't want you anywhere near this investigation."


    "So you admit you were working for the Elsinore League?" Malcolm said.


    A faint smile curved her mouth. "It would seem folly to deny it at this point." She straightened her shoulders. "You're right, Trenchard found me when I was in rather desperate straits. I'd been governess to a family of British expatriates in Paris, endeavoring to instill history and geography and some affection for literature in their three daughters—ten, thirteen, and fifteen. Sweet enough girls, but I must say Colin shows considerably more intellectual curiosity. In fact, Jessica does as well. I rubbed along tolerably enough until the girls' elder brother came to join his family from Cambridge over the summer holidays." She gripped her hands together on the tabletop. "There's no room for romance in the life of a governess. I know that. My folly was inexcusable. Perhaps after so many years of being scrupulously careful I'd grown careless. Perhaps boredom got the better of all my instincts for self-preservation. He was agreeable enough, but I can't say it was a grand passion. Hardly worth the consequences when one of the girls spotted us embracing—in the summerhouse, a dreadful cliché—and told her mother. Naturally, I was dismissed at once, without a reference."


    "Not an easy situation for a woman on her own," Suzanne said. "Particularly in a foreign country."


    "Quite. Trenchard knew the family I had worked for and sought me out. I confess his offer seemed like the answer to prayers I had long since ceased attempting to make. He made it so easy—unimpeachable references, my interview with Mrs. Rannoch arranged for me." She tucked a strand of hair into its pins. "He did tell me there were good reasons to keep watch on you both. I have enough of my wits about me that I was never quite sure whether to believe him."


    Malcolm folded his arms across his chest and regarded her. "It's a good story, Miss Dudley. Expert use of detail for verisimilitude. But it's not the whole truth."


    Her hard blue gaze did not waver. "What makes you so sure, Mr. Rannoch?"


    "Because if that was all, if it was merely that Trenchard was paying you, you wouldn't be so afraid to tell us the truth."


    "My dear Mr. Rannoch. Surely you know enough of the Elsinore League to know one doesn't wish to get on their bad side."


    "And surely you know enough of us to know that we could protect you."


    "Forgive me, Mr. Rannoch. I have the greatest respect for your abilities and Mrs. Rannoch's. But I'm not sure who would win in a contest between you and the Elsinore League. And there are the children to consider."


    Malcolm crossed his arms. "Last night you went to report to Trenchard?"


    Laura smoothed the lace on one of her cuffs. "I suppose that's obvious now."


    "Were you in the habit of going to his house?"


    "Obviously I knew about the secret passage."


    Malcolm leaned further back in his chair and studied her. "For emergencies. But if you were my asset I wouldn't risk having you come to the house so often. I'd meet you somewhere on neutral ground."


    "Fair enough." She folded her hands together. "We usually met in a bakeshop."


    "Did Trenchard say why he wanted you to come to the house last night?"


    Once again he saw the calculations flash through Laura's eyes. Her knuckles whitened where her hands were clasped. "He didn't. I called on him."


    "Why?"


    She hesitated, drew a breath, spread her fingers on the tabletop. "To tell him I was going to stop working for him."


    "Why now?" Suzanne asked.


    "I've come to realize there are worse things than being alone and friendless. Such as not being one's own mistress."


    "And yet, by your own admission, you are fully aware of how dangerous it could be to cross the Elsinore League," Malcolm said.


    "I've come to realize there are worse things than risk. Like the self-disgust welling up on one's tongue whenever one betrays people who've given one their trust."


    Malcolm met her gaze. Another layer of defenses seemed to have been stripped from the hard, bright blue of her eyes. He had the odd sense this was the most honest thing she'd said to him. "And yet now you're afraid to tell us more."


    "I was willing to take the risk for myself. If I involve you, the risk isn't just to me."


    "Suzette and I are no strangers to risk."


    "But Colin and Jessica should be."


    That, as Colin might say, was a poser. "We can protect Colin and Jessica," Suzanne said.


    "From a great deal. But not everything. You'll pardon me if I don't want them put at additional risk on my behalf."


    "You were spying on their parents, Laura," Malcolm said. "That already put them at risk and dragged the Elsinore League into their lives—assuming it wasn't there already." He leaned forwards. "Did Trenchard know you wanted out?" he asked, without change in inflection.


    "I never got to speak with Trenchard last night. He was dying when I came into the study. That part of my story was the truth." Laura twitched her collar smooth. "Of course, my wanting to leave also gives me an excellent motive to have killed him."


    "Though it wouldn't have solved your problem with the rest of the Elsinore League."


    "No, I suppose not. Of course, we could have quarreled, and I could have lost my temper. I'm a teacher, after all. I know how to poke holes in a thesis."


    "You'd have used the pistol," Suzanne said. "Unless Trenchard attacked you with the other pistol first, and the two of you were struggling over it. And that doesn't fit with how he died. Help us, Laura."


    "I am endeavoring to do so, Mrs. Rannoch."


    "Help yourself."


    "My dear Mrs. Rannoch. You're a realist. More so than your husband in some ways. Surely you realize that there are times when one must recognize one is beyond help."
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    "She needs to be checked on, every hour," Malcolm told the jailer. "You understand?"


    The man nodded.


    "You think she's suicidal?" Suzanne asked, as they stepped into the early morning bustle of Newgate Street.


    "No. I think she's tougher than that. But I also think she feels cornered and one can't predict what the most resilient person will do in that situation."


    The air was cold and tinged with the smell of saloop from a cart down the street. Suzanne touched her husband's arm. "Darling—"


    "I know. She's not my mother. She could scarcely be more different. Well, Mama had nerves of steel in her own way, but Laura is one of the most levelheaded women I know, and Mama was—ill. But yes, you're right, my history probably makes me less inclined to take chances with what someone might do under extreme stress."


    His level voice warned her against pushing further.


    Malcolm continued drawing on his gloves. "I have Addison making inquiries into the references Laura gave us. James, Trenchard's son, should be back in town by now. I want to see him as soon as possible. If he's not with Mary, she can probably tell me where to find him."


    "And I need to get back to Berkeley Square and explain to the children."


    "A far more difficult mission," Malcolm said, a smile pushing the ghosts from his eyes. "I'll find you there after I see James. Send word to me if you leave Berkeley Square."


    Suzanne nodded. The task of explaining the whereabouts of their beloved governess to her children yawned before her.


    

  


  
    Chapter 9


    "La! La!" Jessica's voice rose to a wail.


    One of Suzanne's worst memories, along with being held under torture by Spanish bandits and having her husband imprisoned by Metternich's police, was of the day, a month since, when Jessica fell in the Berkeley Square garden and screamed for Laura rather than her mother. "La" clearly meant Laura, but Suzanne still wasn't sure her daughter's "ma ma's" referred to her. Kneeling now on the nursery carpet, Suzanne put her hands on her small daughter's shoulders. "Laura had to go away for a bit, querida. She misses you."


    "Why didn't she say goodbye?" Colin was sitting on the window seat, arms folded in just the way Malcolm did when he was listening to a story he didn't take at face value.


    "She had to leave unexpectedly, darling. In the middle of the night."


    Colin's gaze darted over her face, again much like his father's. "When will she be back?"


    Suzanne reached out to brush the hair back from her son's forehead. "We don't know, love. But she will come home." Before Colin was born, Suzanne would have sworn she'd never lie to her children. The reality was so much more complicated.


    A smile broke across Colin's face. "You and Daddy will make sure she comes back."


    Not yet five and he could see through the deceptions of his expert deceiver parents. God help them. And how could she not be proud of him?


    Jessica flung her arms round Suzanne's neck. "Babies."


    "Babies" had been Jessica's first decipherable word, announced last month as she pointed to a picture of a baby in a book. Suzanne had been sitting next to Laura on the drawing room sofa, and they'd grinned at each other in delight when Jessica came toddling towards them holding out the book. In this case "babies" meant the Berkeley Square garden or Hyde Park or anywhere there would be other children. "Blanca will take you to the park, querida." Suzanne hugged her daughter to her. "And Daddy and I will be back to have dinner with you." Again, a statement that was not as unequivocally true as she would have liked.


    Jessica drew back enough to tug at her mother's bodice and began to nurse. A comfort for all ills.


    "It's more important that you get Laura home," Colin said. "If—" He broke off as the door of the day nursery swung open. A smile crossed his face. "Livia!"


    Livia Davenport ran into the room, just as her mother's voice sounded from the passage. "Livy, I told you to knock—" Lady Cordelia Davenport stepped across the threshold after her daughter, her younger daughter, Drusilla, in her arms.


    Jessica detached herself from Suzanne and toddled across the room. Colin and Livia had already dropped down on the carpet together. Drusilla wriggled to be set down. Cordelia dropped down on the carpet herself, her sapphire velvet pelisse and flounced muslin skirts swirling about her. "I'm sorry," she said to Suzanne. "Livia's usually better mannered. I'm afraid she rather thinks of this house as her own."


    "As she should." Suzanne ruffled Drusilla's hair and smiled at Livia. "I'm so glad to see you all." She could hear the relief in her own voice, though she and Colin and Jessica had spent the previous afternoon at the Royal Academy with Cordelia and her daughters.


    "I thought distraction might be welcome today." Cordelia's voice was bright, but her gaze asked myriad questions.


    A half hour later, when Blanca had come in to take the children to the park and all four had been bundled into the appropriate outerwear, Suzanne and Cordelia at last escaped to the small salon with tea and almond biscuits and quiet.


    "Dearest, are you all right?" Cordelia asked.


    Suzanne set down the teapot. "You know?"


    "Darling, this is Mayfair. I had it from my maid, who had it from the footman, who had it from the Grimsleys' upstairs maid, who had it from the Cranleys' bootboy, who had it from the Trenchards' underhousemaid."


    "You know about Laura?"


    Cordelia's face sobered. "I know what I heard. I was hoping it was hopeless exaggeration."


    "Unfortunately, no." Suzanne quickly gave her friend an edited version of the night's events. Cordelia and Harry Davenport had been through a great deal with her and Malcolm, but the truth about Suzanne's own past was not a secret they could share even with their closest friends.


    "One can't but admire Miss Dudley's determination to protect all of you," Cordelia said. "Though she should realize you and Malcolm are bound to investigate in any case."


    "Laura's plainly not telling us the whole truth." Suzanne took a bite of almond biscuit, keenly aware that she was doing precisely the same with Cordelia at this moment.


    Cordelia stirred more milk into her tea. "One never knows what a person may be capable of. I should know that better than anyone after what I learned about my sister and my former lover. But having watched Miss Dudley with the children—"


    "I know." Suzanne crumbled a bit of almond biscuit between her fingers. "Though I can't be sure how much of that is my inability to believe it about anyone I trusted with my children."


    "You have the best instincts about people of anyone I've ever known, Suzanne." Cordelia returned her teacup to its saucer and straightened up. "Obviously we have to discover the truth and prove Miss Dudley innocent. Tell me what I can do to help."


    "How well did you know the Duke of Trenchard?"


    "Not, well, I fear. Trenchard wasn't a gambler like my father, and my father was a Whig and not as deep in politics as Trenchard."


    "And the duchess?"


    "I was in the schoolroom when Mary Mallinson married the duke. And by the time I was out in society, Mary wasn't impressed by my antics. Particularly after I was a married woman myself. With good cause, I admit. I know Hetty better."


    "Hetty?"


    "Henrietta. Lady Tarrington. That is now the Duchess of Trenchard. James's wife."


    "Don't tell me." Suzanne was now accustomed to the interconnectedness of the beau monde, though Cordy and Malcolm in particular seemed to have grown up at the heart of it. "You grew up with the new duchess as well."


    "No. That is, not the way I did with Caro Lamb. I'm afraid I didn't pay much attention to Hetty. Rather a mousy thing, or so I thought, and I was shockingly heedless. But she was kind to me after the scandal when Harry went abroad and my marriage fell apart. She made a point of stopping to speak with me in Hyde Park when Uncle Archie insisted I go driving with him. Another example of how prim doesn't necessarily mean judgmental. She was married to her first husband then. He was a soldier who died in India not long after."


    "And Lord Tarrington? The new duke?"


    "He was kind as well. Which also surprised me. James was quite a catch and still on the marriage mart when I came out. Undeniably handsome, but I fear I wrote him off as stodgy. A good man, if not particularly exciting. Unlike his brother on both counts."


    Suzanne met her friend's gaze. She was used now to Cordelia's past.


    Cordelia gave a wry smile of acknowledgment. "No, Jack Trenchard was never more to me than a waltzing partner. Though he was reckless and foolish enough to be what might have been called my type." She picked up her cup and tossed down a swallow of tea. "Would you like me to call on Hetty with you?"


    "Please. You have a knack for getting people to talk."


    "If so, I learned it from you." Cordelia reached for her reticule and gloves. "Calling on Hetty and James should be safe enough. I'm very glad you have an investigation again, Suzanne, but I sincerely hope we can get through the entire process without encountering any of my ex-lovers."
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    "Rannoch." James Fitzwalter, Marquis of Tarrington, now Duke of Trenchard, crossed his late father's study with quick, firm steps, hand extended. "Mary said you were looking into this. Father's death. It's good of you."


    "I'm so sorry." Malcolm shook the new duke's hand. "I know what it is to lose a father. Alistair and I were far from close, but regardless, it isn't easy."


    "My father was—a complicated man." James ran a hand over his hair. "I can't believe he's gone. One knows one will lose one's parents, of course, but I never expected it to happen so soon. Or in such a way." He cast a glance round the room, as though forcing himself to look at the still-bloodstained carpet. "Mary said you and Roth had already looked at the study. I felt I should go through his papers right away. After all—"


    "It's your responsibility now." Malcolm remembered the realization that Dunmykel, in Scotland, with its land and tenants; the Berkeley Square house; the villa in Italy, were now his. Though it was nothing compared to the weight of a dukedom.


    "Yes." James gave a mechanical nod. "Fortunately, Father's papers appear to be in good order."


    "James—" Malcolm touched his arm. "You needn't do this immediately. If you want to wait until the room is—"


    "No." James's voice cut with sudden force. "I need to. If I don't—"


    In the other man's gaze, Malcolm saw his own desperation following Alistair's death. He nodded. "Quite."


    James's gaze flickered over Malcolm. "Mary says you don't think this Miss Dudley killed Father."


    "I think it's a good possibility she didn't."


    "So someone else broke into the house through the secret passage?"


    "That's one possibility."


    James stared at Malcolm with glazed eyes. James had arrived at Trenchard House an hour since, apparently, and still had the look of one adjusting to the shocking change in circumstances. "You think he was killed by someone in the house?"


    "We have to consider the possibility."


    "God in heaven— " James swallowed. "No, I know you have to ask questions. We're fortunate to have you asking them instead of some Bow Street runner we don't know."


    "Jeremy Roth is very good at his job."


    "It's still a stranger prying into our lives." James's fingers closed on the beveled edge of the desk. "Mary and the girls have been through enough."


    "Not all men would get on with their stepmother so well."


    James took a turn about the room as though he wished he were pacing his country property. "It was a surprise, of course, Father remarrying. Not that it should have been, I suppose— but one doesn't think of one's father— In any case, Mary seemed to make him happy. As much as the word could be ascribed to my father. It was certainly nice to have a woman's touch about the house again. And of course I'm fond of Bobby and the girls."


    "Your father never mentioned Miss Dudley?" Malcolm asked.


    "Never." For a moment it seemed James might say more, but he remained silent.


    "Do you think she could have been his mistress?"


    "I—"


    "Your stepmother has already admitted to knowing he had mistresses."


    "Damn it, one doesn't like to think of one's father— Yes, of course I knew he had mistresses, but I tried to know as little as possible about them. Still, wouldn't have thought a governess was precisely in his style."


    "Did you ever hear him talk about someone called Emily?"


    James spun round and took a quick step towards Malcolm. "You know who Emily is?"


    "Only that your father murmured her name as he was dying. Who is she?"


    "I'm trying to find out. My father left her five thousand pounds a year."


    Malcolm stared at the new Duke of Trenchard. "Your father left five thousand pounds a year to someone you've never heard of?"


    "My father and I were hardly confidants. You should understand that, Rannoch. I'd never heard of this Emily—Emily Saunders, apparently—until I went through his desk this morning. It appears to be a codicil to his will written very recently."


    "And you thought—"


    "I wasn't sure what to think. Though the obvious assumption was that it was a mistress. Or possibly—"


    "Yes?"


    James swallowed. "As I said, my father and I were hardly confidants. I knew he had mistresses. I didn't care to know more. He and Mary seemed to rub along well enough. But if he left a legacy to someone, I couldn't help but wonder if it was a child."


    Malcolm scanned James's face. "Did you have reason to think your father had an illegitimate child?"


    "Other than the fact that he had mistresses? No."


    "You said he altered his will. Five thousand pounds a year is a large sum even for a wealthy man like your father. Where did the money come from?"


    James hesitated. "From Mary's share."


    Odder and odder. The marriage of a Mallinson and a Fitzwalter was in the nature of a diplomatic alliance, and changing the terms of the will like violating a treaty. "Does she know?"


    "I haven't asked her, if that's what you mean." James turned away, picked up his coffee cup again as though weighing a choice. "Malcolm— It's more than just the legacy to this Emily. Except for the parts of the marriage settlement he couldn't change, Father cut Mary out of his will entirely."


    A dozen possibilities, each worse than the last, raced through Malcolm's head. "Your father cut his wife out of his will?"


    "To the extent that he could. She'll still be well provided for. Carfax saw to it that her marriage portion is settled so it goes to her and then to her children. But she'd have received considerably more before he made these changes. He—" James hesitated.


    "What?" Malcolm asked.


    "He even specified that she wasn't to have the use of the dower house, which is nonsense. Of course she and my brother and sisters will be welcome there and in our other houses. I'd hardly turn out my own family."


    Malcolm saw Mary's contained face the night before. "Do you have any idea why your father made these changes?"


    "None."


    Malcolm met James's gaze. For all his agreeable demeanor, he could appear surprisingly unyielding. "But?"


    "I didn't say anything."


    "You had no clue that anything had changed between your father and stepmother."


    James tossed down another swallow of coffee. "We aren't— we're scarcely the sort of family that lives in each other's pockets, Malcolm. You of all people should understand that."


    "Fair enough. But you and your father were on better terms than Alistair and I were." A father and son (titular son) could scarcely be on worse terms than he and Alistair.


    "Perhaps. We saw Father and Mary relatively often, but not on intimate terms. Hetty and I rarely dined at Trenchard House without at least ten others present. We may have given the illusion of family solidarity, but we could go a whole evening without exchanging more than a dozen words. I talked to him more at White's or the House about politics than about personal matters. God knows he never showed much interest in his grandchildren. Oh, he's happy enough to have heirs, but he didn't seem to want to actually spend time with them. Any more than he did with Jack and me. Or his younger children." James scraped a hand over his hair and drew a sharp breath. "I'm sorry. He's dead. I still can't quite comprehend that. I should—"


    Malcolm put a hand on James's shoulder. "You're coming to terms with your father's death as best you can. There's nothing you should or shouldn't be doing."


    James gave a twisted smile. "I still can't quite believe he's gone. I keep expecting him to stride through the door and ask what I'm doing going through his things." His gaze swept the room, the oak paneling, the dark green leather, the Trenchard arms carved over the fire, the litter of papers on the tooled-leather blotter.


    "I take it your father didn't spend a lot of time preparing you to be duke?"


    "He went over the details of the estates with me. After Jack died." James swallowed. The rasp of his breath told volumes about his relationship with his late brother.


    "It can't have been easy to suddenly be the heir." Malcolm keenly remembered the almost physical weight he'd seen descend on David's shoulders when his uncle died and his father became Earl Carfax.


    "I quite liked the idea of spending my life in the House of Commons. Father had always paid less attention to me, which was something of a blessing. Suddenly I was his heir and that threw us together. He made sure I understood the estates, as I said, and turned over the management of some of the smaller ones to me. Showed me the details of the entail at the time of my marriage settlement. But it wasn't as though we had frequent discussions about it all after that unless something changed."


    "But he didn't tell you about the change involving your stepmother's inheritance."


    James glanced down at the desktop. "No."


    "You say you didn't spend time alone with them, but even in public one observes a lot about a couple. Had you seen anything change between your father and Mary?"


    "It's not as though they were a demonstrative couple. They had their own spheres and they seemed happy enough in them. When they were together, they treated each other politely. They had entertaining down to an art. I'd call theirs a compatible marriage."


    "Even recently?"


    James frowned. "The last time we dined with them. Last Tuesday. It wasn't anything either of them said. I don't recall them speaking to each other at all, which wasn't unusual. But Father scarcely even looked at Mary. Except for once, when I caught his gaze on her, down the length of the table. I'm not fanciful, but it was a look that could have cut glass."


    Malcolm watched him for a moment. "Do you think he was ever violent with her?"


    "My father? With Mary?" James spoke with the shock of one for whom striking a woman was anathema.


    "It happens. In all circles. It isn't judged a crime."


    "I know, but— Why are you asking this?"


    "David says she had a bruise a fortnight ago."


    "I know, she walked into a door. Had the devil of a time covering it up with powder."


    "You believed that?"


    "Yes, of course—" James stared at him. "You think she was lying?"


    "She wouldn't be the first woman to lie in those circumstances."


    "I know, but—" James shook his head. "I don't know why I'm defending my father. It's not as though I had any particular illusions about his morals. But a gentleman doesn't—"


    "Gentlemen tend to have widely differing interpretations of what it means to be a gentleman."


    James stared at him. "Have you asked Mary about this?"


    "No, but David did. She denied it."


    "Oh, my God."


    "She was likely to deny it."


    "No, but if David knows— did he tell Carfax?"


    "Yes."


    James grimaced. "One of the few men I know more chilling than my father." He hesitated. "I can't claim to know Mary well, either. I was in my teens by the time she married Father. She hardly reached out to me nor I to her. But I like her."


    "It's not always easy to see another woman take one's mother's place."


    "My mother's place had been empty for some years. And it was a cold place, at that. " James's fingers tightened on the desktop. "Not exactly a good example of wedded bliss."


    "You seem to have succeeded in spite of it," Malcolm said.


    "One manages," James said, in a neutral tone that spoke volumes and raised myriad questions.


    "But something must have made your father write Mary out of his will. Any idea what?"


    "No," said James.


    This time Malcolm was quite sure he was lying.


    

  


  
    Chapter 10


    "Mrs. Rannoch. Lady Cordelia." Henrietta Fitzwalter, Lady Tarrington—the Duchess of Trenchard now, Suzanne realized—came forwards as the footman announced Suzanne and Cordelia. "James isn't here. He's gone to Trenchard House."


    The new Duchess of Trenchard was a slight woman with a thin, fine-boned face that might have possessed a sort of elfin prettiness were it not drawn into lines of concern. Her dark hair was pulled back into a simple knot, and she wore a gown of gray-and-white-striped sarcenet with a simple strand of pearls round her throat and a black fichu as an added sign of mourning.


    "Malcolm has gone to Trenchard House to see your husband," Suzanne said. "We came here to see you. Lady Tarr—Duchess, I'm so very sorry."


    "Thank you. You're very kind. But you didn't come here to express your condolences, did you? Or not just to express you condolences. You came to question me." She lifted her chin. Iron flashed beneath the delicate exterior.


    "Duchess—" Suzanne said.


    "Mary told us. That you and your husband were looking into Trenchard's death. That we should be grateful you were doing so rather than Bow Street."


    "Actually, Malcolm and I are assisting Bow Street."


    "But you're the one who's here, aren't you? You and Lady Cordelia." The duchess gestured towards the pale blue settee and matching armchairs that flanked the fireplace. "Do sit down. We might as well be civil."


    "I know what it's like to lose a family member to violence," Cordelia said, settling the skirts of her sapphire velvet pelisse.


    "I'll own to being in shock." The duchess poured tea with every bit the command her stepmother-in-law had shown pouring coffee the night before. "We haven't even told the children yet. Well, we can't even begin to tell Eddy, he's only one. And Fitz is just two and a half. I don't know how we'll explain—"


    "I've found the truth is generally best," Suzanne said. "Even when you think they're too young to understand, it's less frightening than their imaginings."


    "I hadn't thought of it that way, but— Thank you." The duchess put a cup of tea in Suzanne's hand. "I'm waiting for James to return so we can talk to them together. It still seems unreal."


    "That will change," Cordelia said. "For better or worse."


    The duchess swallowed and put her hand to her throat, tugging at her pearls. "I suppose that's inevitable. It's kind of you to share your experience. I know few people with a relative who died by violence. But, while of course I respected and esteemed my father-in-law, we weren't as close as you must have been to your sister." She gave Cordelia a cup of tea. "Trenchard wasn't the sort of man one was close to."


    Cordelia accepted the cup with the sort of smile that invites confidences. "I don't envy you marrying the heir to a dukedom."


    The new duchess's smile was tight with strain. "I'd known James since we were children. My father's estate adjoins Beauvalet—the Trenchards' principal country seat. He's two years older than I and Jack was four years older, but after they went to school I didn't see as much of them." She tugged her fichu smooth. "I was married before, you know. Teddy was a soldier. He shipped off to India just a few months after we married. I wanted to go with him, but I was expecting a baby. A baby I lost two months after he sailed."


    "I'm so sorry," Suzanne said. "It must have been particularly hard with your husband gone."


    Remembered grief shot through the duchess's eyes. "I missed Teddy dreadfully, but I was relieved because India seemed safer than the Peninsula. But he was killed before the year was out. And then less than three years later we got the news that Jack had died in India as well."


    "Jack's death must have been a great shock to the family," Suzanne said, zeroing in on what she sensed was an important piece of the puzzle of the past.


    "It was horrible. I still remember when I first heard the news. I could scarcely believe it—quite like now. I was home with my sisters. James and I weren't married yet." Hetty gave a quick, harsh laugh that broke the taut air. "If it wasn't for that, I doubt we ever would have been." She took a sip of tea. "James was always kind, even to a mousy girl with a distressing tendency to turn tongue tied. Jack could be kind as well, but in a sort of careless way. I was always rather surprised if he gave any sign he even knew I existed."


    "There's no sense pretending we aren't aware of the scandals he was caught up in," Cordelia said. "Though I recall the charm. It's an all too common type. It must have been very hard for your husband."


    "They weren't particularly close. They were too different for that. But I think in a way that made it harder for James."


    "When one loses someone one doesn't know well, one is left with endless questions," Suzanne said. Never more true than with Malcolm and his supposed father, Alistair Rannoch.


    "James was out fishing with my brother when we got the news. I saw him when he learned his brother had died. His face drained of color. Of all emotion, really. He strode from the room. I ran after him like a fool and tried to get him to talk. Of course that was the last thing he wanted. He was too kind to snap my head off, as I'm sure he wanted to do."


    "You were trying to help," Cordelia said.


    "Trying." The duchess took a sip of tea and grimaced as though at the bitterness. "I could see him begin to change that day. He'd always been more serious than Jack, but he'd been able to pursue his own life. He had his own rooms in London, he was making a name for himself in Parliament. I look at my boys sometimes and think how much more choice a younger son has in how he lives his life. Suddenly James was the heir. I could practically see it settle on his shoulders, like ducal robes."


    "Malcolm says much the same about David Mallinson when his father became Earl Carfax," Suzanne said.


    The duchess nodded. "David is the sort who takes his responsibilities seriously. So does James. He started spending more time with his father, learning about the responsibilities that would be his. Before that, I wouldn't precisely say he and Trenchard were estranged, but they went their separate ways. And then James decided he should take a wife, and I happened to be there. I think perhaps the fact that I was a widow made me seem safer. Less likely to have romantic expectations." She stirred her tea in rhythmic strokes, the silver spoon gleaming between her fingers. "James will be a wonderful duke, but I've often selfishly thought our life would be much more agreeable were he still a younger son. But the truth is if he hadn't become the heir, I doubt we'd be married at all."


    "Women are conditioned to look for a husband," Cordelia said. "It's drummed into us, or at least most of us. With men, I think it's often more a question of deciding it's time and looking round at the girl standing next to them."


    "So true." The duchess gave a quick smile. "I'd been fond of James since childhood. I'd—oh, I know it sounds foolish, but I'd loved him in a sort of mad, schoolgirlish way. He was so kind with the younger children, so patient. And he looked like a prince in a fairy tale." Memories drifted through her eyes. "I thought life couldn't get any better when he danced with me at my coming-out ball. But even then I had no expectations. When I met Teddy I knew I could have a good life with him. After he was killed, I didn't think I'd marry again. I was shocked the day James offered for me. It was like a dream, save that it was soon after his brother died, and James warned me that being the future Duchess of Trenchard wouldn't be an easy life."


    "Malcolm warned me of the difficulties of being a diplomat's wife when he offered for me," Suzanne said. Malcolm, in fact, had warned her about his own emotional failings, the bad example set by his parents, his fear that he wouldn't be very good at marriage. Which wasn't precisely true. Though God knows intimacy didn't come easily to either of them.


    The duchess took a sip of tea. "James is fond of me, but he decided he should have a wife, and I was there."


    "Timing aside, your husband doesn't appear the sort of man who would offer for a woman he didn't want to marry," Cordelia said.


    The duchess gave another, tight smile. "As I said, he's fond of me. We're happier than most couples in Mayfair. James is a good man. We have a very agreeable life."


    It was said with a smile. Everything Suzanne had seen of the new Duke and Duchess of Trenchard indicated an agreeable, settled existence. Yet, beneath the duchess's smile and level voice was the stab of desperation. The desperation that could lurk behind chintz window curtains and under silver tea sets. The desperation of unrequited love. A similar language in a ducal mansion or a mud-floored hut.


    "Were your husband and his brother close?" Cordelia asked.


    "They were very different. Jack—James never talks about it, but from a bit I've heard, I had the sense they'd quarreled before Jack went to India. About—"


    "The duel?" Suzanne asked.


    The duchess flushed but did not look away. "I'm not even supposed to know there was a duel. James can be ridiculously protective, which has its sweet side but does make it rather hard to know what's going on."


    "I know the feeling," Suzanne said.


    "Oh, Malcolm is quite the opposite. I can't imagine James including me in an investigation. Assuming he investigated anything. But I think the duel may have been the last straw for him when it came to Jack. He was relieved when Jack married and hoped the marriage would have a steadying influence on him. I'm sure he thought there was plenty of time for them to mend their fences. But of course, as it happened, he never saw Jack again. I think losing Jack was that much harder for James because there was so much unresolved between them." She drew a breath, as though surprised she had said so much, then smoothed her fichu. "It's odd, Jack still seems like so much a part of the family, and yet my children never met him."


    Cordelia touched Henrietta's hand. "It's not easy to marry into a ducal family."


    "James is nothing but considerate," Henrietta said. "Which is a good thing, as I was scarcely cut out for this. Not like Mary."


    "Mary Mallinson did rather seem born to be a duchess," Cordelia said in an easy tone, though Suzanne suspected she had quite deliberately steered Henrietta to speak of her stepmother-in-law. "But there are times I haven't been sure she had the easiest life."


    "I'm afraid Trenchard wasn't the easiest man to be married to." Henrietta swallowed, as though the reality of her father-in-law's death was slamming into her. "He terrified me when I first married James. I was sure I was disappointing him whenever I opened my mouth."


    "He must have been pleased to have grandchildren," Suzanne said. Alistair Rannoch hadn't been, but then Alistair had known Colin and Jessica weren't his grandchildren. She wondered how Raoul felt about having grandchildren, and then flinched from that line of thought.


    "I wouldn't say pleased, precisely." Henrietta took a sip of tea. "It was more that I'd done what was expected of me. I'm quite sure he'd have been displeased if I'd failed to have children. Or if I'd only produced girls. Mostly he ignored me, which was a relief. But every so often I'd catch his gaze on me, as though he was thinking I'd never make a proper duchess. I used to envy Mary her wonderful self-assurance. But I confess lately I'd begun to wonder if it all came easily to her or if she was simply adept at making it look that way."


    "You think Mary was unhappy?" Cordelia asked.


    "I think Mary had learned to make the best of things. Which is what we all do, one way or another." Henrietta put her hand to her head. "I don't usually prattle like this. I fear I'm not myself."


    "Understandably," Suzanne said.


    "You must want to ask me questions."


    "It helps to get a general picture of the family," Suzanne said.


    Henrietta met her gaze, as though not at all sure a general picture of the family was something she wanted to convey. "As I said, in many ways I scarcely knew Trenchard. I'm not sure mine is the best perspective."


    "Do you know of any enemies your father-in-law had?"


    "He was a powerful man," Henrietta said, with unlooked-for realism. "And he enjoyed wielding his power. So he couldn't help but have enemies."


    "Did he ever talk about anyone specific?" Suzanne asked.


    "To me? Hardly."


    "To your husband?"


    "Trenchard and James were hardly on terms of intimacy. And if Trenchard had confided in James, I doubt James would have confided in me. As I said, he tends to shield me from such matters."


    Suzanne took a sip of tea. Drawing out confidences was an art, particularly when the interviewee had defenses up. So much had to do with creating an atmosphere of ease. And sometimes it was a matter of drawing out memories that the subject wasn't consciously shielding but that weren't coming to the surface. "You spent a good deal of time at Trenchard House, and you're obviously an observant woman. Did you ever notice Trenchard quarreling with anyone?"


    Henrietta frowned as though sifting through her memories. "Trenchard would hardly quarrel in public. He was always very correct about the forms. I remember him and Lord Sidmouth exchanging rather barbed comments in the drawing room before dinner one night, but I'd hardly say that made them enemies. Otherwise, I can't think—" She broke off, frowning.


    "Even the smallest detail might be of great help," Suzanne said.


    Henrietta took a sip of tea as though it would aid her memory. "It was about a month ago. I'd brought my boys over to play with Mary's girls while I paid some calls. When I returned, I told the footman I'd find my own way to the nursery. As I passed Trenchard's study, I heard raised voices, though I couldn't make out the words. I hurried on, but when I was on the half landing, I heard a door slam and I looked over the rail to see a man striding down the hall, obviously upset."


    "Did you recognize him?" Suzanne asked.


    "Yes, though I had climbed the stairs to the nursery before I could place him. I only met him two or three times, and it was years ago, when they first returned to England."


    "Returned?" Cordelia asked.


    "I'm sorry, I'm prattling again." Henrietta reached for her tea. "It was Colonel Hampson, Jane's father. Jack's wife," she added, in case the family tree proved too complicated.


    Suzanne tried to not betray her quickening senses. "Were he and Trenchard friends?"


    "Not in the least. That is, I don't believe they knew each other well. Colonel Hampson was stationed in India when Jack met Jane. Trenchard went to India shortly after and was there for a couple of years, but he wasn't at Fort Arthur the whole time. I don't know how much he saw Colonel Hampson. Trenchard came back to England after Jack and Jane were killed in that dreadful accident. Colonel Hampson sold out and took up residence in London with his family two years ago. They dined at Trenchard House and Mary would invite them to parties occasionally, but they— moved in different circles."


    Cordelia added more milk to her tea. "Trenchard thought Jack had married beneath him."


    "No. That is— The Hampsons have property in Derbyshire. A very respectable family. Colonel Hampson was a younger son."


    Suzanne was now well enough versed in the gradations in the English ton to read between the lines. Country gentry. Not in trade—which would have put them beyond the pale—but a world away from a ducal coronet. "Do you have any idea why the duke and Hampson would have quarreled?" she asked.


    Henrietta shook her head. "They'd seemed perfectly cordial in the past."


    "Did Jane have a settlement?" Cordelia asked.


    Henrietta flushed, but marriage settlements, too, were the way of the world among this set. "I'm sure she did. James would know more. But all that would have been tended to years ago. And it's not as though they had children to consider. The child Jane was carrying died with her."


    "And Jane was the only connection between the two men?" Suzanne asked.


    "Yes, of course. As I said, they moved in different circles, and they didn't even meet until after Jack and Jane married. But the look on Colonel Hampson's face— One doesn't get so angry with someone without strong reason indeed."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Laura Dudley stared at the gray wall of her cell in Newgate. The single, narrow, high-set window, with its deep frame and iron bars. Specks of mildew filtered the light. Not that the light in England was ever very bright. Nothing like the home of her childhood. It was another life, yet if she closed her eyes she could still feel the bright, clear heat on her face.


    The walls seemed to close in on her. Sometimes she had to go still and force herself to draw deep breaths. She was going soft.


    She cast a quick glance at the door. Had she heard footsteps? Or was it her overactive imagination? Visitors helped. They cut the monotony and the restless, relentless bombardment of her thoughts. They broke through the choking, shameful panic. But with the relief came an appalling risk. Because of course they asked questions. Why had she always found too much allure in risk?


    A key scraped in the iron lock. She tensed, smoothed her skirt, ran a quick hand over her hair. Who would have thought the Rannochs would become her lifeline?


    And yet when the door swung open, it wasn't Mr. or Mrs. Rannoch who stepped into the room. The footsteps told her she was wrong first. Quicker than either of the Rannochs. And then the greasy light fell on the sharp, incisive features of Raoul O'Roarke.


    "Miss Dudley," he said, as the turnkey closed the heavy door behind him. "I hope I may prevail upon you to grant me a few moments of your time."


    "Your sense of irony is priceless, Mr. O'Roarke."


    "You could ask me to leave."


    For a moment she was tempted to do so. But information was valuable. And then there was the fatal allure of risk. "Won't you sit down, Mr. O'Roarke?"


    O'Roarke set his hat on the splintery table, then pulled out one of the chairs and held it out for her. Laura could not resist shooting him a smile as she sank into the chair, settling her sadly dust-spattered gray skirts. An image of O'Roarke tossing a ball with Colin Rannoch danced before her eyes.


    "Would you like a cup of tea?" she asked. "Thanks to Mr. and Mrs. Rannoch, I have a spirit lamp and a tea caddy with an excellent selection."


    "Thank you, no. But I'm glad you're provided for." He dropped into the chair opposite her, laid his gloves beside his hat, but did not immediately speak. A tactic she was familiar with. Trenchard had frequently employed it. Yet it still unsettled her.


    "I assume you've come to talk about the Duke of Trenchard's death," she said. "I've already told the Rannochs everything I know."


    "I thought it might be more efficient if we spoke directly. I suspect your protective instincts have been getting in the way."


    "And you thought I'd be less inclined to protect myself with you?"


    O'Roarke sat back in his chair and crossed his legs. "It's not yourself you're protecting. It's Malcolm and Suzanne."


    Wariness shot through her. "You flatter me, Mr. O'Roarke. But if you imagine that in the midst of my personal crisis I'm driven by concern for my employers—"


    "I'm quite certain you are. You've just all but confirmed it. As someone with a more than passing fondness for them myself, I'm grateful. But it will only cause difficulties. They won't give up trying to help you. Nor would I want them to."


    "My dear Mr. O'Roarke, do you know that I was put in their household to spy on them?"


    "Yes, I was with them when they found the papers."


    "And you think—"


    "You wouldn't be the first person to be driven by guilt combined with affection."


    "You're presumptuous."


    "I think not." He tented his fingers on the table. "How much do you know?"


    "Rather a broad question."


    "About Suzanne and Malcolm."


    She looked into his eyes. For reasons she could not entirely explain, a dozen lies died on her lips. She met that dark gaze, neutral and yet compelling, and found herself saying, "Mrs. Rannoch was a French agent."


    He didn't move a muscle, but for a moment she saw pure fear shoot through him. Which revealed rather a lot about him and his relationship to the Rannochs. Two could play at this game. "If you've told me that so easily—"


    "You were her spymaster."


    O'Roarke released his breath. He scarcely moved, but she could hear the rough scrape. "My compliments. Have you known all along?"


    "No. I overheard enough three months ago to make me suspicious. Trenchard confirmed the rest."


    O'Roarke's fingers tensed, but he didn't look as surprised as she'd have expected. "Did he?"


    "He didn't like you very much."


    "You are a master of understatement, Miss Dudley. Have you—"


    "Told anyone? Of course not."


    His gaze held her like a vise across the table. "There isn't necessarily any 'of course' about it."


    "You're the one who said I was protecting the Rannochs."


    "And you admit it now?"


    "I don't admit anything. Save that I wouldn't like to see any harm come to Colin and Jessica's parents."


    "And yet you spied on them."


    "Surely you know what it is to feel sympathy for those you're spying on."


    She saw memories shoot through his eyes. "A palpable hit, Miss Dudley."


    "I'm hardly in a position to blame anyone for spying." She hesitated. "I believe Mrs. Rannoch loves her husband very much."


    "Did Trenchard tell you that?"


    "No, Trenchard has—had—little use for either of them. But it was hardly the first thing on which we didn't see eye to eye."


    O'Roarke inclined his head. She had the sense he was measuring her. "Did Trenchard tell you anything else about the Rannochs?"


    "He asked a number of questions about your visits to the house."


    "Did he?"


    "I believe he thought you might be Mrs. Rannoch's lover. Still."


    "What did you tell him?"


    "That I couldn't be sure. But I doubted it." She hesitated, wondering whom she was protecting now. She drew a breath, glanced about the hard gray walls, then leaned forwards, hands clasped on the table in front of her. "But surely now you understand my determination to keep the Rannochs out of this. The last thing Mrs. Rannoch needs is to be anywhere near an investigation that could uncover her secrets."


    "Mrs. Rannoch will never stay away from such investigations. Fortunately, she's exceedingly good at taking care of herself. And Malcolm knows the truth. Now."


    A piece of the puzzle that was her employers clicked into place in her head. Absurd to feel such a rush of relief, as though she'd heard an old friend had survived a perilous crossing. "I thought so. Last December?"


    "Given your skills at observation, it's not surprising you noticed."


    "It was plain something had shifted between them. That was when I started to grow suspicious. Trenchard tried to imply Mrs. Rannoch might have a lover." She paused. She couldn't ask, but the unvoiced question lingered in the air.


    "No," O'Roarke said, "not me. Not after they were married. Not anyone, I think."


    "You didn't have to tell me that."


    "You didn't—don't—have to believe me. But I think you deserved an answer. Or perhaps that's one calumny I don't like to have believed."


    "I can see that."


    "Can you?"


    "It cheapens what both the Rannochs mean to you."


    Once again she saw her words shoot home in his gaze, though in a different way from before. She had found his vulnerability. She should be filing it away for future advantage instead of wasting energy on compassion. But instead of probing further, she said, "Things seem easier now between them."


    "Yes. Malcolm has a remarkable capacity to see things from another's perspective."


    "I imagine it's still difficult for them," she said.


    "And will be for a long time, I should think. Speaking as an outside observer."


    A very concerned outside observer, if her judgment was correct. She should have pressed against his vulnerability, but she hesitated for reasons she wouldn't have been able to articulate. He took advantage of the pause to slide his armor back into place. "You said at the start Trenchard had you convinced you were spying for Britain."


    "It helped to salve my conscience." They were both on safer ground now.


    "And now you know that Suzanne and I were working for Britain's enemy."


    Laura shrugged. "As I said, it helped salve my conscience; I was hardly driven by patriotism. And I could hardly blame others for a life of deception without being a complete hypocrite."


    "That doesn't stop most people from blaming others."


    She found herself smiling, though it hurt her mouth. "I have to draw my limits somewhere."


    "Did you know Trenchard was trying to blackmail Suzanne?"


    Laura jerked despite herself. "You're sure?"


    "I found a letter he'd written to her the night of the murder."


    "You—" She stared into those cool gray eyes. "I suppose I shouldn't be surprised you were there."


    "I'm rather relieved that you didn't know already."


    "You overrate my skills, Mr. O'Roarke."


    "I think not. Do you have any idea why Trenchard would have wanted a file from Lord Carfax?"


    She shook her head. "Other than the obvious fact that anything Carfax possessed was likely of interest? No. Trenchard asked me for information. He wasn't inclined to confide in me about why he wanted it or what he intended to do with it."


    "Which I'm sure didn't stop you from discerning things."


    "I tried. But I wasn't aware of anything concerning Carfax."


    O'Roarke studied her for a moment. "Who else knows about Suzanne?"


    Laura wasn't sure if his use of Mrs. Rannoch's given name was a slip of the tongue or a sign that they were beyond pretense. "No one."


    "That you know of."


    "That I know of."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Raoul descended the steps of Newgate. A damp wind tugged at his greatcoat. Ironbound wheels clattered by, sending up a spray of muddy water from the gutter. A newsboy hawked a paper in a hoarse voice. A law clerk pushed past him, shoving papers into a sheaf of foolscap. Part of his mind noted his surroundings as he had trained himself to do, but shock glazed his senses. He prided himself on being a hardheaded realist prepared for the worst to happen. But it was one thing to tell oneself that. And quite another to actually confront the reality.


    His hands had curled into fists. Stupid. This was no time to give way to sentiment. He had to keep his wits about him. If he'd managed it after Waterloo, he could manage it now.


    He grimaced as he skirted two tradesmen arguing on the street corner. Not the best analogy, perhaps. But he'd managed to see to the safety of most of his agents after Waterloo. He could do damage control now.


    What had he thought? That he could send Suzanne on one of the most difficult missions possible, and have both her and Malcolm escape unhurt? Even when Malcolm learned the truth, Raoul had been more confident than Suzanne that they'd find a way to go on. Yes, it was difficult. Yes, there were hurts that still hadn't healed. But if he hadn't acted, they would never have met. Or so he had told himself.


    He'd have said he was no stranger to guilt. That he'd learned to live with the acrid bite in his mouth, to make his move in the chess game of life and go on. But the truth was he'd been hiding as much as anyone. Somehow he had been able to avoid fully confronting the ugly truth of what he had done to the two people who meant more to him than anyone else on earth. Anyone else, with the exception of their two children.


    Talk about living in a fairy tale. There were times when he'd thought neither of them would speak to him again. But at least he'd known they were safe.


    He stumbled on the slick paving stones, gripped a lamppost to steady himself. It was folly to dwell on his own delusions. What mattered now, as he so often told Suzanne, was moving forwards.


    And all things considered, it would be easier to do that if he didn't let Malcolm or Suzanne see quite how worried he was.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 11


    Malcolm dropped down on a black metal bench in the Berkeley Square garden. "Apparently, Trenchard was trying to write Mary out of his will."


    One eye on Colin and Jessica, who were playing on the square flagstones, Suzanne listened as her husband recounted his interview with James, the new Duke of Trenchard. "The timing is similar to when David first noticed the bruise," she said.


    "Yes." Malcolm's mouth tightened. "If Trenchard was abusive, it's likely that wasn't the first time he struck her, but something particular seems to have happened in the last month."


    And if something particular had gone wrong between Trenchard and Mary recently, it gave Mary a stronger motive. Malcolm didn't say that, but she could see the fear in his eyes. "Difficult to know whom it might give a motive to, until we know what they quarreled about." Including Carfax. And David.


    Malcolm nodded, his gaze on the children. Jessica was tugging a pink-painted wooden rabbit by a string. She gave a howl of protest as Colin tried to steady it. "Let her try on her own, old chap," Malcolm said. And then, without turning his gaze from the children, "Did you hear any gossip?"


    "About Trenchard and Mary? You mean, did I hear rumors in the ladies' retiring room that the Duchess of Trenchard had a lover?"


    He turned his head to meet her gaze. "You'd be more likely to have heard it than I. And you have a good ear for ferreting out information."


    "Spoken with tact, dearest. But I had no reason to ferret out information about the Trenchards."


    "Still—"


    "The only talk I heard about Mary Trenchard was some disparaging comments on her choice of gown or the way she was wearing her hair. Which I think stemmed from jealousy of a beautiful woman with the fortune to dress in the first style of elegance and the taste to make impeccable choices. A love affair isn't the only reason for a marriage to fall apart." There were other things, such as the wife being a French agent.


    "No. But—"


    The wooden rabbit toppled over. Jessica screamed. "Pick the bunny up, darling," Suzanne said. "Let Colin hold her while you pull." For a moment she thought she was going to have to get up and intervene, but Jessica's cries abated, Colin righted the rabbit, and Jessica consented for him to hold the rabbit steady while she tugged the string. "For what it's worth, if Cordy had heard any gossip about the Trenchards, I think she'd have told me."


    "You brought Cordy into the investigation?"


    "She rather brought herself in. She came to see me. And she took me to call on Henrietta Tarrington. That is, the new duchess."


    Malcolm's gaze sharpened. "And?"


    Suzanne recounted her and Cordelia's interview with the new Duchess of Trenchard.


    "Interesting about Hampson," Malcolm said, when she had done. "Though it's hard to imagine him knowing about the secret passage."


    "That depends," Suzanne said. "What if he and Trenchard knew each other better than everyone thinks. Suppose he was an Elsinore League member, too."


    Malcolm's gaze sharpened. "Intriguing. It could explain why Trenchard didn't raise more of a fuss about the marriage. But most of the Elsinore League members we know about came from more powerful backgrounds."


    "Your—Alistair didn't. Not when the club started."


    "A point." Malcolm's brows drew together.


    "There's no proof," Suzanne said. "But obviously there was still some connection between the two men. The likeliest is that it was to do with Jane Hampson, but we don't know that for a certainty."


    "No. If—"


    Malcolm broke off. A tall figure was approaching along the side of the square. His hat shadowed his face, but Suzanne recognized that quick, loose-limbed gait immediately. From Malcolm's sudden stillness, she knew he had recognized it as well.


    "Uncle Raoul!" Colin sprang up and ran to the square gate.


    Suzanne stole a glance at Malcolm. Colin called their family friends "uncle" and "aunt," and Raoul now was a frequent enough visitor to their house that Colin had fallen into the habit of using "uncle." The first time he had done so, Suzanne had asked Malcolm if he minded. "Why should I?" he'd said. Then, as now, his face was set against betraying any emotion.


    "Are you helping Mummy and Daddy help Laura?" Colin asked.


    Raoul froze, his hand on the latch of the gate. "You're a very perceptive boy, Colin."


    "La'ra." Jessica's voice rose to a wail. As Raoul came through the gate, she toddled over to fling her arms round his boots.


    Raoul bent down to touch her wispy hair. "We'll have her back with you soon, poppet."


    Suzanne scanned his face as he crossed to the bench where she and Malcolm sat, seeking clues. There was a sense of contained energy about him, accounted for by the challenge of the investigation. Not necessarily anything more. And yet—


    "What?" she asked.


    Raoul leaned against the gnarled trunk of a plane tree, so that to face him she and Malcolm both had to turn away from the children. Raoul looked between the two of them. "Miss Dudley knew about Suzanne."


    Suzanne stared at her former spymaster. "How did you find out?"


    "I asked her."


    Suzanne's gaze flickered to the children. Their attention was back to the wooden rabbit. "Doing it much too brown, Raoul."


    "On the contrary. It took a bit of persuading, but I flatter myself that Miss Dudley and I have always understood each other tolerably well."


    Malcolm dropped his arm round Suzanne's shoulders. "Did Laura tell Trenchard?"


    "No, he told her. He seemed to think she was too fond of the pair of you. It doesn't seem to have had the desired effect. Her work aside, Miss Dudley appears to be more loyal to people than to countries or causes."


    Malcolm's arm bit into Suzanne's shoulders. "If she knows—"


    "This may sound odd in the circumstances, but I think we can trust her. At least as far as we can trust anyone."


    "Damn it, O'Roarke, the risk—"


    "Don't you think I'm well aware of the risk?" Raoul's voice was low, but it cut like glass.


    Malcolm pulled Suzanne closer. "It was bad enough when just we knew. Trenchard, Miss Dudley—"


    "It's a risk."


    "And you think—"


    "That you needn't pack up for Italy just yet." Raoul lifted a hand to acknowledge Colin, who was holding up Berowne, the cat. "I have every faith that you can make it out of the country ahead of Carfax's agents, should it come to that."


    Malcolm's arm relaxed a fraction. "Damn you, O'Roarke."


    Suzanne kept her gaze on her former spymaster as he watched the children. "Does Laura know about you as well?"


    "Oh, yes."


    "You're more at risk than we are."


    "I'll manage." He was still watching the children.


    Suzanne gave a desperate laugh. "And to think I congratulated myself on having found the perfect governess when I interviewed her."


    "In a way, you have done," Raoul said.


    "Someone who was spying on us?"


    "She isn't spying on you now, and you know what she knows. It makes the secrets easier to negotiate."


    Suzanne watched her son swing her daughter round. "I trusted her."


    Raoul touched her arm. "And I think you were right to do so."


    Malcolm shook his head. "If she talks—"


    "It's a risk," Suzanne said. "But we live with risk. Careful, darling," she called to Colin as he ran after Jessica. "Remember she's a lot smaller if you bump into her." She looked back at Malcolm. "This is the life I've dragged you into."


    "No time for guilt, sweetheart."


    Suzanne looked at Raoul. "Laura trusts you."


    "We understand each other. I don't think she came close to telling me the whole. She's trying to protect the two of you, and Colin and Jessica, but there's more she's trying to protect, and I'm damned if I can see what it is."


    Malcolm gave a wry smile. "I own I'm relieved you aren't two steps ahead of us."


    "I said much the same to Miss Dudley. She's a formidable woman." Raoul moved to the bench and sat beside them, at a careful distance. "But I don't imagine I'm the only one to have learned something new."


    Malcolm flicked a glance at Suzanne, and the two of them updated Raoul on their discoveries of the day.


    "Interesting," Raoul said. "We can ask Archibald Davenport if he ever heard of Colonel Hampson in connection with the Elsinore League. Whatever made Trenchard attempt to cut his wife out of his will, he was obviously angry enough that he was willing to risk Carfax's ire."


    Malcolm nodded. "Of course, if Carfax knew—"


    "You don't know that he did. Or that Worsley did. Or even that the duchess did. Perhaps this Emily isn't a by-blow. Perhaps Trenchard fancied himself in love with her."


    "You think Trenchard tumbled into love?" Malcolm demanded.


    "The most seemingly hardened people are capable of it. And it isn't solely a folly of the young. The Carfaxes haven't canceled the musicale this evening, have they?"


    "I was half expecting them to," Suzanne said, "but we haven't heard anything."


    "Carfax knows parties are the best place to uncover information," Malcolm said. "And with Carfax, information gathering trumps just about everything else. He just doesn't realize we're going to be gathering information about him."


    Suzanne cast a sharp glance at her husband. Spying on his spymaster was enough to shake even his equanimity. But he merely said, "I need to go round to Bow Street and give Roth an update. I'll be back in time to dress for the musicale, Suzette. We'll see you there, O'Roarke."


    And he was gone, crouching down on the flagstones to speak with Colin and Jessica, then striding along the edge of Berkeley Square.


    Raoul stayed still on the bench beside her, though his taut watchfulness reminded her of doing surveillance with him. "I'm sorry," he said, gaze on Malcolm moving down Berkeley Street.


    "Sorry?" Suzanne asked.


    "I'm the last person in the world you and Malcolm should have to deal with just now."


    "If it weren't for you, Jeremy Roth and God knows who else would know I was a French spy. On balance, I think we owe you our thanks."


    He leaned his arm along the back of the bench and turned sideways to look at her. "How bad has it been?"


    Malcolm had given Colin a string that Colin was now dangling for Berowne. Berowne rolled on his back, batting at it. Jessica crowed with glee. "We're getting by. Which is really all anyone can ask for. I stopped believing in happily-ever-after before I met you."


    She thought her tone achieved the right balance of brightness and hardened realism, but his gaze darkened with concern. "Querida—"


    "I have more than I ever thought would be possible between Malcolm and me if he learned the truth, Raoul. Far, far more than I deserve. Set beside that, the fact that it's never going to be the same shouldn't matter."


    "Have you considered that it might be better?"


    "Without the lies?"


    "I haven't tended to have much respect for truth. But there is something to be said for it."


    Colin swung the string in an arc. Berowne darted across the flagstones. "Sometimes it is a relief not to pretend. Not to have to think everything through from a dozen angles when I'm talking to him. I suppose that should help make up for—"


    "What?" Raoul asked.


    "For the fact that I'm not at all sure he'll ever fully trust me again. That I'll never really know if we're together because he loves me, or because we have children together and he doesn't have any choice."


    "My dear girl. You can't possibly think that."


    "No?" She turned from the laughing children and playful cat to meet her former spymaster's gaze. "He'd never have married me if he'd known the truth."


    "Well, no. He's too good an agent to have knowingly married someone bent on spying on him. If you mean he wouldn't have married someone who wasn't from his world— I think you may be doing him a disservice. But what matters is how he feels now."


    Suzanne shrugged, a defensive gesture. "It scarcely matters now. We need to make it work. Gentle, darling," she called, as Jessica rolled on her stomach to pet Berowne.


    "She's remarkably good with him," Raoul said.


    "She has good instincts."


    "Like her mother."


    Suzanne gave a smile that hurt her face. But, after a moment, she again turned to look at him. "Raoul? You're right, this does complicate things. And God knows I wish none of this had happened—for Laura, for Malcolm, for myself. But I'm not sorry you're here. I've missed you."


    His answering smile brought a comfort that had nothing to do with romance. "I've missed you too, querida."
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    Roth pushed back his chair from the table in the Brown Bear and took a sip of ale. "You've been busy."


    "I wish we'd learned more. But it's a start." Malcolm had given Roth an edited version of the day's revelations, focusing on Trenchard's recent quarrel with Colonel Hampson, and Trenchard leaving his wife's portion to Emily Saunders.


    Roth's brows rose. "Wouldn't Carfax have seen that as tantamount to a declaration of war? Breaking an alliance between two powerful families?"


    "If he'd found out."


    "I knew men who served under Hampson in India." Roth turned his glass in his hand. "It's rare to hear enlisted men speak about a commanding officer with such respect and affection. And apparently he had genuine respect for the local population, which is sadly unusual."


    Malcolm took a sip of his own ale. He and Roth had shared bottles of Rioja in the Peninsula. Roth had saved his life on the mission on which they met. Malcolm had returned the favor two years later when he used his acting talents to bluff Roth away from a French patrol. The trust forged under such circumstances didn't go away. And yet he couldn't forget that Roth reported to Sir Nathaniel Conant, the chief magistrate of Bow Street, who reported to Lord Sidmouth, the home secretary. Who could arrest Suzanne for treason. "What did you learn?" Malcolm asked.


    "Apparently, the new Duke of Trenchard quarreled with his father two nights before the murder."


    "According to whom?"


    "One of the housemaids who confided in one of my constables. She'd gone to bank the fires and didn't realize the duke and his son were still in the library. She heard them through the door. She couldn't make out most of the words, but she thinks she head Trenchard say 'blackmail.'"


    "My word. Talk about being busy."


    "The credit goes to my constable, not me."


    "Have you questioned James?"


    "No, I thought I'd leave that to you. We only have one chance to surprise him with the information, and you're much more likely to get the story out of him."


    Malcolm nodded.


    "He's a friend," Roth said. It was not quite a question.


    "I wouldn't say that. I don't know him well enough. We're hardly allies in Parliament. But he's always struck me as decent. We couldn't be further apart on foreign affairs, but he seems genuinely concerned about the plight of displaced farmers."


    "Did he reveal anything today?"


    "Trenchard wasn't the warmest of fathers. Hardly a surprising revelation. And apparently he favored his eldest son, as Mary told us last night."


    Roth flipped through his notebook. "According to one of the Trenchard House footmen, James Tarrington has a mistress in Half Moon Street."


    Malcolm thought back to James's comments about his marriage. "I'd not necessarily have expected it of him, but he implied last night that his marriage is less than idyllic. Not that anyone's is."


    "Yours excepted."


    Malcolm took a sip of ale. "Spies don't live in idylls."
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    Suzanne turned to the pier glass and studied her gown, a robe of midnight blue crêpe fastened with pearl clasps over a white satin slip. They weren't closely enough connected to Trenchard for mourning, but it was sober enough to convey respect for the recent tragedy. "I'm sorry," she said, turning to Malcolm, who was doing up his shirt cuffs. "These are your friends from childhood. It's difficult enough to poke into their secrets. It's worse to have a stranger involved."


    Malcolm fastened his second cuff. "You're hardly a stranger."


    "Even David I've known for less than four years. You're practically one of the family."


    He reached for his waistcoat. "If you talk again about the insularity of the ton—"


    "It's a fact of life, darling." She picked up her gloves. "A fact of our life now."


    Malcolm did up the jet buttons, his fingers as precise as if he were loading a rifle. "It's not the first time people I'm close to have been involved in one of our investigations."


    Suzanne looked into her husband's eyes. "But it's the first time since you've known. That I was an enemy agent."


    He met her gaze across a stretch of candle-warmed carpet. To her relief, he didn't attempt to laugh it off. "A bit late to be trying to keep you away from my friends. Besides, this is personal—" He broke off.


    She studied him. "You're wondering if I'd have used Mary's indiscretion for political ends?"


    "Would you have done?"


    She rubbed her arms, bare below the puffed, beaded sleeves of her gown. "I'm not sure."


    "Your honesty is rather terrifying, my darling."


    She pulled on one of her gloves, tugging the knitted silk. "It's also the first time we've broken into Carfax's study."


    He reached for his coat. "There's a first time for everything. Is Blanca watching the children?"


    "Yes." She pulled on the second glove. "Though I think she regrets not being able to play a more active role in the investigation."


    "We'll have to—"


    Suzanne reached for her shawl. "We won't have to find anyone new if we get Laura released soon enough."


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 12


    "Malcolm. Suzanne." David approached them across Lady Carfax's drawing room. Instead of Simon at his side, he had a young woman with smooth, dark hair and delicate, precise features on his arm. "You know Lady Clare Townsend?"


    "Of course. Your brother was at Harrow with me, Lady Clare." Malcolm shook Lady Clare's hand and watched as she and Suzanne exchanged curtsies. Clare Townsend had an old family name and a generous dowry, but had been out for a few seasons without becoming betrothed. Lord and Lady Carfax had marked her out as a possible bride for David, which was not surprising. What was a bit more surprising was finding David paying attention to her without his parents' active intervention.


    "So dreadful," Lady Clare was saying to Suzanne. "Your children's governess. You must have been in a panic thinking what might have happened to them."


    "It's very distressing," Suzanne said. "But we're quite sure Laura is innocent."


    Lady Clare's brows rose. "I heard she was found standing over the duke's body—"


    "Appearances can be deceiving," Suzanne said. "If London society teaches us nothing else, it teaches us that."


    David's sister Isobel came up to take Clare off, perhaps by design. Suzanne took a sip of champagne. "Simon isn't here?"


    "He was invited, but he has a rehearsal," David said. "The new Much Ado, with Manon Caret. Mama insisted I be kind to Lady Clare," he added, as though some explanation were called for.


    Suzanne touched his arm. "Be careful, David. Kindness can easily be misconstrued. Particularly when one has been out for several seasons and is considered in need of a husband."


    David grimaced. "I never said—"


    "Sometimes appearances can be everything."


    "Did you see Mary this afternoon?" Malcolm asked.


    "Just before I came here. The girls were with her. They scarcely seemed to comprehend it, but I think being with them was helping her hold on to her sanity."


    "I sometimes think I'd have collapsed during Waterloo without Colin," Suzanne said. "There's nothing like being needed."


    David nodded. His gaze flickered between them. "Have you—"


    "Nothing conclusive," Malcolm said. "I saw James, and Suzette saw Hetty."


    David nodded again. "If—"


    "David." Louisa, Viscountess Craven, the second of David's five sisters, appeared at their side. "Cousin Agatha just arrived. Can you be a dear and try to explain last night to her before she can spread rumors through the drawing room?"


    David grimaced. "Since when did I acquire superhuman powers?"


    "She'll listen to you if she listens to anyone. You have all the glamour of an only son and heir." Louisa adjusted her shawl, a black-bordered paisley. "No one is talking of anything but Trenchard's murder. I do wish Mama had canceled the event."


    David touched his sister's arm. "Mama was afraid it was too late to contact everyone. And Father said it would make the talk worse if we did."


    "And he knows the value of parties for information gathering," Malcolm said.


    "That's Father. Always a spymaster." David squeezed Louisa's hand. "I'll do my best with Cousin Agatha."


    Louisa drew the folds of the shawl closer about her shoulders. "It still doesn't seem real."


    "I'm sorry," Malcolm said. "This is a loss for your whole family."


    Louisa's fingers tensed on the blue and black silk of the shawl. "It's not as though Trenchard and I were close. But he was part of the family." She shook her head. "I called on Mary today. I have enough sisterly feeling to know what's required of me. But I couldn't begin to think what to say. Nothing prepares one for such a situation. For once in my life I felt Mary actually needed me, and I was quite at a loss as to what to do."


    With her wavy dark-gold hair and sharp-featured face, Louisa was a pretty woman, but she had always lived in the shadow of Mary's glamour. A year apart in age, the two sisters had lived in a state of mutual toleration for as long as Malcolm could remember.


    "I'm sure just your being there helped," he said.


    "You would say that, Malcolm. You always try to see the best in everything." Louisa glanced round the ballroom. "I wish Isobel hadn't appropriated Lady Clare. David should be keeping an eye on her, not Cousin Agatha. Oh, don't object, Malcolm. David has to marry someone sooner or later, and Clare Townsend is at least sensible enough not to expect moonlight and roses."


    "One never knows what someone will expect if they fancy themselves in love," Suzanne said.


    Louisa's brows rose. "Love is a quaint concept, Mrs. Rannoch. But some of us know better than to expect it in marriage. That's one place Mary and I have always been alike. Excuse me. I see Lord Turlington. He's a colleague of Craven's. A politician's wife never stops working, even in the midst of family crisis."
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    "I was wondering how long it would take you to seek me out," Archibald Davenport said, as Raoul joined him in an embrasure created by two pillars bearing Chinese vases.


    "Sorry, Davenport. It's been a busy day."


    Davenport scanned his face. "I confess, when I heard Trenchard was dead, I couldn't but wonder."


    Raoul met that shrewd blue gaze. The light of the candle sconces flickered over Davenport's patrician features. "No. Though in a number of ways it would be simpler if I had killed him. Fewer questions to ask."


    "So you don't think Miss Dudley did it?"


    "No. Though I can't be sure. But she does seem to have been working for the Elsinore League."


    Davenport's brows rose.


    "You didn't know?" Raoul said.


    "I'd have told you, O'Roarke."


    "You could have had your reasons not to."


    "I like Suzanne and Malcolm. Damnable they've been embroiled in the Elsinore business."


    Not for the first time, Raoul wondered how much Davenport knew about Suzanne. Malcolm wasn't the only one haunted by fears about her secrets. Davenport could probably be trusted. Probably. "What have you heard about Trenchard among the Elsinore League?"


    "Mixed reactions. Apparently Trenchard had been throwing his weight about lately. As we had heard. But I'm still not sure what he was after. I don't think most of the League were sure either. Though I did hear Glenister say he wouldn't have thought even Trenchard would dare to reach quite so far."


    "When was this?"


    "At Mannerling's two nights ago."


    "Interesting timing."


    "For what it's worth, it wasn't said in a murderous tone. Glenister seemed to half admire him."


    "There could have been others who felt differently about whatever it was Trenchard was trying to do. Have you ever heard the name Emily in connection with Trenchard?"


    Davenport shook his head. "Who is she? A mistress?"


    "I'm not sure. Trenchard left her a considerable legacy. And he died with her name on his lips."


    "I'd not have thought Trenchard would die lamenting a lost love."


    "People can surprise you."


    "So they can." Davenport twisted the diamond handle of his walking stick. "O'Roarke."


    Raoul turned to the man who was his colleague and, just possibly, his friend. "Yes?"


    Davenport surveyed him for a moment. "I know a bit about what it's like to worry about the younger generation."


    "What is it like?"


    "Challenging. But trying to shield them only tends to create tiresome complications."


    "It's not my style to try to shield anyone, Davenport."


    "Rubbish. I know the lengths you went to, to protect your agents after Waterloo. And without going into specifics, no matter how you cared for your agents, Malcolm and Suzanne plainly mean more to you."


    Raoul released his breath. "They'd neither of them let me shield them if I tried."


    "They wouldn't be able to stop you if they didn't know what you were hiding."


    "You're assuming I could keep secrets from them."


    "False modesty doesn't become you, O'Roarke."


    Raoul settled his shoulders against the white-and-gold paneling. "What have you heard? Among the Elsinore League?"


    "Only that Trenchard seemed to have a particular interest in Malcolm. No one appears to know why. Some think it's because Trenchard didn't get on with Alistair, others that Alistair wanted Trenchard to watch Malcolm."


    "But you haven't heard anything about Malcolm?" It took more effort than it should have done for Raoul to keep his voice even.


    "No."


    "Have you ever heard anything to suggest Frederick Hampson was an Elsinore League member?"


    "Hampson?" Davenport asked.


    "His daughter married Trenchard's eldest son in India. They both died in a carriage accident."


    "Oh, yes. A decent man, from all I've heard. Not the sort for the Elsinore League."


    "Was there talk among the League when Jack Tarrington died?"


    "Concern. It was a tragedy, and Trenchard was one of their own. I don't remember anything more extreme. Which doesn't mean there weren't things I didn't hear about." Davenport twisted the walking stick again, watching how it caught the light from the candle sconce above them. "I can't claim to think of most of the Elsinore League as friends. I can't claim to think of many as friends. Present company excepted, I think."


    "Thank you."


    "But I've got to know many of them through the years. I've heard about their children's triumphs and setbacks, the progress of their love affairs. One can't help but form bonds of a sort. Even in the midst of deception."


    "The life of a spy."


    "Quite. But Trenchard always played his cards close to his chest. And he wasn't a man I could muster much sympathy for. Until the news from India. No one should have to go through losing a child, not to mention an unborn grandchild. When he returned from India, I offered him my condolences. Trenchard accepted them in a stiff tone. But a few days later, I came into the billiard room at Glenister House and found Trenchard alone. He had his head buried in the Times, and he avoided my gaze. But I'd swear he'd been crying."
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    Malcolm stared after Louisa Craven. Mary had made a splendid match with the Duke of Trenchard. Isobel had married Oliver Lydgate, a brilliant but penniless barrister who had gone to Oxford with Malcolm and David and Simon. Louisa had chosen Craven, who seemed unlikely ever to rise further than his position at the Board of Control, and whom even Carfax seemed to find dull.


    "Why on earth did she choose Lord Craven?" Suzanne asked. "I can never even quite remember what he looks like."


    "She'd been out a few seasons. And he is a viscount."


    "And she'd realized you were never going to offer for her," Suzanne said. "Admit it, Malcolm. Simon told me Lady Carfax did her best to throw you together."


    Malcolm flushed at the memory of the moment he'd realized Lady Carfax's matrimonial ambitions for him. "Lady Carfax had five daughters to marry off, and I was always about the house growing up. I imagine Louisa was as mortified by her machinations as I was." He glanced at David, who now had a gray-haired lady on his arm. They had joined Isobel and Lady Clare.


    "I don't think David realizes how easily a woman could fancy herself in love with him," Suzanne said.


    "There is that. And—"


    "Darling?" Suzanne said, as he trailed off. "You don't think David would actually—"


    Malcolm was silent, scarcely able to articulate what he feared for his friend. "Family duty compels David to marry and produce an heir. No one I know is more aware of the weight of family duty than David."


    Suzanne cast a quick glance at David. "But surely he couldn't—"


    "Live a lie?" Malcolm could not quite keep the dryness from his voice.


    Suzanne swung her head round and met his gaze without flinching. "If anyone knows how difficult it is, I do. But at least I wasn't lying about the person I loved. Or about wanting to share his bed."


    "But you put duty ahead of personal inclination."


    "And you're afraid David will do the same?" She glanced at David again. His head was bent towards Lady Clare at a flattering angle, though his posture betrayed his unease, at least to Malcolm, who had known him since boyhood. "I'm afraid duty could drive David, like you, to an extravagant gesture."


    "There's nothing in the least extravagant about me, Malcolm." Suzanne's fingers closed on the white gold and diamonds of her bracelet. He had given it to her for her last birthday, a different world in which he had still had his delusions. "Have they learned nothing from Rupert and Bertrand?"


    Rupert, Viscount Caruthers, and Bertrand de Laclos had been lucky enough to find each other again after Rupert's father had done everything in his power to separate them—to the extent of trying to have Bertrand killed. Malcolm could not think of them without wondering with an inwards flinch how far Carfax would go to ensure his plans for David. "David feels the weight of his position even more strongly than Rupert, I think."


    "Simon wouldn't stand for being part of a pretense."


    "No. Simon would be uncompromising in that regard. More so than I. Or Bertrand. Though Rupert was already married before they reunited. And it's cost both of them and Gabrielle enough heartache as it is."


    "Thank God Gabrielle found Nick Gordon." Suzanne glanced across the room. Gabrielle Caruthers, Rupert's wife, stood with her hand tucked decorously through Gordon's arm. Gabrielle had settled into an affair with Nick Gordon, which seemed to keep the four of them reasonably happy. Or as happy as anyone could hope to be, dancing on a knife's edge.


    "I didn't say it will come to pass," Malcolm said. "I hope to God it doesn't. It's just that I've worried about David for a long time."


    "Malcolm. Suzanne. Good evening." O'Roarke emerged from the crowd and inclined his head to them. A natural greeting. They were known to be friends. After Paris, and before the revelations of a month ago, Malcolm would have called him a family friend. God, how simple that life now seemed.


    "I see there is Beethoven on the programme," O'Roarke said, in an easy voice. "And some Schubert, which must be owed to Suzanne, as his work isn't generally known in London."


    "I brought the songs back for Bel from Vienna," Suzanne said with an easy smile.


    O'Roarke cast a glance round the room. "I must try to corner Carfax before the music begins. I need to make a plea for the Spanish Liberals. I hope he'll have drunk enough glasses of champagne to be approachable."


    "I'd never call Carfax approachable," Malcolm said. "But there's always the hope."


    O'Roarke smiled and moved off. Malcolm gave Suzanne his arm and they moved to the doors to the first-floor hall, pausing to exchange greetings with the Granvilles and Lord John Russell. As they stepped into the first-floor hall, they came face to face with Cordelia and her husband, Harry Davenport.


    Harry's gaze moved over both of them, even as he leaned forwards to kiss Suzanne's cheek. "You look as though you're bent on a mission."


    Denying it was pointless. And Malcolm trusted Harry enough to render it unnecessary. "How well you know us, Davenport," he murmured.


    "We'll cover for you," Cordelia said, with a bright smile designed to indicate to any watchers that she was engaged in social chitchat.


    "Just don't keep us keep us out of the fun," Harry murmured. "Sorry. Poor choice of words. But you take my meaning."


    "Quite." Malcolm touched his friend's arm. Harry was a good friend and an invaluable asset to an investigation. The same went for Cordelia. Save that their keen instincts rendered them just a bit too dangerous when it came to Suzanne's secrets.


    "Oh, look, there are the Hollands," Cordelia said. "We'll intercept them or you'll be talking politics all night."


    The hall was crowded with late arrivals. With Cordelia and Harry's aid, it was easy enough for Malcolm and Suzanne to lose themselves in the throng, wander towards one of the sitting rooms, and then slip through a white-painted door to a back staircase. The stairs were unlit, but he knew them from memory, thanks to boyhood visits to Carfax House. "David and I used to use these to sneak down to the library," he murmured. "Unless something's changed, the third and ninth treads squeak."


    "Useful."


    "When did you last do something like this?" he asked, reaching for Suzanne's hand.


    "Paris. The embassy. Castlereagh's study."


    "Manon Caret?" He was surprised at how casual his voice was.


    "Castlereagh's seal." Her fingers tightened round his. "For her travel documents. Stewart nearly caught me, but I think he thought I was sneaking off to tryst with a lover."


    Malcolm grimaced at the reference to Castlereagh's tiresome half-brother. Lord Stewart was a disgrace to diplomacy and a threat to international stability. "Not that I don't know you can take care of yourself, but I don't like the idea of your encountering him in a darkened passage."


    "It wasn't anything I couldn't handle."


    Even though it was what he had just said, Malcolm stopped walking and tightened his grip on his wife's hand.


    "I let him steal a kiss. Small price for keeping my secret."


    He bit back a curse.


    "Don't be squeamish, dearest. It's hardly the worst thing either of us has done. In any case, break-ins are easier with two people."


    Malcolm forced his qualms and fears to the recesses of his brain. "For a lot of reasons, it's as well the truth is in the open between us."


    They had reached the ground floor. He eased open the door. The sound of the front doors opening and closing echoed from the hall. Voices, the swish of silk skirts, and the clatter of French heels on marble drifted through the air. But the passage was in shadow, lit only by a few candles in wall sconces. Malcolm took Suzanne's hand and led her down the passage, past the library, to the plain oak door that opened onto Carfax's study.


    The smell of leather and parchment and expensive ink. He released Suzanne's hand, pulled a flint from his pocket, and struck a light to the candle on the table nearest the door. Light flickered over the solid mass of the desk, the dark lines of the curtains, the shadowy ranks of books. A deluge of memories welled to the surface. Standing before that desk—the same one of mellowed oak—with David, answering questions about why they'd slipped out of the house. (Carfax had seemed rather disappointed that they'd merely gone to a lecture by William Godwin). Carfax answering Malcolm's questions in a dry voice when Malcolm was working on an essay about Edmund Burke at Harrow. Standing before that same desk, cuffs buttoned low to hide the bandages from his inexpert attempt to slash his wrists, while Carfax offered him intelligence work in that same dry voice, at a time when sympathy would have undone him. Home on leave, confronting Carfax over what seemed to Malcolm an unconscionable betrayal of one of their Spanish assets. He could still hear Carfax saying, "It's your job to gather the information. It's mine to decide what to do with it. Fortunately for Britain."


    And yet, for all Carfax twitted him on his unorthodox views, three months ago if someone had told him he would knowingly bring a Bonapartist agent into the study of the chief of British Intelligence, he'd have laughed in their face. "Stay by the door," he murmured to Suzanne. "This shouldn't take long."


    No sense in even looking in the desk. Carfax never kept anything of real importance there. Malcolm had known him to tuck papers into the globe, but anything really important was in one of three places. A hollowed-out book—empty. A secret compartment in the mantel—also empty. The false bottom of the drinks tray—also empty. Damnation. Malcolm got to his feet and glanced round the study. Suzanne met his gaze. He shook his head.


    Then he noticed the bronze sculpture atop the cabinet to one side. Carfax was no collector like Alistair Rannoch. It was a good imitation of Cellini, but a bit decorative for Carfax. Malcolm tapped. He twisted the top. He pressed the decorative work in various combinations. The sculpture slid open, revealing a cache of papers tied with buff-colored ribbon. He carried them over to the brace of candles. The last bundle bore the heading, "Smytheton Notes."


    He met Suzanne's gaze in a moment of triumph. Then he saw her go still. A split second later he heard it as well. Footsteps in the passage, coming closer.


    An unvoiced conversation passed between them in a half-second of eye contact. Suzanne darted behind the long bronze velvet curtains. They didn't quite cover her satin slippers, but it was dark in the room and the slippers mercifully were a deep blue to match her gown, though they had silver rosettes. Malcolm tucked the file into his coat, stuffed the remaining files back into the sculpture, and pushed the pieces back together, just as the door swung open.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 13


    "Malcolm." David's voice, surprised but without suspicion.


    Malcolm walked towards his friend, back to the windows, keenly aware of the silver rosettes on Suzanne's satin slippers not entirely concealed by the curtains. "I forgot some notes when I met with your father yesterday. Don't tell Carfax."


    David grinned in the shadows. "I came in search of a map of Derbyshire to settle an argument between Sidmouth and Chatterton about fishing rights. And to get away, I confess."


    "From Lady Clare?"


    David grimaced. "From the pressures surrounding Lady Clare." He moved to the shelves, gaze skimming past the curtains, and reached for a book. "This should have the map. Did you retrieve your papers?"


    Malcolm touched his coat where the papers in fact reposed. Nothing for it but to blow out the candles and accompany David back to the ballroom. It wasn't as though Suzette couldn't take care of herself. He knew now that she was even better suited to such situations than he'd believed three months ago.


    "O'Roarke has Father's ear," David said in a voice without suspicion, as they stepped into the passage. "I never thought to see them in such deep conversation. I suppose O'Roarke has hopes of getting Father's support for the Liberals in Spain."


    "So he indicated," Malcolm said. Surprising how often the truth sufficed in the midst of deception. "I told him he was likely to see a cold day in hell first, but O'Roarke said it wouldn't be the first time he'd known the temperature in hell to dip below freezing."


    David laughed as they climbed the main staircase, pausing to allow a trio of latecomers to go up before them. "Where's Suzanne got to? Bel was looking for her."


    "I'm not sure. She tends to circulate more than I do at parties. But I suspect it's something to do with the Trenchard investigation." Again, the truth sufficed brilliantly.


    They stopped to exchange greetings with William Lamb, and then returned to the drawing room to see Suzanne on a sofa before the fireplace with Cordelia and Isobel, the blue crêpe and white satin of her skirts spread about her as though she hadn't moved for the past quarter-hour. "Looks as though Bel found her," Malcolm said.


    Isobel caught sight of David and lifted a hand. "Time to start moving guests to the music room," David murmured, going to join his sister.


    Before Malcolm could move towards Suzanne, Harry Davenport appeared beside him.


    "You look as though you could do with a drink," Harry said, offering him a glass of champagne.


    Malcolm stared into the bubbly liquid. "I need my wits about me."


    "I've never seen you without your wits, Rannoch."


    "There's a first time for everything." Malcolm took a sip of champagne. "How much did Cordy tell you?"


    "As much as Suzanne told her, I think. Which I imagine isn't anything approaching all of it. Cordy quite came to life when she was telling me about it." Harry paused for a moment, his gaze moving over the crowd. "It's good for her to have a challenge. Cordy enjoys society, but she has too keen a mind not to get restless."


    Malcolm cast a sharp glance at his friend. Cordelia's restlessness had led to a scandalous love affair and the temporary breakup of their marriage.


    Harry, being Harry, met Malcolm's gaze without flinching. "No, I have absolutely no reason to think my wife is bored in our marriage. But I'm also not fool enough to believe that being married—even being happily married—makes one content with one's life."


    Malcolm thought of the flashes of restlessness he sometimes caught in Suzanne's eyes these days. Or perhaps it was just that these days he knew to look for them. He'd always known being solely a political and diplomatic hostess was a waste of her talents, but now he knew just how vast those talents were. And how the life she was confined to was at odds with everything she'd been fighting for. "That doesn't mean—"


    "That she'd take a lover?" Harry tossed it out with the bitter defiance that had once been his constant defense. "No, I don't think she will. But I can't help—"


    The mix of longing and fear in Harry's eyes reminded Malcolm of how he felt when he looked at Suzanne in unguarded moments. "Everyone wonders at times—"


    "I don't think I'll ever entirely stop wondering. Don't look so shocked, old man. It's little enough penance for having a woman I'll never quite believe I deserve."


    "Harry—"


    Harry looked into his glass. "Sorry, must have had too much."


    "No. I'm glad— I'm glad you can talk to me, Harry." Strange that not confiding one's own secrets to a friend could feel like a betrayal.


    "You're a good fellow for listening, Rannoch."


    "Are you saying you'd like the distraction of an investigation, as well?


    Harry gave a twisted smile. "Theoretically, I'm too much of a cynic to be caught up in the excitement of an investigation. I saw the stark reality of life as a spy and am relieved to escape into academic realms."


    "Even cynics can be intrigued by a challenge."


    "Well, if you put it that way—" The gleam in Harry's eyes reminded Malcolm of the way Colin would look if he mentioned pirate treasure. "What can I do?"


    "How well did you know the Trenchard family?"


    "Not well at all. I hardly had a wide social circle growing up, and the Fitzwalters and the Davenports moved in different circles in any case. My closest connection is that a fellow I served with at Waterloo had been in Jack Tarrington's regiment in India."


    "Who?"


    "William Cuthbertson. Agreeable enough. Wasn't quite sure what to make of me, but then that was true of most of my fellow officers. Cuthbertson had been a junior lieutenant in Jack Tarrington's regiment. Even I couldn't miss some of the stories he told in the mess. It sounded as though Jack was giving Don Giovanni a run for his money, even in India. Of course, Cuthbertson seems to have been more than a bit smitten by Jack's wife, so I'd take his comments with a grain of salt."


    "You think Cuthbertson was Jane Tarrington's lover? "


    "I can't speak to how far it went or how she felt about him. At the very least, it sounded as though there was a flirtation. Cuthbertson was quite cut up about her death, poor devil. Though I got the sense Lady Tarrington was a bit of a flirt. Good for her for giving her husband a taste of his own medicine."


    "Was Cuthbertson at all suspicious about their deaths?"


    Harry clunked his glass down on a pier table. "Good God. Do you think Jack's and his wife's deaths have something to do with Trenchard's?"


    "I don't know. Trenchard apparently quarreled with Jane Tarrington's father a month before he was killed."


    Harry's brows drew together. "I never met Frederick Hampson, but I knew more than one man who had served under him in India. From all reports, he was a rare combination of brave and ethical. He became fluent in several Indian dialects and had the respect of both the local Indian aristocrats and peasants, as well as his men."


    "A paragon."


    "By all reports. I tend to be wary of paragons, but I never heard anything to tarnish Hampson's reputation, save a few complaints that he came down hard on his men who looted or got the local girls pregnant or that he was too friendly with the Indian population. All of which only adds to his credit, as far as I'm concerned. According to Cuthbertson—who admittedly wasn't the most unbiased source—he wasn't best pleased when his daughter married Jack, duke's heir or no."


    "Which argues for his good sense, not to mention his love for his daughter."


    Under David's and Isobel's urging, guests were moving into the music room. Cordelia and Suzanne joined Malcolm and Harry. Neither of the Davenports asked questions when Malcolm and Suzanne lingered behind, as the guests progressed to the music room. "If I'd thought things through better, I'd have worn plainer shoes," Suzanne murmured.


    "No harm," Malcolm returned. "David's a good observer, but he wasn't expecting anything out of the ordinary. No trouble getting back?"


    She raised one of her carefully plucked brows. "Can you doubt it?"


    "One never knows when complications will arise. As we saw."


    "Thankfully, Lord Stewart isn't in London. In truth, I rather enjoyed the flurry of excitement. At being almost caught by David. Such is the tameness to which our life has sunk."


    "Only you could refer to our life as tame."


    She met his gaze with the brilliant defiance with which she faced down the challenges of their life. "There were worse things to call it."


    "No difficulties?" O'Roarke slipped up beside them. "I didn't get anywhere with Carfax, but I don't think I roused his suspicions. And he has a very plausible reason for me to have been present tonight. Shall we look at them here?"


    "It's a risk either way," Malcolm said. "But probably safer to return them as soon as possible. We have at least an hour of music as cover."


    They repaired to a sitting room hung with peacock blue silk, that Malcolm had put to use at other of Lady Carfax's entertainments. He removed the papers from his coat and spread them on the polished surface of a Pembroke table. Lines of letters and numbers stared up at them.


    "This will take a while to decode," O'Roarke said. "Perhaps we should take them—"


    "No need." Malcolm moved towards a writing desk for paper and ink. "I should be able to do this in half an hour. I devised the code. Suzette, can you write while I dictate?" He glanced at O'Roarke and hesitated a moment.


    "Would you like me to turn my back?" O'Roarke asked. "Or leave?"


    "A bit superfluous, given what you already know."


    "There's still no reason for you to reveal Carfax's codes."


    "Amazing the scruples you can show."


    "Given my other behavior?" O'Roarke flashed a smile filled with self-mockery. "A point. But then I never claimed to be free of contradictions. I'll keep watch at the door."


    "Are you sure you want me to help?" Suzanne asked.


    "Given that time is of the essence." He stared at her for a moment. He remembered her wearing that same midnight-blue gown and blue topaz necklace to the Tavistock Theatre in October, the night before her birthday. Another life, when he had still believed her to be the woman he thought he'd married. "Unless you already know the code."


    She met his gaze steadily. "Not this one."


    Twenty minutes and the pages were turned to plain text. Malcolm stared down at the words Suzanne had copied out. Smytheton appeared to be one of the many agents Carfax employed. And the information in the file concerned the finances of the Duke of Trenchard.


    "Carfax appears to have been tracking his son-in-law's financial situation," O'Roarke said. "Not necessarily surprising. But it looks as though Trenchard was in far more straitened circumstances than anyone realized, about eight years ago."


    "At the time of Jack's scandal," Malcolm said. "Perhaps extricating Jack sent him into debt. And then apparently he recouped his fortunes three years later, thanks to an investment with a Madison & Company, whoever they were."


    "I can see Trenchard not wanting it to get about that he was in trade," Suzanne said. "But to resort to blackmail to retrieve the information—"


    Malcolm tucked the papers back into his coat. "It doesn't make sense on the face of it. But we have as much as we can get for tonight. Best get these back to Carfax's study."


    He glanced into the passage, saw it was empty, and nodded to Suzanne and O'Roarke. The three of them stepped into the passage. As they were about to round the bend into the first floor hall, Carfax came round the corner towards them.


    The earl stopped, seemingly as startled as they were. "And here I thought you were music lovers. At least Malcolm and Suzanne. I can't speak for you, O'Roarke."


    "I'm afraid it's my fault, Lord Carfax." Suzanne gave him her most winning smile. "You know how I adore Beethoven, particularly after Vienna. But Mr. O'Roarke had news of the Sierras. A family in Spain who were friends of my parents. As I'm sure you'll appreciate, talking about Spain and my parents brings up complicated feelings. We seized the chance to talk in private." She looked into Carfax's eyes, her own wide and guileless. Malcolm would defy even a master at deception like Carfax to see through her. "Pray don't betray us to Lady Carfax."


    "I wouldn't dream of it, my dear." Carfax's answering smile was as seemingly genuine as Suzanne's. Which was not as reassuring as it would have been with just about anyone else. His gaze shifted to Malcolm. "As it happens, I was looking for you, Malcolm. Come down to my study. I need to have a word about the investigation. If you'll excuse us, Suzanne, O'Roarke. You should be in time to hear your friend Schubert's songs that Bel is so wild about."


    It might as well have been a command. There was nothing for it but for Malcolm to watch his wife go off on her former lover's arm and then turn and follow his former spymaster, the stolen documents tucked into the superfine of his evening coat.


    Carfax led the way down the same back stairs Malcolm had taken Suzanne to. He didn't speak until they were in the study. As Carfax struck a flint, Malcolm wondered if it was only his imagination that could still smell the tang of recently extinguished candles in the air.


    "I forget how close O'Roarke was to your family." Carfax tossed the flint onto the desktop with a clatter that cut the stillness.


    Malcolm met his spymaster's gaze. There was no reason to suspect Carfax knew Raoul O'Roarke was his father. No reason, except the fact that he was Carfax. "We saw a lot of him in Ireland."


    "A clever man, O'Roarke." Carfax dropped into his desk chair and waved Malcolm to a chair across from him. "In '98, I'd have called him one of the most dangerous men in Ireland. Perhaps the most dangerous. Then, of course, in the Peninsula he became an ally. Odd how things change."


    Malcolm sat in the proffered chair. Surely if Carfax had an inkling O'Roarke had really been working for the French, he wouldn't invite him to his house. Or so Malcolm tried to tell himself. Underneath, he knew it might be just what Carfax would do to keep an eye on O'Roarke. "Enemies have a way of melting into allies in our world."


    "And back again." Carfax adjusted his spectacle earpiece. "I suppose now O'Roarke's trying to convince you Britain should throw support behind the Liberals in Spain."


    "It would hardly take O'Roarke to convince me on that score."


    "No, I suppose not. There are times I'm grateful to have you out of the diplomatic corps, Malcolm. Though I could do without your speeches in the House."


    "I'm flattered you're even aware of my speeches."


    "False modesty doesn't become you, my boy. Though, even if you were still in my employ, you're hardly the agent I'd have set on O'Roarke, given your connections to him."


    Malcolm leaned back in his chair, aware of the pressure of the stolen papers through his coat. "Do you have an agent on him?"


    "You can hardly expect me to answer that."


    "He really was just giving us information on Suzanne's friends this evening."


    "I forget how well Suzanne knows him."


    Again, there was no reason to take it at more than face value. It was just difficult not to look for hidden meanings with Carfax. "We saw quite a bit of him in Paris."


    "Of course. The insularity of the expatriate community. Amelia used to say it was a mathematical challenge not to seat people next to the same person twice in a week. Not that our circles in London are so very vast. But at least one can pick and choose a bit more." Carfax spread his hands on the desktop. "Everyone's talking about Trenchard, of course. Which, as you must have realized, is why I wanted the party to go forwards, for all it's distasteful. I trust you've learned something to balance the unpleasantness of the gossip?"


    Malcolm met his spymaster's gaze. "David says Trenchard struck Mary."


    Carfax's gaze narrowed. As usual, he'd positioned himself with the light at his back. "I should have known David would tell you."


    "Is that why you neglected to tell me yourself?"


    Carfax leaned back, further into the shadows. "I saw no reason to distract you with something that has no bearing on Trenchard's murder."


    "Unless Trenchard's treatment of Mary is the motive for the murder."


    Carfax raised his brows. "My dear boy, are you accusing me of having had my son-in-law killed?'


    "It gives you a motive. Along with others."


    Carfax's brows snapped together. "If you mean Mary—"


    "My dear sir, I want to protect Mary as— No, I suppose I can't claim as much as you do, but you must know I think of her practically as a sister. Which is why it's all the more important I have all the pertinent facts so I can arrive at a solution as quickly and cleanly as possible."


    Rather to his surprise, Carfax gave a faint smile. "Do you know, if I had had Trenchard killed, I rather think I'd have told you about his abominable treatment of Mary. Confessing to throw you off the scent. I should never have let the bastard— But that's neither here nor there."


    "Trenchard had also changed his will recently and cut out a large part of Mary's portion."


    Carfax's brows snapped together. "By God—"


    "You didn't know?"


    "No." The anger that suffused the earl's face seemed genuine, but with Carfax one could never be sure.


    "Do you have any idea why?"


    "Good God, no. But I can hardly claim to have been privy to my late son-in-law's innermost thoughts."


    "Did you know Trenchard was a member of the Elsinore League?"


    Carfax went still. "You have been busy."


    "Did you?"


    Carfax adjusted the other earpiece of his spectacles. "Suspected."


    "Before he married Mary?"


    "My God, do you think I would use my own daughter to spy for me?"


    "Yes, if you thought the potential gains valuable enough."


    Carfax got to his feet. "You may be right. As it happens, I didn't know."


    Malcolm got to his feet as well and turned, his back against the cabinet with the sculpture the papers had come from. "You'd say that anyway."


    "Probably. I can only hope your skills at reading people are as good as I've credited, and you don't waste time on me." Carfax moved to the drinks trolley, his back to Malcolm. Malcolm stayed still, wary of a feint. "What told you Trenchard was an Elsinore League member?"


    "Papers." Malcolm reached behind him for the sculpture, one-handed. "He seems to have angered members of the League recently, though it's not clear over what."


    "Letting the personal interfere with his larger goals perhaps. Not a mistake I'd have thought Trenchard would make." Carfax splashed liquid into a glass. The pungent aroma of cognac filled the air.


    "Not a mistake you'd make?" Malcolm had the sculpture open.


    "A mistake I've tried to avoid. I think we're all vulnerable. Especially where our children are concerned. Though I thought if anything, Trenchard was less vulnerable than I am. Particularly when it came to James."


    "I understand he favored Jack."


    "Difficult to see why. Jack was the sort a man warns away from his daughters. Whereas James has given his father everything a man could want in a son and heir." Carfax splashed brandy into a second glass.


    "Everything you'd like in your heir?" Malcolm slid the papers out of his coat and behind his back. Carfax turned round, a glass held out, a split second after Malcolm got his hand behind his back. At least Malcolm thought it was a split second after.


    "Don't try to change the subject, Malcolm." Carfax advanced, the drink held out.


    Malcolm accepted the glass with his right hand while with his left he slid the papers into the compartment in the sculpture. "You're the one who mentioned sons and heirs."


    "You can't deny James is more conventional than David."


    "No one takes his duty more seriously than David." Malcolm reached for the lid, but the fingers of his left hand couldn't quite manipulate it.


    "No, that's true." Carfax returned to his chair and ook a sip of brandy. "And he wouldn't thank me for interfering on his behalf any more than James would."


    "Trenchard had also apparently quarreled with Jack's wife's father recently." Malcolm snapped the lid back in place.


    "Frederick Hampson? I'd have thought Trenchard was eager to be rid of the connection. He was always a bit of a snob."


    "Could Hampson have been an Elsinore League member?"


    Carfax clunked down his glass. "Who told you that?"


    "It's just an idea. We were wondering if they could have been quarreling about something more recent than Hampson's late daughter."


    "I never heard anything to suggest it. Hampson was a good man. Is a good man, though I haven't had dealings with him in years."


    "You knew him?"


    "Back in my military days." Carfax had served in the military until the deaths of his nephew and elder brother led to his unexpected ascension to the earldom. "Hampson commanded the garrison at Fort Arthur and had the misfortune to have his command in India at the time of the war between East Adilabad and West Basmat. Two small princely states that hadn't yet come under British control. We'd have been better off staying out of it, but of course the East India Company wanted to use it to gain a tactical advantage, and East Adilabad was willing to sign a treaty and cede trading rights in exchange for support. Hampson protested, but he sent British troops in when the order came down from the Governor General. Lord Minto. Hampson's the sort of man who blamed himself when it went sour, for all he'd warned everyone that it would."


    "Could he and Trenchard have quarreled about that?"


    "It's possible. Trenchard was there as an envoy at that time and he was involved in negotiations before the hostilities broke out, but I never heard that he and Hampson disagreed."


    "Can you think of anything else they might have quarreled about?"


    Carfax took a meditative sip of cognac. "Unless he changed dramatically when he went to India—and by all reports, he didn't—Jack Tarrington wouldn't have been the best of husbands. It's the sort of thing one doesn't get over, one's daughter being made unhappy. Sometimes the explanation really is merely personal, Malcolm."


    "But something made matters between Trenchard and Hampson flare up now."


    "Yes." Carfax turned his glass in his hand. "Interesting."


    "Was there anything suspect about the accident that killed Jane and Jack?"


    Carfax's brows rose. "My word, Malcolm. You really do jump at shadows."


    "Half of an investigation is asking questions outside the box. Most of them will be flights of fancy. But a few will be the key to the puzzle."


    "Especially when you're trying to exonerate a friend."


    "You of all people should know better than to take things at face value, sir."


    Carfax leaned back in his chair, his glass cradled in one hand. "I never heard any talk. That doesn't mean there wasn't anything untoward. But Hampson and Trenchard both lost children. Hampson could hardly blame Trenchard."


    "Suppose an enemy of Trenchard's was behind the accident. Someone wanting to send a message, or who blamed Trenchard for the loss of his or her own child. Or spouse, or lover. I imagine Trenchard has made more than his share of enemies."


    Carfax drummed his fingers on the well-worn arm of his chair. "It's an interesting theory. But I do remember Mary telling me Hampson and his wife had been to dine at Trenchard House when they returned to London a couple of years ago. My daughter can be self-absorbed, but she's an astute woman. I think she'd have noticed if Hampson had been harboring a deep-seated resentment."


    "Hampson would have to have discovered something recently."


    "That could give him a motive for murdering Trenchard."


    "Quite. Of course if someone harbored enough resentment of Trenchard to have killed his son and daughter-in-law, that person would also be a suspect."


    "My compliments, Malcolm. Purely through speculation, you've managed to give yourself two suspects other than Miss Dudley."


    "I'm not such a fool as to claim they are viable suspects, sir. Not yet. But I do intend to call on Colonel Hampson."


    "By all means."


    Malcolm couldn't help but wonder if part of Carfax's cordiality came from the potential new suspects also being a distraction from his own family.


    [image: Scenebreak]


    As Malcolm and Carfax moved down the passage, Raoul held out his arm to Suzanne. Suzanne hesitated a moment, then curled her fingers round his arm. It was a simple social formality, after all. Malcolm should understand that.


    Strains of a piece that must be Schubert's sounded as they neared the music room. They slipped into empty gilt-and-damask seats at the back of the white and gold room in time to hear the end of the concert. Franz Schubert had become a good friend during their days at the Congress of Vienna. He had only been seventeen, but already at the start of a promising musical career. He sent his new music to Suzanne, but playing pieces herself on the pianoforte was different from hearing the full piano trios and string quartets. The soaring lyricism and gut-clenching emotion beneath the intricate melodies never failed to stun her.


    "Suzanne. Mr. O'Roarke." Cordelia swept to their side in a stir of gold tulle as the music came to an end. "I was wondering where you'd got to."


    "In truth, we had something to discuss," Suzanne said.


    Cordelia dropped into an empty chair beside them. "I suspected so, but didn't want to ask." She settled the folds of her skirt. "It sounds horrid, but at least to the two of you I can confess that it's rather nice to have something to investigate again. Balls and musicales are so much more interesting when one is asking all sorts of shocking questions about the people round one."


    "I know precisely what you mean, Lady Cordelia," Raoul said with a smile.


    A few moments later he was claimed by Lord John Russell with a question about parliamentary reform. "It's nice to have him about," Cordelia said. "I've always liked him."


    Cordelia's face showed nothing but simple appreciation. It was a bit surprising, Suzanne thought, that her discerning friend was apparently blind to undercurrents concerning Raoul. Unless Cordelia did realize it and her deliberate pose of normality was designed to reassure Suzanne. Cordy was a good enough actress to pull it off. She'd have made a formidable agent with the right training.


    "I've heard a great deal of gossip," Cordelia continued, as they got to their feet and joined the throng moving back into the first-floor hall. "But nothing of substance. I spent the most time trying to persuade Gui not to drink too much. I haven't seen him like this since Paris."


    Gui Laclos, Bertrand's cousin and Gabrielle's sister, was also a friend from their Continental days. Like Schubert, he'd played an important role in one of their investigations. But he was something more to Cordelia. A good reminder that Suzanne wasn't the only one with an ex-lover to complicate her life. "Has something happened?" she asked, as they slipped past a trio of giggling debutantes.


    "Not that I know of." Cordelia's brows drew together. "He'd been seeming more comfortable with the family than I'd ever known. Then tonight I found him brooding in a corner with a glass of brandy. Quite like old times. I need to try to find out what's going on. Fortunately, Harry seems to have come to terms with Gui. One really can be friends with a former lover."


    Suzanne wondered if she would call Raoul a friend. Beneath the layers of deception, practiced together and practiced on each other, perhaps that's what he was.


    "It's not as though everyone isn't talking about Trenchard," Cordelia said, as they stepped through the open double doors back into the drawing room. "The gossip's as thick as face cream. Cheap face cream. I tried to drop leading comments, but mostly people were trying to get information from me." She looked over her shoulder at Suzanne as they threaded their way along the side of the room. "They seemed to be sure I had pertinent information, because we're friends. The word must be out that you and Malcolm are investigating."


    "Or that our children's governess is the prime suspect." Suzanne stopped, leaning against a convenient pilaster.


    "Yes, I'm afraid I had plenty of questions about Laura." Cordelia pulled her trailing skirts away from the unsteady footsteps of a red-faced gentleman moving past. "But the most I could draw out about Trenchard were some unkind comments about Mary Trenchard looking as though she'd gained half a stone."


    "Women can be abominably cruel to other women. I distinctly remember hearing Mrs. Montrose whispering—in the sort of whisper designed for me to overhear it—that it looked as though I was appreciating the embassy pastry chef." At the time, Suzanne had been almost three months pregnant with Jessica, though she and Malcolm hadn't told anyone but their closest friends. Blanca had already had to let some of her gowns out and it wasn't for the high-waisted styles—


    Suzanne's gloved fingers dug into the paneling behind her. She stared at the flickering candles in the wall sconces reflected in the pier glass, while her mind whirled and jumped. "Dear God. I've been a fool."


    "What?"


    "Cordy, when was the last time you put on enough weight to draw some arch comments?"


    "Well, there are times of the month when I feel distinctly waterlogged, but enough to draw comment? I suppose when I was expecting Drusilla, and we hadn't—" She stared at Suzanne. "Good God. Do you think—"


    "She'd quarreled with her husband. He was angry enough that he was trying to write her out of his will."


    Cordelia cast a quick glance about the crowd. "A baby he knew couldn't be his would certainly explain it. But— Mary Mallinson, of all people. It's the sort of predicament women like me are supposed to find themselves in. Not women like her."


    "It's the sort of predicament any woman can find herself in." Suzanne saw the duchess's contained face the previous day and thought of what David's reaction would be. And Carfax's. And those were Mary's family. "If—"


    She broke off as a footman approached them with a tray of champagne glasses. Suzanne started to wave him off, but he stopped beside them. "Forgive me, Mrs. Rannoch, but someone gave me this note for you."


    Suzanne stared at the cream-colored paper he handed her. Her name was written on it in a hand she didn't recognize. Dread coiled beneath her corset laces. "Who?"


    "I'm afraid I don't know, madam. I was moving through the crowd and suddenly the card was on my tray. I wasn't sure, but I thought I should give it to you."


    "Quite right." Suzanne smiled at him.


    Relief shot over the young man's face as he moved off.


    Suzanne slit open the note and angled it towards her so no one else could see the writing. Cordelia would understand. Fortunately, the press in the drawing room was so thick it amounted to a veil of invisibility.


    Mrs. Rannoch,


    I need what Trenchard needed. You will understand the risks. The large stand of willows by the Serpentine, five a.m. the day after tomorrow.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 14


    Suzanne's fingers went numb. She clamped them round the note. A chill of terror washed over her that must be similar to what Mary Trenchard was going through.


    "Anything I can do?" Cordelia asked.


    Suzanne met her friend's gaze. They had shared childbirth, abduction by soldiers at gunpoint, fear for their husbands during Waterloo. But this was a line she dared not cross, even with Cordy. "Just something a bit tiresome."


    Cordelia inclined her head. She understood Suzanne had secrets. Sometimes Suzanne felt she understood too much, but Cordelia's discretion was convenient.


    "Do you need to—?" Cordelia asked.


    "Nothing immediately."


    Caroline Lamb joined them, eager to talk about Simon's new play. Suzanne managed to laugh and smile, keenly aware of the pressure of her reticule strap over her wrist and the note inside. So insubstantial, yet the weight had settled within her.


    "Mrs. Rannoch. May I steal you away?" It was Raoul. He gripped her elbow and steered her to a sofa set in an embrasure in the now nearly empty music room. "Sit down. It wouldn't do to faint."


    Suzanne met his gaze. "Was it that obvious?"


    "Only to someone who knows you as I do." Raoul dropped down beside her, back angled to shield them. "Breathe. Whatever it is, it can't be as bad as you're imagining. Was it the note the footman gave you?"


    She gave a rough laugh. "You don't miss much, do you?"


    "Just now, I have particular cause to be concerned."


    She unclasped her reticule and handed him the note. She saw the reaction run through him, a flash of fear, a burst of anger. As with his appraisal of her, she doubted anyone else would have noticed anything at all.


    He folded the paper. "You don't recognize the hand?"


    She shook her head. "It seems to belong to a man."


    Raoul cast a glance round the room. "Malcolm isn't back yet?"


    "I don't think so." She drew a breath.


    "You should show him before you leave, in case the handwriting means anything to him in light of the guests present."


    "I—"


    "Mélanie." Raoul's hand closed over her wrist. "You have to tell him."


    She stared across the room where Cordelia was speaking with Gui Laclos. "I didn't say I wouldn't."


    "No, but you were thinking it."


    No sense in denying that. "You don't find it a bit hypocritical for you to be preaching not having secrets from Malcolm?"


    "When have I claimed to be free of hypocrisy?" He removed his hand from her wrist, but she could feel the pressure of his gaze. "Old instincts die hard. I know what you're thinking."


    She twisted her head to meet his gaze. "What?"


    "That you could investigate this yourself, meet the blackmailer, make him go away somehow."


    Her fingers closed on the crêpe folds of her gown. "Three months ago that's what I'd have done. What you'd have helped me do."


    "But it's not three months ago."


    A dozen scenarios raced through her mind. It was her instinctive response to a crisis. One that had served her well in the past. "If I could just find out—"


    "Querida." He gripped her hands. "That way lies disaster."


    "Malcolm—"


    "Malcolm will handle this. What he won't handle is his wife lying to him again."


    She saw her husband that evening as they'd dressed for dinner. "He'll go all protective—"


    "I'm sure you can handle that."


    She could, of course. She'd talked Malcolm out of his protective instincts often enough in the past. And Raoul was right. Malcolm would cope. But the hurt would be there, behind his eyes. "Damn it, it's not fair. On top of everything else, he's having to deal with this."


    "I know." Raoul's voice was soft but inexorable. "You want to protect him."


    "I—"


    "But it's no more helpful than his efforts to protect you. Right now Malcolm doesn't need to be protected. He needs to trust his wife, and to have her trust him."


    She shot a look at him. "Couldn't you have been this sensitive to Malcolm's feelings before you encouraged me to marry him?"


    "I had a different set of priorities," Raoul said. But she caught the flinch in his eyes.


    "We both did. And I'm glad I'm married to Malcolm, even if what we did to him is unforgivable."


    "Stop berating yourself. Malcolm would be the first to tell you that." Raoul squeezed her fingers. "We'll get through this."


    For all the complications, that "we'll" was absurdly heartening.


    "There." Raoul jerked his head across the room. Malcolm was standing with David and William Lamb. "You should probably talk to him alone. For a number of reasons. All right?"


    She gathered the silver gauze of her shawl about her shoulders. "I may be getting used to civilian life, but I haven't entirely lost my instincts."


    "You couldn't live in civilian life if you tried, querida. And you'll never lose your instincts."


    "I'll bring Malcolm into the small salon."


    Raoul's gaze flickered over her face. "You're sure you want me there?"


    "At this point, I think we need to pool information. As you said, this is no time for any of us to be protective."


    Malcolm greeted her with an easy smile. The smile of a comrade. Only three months ago, she'd thought they'd never share such a smile again. Remarkable how much they had regained. And how fragile it remained. She discussed the Indemnity Bill with David and William Lamb. The bill, subtitled for indemnifying persons who, since the 26th of January 1817, have acted in apprehending imprisoning, or detaining in custody, persons suspected of high treason, or treasonable practices, and in the suppression of tumultuous and unlawful assemblies, was something she passionately opposed, but tonight the discussion seemed interminable. At last Malcolm found an escape by suggesting they join the couples who had begun to waltz in the drawing room while Isobel played the piano. "Thank goodness for the distraction of the waltz," she said, as his arm encircled her waist. "Though given our reputation for lack of romance, it's likely to be a clue to the keen observer that we have something to talk about."


    His fingers closed round her left hand. "I think people are beginning to realize however prosaic I may appear, my feelings for my wife are far from tepid."


    At the pianoforte, Bel launched into a new waltz. It was one that had been popular in Vienna three and a half years ago. Before Jessica, before Malcolm knew the truth. Before she left off spying. "Did everything go all right?" she asked.


    "Oh, yes. Papers back where they belong."


    "You put the papers back with Carfax watching?" Suzanne stared at her husband as they circled the floor. Even now he could surprise her.


    "Best of bad choices." He spun her to the side. "If he didn't suspect me, he wouldn't have noticed. If he did suspect me, he'd tear the room apart the minute I left it, and there'd be no way I could get back in without him seeing."


    She twirled beneath his arm. "And there's no way he wouldn't have been watching you with eyes in the back of his head while he was in the room with you."


    "But this was daring enough even Carfax might not think I'd try it." He pulled her against him, her back to his chest. "At least I had surprise on my side. Or are you saying you rate Carfax's skills higher than mine?"


    "No, it's a close run thing, but if I had to, I'd put my money on you, dearest."


    "I'm flattered, sweetheart." He twirled her to face him. "Even if you're a prey to delusions." He looked down at her. "What else happened while I was gone?"


    Her escape into banter was over. "I'm too transparent."


    "Only to one who knows you."


    "When the dance is over we need to escape to the small salon."


    "That bad?" His voice was light, but concern flickered in his eyes.


    "This shouldn't wait until we get home. Or be discussed in public."


    Easy enough when the waltz ended for them to leave the dance floor and wander into the small salon. The rooms were still filled with guests, and no one would question Malcolm making himself at home at Carfax House. He was practically one of the family.


    Raoul was waiting for them. Malcolm showed no surprise, which said a lot, for better or worse, about how far the three of them had come. Suzanne drew a breath and pulled the note from her reticule. "Apparently Trenchard wasn't the only one who knew about my past."


    Malcolm stared down at the paper. Suzanne's throat went tight.


    Malcolm's fingers clenched on the paper. For a moment she thought he would crush it. It seemed to take all his instincts as an agent not to do so. But when he looked up, his gaze was level and direct. "This settles it. We're leaving Britain."


    Suzanne stared at her husband's taut face. For all her fears about Malcolm's protective instincts, she hadn't thought it would go this far, this fast. "Darling—"


    "Trenchard knew. Alistair knew. This other person knows and has no scruples about making use of the information. For all we know, the whole Elsinore League knows."


    "That's speculation—"


    "Forgive me if I'm not inclined to wait to find out." Malcolm looked at Raoul. "You told me Fouché knows and Talleyrand knows. One never knows how Talleyrand will jump. You said so yourself."


    Raoul was observing the two of them with—Suzanne thought—entirely too calm an expression. "I believe I also said I thought Talleyrand's instinct would be to protect Suzanne."


    "Forgive me if I don't find that enough to be reassuring beside the risk to my wife's safety."


    "Darling," Suzanne said, "it's not as if—"


    "Don't say you've run these risks for years, Suzette." Malcolm spun round to face her. "That's all the more reason for you not to go on running them forever. We have two children to think of."


    "Who you want to turn into exiles."


    "They need you, Suzette. Damn it, I need you."


    "I knew it." She folded her arms, anger—mostly at herself—welling up on her tongue. "I knew this would turn you into a Hotspur."


    Malcolm gripped the edge of a pier table, so tightly the Sèvres vase atop it rattled. "I'm not acting in the least like Hotspur. Hotspur doesn't tell his wife what he's plotting. I'm discussing this with you."


    "We're not discussing anything. You're ordering me and making decisions for both of us."


    "I'm trying to protect our children."


    Fear squeezed her chest. "I've been thinking about the children for years, long before—"


    "Don't, Suzette." Anger shot through the line of his arm where he gripped the table. "Don't remind me of all the years I didn't know how much they needed protecting."


    That stung. And made her want to lash out. "For God's sake, Malcolm, you're the rational one. If—"


    "I am being rational. The only rational thing to do is leave the country. It's not your country in any case."


    Suzanne closed the distance between them in two steps and gripped her husband's arm. "Darling, you love it."


    "That's my lookout."


    "No, it's ours." She stared at him, seeing a future she had come to fear almost as much as she once had feared him discovering the truth of her past. "You'd have to give up your career. You'd be cut off from your friends and family. David and Simon. Bel and Oliver. Cordy and Harry. Aunt Frances and Allie and Geoff and Edgar and Gisèle. It would only be a matter of time before you hated me."


    He put out a hand and touched her face, with a gentleness that made tears prickle behind her eyes. "I couldn't hate you, sweetheart. I think the revelations of three months ago proved that."


    "You can't know that, Malcolm." Her throat was damnably thick. "Grinding monotony can destroy more than torrid revelations."


    "I can handle it."


    "We both have to handle it. That's what being married means."


    He dropped his hand. "Don't suddenly start making claims about marriage. You took it lightly enough all these years."


    Suzanne spun away, arms hugged tight about her. "I deserved that."


    "No." He scraped a hand through his hair. "Damn it, Suzette, I swore I wouldn't fling the past in your face."


    "But you can't stop it. I understand." She'd always known, underneath, that it was everyday reality that would undo them.


    "I can't bear the thought of you in danger."


    "I've lived my life in danger."


    "This is different, sweetheart." He moved towards her and gripped her shoulders. "If you're accused of treason—"


    "It won't come to that."


    "You can't know that. I know you're accustomed to living life on an edge I can scarcely contemplate, but this is uncharted territory even for you."


    "Darling—"


    "We can't risk it—"


    "Malcolm." Raoul's voice cut between them. "You have to believe Suzanne's safety matters to me."


    Malcolm met Raoul's gaze across the room. The tangle of emotions in the air between them sent a chill through Suzanne. At the same time she knew she couldn't interfere.


    "Oh, yes," Malcolm said. "Probably more than you'd admit."


    "Then believe me when I say that if I thought leaving Britain was the safest course for both of you, I'd be the first to suggest it."


    Malcolm shook his head. "You've both always been too quick to run risks. Christ, you married Suzette to an enemy agent."


    "Whom I would trust with my life."


    The intake of Malcolm's breath was like broken glass. For once, Raoul's voice was totally without irony. Not for the first time, Suzanne felt she had become an observer to what passed between the two men.


    "You know what we're risking," Malcolm said, almost in the tone of a man speaking to a friend. Or to a parent. "If Carfax learned—"


    "Carfax wouldn't have Suzanne arrested."


    "Don't be so bloody sure."


    "Think, Malcolm. The toast of the beau monde? The wife of his protégé and his son's best friend? All other things aside, Carfax would be worried about appearances."


    "But—"


    "Will you stop talking about me as though I'm not here?" Suzanne said.


    "I'm sorry," Raoul said. "But for once, the fact that people tend to sadly underestimate women works in your favor. It's protection of a sort. Your friend Crispin Harleton's been married to Manon Caret for two months, and her having been a French agent is a fairly open secret."


    "That's a good point, darling," Suzanne said. "If anything, Manon was a more formidable agent than I was."


    "But Crispin isn't a British agent. And Manon wasn't spying on him while they were involved."


    "You're right. It makes my crime greater."


    "It isn't a question of crimes, sweetheart. It's a question of what Carfax or anyone else in authority will see as unforgivable."


    "Your family name still provides a degree of protection," Raoul said.


    Malcolm was frowning at the medallions on the carpet. "If Carfax knew the truth, he'd be likely to use it as leverage himself."


    "Oh, yes" Raoul said. "I imagine he might."


    Malcolm's head snapped up. "Then, for God's sake—"


    "It might put you in an untenable situation. But it would give you time to leave the country. Meanwhile, there's no need to bolt."


    "We're not going anywhere." Suzanne took a step closer to Malcolm.


    "You may have to," Raoul said. "But not yet."


    She swallowed, but knew to take her victories where she could get them.


    Malcolm gave a curt nod.


    "Do you recognize the hand that penned the note?" Suzanne held it out to him again.


    Malcolm drew a breath and scanned the note. "No. But other than Carfax and David, I wouldn't recognize the hands of most of those present tonight."


    "He has an agent's skills," Suzanne said. "He got that letter to the footman without being seen."


    "Most likely another Elsinore League member," Raoul said.


    "Obviously, I need to keep the appointment," Suzanne said.


    Malcolm's gaze snapped to her face.


    "How else are we going to learn what he wants?" she asked.


    To her relief, Malcolm nodded. Then he raised a brow. "Surprised I agreed? We have to learn who he is, to ensure you're safe. I hope you aren't going to suggest going alone."


    "Of course not. We'll need someone there to follow whoever the blackmailer is. And you certainly have the skills to stay hidden.''


    Malcolm nodded again. "O'Roarke? I think we could use your help, as well."


    "Of course."


    "Pity I returned the papers. "


    "You aren't suggesting I actually give them to him."


    "No, but we may need them as a bargaining chip."


    "I wouldn't bring them to the first meeting, in any case. He couldn't expect it." She shook her head.


    "What?" Malcolm and Raoul asked, in almost the same breath.


    "I was remembering when we assisted Isabella Flores, just after we got married. I thought how foolish she was to have committed her secrets to writing and put herself in such a situation."


    "It's hardly the same," Malcolm said. "Your blackmailer doesn't have written proof."


    "That we know of." She hunched her shoulders.


    A shadow crossed his face. "And you did this in the course of your work—"


    "Not an adolescent love affair? All the worse for me. I should have known better."


    "We can all be caught," Raoul said. "It goes hand in hand with being a spy."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Suzanne untied the cream satin ribbons on her evening slippers and unwound them from about her silk-stockinged ankles. "Malcolm, there's something else. I didn't want to say it in front of Raoul. Not until I'm sure."


    "What?" Malcolm took a quick step towards her. "More threats?"


    "No. Suspicions." She swallowed. Malcolm was a childhood friend of the Mallinsons. She was crossing a line even by voicing her suspicions. "I think Mary Trenchard may be pregnant."


    Disbelief filled his gaze. "In God's name, why—"


    She recounted her conversation with Cordelia.


    Malcolm's brows drew together. "That's hardly proof—"


    "No. But it would explain Trenchard's anger and trying to cut Mary out of his will."


    He gave a curt nod.


    "Cordelia and I can talk to her, darling. Even if we're wrong, we may shock her into telling us why she and Trenchard did quarrel. Unless—"


    "No, you're right." He tugged off his cravat. "It's the sensible thing to do. I have to think like an investigator. And if you are right, she needs help." He squeezed his eyes shut. "Dear God, I don't think David would understand."


    "You don't know that."


    "I know David. Simon could help—"


    "Malcolm." She cast a glance at the cradle where Jessica slept. "Let's find out if it's true first."


    He nodded.


    Suzanne realized her fingers had frozen on the loosened slipper. She tugged it from her foot. "I've put you in an appalling situation."


    "You haven't put me in anything." Malcolm shrugged out of his evening coat. "Unless you killed Trenchard."


    She let the slipper thud to the floor and started on the second one. "It's not funny, Malcolm."


    His gaze was so gentle it cut through her. "I think finding the humor in the situation may be the only way we can survive this, my darling."


    She turned her head away before the softness in his gaze could sear her. "Malcolm—"


    "If we end up having to leave Britain, it will be on my head as much as yours. We're both spies."


    "Only one of us spied on Britain. But I was thinking about before. You broke into Carfax's study."


    "Spying on my spymaster?" He moved to the pier table and unstoppered the whisky decanter. "I've always enjoyed matching wits against Carfax."


    Suzanne dropped the second slipper after the first and began to unroll her stockings. "I never meant to turn you on Carfax."


    "No?" Whisky splashed into a glass. "Carfax stands for everything you were fighting against."


    Carfax's voice at the Carfax House dinner table last week, cutting to shreds a reform speech David had made, echoed in her head. You must understand what can come if the rabble get control, my dear, he had said, suddenly turning to her. Your family lost everything in the Revolution. "Yes, but—" She bit her lip. "You know what I mean."


    "I don't, actually." He crossed to her side and put a glass of whisky into her hand. "Carfax ran the intelligence network you were working against. Surely you don't prefer to have us on opposite sides."


    "Of course not." Her fingers tightened round the etched glass. "But I never meant to make you—"


    "Disloyal?" He took a sip of whisky and regarded her over the rim of the glass. "You preferred to keep the disloyalty on your side?"


    "I went into this with my eyes open."


    Malcolm turned his glass in his hand, watching the play of candlelight on the pale gold liquid. "I've hardly been in lockstep with Carfax, even without you."


    She stared at his profile in the flickering shadows. "Malcolm, you have to be—"


    "Angry?" His gaze jerked to her face.


    "Yes."


    He was silent for the length of a rifle shot. "Anger wouldn't get us very far."


    She tossed down a swallow of whisky. It left a trail of fire down her throat, but somehow didn't warm her. "I'm worried about what denying it will do."


    He stared into her eyes. The gentleness was gone. "Believe me, my darling, I'm not denying anything. I'm trying to find a way forwards."


    Honesty was what she wanted. She shouldn't flinch from it. "There have to be times you want to scream at me."


    "I've done that, as I recall." He set his glass on the chest of drawers and crossed to her side. This time he was the one who took her face between his hands. "You must have wanted to yell at me any time these past five years. Among other things, for working for a man who had so little to do with what I believed in myself, let alone what you believed in."


    He was offering her a way out, but it was too simple to take it. "You care about him."


    "My feelings for Carfax may not be as complicated as yours for O'Roarke, but they are certainly conflicted." He leaned forwards and brushed his lips across her brow. "My loyalties have changed, as well."


    She looked up at him in inquiry.


    "Because I'm loyal to you."


    Her throat closed. A traitorous pressure built behind her eyes. "You can't, Malcolm. You can't—"


    "Put personal loyalties before other loyalties? I can't help it. It's the way I am."


    She tilted her head back, afraid of what she saw in his eyes. It was a commitment that could destroy both of them. "Dearest—"


    "If that's a burden, sweetheart, it's a burden you need to learn to live with. You owe me that much."


    She shook her head. "How can I argue with that?"


    "Then don't try."


    "In some ways it was simpler—"


    "When we were on opposite sides?"


    "God help me, yes."


    He slid his fingers into her hair and lowered his mouth to hers. "Since when have we preferred things simple?"


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 15


    James was at the desk in his study when the footman showed Malcolm in. He got up and came forwards to take Malcolm's hand, but his gaze went back to the paper-strewn desk. "I only brought a fraction of Father's files back from Trenchard House yesterday, and I already feel as though I'm drowning."


    "Give yourself a few days. Unless, of course, you don't want to stop and think."


    "Spoken as one who's been here." James passed a hand over his face. "Hetty and I told the boys this morning. Not that we could really explain anything to Eddy, of course, though Hetty held him. Fitz asked if I was going to die next. I told him no, I wasn't in the least bit sick. Fitz said Grandpapa hadn't been either."


    "When Alistair was killed, Colin asked me if I cried. He said he'd cry if I died."


    "What did you tell him?"


    "That Alistair and I hadn't been as good friends as he and I were. As I hoped we always would be."


    James waved a hand towards one of two leather-covered chairs before the desk, then picked up a stack of books and dropped into the other. "I remember when I first saw Fitz lying in Hetty's arms. So tiny. So helpless. So miraculous. It hit me like a blow to the gut."


    "How much you loved him?" Malcolm asked.


    "That, yes. But also the fact that I was a father. And that I hadn't the least idea what being a father meant. My only model was Trenchard, and all he'd done was show me by example everything I didn't want to be for my son."


    "I could say the same for Alistair Rannoch." In many ways, the best example of fatherhood Malcolm had had was Raoul O'Roarke. That should be ironic. But somewhere, beneath all the revelations of the past three months, was the acknowledgement of a bond that went back to before either he or O'Roarke had known Suzanne.


    James glanced down at the signet ring on his left hand, as though it still seemed alien. "One has to invent it all from scratch. Hearing Trenchard's voice issue from my mouth is my deepest nightmare."


    "I don't think you need fear that coming to pass."


    "I hope not. But I can't deny he certainly left his imprint on me one way and another. Every so often I catch a trace of his inflection in my voice. Talk about self-loathing."


    Malcolm studied the newly made duke. "What did you and your father quarrel about two nights before he died?"


    Wariness flashed in James's usually open gaze. "Who overheard us?"


    Malcolm sidestepped the question. No need to get the Trenchard staff in trouble if he could help it. "So you don't deny you quarreled?"


    James gave a wry smile, though his gaze remained hard. "Somehow I think if I denied it that would only increase your suspicions." He leaned a hand on the desktop. "I should have realized you'd find out. I should have decided telling you was the honorable thing to do. But I told myself it would only serve as a distraction."


    "Why don't you let me be the judge of what's a distraction?"


    James glanced across the room at the gilt-framed painting over the mantel. Henrietta, Eddy in her lap, Fitz beside her. Lawrence's work undoubtedly. A similar painting of Suzanne and the children hung in the Berkeley Square house. "I almost didn't enter Parliament, you know, because I knew my doing so would fit right in with Father's plans. I could suddenly quite understand what drove Jack to rebellion. Then I realized that giving up something I wanted, to spite Father, was just another way of letting him control my life."


    "A mature decision."


    "I have flashes of them. I stood for a borough that wasn't in his gift. I was determined to be my own man. Even once I became his heir, I was determined to keep this something that was mine. As long as I stayed my own man, I told myself he couldn't touch me."


    Malcolm watched him. "And then?"


    Anger darkened James's blue eyes. "I was offered an undersecretaryship a fortnight ago. The Board of Trade."


    "My congratulations."


    "Not the most glamorous of postings perhaps, but I'm young for it. I was thrilled. Nothing like feeling one's achieved something on one's own merits."


    "But Trenchard—"


    "Used his influence to get me the posting. More than that. Resorted to blackmail. And of course, by the time I found out, I'd already accepted and couldn't back out." He grimaced. "Now that I'm Duke of Trenchard I'll have to leave the House, but I won't have to give up the posting. Irony of ironies."


    "What did Trenchard say when you confronted him?"


    "That that was the way the game was played, and I should stop being naive. I told him I'd never aspired to play his game. He called me an idealistic fool and said if it weren't for him I'd never amount to anything. He said for all his excesses, Jack had at least understood hard choices." James's fingers curled inwards against the embossed leather of the desktop. "He didn't actually say he wished I had died instead of Jack. But I've been in politics long enough to be able to read subtext."


    "It's difficult to imagine Jack in Parliament."


    "Perhaps if Father had pulled enough strings. We weren't people to him, we were pieces to be manipulated as he saw fit. He treated his family—he treated the world—as something that could be molded to his will."


    Malcolm had once accused Raoul O'Roarke of treating him and Suzanne as pawns, but he had to acknowledge now that it wasn't so simple.


    James unclenched his fingers as though with an effort. "I was angry enough to have killed him. I came closer to striking him than I thought possible. But I didn't go back into the house two nights later and shoot him. Do you believe me?"


    "I'm inclined to."


    James gave a bleak smile. "You're honest, Malcolm. A good quality in an investigator, if perhaps uncomfortable for your friends."


    James glanced round the room—the papers on the desk signed with his father's bold signature, the ducal seal beside the ink pot. "I tried. To build my own career. Hetty and I tried to build a house that's ours. To raise our children out of the Trenchard shadow. Father intruded himself on my career. And now Hetty and I are going to have to live in Trenchard House, raise our children there. Father may be gone, but there's no escaping him."


    "I didn't want to move into the Berkeley Square house," Malcolm said. "I was determined to sell it, until I realized how happy the children would be there. Where else would we have a chance of finding a house that looks out on a square garden? Even then I had qualms. But Suzette redid the house, so that now it seems like ours." His enemy-agent wife, locked into a false persona, had created a home that seemed authentically theirs. That still seemed authentically theirs, for all her lies.


    "But you didn't inherit your father's position along with his house."


    "No. But power doesn't have to be used to beget more power, as Trenchard treated it. This gives you a chance to mold the dukedom into something of your own."


    "We've hardly been allies in Parliament, Rannoch."


    "No. But I respect that you believe in what you're doing."


    James inclined his head, as he might across the House of Commons in acknowledgement of a point scored. "I'm going to see Hawkins, the family solicitor, and ask him about Emily Saunders. You should come with me."


    "You're sure you want me there, Tarr—Trenchard?"


    "You'd best call me James. I can't get used to the Trenchard yet. And yes, I may not have my father's force of will, but I'm not generally in the habit of doing things I don't want to do. You're going to question me about what Hawkins has to say. You're going to question Hawkins. If I don't give you a verbatim report of the interview you'll think I'm lying and wonder why. Easier for both of us if you hear what Hawkins has to say firsthand."


    "Commendable."


    "Besides—"


    "Yes?" Malcolm asked.


    James pushed himself to his feet. "I could use the moral support."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Mary Trenchard had had a mourning gown made up, a dull black bombazine with jet buttons on the bodice and cuffs. A duchess probably had her dressmaker prepared to produce mourning wear at the drop of a hat. But even the flat fabric couldn't disguise the bloom in the duchess's cheeks. Now the idea had struck her, Suzanne wondered how she could have been so blind.


    Mary accepted Cordelia's condolences with composure. The rawness of the night of the murder was gone. She had some—perhaps more than some—of her father's nerves of steel. All the more impressive now Suzanne knew what she might be hiding.


    "I'd offer you tea," Mary said, "but I find myself in need of something stronger. Would you like a glass of Madeira?"


    "Precisely what is called for," Cordelia said.


    "Have you come to update me on the investigation, Mrs. Rannoch?" Mary asked. "Or to ask me more questions?"


    "A bit of both." Suzanne accepted a crystal glass of Madeira engraved with the Trenchard arms. "Did you know the duke had rewritten his will?"


    The dowager duchess's hand faltered ever so slightly as she set down the decanter. "My husband was scrupulous in attending to his fortune and estates. I imagine he often adjusted his will. He had numerous children and grandchildren and other dependants to account for."


    "These changes involved taking away money that had been set aside for you."


    The duchess sank down on the sofa, back ramrod straight, glass held between her fingers. "I didn't know that. But it was his decision to make."


    "Does it surprise you?"


    "As I told you yesterday, Trenchard and I were strangers in many ways."


    Suzanne surveyed the duchess. The proud angle of her head. The rigidity of her clasped hands, the firm line of her mouth. It would take a shock to break through that iron control. "How long have you known you were pregnant?"


    Mary Trenchard's brows snapped together. "What on earth gave you the idea—"


    "The buttons on your gown strain across your chest. Your color is high and it owes nothing to rouge. You started to take a drink and put your glass down as you felt queasy."


    "Wouldn't you be queasy if your husband had just been murdered?"


    "Very likely. It doesn't explain the other indicators."


    "The impertinence—"


    "Mary," Cordelia said. "You must know enough of my marriage to know I, of all people, would understand."


    "There's nothing to understand." Mary raised her glass to her lips again, then set it down abruptly. "For God's sake, Cordy, don't paint everyone with your brush."


    "Fair enough." Cordelia's shrewd gaze reminded Suzanne of the way her friend looked at Livia and Drusilla when she was worried about them. "It's beastly," Cordelia said. "But I know Suzanne. I'd trust her with my most precious secrets. And she and Malcolm have an infernal knack at ferreting out secrets."


    Mary Trenchard drew in her breath, as though for an instinctive denial. Then the breath seemed to rush from her lungs. Her backboard-straight shoulders slumped beneath the twilled black bombazine of her gown. "I could deny it. I probably should go on denying it. But I know enough of Malcolm and Mrs. Rannoch to know you are all too right. And I'm too tired." She reached for her glass. "Of course if it were merely a grieving widow's pregnancy I'd have nothing to worry about." She set down the glass. "I've known or suspected for a month or more. I've been certain for the past fortnight. Trenchard, unfortunately, could be damnably observant, though in the general run of things I'd have sworn he scarcely looked at me."


    "This is what you quarreled about?" Suzanne asked.


    A spasm of remembered horror crossed Mary's face. "I returned home from Sally Jersey's to find him waiting for me—an unusual occurrence, but I didn't guess what he was going to say until he slammed the library door shut and actually said the words."


    "There was no possibility it could be his?" Cordelia asked in a soft voice.


    "None." The duchess set her glass down with precision. "I was stupid. I should have made sure I had that option in the event of catastrophe, but I was never very good at manipulating Trenchard, and he hadn't shown that sort of interest in me in some time. Ten to one he'd have sensed something was amiss if I'd tried to seduce him. And I couldn't bear one more pretense in a life full of them."


    A few months ago, her own life shrouded in pretense, Suzanne would have sworn the duchess was a stranger to the word. "You'd given him three children," she said. She was well enough versed in the beau monde now to know that once a wife had provided her husband with an heir—and ideally a second son—many husbands were willing to turn a blind eye to her indiscretions.


    "And even after Jack's death, he still had an heir from his first marriage. With James's two sons, and then Bobby, there was little chance another child would fall heir to the title even if it were a boy. According to many versions of the rules of our world, I should have had license to indulge myself. Not that I ever expected to, precisely. I'm not like—"


    "Me," Cordelia said.


    Mary flashed a bleak smile at her. "You were willing to go after what you wanted without caring about the consequences, Cordy. I can admire that, in a way. Though I suppose, in some ways, that's what I did myself when I married Trenchard. I was just wrong about what I wanted."


    Cordelia reached across the tea table to touch Mary's hand. "So was I," she said, obviously thinking of her first love who had later become her lover and had come close to destroying her marriage.


    Mary pressed down the lace ruffle on her sleeve. "As I told Mrs. Rannoch yesterday, I had no illusions that I was in love with Trenchard when I married him. I'd been in love, with the younger son of the curate at Carfax Court. We were foolish enough to become secretly betrothed when I was seventeen. I should probably be grateful to Father for putting an end to it before we could fall out of love, though for close on half a year I thought my life would end." She tugged at a snagged thread. "I don't think David ever knew. He was at Harrow. Louisa knew. Odd to think we were once close enough I confided in her. My other sisters were too young to confide in, though I've sometimes thought Bel suspected. In any case, by the time I made my debut, I'd decided love was a trap for the unwary to fall into. Love and everything that went with it. Or perhaps it's more accurate to say that I didn't appreciate everything that went with it."


    "That can take a while," Suzanne said. It had in her case, though that was because of the brutal nature of her introduction to physical intimacy.


    "I quite enjoyed the attention of being a reigning beauty. I'm sorry, I daresay that sounds arrogant, but that's what I was. But by the time I was twenty, it was time I was married, and Trenchard could offer me position, fortune, and title greater than my father's."


    "And the safety of not risking love," Cordelia said. "Oddly enough, that's what I thought when I married Harry."


    The duchess frowned for a moment, in what seemed to be genuine consideration. "You were more fortunate in your choice than I, Cordy, though I wouldn't have said so at first. I enjoyed settling into life as Duchess of Trenchard. I enjoyed my children when they came. Trenchard's affairs piqued my vanity a bit, but didn't seriously disturb me. Whatever one thinks of one's husband, one doesn't like the idea that—"


    "One isn't enough for him," Suzanne said. She'd expected, when she married Malcolm, that he wouldn't necessarily be faithful. She'd have said she was sanguine about it. But even from the first, she knew it would have driven her mad.


    "Precisely. But there were enough other men to admire me to soothe my vanity. And admiration is all I really wanted. Then."


    "What changed things?" Cordelia asked.


    A faint smile curved her mouth. "To say 'meeting the right person' sounds unbelievably trite, doesn't it? I've never been able to bear the idea of being a cliché. And I don't really know that that's what it was. Perhaps it was something in me. I'd mastered my life as a duchess. I'd had children. Perhaps I was looking for distraction. Save that he was much more than that."


    The air in the room tightened, like the pause in a symphony before a shift into a new theme.


    "'He'?" Suzanne asked.


    "Oh no, Mrs. Rannoch." Mary Trenchard locked her gaze with Suzanne's own. "I may be foolish enough to confess on my own account, but I won't betray him. Suffice it to say, many of my blind assumptions about what mattered in life and what I needed went out the window."


    It sounded oddly like how Suzanne might describe falling in love with Malcolm. "Falling in love can do that."


    Mary drew a breath as though to protest, then swallowed. "Yes, I suppose I did fall in love. Am in love with him." Her mouth curved with irony but something like wonder trembled beneath her dry tone.


    "Does he know about the child?" Cordelia asked.


    The duchess shook her head. "It didn't seem fair to burden him. Or to put him at risk. The last thing either of us needs is him attempting to ride to the rescue. There's no easy rescue from a situation such as this."


    "The duke didn't know your lover's name?"


    "I'm quite sure not." Mary Trenchard pressed her hands over her lap. "I knew I was running risks, but it's no more than many women in our set do once they've given their husband an heir and spare. Sometimes, before that. Provided the succession isn't at stake, husbands like Peter Cowper lend their name to other men's children with every appearance of equanimity. Old Lord Melbourne even made the best of it when Peniston died and William became his heir, though he must know William isn't his by blood. I didn't want Trenchard to find out, but I didn't think he would kick up such a fuss." She gripped her elbows. "He said I could sleep with whom I chose—though he used a cruder word for it—but he had no intention of giving his name to my bastard."


    "What did he suggest?"


    "He didn't so much suggest as command." Mary Trenchard's pale fingers tightened against the dull black fabric. Her wedding band gleamed in the morning sunlight. "He said I would go abroad to have the baby—France or Italy, I could choose, as long as it was somewhere secluded. Then he would arrange for a home for it. I would give up the baby and return to England. He seemed to think I should be grateful to him for having things so tidily planned out."


    Suzanne swallowed, the memory of the weeks before her marriage, when she had known she was pregnant with Colin, sharp in her throat. "Unconscionable."


    The duchess shot a look at her. "You think so?"


    "To ask a woman to give up her child? Yes."


    Mary Trenchard's hand slid to her stomach. "I told him as much. I've always been the sort to do what's required to preserve the forms, but in this case I couldn't do so. I told Trenchard nothing would prevail upon me to give up the child. He could divorce me if he chose. He stared at me as though I'd gone mad. Because of course he didn't want to go through the scandal of a divorce."


    "And he'd have found it difficult to prove the child wasn't his," Cordelia said.


    "Quite. As my husband at the time the child was conceived, he'd be the legal father. He was well aware of that, and it made him all the more angry."


    "And then?"


    "Trenchard said if I pushed him, I'd regret it. He could keep Bobby and the girls from me. Did I want to trade them for my bastard?" A flinch showed in her eyes. "I may not be the most effusive mother, but I couldn't bear the thought of losing any of my children. Of course Trenchard couldn't deny them to me without a scandal. I pointed out as much. That we seemed to be at point-non-plus. That made him all the more angry." Her hand came up to her cheek. "He struck me. It's the only time he's done so. A hard enough blow that I fell to the carpet." Her eyes darkened at the memory. "I don't think I knew what it was to hate until I lay there staring up at him."


    That hatred shone from Mary's eyes now. Strong enough to kill her husband? Very likely, Suzanne would have said. Whether or not the duchess had done so was another question. "Did you think about going to your father?" Suzanne asked.


    "And telling him I was pregnant by another man? Oh, he'd have been furious with Trenchard for striking me. But I think he'd have agreed with the plan of my going abroad and giving up the baby. Sweeping mistakes under the carpet is very much my father's modus operandi, after all." She loosed her fingers and took a sip of Madeira with iron determination, then put a hand to her mouth, as though the drink had sickened her.


    Cordelia picked up the plate of biscuits. "Eat one of these. It helps with the nausea."


    Mary gave a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "You'd think I'd remember from my other pregnancies." She took an almond biscuit and chewed a mouthful as though forcing herself to do so.


    Cordelia returned the plate to the sofa table. "What happened next?"


    "We avoided each other. I could see the threat in Trenchard's eyes, but he didn't try to speak to me in private. It was like walking on glass. Or perhaps knives would be more accurate."


    "What did you plan to do?" Suzanne asked.


    "I didn't. I couldn't see a viable move. I'm not sure he could either. It was as though we had each other in check." Mary wiped the crumbs from her fingers with meticulous care.


    Cordelia cast a glance at Suzanne, then looked back at Mary. "And now that the duke is dead—"


    "The world will assume the baby to be his." Mary dropped her napkin on the table as though it burned her. "Quite. It's odd, that wasn't the first thing that occurred to me when I heard the news. But of course it's true. I'll live a lie the rest of my life and be fortunate to do so. Which, I suppose, gives me an excellent motive to have murdered him." She looked at Suzanne over the Madeira decanter, defiance sharp in her eyes.


    "A motive doesn't necessarily make a murderer," Suzanne said.


    "It didn't, in my case, though I can scarcely expect you to believe that."


    "I believe your husband was a complicated man and may have had any number of enemies." Suzanne took a sip of Madeira. "Speaking of which, do you know of any reason why he'd have quarreled with Frederick Hampson recently?"


    "Colonel Hampson? Jane's father?" Mary's brows rose with something more of her habitual expression. "They hadn't seen each other for a year or more. That is, I suppose they might have crossed paths at White's or something—"


    "Lady Tarrington heard them quarreling in this house a month ago."


    Seemingly genuine surprise filled Mary's gaze. "What on earth was Hetty— Oh, I suppose that was the day she brought her boys over to play with Lucy and Emma. I was helping my mother with cards of invitation for her musicale. But I can't imagine what Trenchard would have had to discuss with Hampson. Trenchard wasn't particularly happy about the connection to the Hampsons. Mrs. Hampson's father keeps a shop in Grace Church Street. Trenchard did what was polite, but he seemed eager to let the connection go. Trenchard was a ridiculous high stickler. David said that was half the reason he was so angry about the baby—"


    She broke off. Suzanne set down her glass. "David knew you were pregnant?"


    "He noticed the bruise on my cheek. I tried to spin a story, but the whole wretched thing came out."


    "You can scarcely be blamed for confiding in your brother. I'm glad you had someone to confide in."


    Mary nodded. But her gaze said that she knew full well that by confiding her predicament to her brother, she had also given him an excellent motive to have murdered Trenchard.
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    "Memories." Cordelia tightened the ribbons on her bonnet as she and Suzanne descended the steps of Trenchard House. "The suffocating horror of knowing one is trapped. By what should be a cause of joy."


    Suzanne fought against every instinct to agree with her friend. And after all, their cases were not the same. She hadn't been married when she first learned she was pregnant.


    "And I was fortunate in that Harry accepted Livia," Cordelia continued. "Though when I wrote to tell him I was pregnant, I wasn't sure he would."


    "That must have been beastly."


    Cordelia glanced up and down the street. "Hell. The hell I deserved, given what I'd put him through. I told him I was expecting a child, that I wasn't sure who the father was, and I didn't expect him to do anything for either of us. I could have been kinder. Harry wrote back a very formal letter saying he trusted I was in good health, and I could draw on his banker for anything I needed. I was relieved. Though, to my shame, I told myself that he simply wanted to avoid the scandal. It was months, perhaps years, before I could acknowledge how generous he'd been. How we got from there to here— But even at my lowest, I don't think it occurred to me he'd try to offer me the choice the duke gave the duchess."


    When she first learned she was pregnant, with Raoul caught up in the war, Suzanne had been prepared to raise the child alone. But it was one thing to flout convention when one was a social outcast already, and quite another when one was at the heart of society. And she hadn't had other children to think of.


    "I don't know that I'd be capable of killing," Cordelia said in a low voice. "But if anything could push me to it, it would be the safety of my children."


    Suzanne met her friend's gaze in the cool morning light and nodded. "It's going to be hard for Malcolm. For all he says they were never close, he thinks of Mary like a sister."


    "And then there's the fact that David lied to him."


    Suzanne nodded. "Quite."


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 16


    Theodore Hawkins's chambers spoke of the discreet luxury of one who served the wealthy and powerful, but would not be so vulgar as to draw attention to himself—or to his clients. Thick-piled rugs (English Axminster, nothing foreign). Polished oak furniture with a look of the last century. Leather and velvet upholstery, just worn enough not to look too new.


    A clerk conducted James and Malcolm at once into Hawkins's office. Hawkins, a man of about Trenchard's age, with thinning sandy hair and shrewd hazel eyes, came forwards to meet them. If he was surprised that Malcolm accompanied James, he was too used to accepting his clients' whims to show it. He offered the expected condolences, which James accepted with a thanks that was courteous but did not prolong the discussion.


    Hawkins returned to his desk, and James and Malcolm settled themselves in the leather chairs before the desk. "We obviously have a number of things to discuss," James said. "But to begin with, I am interested in the recent changes my father made to his will."


    Hawkins's spine shot infinitesimally straighter. "If you doubt the authenticity—"


    "Not in the least. But I am curious about my father's reasons. And he is no longer here to ask."


    "He didn't confide in me about his reasons."


    "When did this occur?"


    Hawkins folded his hands on the burgundy tooled leather of the blotter. "Your father came to me to change his will a fortnight before his death, my lor—Your Grace."


    "Are you telling me that was the first time you heard of this Emily Saunders?"


    "No." Hawkins realigned a stack of papers so the edges matched up precisely. "The first would have been—it must be nearly four years now. The summer of 1814. When His Grace—your father—had me set up quarterly payments."


    "To this Emily."


    "For her use."


    James fixed Hawkins with the sort of hard, measured gaze Malcolm had seen him employ across the House. "Who was she?"


    "The duke never said." Hawkins tugged the top paper smooth. "I assumed—a dependant of your father's."


    "His mistress or illegitimate daughter."


    "It wasn't for me to judge or question, Your Grace. She could have been the widow or daughter of someone to whom he felt indebted. A retainer. A friend who died in the war."


    James continued to regard Hawkins as though unsure whether or not to believe him. "My father offered no hint?"


    "You know your father, Your Grace. He was not the sort to disclose information."


    James tapped his booted foot on the floor. "Where is Emily now?'


    "I'm afraid I cannot say, my lord."


    "Damn it, Hawkins." James slapped his gloves down on the carved chair arm. "I suppose your loyalty to my father is commendable. But I'm the Duke of Trenchard now." He said it with faint surprise, as though he were still coming to terms with it himself, and yet with enough force that it caught Hawkins's attention.


    "You misunderstand, my lord. Your Grace." Hawkins coughed. "I am not, and never have been, aware of Emily Saunders' whereabouts."


    "Where did you make the payments?"


    "To a bank account in Maidstone. In the name of J. Smith."


    "An obvious alias."


    Hawkins drew a breath as though to prevaricate, then inclined his head. "So it would seem, my lord."


    "Did J. Smith ever communicate with you?" Malcolm asked.


    "No, Mr. Rannoch. There was never any need. We always made the payments. They were always collected."


    "Father didn't say anything to you about how to contact Miss Saunders in the event of his death?" James asked.


    "No, my— Your Grace. Your father was in good health, and I fear, when settling their estates, the most sensible people can neglect to make plans for unforeseen circumstances. I have been mulling over what to do, but I believe the only course of action is to write to Miss Saunders at the address I have for J. Smith."


    James flicked a glance at Malcolm. "We'll take care of it."


    "My— Your Grace—"


    "We'll need the address," James said.


    "If—"


    "The address, Hawkins."


    "Of course. Your Grace."
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    James looked at Malcolm as they descended the steps of Hawkins's chambers. "Do you have someone you can send to Maidstone?"


    Malcolm paused on the bottom step. "Tarr— James—"


    James swung round to look at him. "You're going to send someone to Maidstone in any case, aren't you?"


    "No sense in wasting time denying it."


    "And whoever you send will be ten times better at learning the truth than anyone I could send." James glanced down the street at the fog-shrouded lampposts. "I don't know where this will lead, Malcolm. But I do know I want to learn the truth. I need to learn the truth. More than I need to keep that truth from you. Besides"—he gave a faint half-smile—"I know I haven't a prayer in hell of doing so."
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    "Trenchard paid his staff decently, as these things go." Miles Addison dropped into a chair in Malcolm's study. "But more than one housemaid left abruptly, after Trenchard was seen to have been paying rather more attention to her than met with the housekeeper's approval."


    Malcolm grimaced. Love affairs had been commonplace among his parents' set, and in cases where both partners went their own way, he could even acknowledge it could be a solution to the problems of marriages that were often arranged. But taking advantage of those dependent on one was a line he couldn't tolerate crossing. "Were any of the housemaids named Emily?" he asked.


    Addison shook his head. "I asked specifically. But it's possible—"


    "That one of them bore him a child named Emily."


    Addison inclined his head. "Though I confess I would be a bit surprised if the duke left a large legacy to the daughter of a housemaid."


    Malcolm met his valet's gaze. Addison had been with him since his Oxford days. Addison had summoned David and Simon after Malcolm's clumsy effort to slash his wrists. He and Malcolm had shared an uncounted number of adventures in the Peninsula. They had the camaraderie of fellow spies. Malcolm thought of Addison as a friend. But he was also a valet. And because they weren't either of them the sort for confidences, Malcolm wasn't sure how his friend felt about the treatment of his peers.


    It was only in observing Suzanne's relationship with Blanca, in the light of what he now knew about both of them, that Malcolm had begun to see what might be lacking in his relationship with Addison.


    "No," he agreed, meeting Addison's gaze squarely, "I don't think it likely either, knowing what I do of the duke. But we have to consider all possibilities. Any indication any of the servants may have been angry enough with His Grace to kill him?"


    "Not based on my initial discussions with them. But," Addison continued, in his mild, measured way, "I had the distinct sense that His Grace's behavior could have provoked murderous impulses. The clearest argument against it is your description of the murder scene. I can't see the Duke of Trenchard pouring a drink for a servant."


    "Nor can I." Malcolm leaned back in his chair. "I'd like you to go to Maidstone, Addison. There's a bank there that's been making payments to Emily Saunders."


    "Of course."


    It was said courteously, but though Malcolm had always asked Addison to undertake every mission he'd sent him on, they both knew perfectly well Addison would never refuse. "My apologies to Blanca," Malcolm said.


    Addison's mouth curved in a faint smile. "Blanca will only be sorry not to be going along. Not because of me—or not entirely. Because she hates to miss out on a mission."


    That was one change of the past three months. Addison's relationship with Blanca was now something they could speak openly about. And Malcolm and Addison now shared more than their adventures of the past ten years. They were both married to women who had been Bonapartist agents. And they each knew the other's wife's secrets. They were both the sort to crave safety in their personal relationships, but if they'd ever been able to retreat into the safety of the roles of master and valet, that door had slammed shut three months ago.


    "I imagine there will be plenty for Blanca to do here," Malcolm said.


    "Valentin can help you in my absence," Addison said. "Your new coats should arrive from Hobbs by the end of the week and the linen is in good order—"


    "Addison," Malcolm said. "It wouldn't bother me in the least if my attire was less than perfect."


    Addison gave a rare full smile. "Perhaps not, sir. But you must permit me the pride of my profession."


    "One of your professions." What might Addison have done if circumstances had allowed him more scope for his talents?


    "I don't see your intelligence work making you any less meticulous about the wording of your parliamentary speeches, sir." Addison hesitated a moment. "I prefer not to operate on instinct, as I'm sure you realize, sir. But I find it very difficult to believe Miss Dudley killed the Duke of Trenchard."


    "So do I," Malcolm said. "Addison," he added, as Addison started to get up.


    "Sir?"


    Addison was one of the few people who knew about the bank account in Switzerland and the papers in the bottom of Malcolm's dispatch box, but still Malcolm hesitated. One could share secrets without being in the habit of referring to them. "It seems Trenchard knew about Suzanne."


    Malcolm had rarely seen such pure fear shoot through his valet's gaze, but Addison merely said, "I see."


    "And apparently someone else knew as well, someone who is attempting to blackmail Suzanne. We're meeting him tonight."


    Addison's gaze didn't waver from Malcolm's face. "Are you certain you want me to leave town, sir?"


    "I give you my word I'll ensure Blanca's safety."


    "That wasn't what I was thinking of. I trust you—implicitly, sir. But if you need—"


    "Your help is always invaluable, Addison. But we have O'Roarke's assistance."


    "Between Mr. O'Roarke and Mrs. Rannoch, you should have things well in hand." Addison had always seemed to like O'Roarke. For all Addison knew about Malcolm, he didn't know O'Roarke was Malcolm's father.


    "I hope so," Malcolm said. "I don't anticipate an immediate crisis. We'll manage. It's more important to get a report from Maidstone and trace Emily Saunders. But, should anything unforeseen occur. Should I be detained, or killed, or otherwise put out of commission—"


    "I'll make sure Mrs. Rannoch and the children get out of the country, sir." The gaze Addison gave Malcolm was unequivocally that of a friend. "My word on it."


    "Thank you." Despite everything, Malcolm smiled. "Not that I need your word to know it's true."
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    "I always thought James was a decent man," Malcolm said to Suzanne. "But he's tougher than I gave him credit for." He glanced across the day nursery to the hearthrug where Colin and Jessica were playing with Colin's wooden castle. "And he has more intellectual flexibility."


    "So you believe him about the reasons for his quarrel with Trenchard?"


    "I have no reason not to, at this point. It fits with what we know of Trenchard. Though we have to keep it in mind in light of future evidence." Malcolm leaned back against the chintz cushions of the nursery sofa. "I'm sending Addison to Maidstone."


    "Blanca will miss him. But if anyone can find Emily Saunders—" Suzanne smoothed the ears of the stuffed rabbit Jessica had plopped in her lap. "Darling, has it occurred to you—"


    "That Emily Saunders could be Laura? We can't but wonder. Given what we've learned so far, it's unlikely Laura Dudley is her real name."


    "It's hard to see him leaving her a fortune, based on what she told us."


    "Based on what she told us. Do you think she told us the whole truth? Would you, in the circumstances?"


    "Of course not. But—"


    "You're trained? Laura appears to be as well. By experience, if not formally."


    "But we do know Laura was spying for Trenchard. Trenchard doesn't strike me as a person who would leave a fortune to someone who worked for him."


    "No," Malcolm agreed. "There is that. But if Laura proves to be Emily, it will give her a clear motive for murder."


    "If she knew about the will."


    "A lot of ifs. All we can do at present is wait for Addison. I got nowhere searching for Frederick Hampson today. I had it on good authority that Hampson is usually to be found at the United Service Club on Wednesdays, but he didn't put in an appearance. Questioning his friends only proved that none of them have the least idea why he'd have spoken to Trenchard recently, let alone quarreled with him. We'll have to call on the Hampsons this afternoon. But first tell me how you and Cordy did."


    Suzanne's fingers tensed on the rabbit's pink ears. She'd been both anticipating and dreading telling Malcolm about the revelations about Mary Trenchard. As she and Cordelia walked back from Trenchard House she'd gone over a dozen different ways to do it, and in the end decided direct was best.


    Malcolm listened to Suzanne recount her and Cordelia's interview with Mary with an expression that gave nothing away.


    "Poor Mary," he said when she had done. "What an unspeakable dilemma."


    "A nightmare. Cordy and I both saw echoes of our own past. But neither of us faced such an appalling choice as Trenchard gave Mary."


    "Appalling and yet quite in character." Malcolm watched the children for a moment. Colin was on his stomach, eye level with his sister, saying something to her that made her burst into giggles. "Appalling what people can do to children. I should have seen it," he added after a moment. "Perhaps it was merely that I didn't want to."


    "I didn't see it myself until Cordelia repeated that remark about the duchess's appearance. Sometimes the most obvious things are the most difficult to see."


    He nodded. Then, after a moment, without change in inflection, "I should talk to David before we call on the Hampsons." He glanced out the window. The branches of the plane trees stirred in a gust of wind. "Odd. I can't remember David lying to me before. Not that I knew of, anyway."


    Suzanne saw the full force of his friend's deception break across her husband's face, smashing through the trust built between two boys who had once been each other's only friend in the alien world of Harrow, who had shared things with each other they didn't even share with their romantic partners.


    "Darling— It's only natural David would be careful of his sister."


    "And he thought I wouldn't?"


    "At the cost of the investigation?"


    Malcolm fell silent. Those he was closest to could hurt him deepest, which meant David could hurt him almost more than anyone. As close as Suzanne and Malcolm were, his relationship with David was older. She had come to love David herself, but there were layers between him and Malcolm she couldn't begin to fathom. And that she couldn't intrude on, especially now, when her own deceptions hung thick in the air between them.


    "He was protecting his sister, darling."


    "From me." The flat words somehow reminded her that there was a time when David must have seemed Malcolm's only family.


    "From scandal."


    "As if I would—" Malcolm's gaze swung to the children. "Don't let Jessica swallow the infantry, Colin." He touched Suzanne's shoulder. A gentle, innocuous touch. A simple gesture between a husband and wife. But she could feel the anger. And the hurt. "I'll be back in a bit."


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 17


    "Damn it, David, you lied to me." Shoulders braced against the door panels, Malcolm kept his voice low, but the words reverberated through the empty sitting room at Brooks's. They'd joined Brooks's together the year they came down from Oxford, a gesture against their Tory fathers. How often had they met here to draft speeches, or cheer or commiserate over the outcome of a debate.


    David didn't flinch from the accusation in Malcolm's eyes. He'd never been one to shy away from a fault. But neither did he show remorse. "I withheld information."


    "Which could be vital to the case."


    "It doesn't have anything to do—"


    "You can't possibly know that." Malcolm pushed away from the door and strode across the room towards his friend. "No one can, until we arrive at the truth of who killed Trenchard. And I can't do that without all the facts at my disposal."


    David glanced away.


    Malcolm stared at his friend's profile, the ugly truths he hadn't been able to voice to Suzanne roiling in his head. "Or aren't you sure you want me to arrive at the truth?"


    David met Malcolm's gaze, but his own eyes were as hard as fortifications. "I think our priorities are different. Mine is to protect Mary. Yours is to learn the truth."


    "And you think they come in conflict?"


    "I think if they came in conflict we'd do different things."


    Twenty-two years. That was how long they'd known each other and relied on each other as on no one else. "I've known Mary since we were children. You know how fond I am of her. My God, don't you think I want to protect her as well?"


    David's mouth tightened. "As far as it goes."


    "As far as what goes?"


    David spun away and took a quick turn about the room. "You want to learn the truth, Malcolm. You've always been driven to get to the bottom of things, long before you went into intelligence. And now you're in my father's world, you're even more inclined to put the truth before the human factor."


    Malcolm swallowed, a bitter taste in his mouth. "Your father accuses me of just the opposite."


    "But that's Father. He puts just about everything before the human factor."


    "But not his family. There you take after him. But David, you have to know I haven't a hope in hell of arriving at the truth if those closest to me aren't honest."


    "Damn it, Malcolm, put yourself in my shoes." David spun to face him. "If someone you loved had secrets, would you be so quick to share them with me?"


    Malcolm barely controlled a flinch. Ever since he'd recovered from the first shock of the revelation, he'd been haunted by the thought of what David would do if he learned the truth about Suzanne. Suzanne accused Malcolm of being an English gentleman to the core, but to Malcolm's mind it was David who was. He would trust David with his life or the lives of his family, but he went cold at thought of what David would do if he knew the truth about Suzanne. "If the secrets were vital to an investigation—"


    "But they wouldn't be. Because I'll never be an investigator. I can't bear to pry into people's secrets."


    "A palpable hit."


    "Malcolm—"


    "Did you confront Trenchard?"


    David stared at the gray sky beyond the window. "I wanted to. I wanted to tell him to keep his bloody hands off my sister. I wanted to challenge him to a duel, and you know what I think of dueling."


    "I'd have been more inclined to plant him a facer."


    David gave a reluctant smile and for a moment they were boys again. "That too. But Simon said we had to think before we did anything."


    "You told Simon?"


    "I suppose now you're angry at him as well."


    "No, I'm relieved you at least confided in him."


    David ran a hand through his hair. "Simon said we needed leverage to get Trenchard to accept the child as his. He actually pointed out that if anyone had that leverage it would be Father."


    "Did you tell your father?"


    "No. Because we both knew there was a chance Father would agree with Trenchard about Mary giving up the baby. We even considered breaking into Trenchard House and going through Trenchard's papers to see if we could uncover something that would give us a hold on him."


    "Did—"


    "No. We weren't there the night of the murder. Not that I expect you to believe me."


    "For God's sake, David."


    "You can't be sure, can you?" David's voice was edged with weariness. "That I didn't kill him. You're always saying we can never know what even those closest to us might be capable of, given the right provocation."


    The air between them held the weight of what had been said and what was still unvoiced. Whatever the outcome of the investigation, what had passed between them today could not be undone. Their friendship would bear the scars.


    The door swung open with a purposeful rush. "Sorry." Harry Davenport drew up short on the threshold. "I was too bent on delivering information."


    "It's all right." David turned to the door. "I'll go into the reading room."


    "You should stay, Worsley." Harry advanced into the room. "Given that this concerns your sister, I can't imagine there's any way you'll stay out of it."


    "You've learned something about Mary?" David took a quick step towards Harry.


    "No, about her stepson." Harry advanced into the room and flung himself into the cracked leather of an armchair. Almost, thought Malcolm, as though to put David and him at ease. Harry's sensitivity could be startling to one who didn't know him well. "I just spent a couple of hours playing billiards. Cordy says if it weren't for you pulling me into investigations, I'd never socialize at all. I thought it was a complete waste of time until Robby Tompkins mentioned that he'd seen James Tarrington in Half Moon Street Tuesday night." Harry looked at Malcolm. "You said Tarrington was in the country until Wednesday, didn't you?"


    "Yes." Malcolm studied his friend, investigative instincts taking over from the personal. "Is Tompkins sure it was James?"


    "He says so," Harry replied. "Claims he got a good look at him under a streetlight. Said he waved, but James didn't seem to see him."


    "Did he say what time?" Malcolm asked.


    "Claimed it was sometime about one-thirty, because he'd finished a convivial game of whist at the home of some friends. Or rather the home of a friend's mistress, I suspect. Robby kept saying how awful it was to think James's father was killed the same night. Of course he didn't have a clue James had lied to you."


    David was frowning. "I can't imagine James—"


    "Someone killed Trenchard," Harry said. "I would think suspecting Tarrington is preferable to suspecting your sister."


    David drew a harsh breath and released it. "Damn it, Harry. Do you have to sum things up so succinctly?"


    "It's a gift. Or a curse. I haven't been able to figure out which."


    Malcolm looked between his two friends. In so many ways, they could not be more different. Yet they shared a certain rough honesty.


    David shook his head. "I can't think of any of them—"


    "No." Harry stretched his booted feet out in front of him. "One can't with people one knows. But, as we saw three years ago, that's no guarantee they aren't involved."


    David gave a quick, contained nod. "I should go. I promised Mary and the children I'd be back this afternoon. Davenport. Malcolm."


    The door closed behind David with a quiet click that somehow reverberated more than one would have expected.


    "Do you want to talk about that?" Harry asked.


    "What Tarrington was doing in London?" Malcolm said. "I think we should get his version of events before we speculate. Though apparently he has a mistress in Half Moon Street."


    "Interesting. Though, whether or not he was visiting her the night of the murder, this still places him in London."


    "Quite."


    "But when I asked if you wanted to talk about it, I meant whatever was going on between you and David when I made my precipitous entrance."


    "No."


    "Fair enough." Harry linked his hands behind his head. "Difficult when one's friends become entangled in an investigation. They have a tiresome habit of seeing one as a friend and not understanding the demands of investigative work. For a long time I got round it by not having any friends. But I've slipped a bit of late."


    Malcolm shot a look at him. "You could say I've done the same."


    "You pretend you don't have friends, Rannoch, but the truth is you have a legion of them. You care about people too much not to befriend them."


    "It's not the first time my friends have been involved in one of my investigations."


    "No, but David's rather a special case when it comes to your friends. And deception's anathema to who David is. Perhaps to who you are, as well, save that you're so good at it. The wonder is you haven't come up against each other sooner."


    "For someone who claims to dislike humanity, you understand people entirely too well, Davenport."


    "Intellectual curiosity, my dear fellow." Harry watched him for a moment. "David will come round. You're too good friends for him not to understand, in the end."


    Malcolm pushed himself to his feet. "I think that rather depends on where this investigation leads."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    "David asked me if I'd be so quick to share the secrets of someone I loved. I hope to God he didn't know how keen a shot that was."


    Suzanne studied her husband. They were walking along Sloane Street, bound for the Hampsons' home. Her hand was tucked tightly through the crook of Malcolm's arm, but he was walking with his gaze fixed straight ahead. "You're afraid of David learning the truth about me?"


    "I'm afraid of anyone learning the truth about you." Malcolm's voice was matter-of-fact, but Suzanne could tell he was playing out a dozen possible, frightening futures. He was living with the nightmare that had been an ever-present part of her life throughout their marriage. "But of all our friends, David worries me the most. Harry's accepted that his uncle was an agent, and God knows he knows the compromises of the intelligence game. Cordy understands betrayal in its many forms. Simon's been accused of being a Bonapartist himself—"


    "Which he isn't."


    "No, he's resolutely Republican. But I'm confident he'd see your side. David—" Malcolm shook his head, gaze on the gathering evening shadows that choked the street ahead.


    Suzanne swallowed, aware of the satin ribbons on her bonnet pressing into her skin. She had known from the first she'd done an unforgivable thing to Malcolm, but she was still shaken by the myriad ways that betrayal had affected him. "I've driven a wedge between you."


    He dragged his gaze back to her face. "The wedge was already there. If anything, you've exposed the rift."


    "But without me it might have gone unnoticed."


    "Perhaps. Or perhaps now that we're in Parliament the differences between us would become apparent in any event."


    "You love David."


    "Oh, yes. But as we both well know, love and trust don't necessarily go hand in hand."


    He said it so calmly, which was somehow worse. "When this is over—"


    "That's what Harry, the supposed cynical realist, said. But, as I pointed out, that rather depends on where we're all standing when it's over."


    "How much do you think Harry sees?"


    "Too much, being Harry." Malcolm steered her round a pile of damp leaves. "But not anything close to the truth. At least, I hope to God not."


    She nodded. "I've wondered about him sometimes. Even before you knew the truth. And Cordy. Sometimes I almost think she's trying to turn a blind eye. And then there's Simon."


    He shot a look at her. "You think Simon knows?"


    "No. Not entirely, at least. But I think he does realize I'm not precisely what I seem. Perhaps because he's good at pretending himself. Perhaps because he's a fellow outsider." She blinked and told herself it was the rush of damp air from a passing carriage. So many ways the truth could come out. So many people who could discover it. And these were their friends. Were they completely mad to think they had any hope of a settled existence?


    "Number 23," Malcolm said in a brisk voice. He stared at the terrace house in front of them, buff-colored stucco with white moldings and a sparkling fanlight over the door. A more subdued copy of Mayfair elegance. "We'll need our wits about us."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Colonel Hampson stared at Malcolm and Suzanne. He was a tall man with sandy hair fading to gray and piercing blue eyes. Those eyes were now wide with a shock that has not yet sunk in. "We didn't hear about Trenchard unti late yesterday. I can still scarcely credit it. You're here because you're involved in the investigation?"


    "We're assisting Inspector Roth of Bow Street. He's a friend. Naturally, as connections of the duke, we felt you should be informed."


    Hampson touched his wife's hand. Sarah Hampson looked to be in her mid-thirties, a quietly pretty woman with delicate features and dusty blonde hair drawn back into a simple knot. She must be his second wife, Suzanne realized. She'd only have been a few years older than her stepdaughter. The Hampsons were seated side by side on a sofa covered in blue horse-cloth. The sort of sturdy fabric that stood up well to pet hair and jammy little fingers. Their drawing room was a sunny apartment filled with solid English oak furniture and a handsome Indian rug, but you could have tucked it into Mary Trenchard's salon without even scraping the paint.


    "We've had little enough contact with Trenchard since my daughter died," Hampson said. "Even then, we only met Trenchard when he came out to India. By the time Sarah and I came back to England, my daughter was dead. And we hardy moved in the same circles."


    Sarah Hampson put a hand to the cameo at her throat. "The duke and duchess had us to dinner when we first settled in London. They were very"—she hesitated for a fraction of a second that carried a weight of social niceties—"kind. But there was little reason for us to socialize."


    It was almost precisely the same story Mary Trenchard had given them.


    Malcolm met the colonel's gaze. "And yet you called on the duke a month since."


    Something shifted in Hampson's seemingly mild blue gaze, though he scarcely moved a muscle. "You're as good as your reputation, Rannoch."


    "I hardly think I warrant a reputation."


    "I still have friends in military intelligence. I've heard about your work in the Peninsula and on the Continent."


    Beside her husband, Sarah Hampson had tensed, Suzanne saw, but the colonel squeezed his wife's hand and said, "Yes, I called at Trenchard House a month or so ago, to speak with His Grace. If you've heard that, you must also have heard that the duke and I quarreled. I fear I raised my voice as I seldom do. But then I'm seldom so provoked."


    "What was the provocation?" Malcolm asked in an even voice.


    Hampson cast a glance at the polished pianoforte that stood by the windows, as though it stirred memories. A muscle twitched beside his mouth. "The day before, a fellow officer I'd served with in India called on me. Pickering. A good man. Solid type. Not given to fancies." Hampson swung his gaze back to meet Malcolm's own. "He told me he'd seen my daughter Jane on a London street."


    "When?" Suzanne asked.


    "Two days before."


    Suzanne flicked a glance at Malcolm.


    "Yes," Hampson said. "Four years after my daughter was reported to have died in a carriage accident in India."


    "Reported?" Malcolm asked.


    "Until now I saw no reason to doubt it," Hampson said. "I saw the wreckage of their carriage." He passed a hand over his face. Suzanne flinched involuntarily at the grief of a parent who has lost a child, a reflection of any parent's deepest fears. Four years on, Hampson's grief was obviously still raw. "The carriage had gone into a river," Hampson continued. "It was clear from the condition of the wreckage that it had been a serious accident. And it didn't seem surprising that the bodies were never found. But Pickering was very definite that the woman he'd seen looked just like Jane. And, as I said, he isn't given to fancies."


    "Did your daughter have a cousin who resembles her?" Suzanne asked.


    "No. I only have one sister, who has three sons, and my late wife was an only child. And if you will forgive my plain speaking, Mrs. Rannoch, I was a faithful husband to my first wife, as I am to Sarah. So the woman Pickering saw couldn't have been a by-blow. Naturally, at first I told Pickering he must have been mistaken. He insisted the woman had been the image of Jane. I ran through all the possibilities you mentioned. It was only then, in the face of Pickering's continued insistence, that I began to question if it was possible Jane had survived the accident." He flashed a look at his wife. "Sarah thought I was mad."


    "Not that, dearest." Sarah Hampson squeezed her husband's fingers. "I was afraid you'd get your hopes up, only to be disappointed."


    "My hopes were hardly high." Hampson's mouth tightened. "I thought ten to one there was some simple explanation I wasn't seeing. But if it was even remotely possible, I felt the least I owed Jane was to pursue it." He passed a hand over his face. "God knows I failed her in enough other ways."


    "Darling—" Sarah Hampson said.


    Hampson tightened his fingers round her own. "In any case, I called at Trenchard House. The duke received me courteously enough. But when I told him Pickering's story, he as good as called Pickering a doddering fool and me a deluded father. When I countered that, whatever my own state, Pickering was one of the sanest men I knew, Trenchard told me it was impossible. That he'd caught a glimpse of Jane's body in the water, though it was never recovered." Hampson's brows drew together. "If he hadn't said that, I might well have let the whole thing go." He met Malcolm's gaze. "I wasn't in military intelligence, but I dealt with enough deception in the Peninsula to be a fair judge of when a man is lying."


    "You think Trenchard was lying?" Malcolm asked.


    "At the very least about seeing Jane's body. And I couldn't think why he'd be so determined to prove to me that Jane was dead if he didn't have information to the contrary. In that moment, for the first time, I believed my daughter might still be alive." Anger and a cautious hope, still banked, shot through Hampson's voice. "I said as much, which wasn't prudent. His Grace took strong exception. I might have found the spectacle of two middle-aged men coming to blows amusing, were the circumstances not so serious. I failed my daughter in life. I was determined not to do so any longer."


    Sarah Hampson gripped her husband's hand. "We failed her."


    The colonel met his wife's gaze. "It wasn't your—"


    "Yes, it was, to a degree." Sarah looked down at her wedding band. "I didn't have the least appreciation of how difficult it was for her when we married." She looked up and met Suzanne's gaze. "She was only a couple of years younger than I was, and used to running her father's household. Suddenly, there I was, supposed to be her chaperone."


    "Not an easy situation for either of you," Suzanne said.


    "I was her father's wife. The parent, if in name only. Too conscious of the fact that everyone looked at me as a governess who had snared the colonel."


    "Sarah!" Hampson said.


    "It's true, dearest, you know it is."


    "I was damned fortunate to have won you."


    "That's not how I saw it, my love. Or how the world saw it." Sarah Hampson shook her head. Her pearl earrings swung beside her face. "I fear I was a bit of a puritan in those days."


    "Being a governess would tend to encourage that," Suzanne said, thinking of Laura's careful demeanor.


    Sarah met her gaze. "Yes, quite. One has to be so much on one's guard as a governess. After I married Frederick I was considered responsible for Jane's behavior, and I knew it reflected on me. I was dreadfully inclined to deliver strictures. I worried more about how we were both perceived than about what was going on with her."


    "She was my daughter," Hampson said in a low voice. "I'm the one who was responsible."


    "We never should have let her marry Jack Tarrington," Sarah said. "Anyone with a scrap of knowledge of him could see it was doomed to disaster."


    "There I must disagree with you," Hampson said. "Not about it being doomed to disaster. But long before she turned eighteen, no one could stop Jane from doing what she put her mind to. Besides—" He coughed. "It had reached the point where marriage was the only option."


    "Sometimes scandal is preferable to marriage." Sarah drew a breath. "Jane put herself in an unfortunate situation with Jack. But I've often feared that she did it because she felt she needed to have her own establishment." She looked down at her hands, then met Malcolm and Suzanne's gazes. "Because I'd made her feel that way."


    "God knows Jack Tarrington isn't the man I'd have chosen for my daughter," Hampson said. "But they both had a wild streak. I hoped they'd settle each other. Wishful thinking, perhaps, but once marriage was inevitable I hoped for the best."


    "You didn't want your daughter to be Duchess of Trenchard?" Suzanne asked.


    "The Hampsons go back to the Conquest," Hampson said, shoulders straightening with a touch of the military. "Nothing wrong with our name. Older than the Fitzwalters, I believe. But no, it's nothing I aspired to for Jane."


    "If you knew the people who congratulated me on having married my stepdaughter off so well—" Sarah shuddered. "As if I'd arranged it."


    "I've seen enough of wealth and power to know it doesn't always bring happiness," Hampson said. "Sometimes it brings quite the opposite."


    Sarah smoothed her hands over the twilled blue sarcenet of her skirt. "Jane had the strength of will to be a duchess. But I should think the protocol would have driven her mad."


    "Was it a happy marriage?" Suzanne asked.


    Hampson grimaced. "They never even made a pretense of being in love. I think Jane tried. But she lost patience when Jack started chasing after a junior lieutenant's wife before they were a fortnight back from the wedding journey." His hand curled into a fist against the sofa cushions.


    "Forgive my plain speaking," Malcolm said. "But delicacy is sadly incompatible with the needs of an investigation. You said circumstances compelled your daughter and Tarrington to marry. Was she with child at the time of the marriage?"


    Hampson's gaze clashed with Malcolm's. "Is that important?"


    "If there's a mystery surrounding the accident that befell your daughter and son-in-law, it could be. Your daughter was carrying the possible heir to the dukedom."


    Hampson released his breath and forced his fingers to unclench. "They were caught in a compromising situation at a regimental ball, but Jane wasn't with child at the time of the wedding. It was almost three years before she became pregnant."


    "Good heavens." Sarah Hampson stared across the room at a framed cross-stitch sampler, a heart surrounded by moss roses. "If Jane's still alive, what happened to the baby?"


    Hampson drew a harsh breath. "Even if Jane survived, we don't know that the baby did."


    "She was eight months pregnant. We've assumed she drowned, but if she survived, even if she went into premature labor, it's quite likely the baby survived as well." Sarah shook her head, dislodging a strand of pale hair. "I know we didn't do what we should have for her, but if she survived, why on earth would she not have sought us out?"


    Hampson met her gaze, his own showing the same questions.


    "Did Jane say anything to either of you in the days before the accident to indicate she was worried?" Suzanne asked. "Or afraid?"


    Hampson shook his head. "I was busy with the East Adilabad/West Basmat business. After the loss of our men, it looked as though we might be drawn into a full-scale war. I'm afraid I didn't talk to my daughter enough."


    "I didn't talk to her enough, either," Sarah said. "We were never very comfortable with each other, and I'm afraid I took the easy route and told myself she preferred not to see me. But just before the accident—about a week—I went to call on her and brought some of Ricky's things for the baby. She seemed quite genuine in her thanks. But she also seemed distracted. She kept plucking at her skirt, which was quite unlike her. When I said it was natural to be nervous about the birth, she laughed sharply and said 'If only that were all.' Naturally I asked her what she meant. Jane met my gaze." Sarah's own gaze darkened at the memory. "I'll never forget the look in her eyes. As though cutting her soul in two. She said I was fortunate never to have done anything unforgivable. Of course I told her not to be so foolish. That she couldn't possibly have done anything unforgivable, and she must learn to forgive herself for the baby's sake. At that she looked away, as though she couldn't bear to meet my gaze anymore."


    Hampson was staring at his wife. "You said nothing of this to me."


    "I was trying to work out if I should, dearest. And then Jane was dead—or so we thought—and it seemed to me it would only stir up painful memories to speak of it. At the time I'm afraid I just patted her hand and said one's mind played all sorts of tricks on one when one was carrying a child, and she mustn't take things to heart. Jane gave a contained sort of smile, as though she regretted what she'd revealed. I should have tried to get her to talk instead."


    Hampson squeezed his wife's hand. "You couldn't have known, my love."


    Sarah Hampson looked into her husband's eyes. "That's just the thing, Frederick. I keep thinking one of us should have known."


    He grimaced. "It was my responsibility."


    "And it became mine when I married you."


    Hampson lifted his wife's hand and pressed it to his lips, then turned back to Malcolm and Suzanne. "You think all this has something to do with why Jane disappeared? That someone tried to do her and Jack a mischief? And that it's connected to Trenchard's death? Someone with a vendetta against the whole family?" He shook his head, as though he could scarcely credit that he seemed to have stumbled into the pages of a lending library novel.


    "I don't know," Malcolm said. "I don't want to raise false hopes about Jane's survival, but if she did disappear, it seems Trenchard had knowledge of whatever happened to her. And his death only a few weeks after Pickering's glimpse of the woman he thought was Jane is distinctly coincidental. My work has taught me to be suspicious of coincidence."


    "Mrs. Hampson." Suzanne leaned forwards, choosing her words carefully. "You said the baby seemed to be causing Jane concern. Is it possible— Colonel Hampson said Jack had been unfaithful—"


    Hampson's brows snapped together and he drew a breath as though to defend his daughter's honor. Then he let out a sigh, but it was Sarah who answered first. "As my husband said, the marriage wasn't happy, and Jack's infidelities were—flagrant would scarcely be too strong a word. Jane could not but have been sensible of that, and of course in confined society, such as there was in India, there's a tendency to flirt, but I'd swear she—"


    "She'd always enjoyed admiration." Hampson stared at his hands. "And she could be reckless."


    "She was trying to get Jack's attention," Sarah said.


    "Perhaps." Hampson shot a look at his wife, then turned to look directly at Malcolm and Suzanne. "I can't swear to how far she would or wouldn't have gone. But even if the child wasn't Jack's, that still doesn't explain the accident."


    Suzanne exchanged a look with Malcolm. "It could have given them a reason to quarrel." She remembered tense moments with Malcolm, pictured a couple quarreling, perhaps striking each other, the carriage whipped by the struggle. "It might have given her a reason to disappear, if she survived the accident and Jack didn't."


    "You think she ran off with a lover?" Hampson asked.


    "Did anyone else disappear about the same time?" Malcolm asked.


    "One of my officers?"


    "Perhaps. I understand a Lieutenant Cuthbertson greatly admired her."


    "Will Cuthbertson?" Hampson passed a hand over his face. "Yes, he was fond of Jane, and they flirted, but I doubt— I don't suppose at this point I can consider myself a very good judge of anything. But Cuthbertson most certainly didn't disappear when Jane did. Got himself transferred a few months later, but he didn't drop out of sight. He fought at Waterloo."


    "Anyone else? It wouldn't have to be a soldier. A diplomat, a merchant, one of the servants—"


    Hampson's eyes widened. Then he nodded. "Not that I remember. But it wouldn't necessarily have registered."


    "And it still doesn't explain Trenchard's role," Suzanne said.


    "If the child survived, he or she is legally Jack's," Malcolm said, "whoever actually fathered him or her. If it's a boy, that would make the child Trenchard's heir, and now Duke of Trenchard. If Trenchard knew the child was illegitimate, he might have preferred the child not be found."


    Echoes of their investigation two and a half years ago in Paris played through Suzanne's head. "If Jane had been to see Trenchard—"


    "See here," Hampson said. "Are you accusing my daughter of having a motive for killing Trenchard? Because, whatever her faults, Jane wouldn't—"


    "We don't know enough to accuse your daughter of anything, sir." Suzanne leaned forwards. "And it certainly seems she was a victim in all of this. How did Pickering say she looked? Did he give an indication of how she was dressed?"


    Hampson passed a hand over his face. "I'm afraid I didn't pay as much attention as I should, because at the time I still couldn't credit that he'd really seen Jane." He frowned. "Pickering said she was more plainly dressed than she used to be—a dark pelisse and bonnet. Jane always loved color and pretty things. But that she looked in health. And that her hair was bright as ever."


    Suzanne flicked a glance at Malcolm, an improbable possibility beginning to form in her mind. "Do you have a likeness of Jane?"


    Hampson shook his head. "I always meant to have her portrait taken, but somehow—"


    "There's the miniature." Sarah sprang to her feet. "I never unpacked it when we got back from India, because it seemed to pain you to look at it. It should still be in the portmanteau in my dressing room."


    She hurried from the room. Hampson looked after her. "Poor Sarah. Seemed like a miracle to me when I found her. A second chance at happiness, reliving my youth and all that. Little ones to dandle on my knee again." He gaze moved to a book lying open on the hearthrug, with bright illustrations that indicated a child's story. "I was determined to be a better father the second time round. I didn't consider what it was all doing to the child I already had."


    "Family are complicated," Malcolm said. "Your daughter was a grown woman."


    "But still my daughter. As a parent yourself, I'm sure you can appreciate that that never changes." Hampson shook his head and looked from Malcolm to Suzanne. "Don't keep telling yourself that there will be time in the future to mend relationships with those to whom one should be closest. You never know when the chance will be ripped from you. If—"


    He broke off as his wife ran back into the room, a silver filigree-v framed miniature clutched in one hand. "I think she was about twenty when this was taken—fifteen years ago, but she can't have changed that much."


    She held out the miniature. The oval showed a casual pose, a young woman in a white gown, looking over one shoulder and laughing. The laughter was uncharacteristic, as was the sparkle in her blue eyes. But the delicate features, the pointed chin, and the wide cheekbones were unmistakable, as was the brightness of the titian hair.


    Suzanne looked from the picture to her meet her husband's gaze. As incredible as it was, they now knew what had become of Jane Hampson Fitzwalter, Marchioness of Tarrington.


    She was living in their household as Laura Dudley.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 18


    Suzanne studied Laura across the scarred table in Newgate. She and Malcolm had agreed that it would be best if she took the lead. Steam curled in the air from the blue transferware teapot in the center of the table. It had been Suzanne's idea to have tea sent in (one of the many comforts that could be provided at Newgate for a fee). She had lived in Britain long enough to understand the role tea had in creating a calming atmosphere. An echo, she hoped, of the life Laura had once known. Suzanne reached for the milk jug and splashed some into her own cup. "We've just been to speak with your parents."


    Shock shot through Laura's posture, but her expression remained composed. Like an iron mask. "My parents are dead long since."


    "I think they'd be hurt to hear you say so. They've been grieving for you. They were filled with wonder at the possibility you might be alive, terrified it might not be true, and very confused as to why you would stay away from them. I own I myself can't credit it. But then I don't imagine it was easy to be the Duke of Trenchard's daughter-in-law."


    Laura stared into Suzanne's eyes for a long, appalled moment. Then she wrenched her gaze away. "Dear God, couldn't you keep them out of this?"


    "No parent would want to be out of things when it came to his or her child." Suzanne studied Laura's face. Her features were little changed from fifteen years ago. The creases beside her mouth had deepened, and if one looked closely one could see faint lines round her eyes, but essentially it was the face of the girl from the miniature. Save that that girl had been laughing. Irony had been in the curve of her mouth even then, but her eyes had sparkled with an almost defiant, reckless abandon. Now her gaze was shuttered, her features at once set and tormented.


    "I knew it was a risk." Laura slumped back in her chair and fingered the black braid on one of her cuffs. "That I'd encounter one of them in London. I mentioned it to Trenchard. He said, in that damnable voice of his, that the advantages of the mission outweighed the risk."


    Suzanne flinched inwardly. How often had she heard almost the exact same words come out of Raoul's mouth?


    Malcolm added some tea to Laura's cup. "You might want to put some sugar in that. It can help after a shock."


    "Thank you." Laura picked up the cup and tossed down a sip. "I prefer my reality unsweetened."


    Malcolm set the teapot down. "Given the number of British soldiers in Paris, you ran a risk there as well. Some of the men you knew in India must have fought at Waterloo."


    Laura nodded. "I was in particular dread of encountering William Cuthbertson in Paris. I'd learned to live with risk. But somehow the fact that it was my family who might recognize me here sharpened the danger. I knew my father and Sarah had settled in London. But I assumed they'd move in very different circles from the two of you. It isn't as though I went out a great deal." She looked up at Suzanne. "Which of them saw me?" Her tone had the careful detachment that is only achieved with massive effort.


    "A friend of your father's. A Major Pickering."


    Laura gave a mirthless laugh. "Good old Picks. Who'd have thought he'd prove my downfall?"


    "I'd hardly call it a downfall," Malcolm said.


    "No?" Laura shot a look at him. "Surely you and Mrs. Rannoch understand the horror of having one's cover blown."


    Malcolm sat back in his chair and crossed his legs. "I can't speak for my wife, but personally I've never been in a situation where having my cover blown meant reuniting with my family."


    Laura snapped off a loose thread from the braid. "My dear Mr. Rannoch. We're all realists. Surely you have no illusions that this portends a happy family reunion by a cozy fireside?"


    "I can't guarantee a cozy fireside, but I think your father and stepmother would very much like to see you."


    "Do you imagine I want to see them?"


    Malcolm watched her for a moment. "Family can inflict wounds like no one else. But I speak from personal experience when I say that avoiding family members doesn't heal those wounds. I tried running for years. Only to find when I returned home that I had more to face than when I'd left."


    "But with all due respect, you weren't arrested for murder and about to stand trial for your life."


    "If that's all—" Suzanne said.


    "Hardly 'all.'" Laura twisted her cup in its saucer. "I've been playing a role so long I'm not sure who I am anymore. But I know I'm not the girl they remember."


    The self-disgust in her gaze cut straight through to Suzanne's experience of the past three months. No, of the past five years, though it was only in the past three months that the feelings had come welling to the surface.


    "It's difficult," Malcolm said, "being under deep cover. I've never done it as long as you, but I've done it long enough that I know one has to learn to think like the person one is portraying. So that even one's dreams don't seem one's own anymore. It becomes damnably hard to see where the deception leaves off and the reality begins. Until one begins to think the reality is the deception."


    He looked straight at Laura as he said it. But he could not have found a better way to tell Suzanne he understood what she'd gone through in the first five years of their marriage. The years when she had been deceiving him. She swallowed, her throat raw with what he had given her and what she had done to him.


    "You understand it well," Laura said. "But I do have a glimmering of who I am at the core. I'm not sure I like that person very much. I'd prefer to spare my father and Sarah from meeting her."


    "You're too hard on yourself," Malcolm said. "And on them."


    "I trust you'll allow that I know my father, and even my stepmother, better than you do."


    "I can't imagine ever not wanting to see Colin and Jessica," Malcolm said.


    "Every parent and child has a different relationship," Laura said. "As I'm sure you will appreciate, given your relationship with Alistair Rannoch."


    "Quite. But having met your father, I don't think there's any comparison to Alistair. Your father plainly loves you. I don't think Alistair ever loved me."


    Laura reached for her tea and blew on the steam. "My father loves the girl he thought I was."


    "That sort of love doesn't go away," Suzanne said. "No matter the distance. But then I imagine you understand that better than most."


    Laura drew a sharp breath.


    Suzanne sat back and regarded Colin and Jessica's governess. "How old is your child?"


    Tea spattered from the cup tilting in Laura's fingers onto the scarred wood of the table. For a moment, Suzanne would have sworn every drop of blood had frozen in the other woman's veins. But when Laura spoke, her voice was even. "I beg your pardon?"


    "You were eight months pregnant when you disappeared."


    Laura returned the cup to its saucer with a clatter. "It was miracle enough that I survived. You think the child did as well?"


    "Actually," Suzanne said, "I wondered if you had a child even before we knew you were Jane Tarrington."


    Laura raised her brows. Malcolm shot a surprised look at Suzanne.


    "Ever since you refused to talk the night of the murder, I've been asking myself what a capable, resourceful woman would so fear that she wouldn't talk, even to protect her own liberty and life," Suzanne said. "I thought of a lover. Then I thought of family. Parents, a brother, a sister. I tried to put myself in your shoes. But I just couldn't see feeling this implacable fear. Not for another adult. Not even for Malcolm. I'd believe there'd be ways to protect him. The only people who would bring out such fear in me that I wouldn't be able to trust an offer of help would be my children." She stared at Laura's pale face and set gaze. "Once I thought of it that way, the answer was blindingly obvious."


    Laura swallowed. "You're a clever woman, Mrs. Rannoch. But perhaps you're wrong to view everything through the lens of your own life."


    "Not everything. But I've seen enough of you to recognize a kindred spirit. I think it's time you were plain with us, Laura. After all, you know the truth about me."


    Laura's brows lifted. "I should have realized Mr. O'Roarke would talk to you."


    "Oddly," Suzanne said, "it wasn't the shock I thought it would be. I find I trust you."


    "You're too clever a woman to trust anyone, Mrs. Rannoch. How long was it before you trusted your husband?"


    "Not long, actually." Suzanne's gaze flickered to Malcolm. "Sometimes one has to rely on instinct."


    "As I imagine Mr. O'Roarke would say, those sorts of instincts can get you killed."


    Suzanne leaned forwards, fingers braced on the table edge. "Where is your child, Laura? Or is the problem that you don't know?"


    Laura squeezed her eyes shut. For a moment, Suzanne thought she would shatter into tears. Instead she said, "My mother died when I was four. Cholera."


    Suzanne released a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. "I lost my mother at seven. I don't think one ever recovers."


    "No. But it gave me an odd sort of freedom. I had a surprisingly happy childhood. My father resisted calls to send me back to England. I had a succession of governesses, but they had a tendency to marry junior officers. I was left to my own devices much of the time. My father was away with his regiment a great deal. The servants were indulgent. So long as I contrived to stay out of trouble, I could explore the bazaars and ride in the countryside. My father was on good terms with the Indian population, so I received a warm welcome. Half the time I don't think anyone quite knew where I was."


    "A lonely childhood," Malcolm said.


    Laura shrugged. "It didn't feel lonely. I played with the local children. Which was quite good for broadening my perspective on the world. One could never really say I made my debut as such, but when I was seventeen I started going to grown-up parties and putting my hair up. The officers who had grown up with me were rather inclined to treat me as their little sister, but given the shortage of European women, I attracted quite a bit of attention. I found I enjoyed flirting, but I was in no hurry to marry. I feared it might come with a whole new set of strictures."


    "An understandable fear," Suzanne said.


    "Yes. Not all men are like Mr. Rannoch." Laura inclined her head towards Malcolm. "Though in truth, I confess little enough thought went into it. I was bent on enjoying myself. The adult world offered a new set of mischief to get into. Midnight picnics. Carriage races with attendant betting. Borrowing a uniform and sneaking into an officers' dinner. My father read me the occasional lecture, but for the most part he gave me my head. Then, just after I turned four-and-twenty, my father became one of those officers who married a young governess fresh out from England."


    "That can't have been easy," Suzanne said.


    Laura frowned down at her hands. "Since I've become a governess myself, I've often thought what it must have been like for Sarah. I wasn't a conformable stepdaughter. She was only two years my senior, but she was expected to take me about in society, and viewed as responsible if my behavior was seen as inappropriate."


    "For what it's worth, your stepmother said much the same about her relationship to you," Malcolm said. "She seems to feel now that she worried too much about what people thought of her rather than paying heed to your feelings."


    "That's kind of her. In truth, I fear my behavior often was inappropriate. Perhaps more than it ever had been, now that limits were being placed upon it. I never could abide limits."


    "I know the feeling," Suzanne said.


    Laura met Suzanne's gaze and inclined her head. For the first time, each knew the truth of the other's past. Or at least a portion of the truth. "My stepmother had two babies in quick succession. Sweet enough, but I confess I was woefully uninterested at the time. I was seven-and-twenty, and even in India old enough to be considered on the shelf. I could see the strain my presence in the household was taking on my father. For me to marry and acquire my own establishment seemed the obvious solution for everyone. But that required choosing a husband." Laura smoothed her hands over her lap, pressing the fabric of her gown taut. "And then Jack arrived in India. With all the glamour of the new arrival and rumors of scandal to add to his allure." A faint, self-mocking smile curved her mouth. That smile held echoes of the girl in the miniature, though her eyes now had shadows they hadn't held then. "Unfortunately, I mistook Jack's rakishness for unconventionality. Even then, I don't think I'd have risked marriage if we hadn't been caught in a compromising position. In the shrubbery at a regimental ball. What a cliché. I've wondered sometimes if my realization of the desperate nature of my situation made me run risks. If, without realizing it, I entrapped Jack. Certainly that was the gossip. I actually overheard a major's wife congratulating my stepmother on my cleverness in snaring the heir to a dukedom. Oddly, I don't think that had even entered my mind. We were so far from England that the thought of being a duchess seemed completely alien."


    "From what I remember of Jack Tarrington, I hardly think you need blame yourself," Malcolm said.


    "Perhaps. He was certainly willing enough. In any case, my father insisted on marriage. To both Jack and me. To Jack's credit, he didn't protest. I made a token protest, but even I could see the risk of refusing. And I thought it might be all right. I was almost eight-and-twenty, I needed to marry someone, and Jack seemed more interesting than most. It was only after we married that I realized that while he might flout rules himself—mostly when he found it more agreeable to do so—he was sadly conventional in what he expected of his wife. He didn't like the talk I caused by going freely about the city. That was our first row." She frowned, as though genuinely mulling over the memory. "I've often wondered if that led directly to his first infidelity or if it was inevitable. I suspect it was inevitable—fidelity wasn't really in Jack's nature. But when I decided to give him a bit of his own back, by flirting with one of his fellow officers, he hit the ceiling."


    "The regrettable double standard," Suzanne said.


    "Quite." Laura snatched up her cooling tea and tossed down a sip. "It's amazing how quickly one can grow into a cynic without ever having been a romantic. How disillusionment can set in, when one would swear one had never had any illusions to begin with. I flirted more and more, because it seemed the only way to get Jack's attention. Once or twice I went beyond flirting, but I was old enough to be aware of the risks. Jack was gone enough that it would have been difficult to claim a child was his, had I found myself pregnant." She returned the cup to its saucer as though willing her fingers to be steady. "Then Trenchard came out to India. On a diplomatic mission, though I think he also wanted to get a look at his son's unsuitable wife."


    "Hardy unsuitable," Malcolm said.


    "Not everyone is as broad-minded as you, Mr. Rannoch. It could have been worse. At least in terms of bloodlines, if one considers them important, which Trenchard does. Did. I could almost see Trenchard thinking that when we met. At least I wasn't an opera dancer or a courtesan. But I think he was surprised to find me not more of an obvious social climber. He seemed determined to dig deeper, to look for hidden secrets and motivations. That was how we began to spend time together. He sought me out. It was difficult to avoid it without out-and-out rudeness, and in truth I found I enjoyed his company. He had a keen understanding and news of places and people I'd never seen. And for all his sins, at least he treated me as though I had a brain. We were adversaries in a way, which I think added to the interest for both of us. We took to riding out together most mornings. There was no need for a chaperone. He was my father-in-law, after all." Her fingers locked on the sleeves of her gown.


    Suzanne, who had been aware of where this was going almost from the first, felt the realization dawn on Malcolm. She could feel the tension shoot through him.


    Laura must have felt it as well. "I've shocked you, Mr. Rannoch," she said. "I told you I don't like the person I am very much."


    "I think you're blaming yourself for Trenchard's sins," Malcolm said.


    Laura shook her head. "Sin is too simple a word. One day he helped me from my horse, as he had dozens of times, but his hands lingered at my waist. Our gazes locked. Say what you will of Trenchard—and I could say a lot—that first time was mutual." She loosed her fingers and stared down at her hands, perhaps studying the place she had once worn a wedding band. "I don't know enough of your history, Mrs. Rannoch, but have you ever been in a situation where you knew something was wrong, where you couldn't even precisely say you enjoyed it, yet you couldn't bring yourself to stop?"


    "Yes," Suzanne said, aware of the pressure of her husband's gaze.


    "Of course, it was also the ultimate revenge on Jack," Laura continued. "I've wondered, often, how much that played into my actions. In retrospect. At the time, I fear I didn't think at all."


    "One doesn't."


    "Jack seemed oblivious. He was in and out of Fort Arthur with his regiment, and pursuing a fellow officer's wife. I knew I was playing with fire, but a part of me didn't care. I felt alive after having felt numb for so long." Laura reached for her tea again and curled her hands round the cup. "When I found myself pregnant, I knew Trenchard was the father, but the times were close enough that Jack believed it was his. He was more excited than I expected by the prospect of fatherhood." A shadow crossed her face. "Whatever Jack did, I wronged him."


    "He wronged you first."


    "So I told myself." She took another quick swallow of tea. "I wasn't sure whether or not to tell Trenchard, but in the end he guessed. He told me not to be squeamish. If I held my tongue, Jack would be perfectly happy with his heir."


    It was so close to Suzanne's own experience that the memories clawed at her throat. Though Raoul had never said anything so blunt. Of course, Suzanne hadn't realized that the man who was giving a name to her child was the son of the child's biological father. Beside her, Malcolm sat as one turned to stone.


    "Shortly afterwards, Trenchard left on an extended visit to Madras. For my sins I missed him. But in his absence, I was actually able to imagine raising the child with Jack. He was more attentive than he'd been the whole of our marriage. Trenchard would go back to England, I told myself. Of course eventually Jack and I would go there as well. But by then, I hoped we'd have settled into something like domesticity. I didn't have any illusions of love or even fidelity—I know Jack wasn't faithful during my pregnancy, and I didn't necessarily intend to be in the future myself—but I thought we could learn to rub along together as parents. Find a sort of common ground in caring for the child. I'd never thought I wanted children particularly—I'd feared pregnancy before I was married, and even after I was ambivalent about something that would tie me more to Jack. Given this child's conception, you'd think I'd have been even more ambivalent. But somehow, I was keenly aware of the life growing within me, independent of Jack or Trenchard. Whatever the past, it gave me a focus for the future, instead of wallowing in self-destructive self-disgust."


    "It was much the same for me," Suzanne said. Perhaps an unwise admission, but it won a look of fellow feeling from Laura.


    "I knew I'd have to live with the fear of the truth coming out," Laura said. "But I also knew Trenchard couldn't risk mentioning it. Whatever he felt about Jack or me, he cared too much for the family line. So I thought I was safe. Or as safe as one can be in those circumstances." She gripped her elbows, fingers digging into the gray fabric. "Then Trenchard returned to Fort Arthur, when I was almost eight months pregnant. I told myself we'd manage. I'd avoid him as much as possible. And surely there couldn't be much between us with my advanced state of pregnancy. And there wasn't. Trenchard kept his distance, for the most part. But one evening when Jack was dining with his regiment, Trenchard came home early from his own engagement, and we found ourselves alone together. He touched my stomach and the next thing we both knew, he was leaning in to kiss me in a way that was clearly not fatherly. And of course Jack walked into the room at just that moment." Her fingers whitened against the charcoal fabric. "I would have sworn Jack and I didn't have a marriage to be destroyed. But there was something left. Because in that instant, it was smashed to bits."


    "Did he realize about the baby?" Suzanne asked.


    "He suspected. Trenchard and I both denied it. But of course Jack didn't believe us. He wouldn't have even if we'd been speaking the truth."


    Malcolm's bleak gaze in the yellow light of a dusty theatre three months ago hung in Suzanne's memory. Beside her now, Malcolm was watching Laura in utter stillness. "And then?" Suzanne asked.


    She could see equally bitter memories clustering in Laura's eyes. "Jack stormed out of the house. Trenchard took my hand in an iron grip, said there was nothing Jack could do without making a fool of himself, and warned me not to do anything foolish. He then went up to bed and left me with little choice but to do the same, though I couldn't sleep. I didn't see Jack until the next evening. We passed each other in the corridor. He gripped my arm for a moment and said, 'This isn't over.' Which was more or less stating the obvious. For the next fortnight, I was left to wonder what he might be planning. We existed in a sort of limbo, but a limbo in which one dances on a knife's edge. Then one night I woke—as one does so often in the late stages of pregnancy—and couldn't get back to sleep. I went downstairs to get a book and heard Jack and Trenchard quarreling. I couldn't make out the substance, save that Trenchard accused Jack of trying to destroy him, and Jack said, 'What did you expect?' To which Trenchard replied he was being self-indulgent and shortsighted and he'd only ruin the family. Jack said he didn't much care anymore. Those words will stick with me forever." She straightened her spine. "I tried to hear more. I had the instincts of a spy even then. But Trenchard stormed out of the library, and I had to hurry back upstairs. I was determined to confront Jack and find out what was going on. I was trying to work out how to do it the next night, as we drove to what promised to be an interminable dinner. And then our carriage overturned."


    For a moment, Suzanne wasn't sure Laura would be able to continue. The look in her eyes told not so much of painful memories welling up but of the blankness of memories that were too painful to face. When she spoke, her voice was almost without inflection. "There's a week or so of which I have only the vaguest memories. Impressions. Pain. Screams—perhaps my own. Sinking into a blessed escape I now know was laudanum. Eventually, I realized the baby was no longer within me. When I asked questions and they wouldn't answer, I got hysterical. Then they sedated me again. When the fog cleared, Trenchard was sitting beside my bed. An airy room hung with mosquito netting though it was winter. I later learned we were at a summer house in the hills. Trenchard said he was glad to see me recovered. He actually sounded as if he meant it. The bastard. Then he told me that Jack was dead, and that as far as the world was concerned, I was as well. I asked about the baby. I actually dragged myself out of the bed and grabbed him. He said I'd gone into premature labor but that the baby had been born alive. It was a girl."


    "Emily," Suzanne said.


    "Emily. That was the name I'd chosen for a daughter. Trenchard said he'd given it to her. And that she'd been placed where she'd be well looked after. So long as I cooperated. I railed. I clawed his eyes. They sedated me again. And again the next time I woke up and attacked him. Trenchard didn't try to get a word in edgewise until the third time. Then he actually sat still while I slapped him and wouldn't let them sedate me. Finally he said he advised me to listen if I valued my daughter's safety. That got my attention. I raked his face with my nails. I drew blood." Faint satisfaction tinged her voice. "I think he thought I would spend myself but I didn't. At last he caught hold of my wrists. Then he said Emily would be safe and well looked after, so long as I didn't create problems. I couldn't go back to my old life. He claimed Jack had told several of his friends about seeing the two of us together. They might hold their tongues as long as they thought I was dead to spare my father's feelings, but if I turned up alive I'd be ruined and bring disgrace on my father as well. I had two choices. He could arrange for me to live quietly in a nearby village and make me an allowance. Or I could make myself useful and serve my country by going to work for him."


    "And he told you about the Elsinore League?"


    "Not by name. But yes, that was my introduction to it. Though he made it seem more as if he was a sort of British spymaster, like Lord Carfax." She looked at Malcolm. "Not that I was in much condition to evaluate any of it, at first."


    "What did you tell him?" Malcolm said.


    "At first that I would take nothing from him and wanted nothing to do with him ever again. That I'd find my daughter somehow. It's amazing what a blind idealist I turned into."


    Her arms were curled over her stomach. Suzanne could feel the ache of a lost child. She felt twinges of it when she away from Colin or Jessica for a few too many hours. "Your fortitude is amazing."


    "Or my stupidity. Trenchard pointed out that he controlled Emily's well-being and her very life, and I mustn't think he was too sentimental to use his leverage. Parental scruples only went so far. It was in the silence after he said it that I realized he'd been responsible for the carriage accident. And that his intent had been to kill Jack."


    Suzanne had seen it coming. And little could shock her. But to try to have one's own child killed—


    She felt the horror radiating off Malcolm, yet,oddly, he didn't seem as shocked as she was. Perhaps because the thought of Alistair Rannoch trying to kill him didn't seem completely out of the question. "Did you accuse Trenchard of deliberately having killed Jack?" Malcolm asked.


    "Oh, yes. Trenchard didn't come right out and admit it, but he didn't deny it, either. I think he realized it was to his benefit to have me understand just how ruthless he could be."


    "What do you think was his motivation?"


    "Whatever Jack was threatening to reveal in his anger over my affair with his father. I asked Trenchard. Of course he just laughed at me and said if I really believed he was capable of filicide, surely I didn't think he would break down and confess his reasons. Then he sat on the edge of the bed and took my hand and smiled." Laura's nails dug into her hands, as though her skin crawled at the memory. "He said there was no reason for any of this to touch Emily. She'd be well looked after, and she'd have a good life. Far better than the life I could give her as a woman alone, with no fortune to protect her and no name to offer her. Did I really want to consign her to the life of a penniless bastard? I said 'Set against a mother's love—' And Trenchard laughed, and said such sentimental twaddle was beneath me."


    "Damn the man." The words burst from Suzanne's lips unbidden.


    "That was much my reaction. And yet the logical part of my brain told me he was right. It didn't make the ache go away. And I've wondered— But that's neither here nor there. Tempted as I was to walk away, he was my last remaining link with Emily. At least he knew where she was. I'd be closer to her somehow working for him than going off on my own or retreating into a village. And—-"


    "You needed occupation," Suzanne said.


    Laura's eyes widened in surprise. Then she met Suzanne's gaze in a moment of understanding. "I have myriad regrets about going to work for Trenchard. But I think if I hadn't, I might have gone mad."


    "The life of a spy keeps one focused on the present," Malcolm said. "It's the only way one can stay alive. Focusing on the present can save one's sanity when one's life is falling apart."


    "To own the truth, I didn't care much about staying alive at first. But I must have an instinct for self-preservation. Deception came all too easily to me."


    "Think of it as acting," Suzanne said.


    Laura's mouth twisted. "My first assignment was with an expatriate family with Bonapartist sympathies. In the months before Waterloo, that seemed straightforwards enough. Not that anything in this business is straightforwards, but at least I could still believe Trenchard was a British spymaster. I had no illusions that spying was anything other than a dirty business, but at least I could believe in our overall goals. Of course, there were times self-disgust welled up. But I confess there were also times I enjoyed the challenge."


    "Of course." Suzanne reached for her tea for the first time in minutes. "The game becomes addicting."


    "Yes. It does." Laura shivered. "I saw sides of myself I'd never recognized."


    "You must have missed your family," Malcolm said.


    "Yes." Layers of loss echoed beneath the contained word. "But my father had a new family with my stepmother. I scarcely knew my half-brother and sisters. For a time, I asked Trenchard for information about them. Then I decided it was perhaps better for everyone if I stopped."


    Suzanne swallowed a sip of lukewarm tea. "And Emily?"


    Laura's mouth tightened. "He doled out the information to keep me in line. A lock of her baby hair—surprisingly blond. She'd only have been about nine months when he gave it to me—she must have had her hair grow in earlier than Jessica. A pastel drawing. Really just scribbles on a piece of notepaper."


    "I saw it." Suzanne's mind shot back to their search of Laura's room. "Pressed between the pages of Pride and Prejudice in your room. I should have realized then."


    "I'm a governess. There could have been dozens of reasons for me to have it."


    "There could. I still can't help but feel I should have seen it."


    "You expect too much of yourself, Mrs. Rannoch."


    "At the very least, don't you think you should be calling me Suzanne now?"


    "We're hardly friends."


    "But we share the camaraderie of fellow agents." Suzanne set down her tea.


    "When did you begin to realize about the Elsinore League?" Malcolm asked.


    "In bits and pieces. I could read enough from Trenchard's questions to begin to suspect he wasn't simply a spymaster serving Britain. I still believed he was working for Britain when he planted me in your household. I knew you were an agent, Mr. Rannoch. I thought at first that Trenchard suspected you of dealing with the French, though as time went on it was harder and harder for me to believe that. He began to ask me more and more questions about both of you. And to imply things that made no sense."


    "I suspect those things were far closer to the truth than you realized," Suzanne said. "As you now know."


    Laura spread her hands in her lap. "I'd managed to remain quite detached from my first family."


    "Understandable, given that you'd lost nearly everyone you'd been close to in your life."


    "Perhaps. They treated me as a servant, which made it easier to keep my distance. But I wasn't so successful in your household. Colin and Jessica are hard to resist."


    Suzanne stared at Laura, seeing her tying Jessica's bonnet strings, buttoning Jessica's pelisse, holding Jessica on her hip. "Dear God. It must have been hell for you to be near Jessica."


    "I wouldn't call it hell. She does serve as a constant reminder of what Emily might have been like as a baby, but that's not entirely bad. In my best moments, I feel like she gives me a chance to catch up on some of the things I've missed."


    "You're more generous than I could be."


    "You're a good mother, Mrs. Rann—Suzanne. It was part of what made it hard for me to credit everything Trenchard said."


    "Good parents can't be traitors?"


    "I suppose that's folly. But I couldn't keep my distance or see either of you as the enemy. As time went by, I couldn't even see you with detachment. When those barriers broke down, others began to break down, as well."


    "Is that why you went to see Trenchard the night of the murder?" Malcolm asked.


    Laura leaned forwards, in a confiding posture that Suzanne would have sworn was impossible at the start of the interview. "I went there to force him to tell me where Emily was and to let me see her. I took your pistol to use as persuasion. I know it sounds mad. Imprudent, dangerous, impractical. For me and for Emily. I could try to rationalize it a dozen ways. But the truth is, I looked at Colin and Jessica by the fire earlier that evening and realized that I couldn't bear to go another four-and-twenty hours without knowing what had become of my daughter."


    Suzanne thought back to that night, Laura sitting on the sofa with Colin and Jessica curled up on either side of her. "I can understand that."


    "Can you? You're a good agent, Mrs.— Suzanne. And in this I wasn't thinking like a good agent."


    "No, you were thinking like a mother. Which, God knows, I can understand. The story of my life the past four and a half years has been balancing the two."


    Laura drew a breath. "When I stepped into the study and saw Trenchard— I tried to save him. I couldn't think beyond the shock for a good quarter hour."


    "Did he say anything to you?" Malcolm asked.


    "He was beyond it. But as I tried to stop the bleeding, I asked him where Emily was."


    "He didn't reply?"


    "He met my gaze, and I think he understood, but he couldn't seem to form the words. Not that I have any faith he'd have told me if he could have spoken."


    Malcolm nodded. "And yet the footman says the duke's last word was 'Emily.'"


    "I know. Ever since I heard that, I've been asking myself what it meant. If it was some sort of confession. If he was trying to tell me something." Laura pressed her fingers to her temples. "When I realized he was gone, my first thought was that now I'd never learn where she was."


    Suzanne reached across the table to touch the other woman's hand. "You don't know that."


    "I wouldn't know where to begin to start looking."


    "With the Elsinore League." Suzanne looked at her husband. "Malcolm and I are good at tracing people."


    "Suzanne." Laura slid her hand from Suzanne's grip. "This isn't your fight."


    "Oh, yes, it is. You help us raise our children. That makes us responsible for helping you with your child. Laura, knowing me, knowing Malcolm, you can't seriously imagine we'd stay out of this."


    A reluctant smile curved Laura's mouth. "That's why it took me so long to tell you."


    "Trenchard rewrote his will, leaving a sizable bequest to Emily," Malcolm said. "James is trying to find her as well."


    "James is a decent man, from everything Jack told me." Laura sat back in her chair. "He and Henrietta would probably want to raise Emily. I imagine they're good parents."


    "I think they'd respect your wishes."


    Laura scraped her chair back from the table and sprang to her feet. "I don't know if she's with a family. In a school. If Trenchard sent money for her regularly. What will happen now that that stops."


    Malcolm pushed his chair back and got to his feet himself. "In that case, whoever has her would try to contact him."


    "He'll have made sure there are layers of protection between Emily's keepers and him."


    "But he'd have kept a link to her. He needed it as insurance."


    Laura gave a bleak smile. "Yes. There is that."


    "Trenchard had his solicitor sending money to a bank in Maidstone to pay for Emily," Malcolm said. "I've sent Addison to make inquiries."


    Hope leaped in Laura's eyes, and then was banked. "Trenchard will have muddied the trail."


    "Undoubtedly. But we'll find her."


    "And then?" Laura turned to face them, the cloud-filtered light from the single high window at her back.


    "We'll restore your daughter to you," Malcolm said.


    "In prison?"


    "We'll get you out of prison first."


    "For a modest man, you have a high opinion of yourself, Mr. Rannoch."


    "Oh, no. I'm well aware of my shortcomings. But I'm also well aware of my wife's talents."

  


  
    Chapter 19


    Malcolm paused in the shadow of Newgate to draw on his gloves. "The wonder is that someone didn't murder Trenchard sooner. You know my opinions on killing, and yet if he appeared before me now I'd be hard pressed not to throttle the man myself."


    "I still don't think Laura killed him," Suzanne said.


    "Nor do I." Malcolm tugged the second glove into place. "He was her one link to her child."


    Suzanne adjusted the ribbons on her bonnet. "She became a spy because it was her only link to her child. I dragged my child into the world of espionage with me."


    "No time for wallowing." Malcolm took her hand in a firm grip. "I'll send word to Addison to let him know Emily is a child. We're going to find Emily. So help me, I can't bear to think of anyone doing that to a child. Or her mother."


    She tightened her fingers round his own. "I could have been her, Malcolm."


    He was silent for a moment, gaze on the thickening shadows that filled the street. "O'Roarke has many sins, but he wouldn't have abandoned you. Or taken Colin away from you."


    She shot a look at him.


    "I may not be clear-eyed when it comes to O'Roarke, but I've known him for a long time. If I forgot what that meant when I learned about the two of you, I've begun to remember. "


    Her throat hurt. It must be the soot in the air. "What she went through—I've been through a lot, Malcolm, but I can scarcely imagine. And yet, I understand the choices she made."


    "So do I." He met her gaze. "Among other things, I know what it is to fall into a life of espionage in the search for some anchor in the wasteland life has become."


    In the gray light of oncoming twilight, the bones of his face were sharpened, his eyes even more deep-set than usual. In battling her own ghosts, she sometimes forgot he had them as well. "I hadn't thought—"


    "You aren't the only one to see parallels."


    "Parallels and differences. It made me realize— Fortune protects one a great deal." She laced her fingers through her husband's own. "Your fortune."


    "Your life has hardly been easy, Suzette."


    At the corner, three boys sat huddled round a fire on the pavement. A flower seller hurried down the cross street, a tattered shawl clutched round her shoulders. Suzanne was suddenly and acutely conscious of the softness of her gloves, the expert fit of her boots, the snug warmth of her merino pelisse. "No. But it's difficult to justify the luxury I live in. Oh, don't get me wrong, I know better than to wallow. But every so often, I'm struck by my hypocrisy."


    Malcolm drew her hand through the crook of his arm. "You don't talk this way very often."


    "No, I try to keep it from you."


    He squeezed her fingers. "Do you think we can trust her?"


    "Yes."


    "That's a remarkably unequivocal answer, coming from you."


    "You've seen what she's been through."


    He steered her round a pile of refuse on the pavement. "I've seen that her spirit is undimmed. And that she's a survivor. You've taught me that one can never tell where choices will take a person."


    "An appalling lesson."


    "A useful one." He pulled her to the side as a carriage clattered by, sending up a spray of mud. "She could ruin us."


    "What are you saying? That we should turn our backs on her?"


    "Of course not. But I can't be blind to the risk she represents." He pulled her closer. "I'm rather keenly aware of what we have to lose."


    Suzanne looked up at her husband. She'd been trying all day not to dwell on her meeting with the blackmailer that night, but it hovered on the edge of her consciousness. "We can't make the risks go away, Malcolm."


    "No. But I'm trying to minimize them."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Colin looked up at his parents from the nursery hearthrug. "Where are you going tonight?"


    "The opera." Suzanne dropped down beside her son in a stir of champagne satin and silver tulle. She was aware of Malcolm standing behind her. He'd argued for staying home until their rendezvous with her unknown blackmailer at five in the morning. But Suzanne had pointed out that all sorts of people connected to the Trenchards would be at the opera. Which, she told herself, had everything to do with the investigation and nothing at all with avoiding private conversation with her husband.


    "I hope you can help Laura."


    "I do too, darling." Suzanne hugged her son.


    "La-ra." Jessica tugged at one of the silk roses on Suzanne's bodice.


    "She sends you her love, sweetheart." Suzanne scooped her daughter into her arms and buried her face in the crook of Jessica's neck, wondering where Emily had been when she was this age. In the course of the Peninsular War and the Waterloo campaign, she had seen monstrous acts of brutality. Arguably, she had known many men—and some women—who could rival Trenchard for villainy. And yet the image of him arranging his own son's death, and then calmly hiding another child of his away from her mother, chilled her with the desolation of a Spanish winter, and at the same time made her burn with anger.


    Suzanne kissed Jessica's hair as though she could protect her with the force of her love.


    "I wish I could go to the opera," Colin said.


    "Not tonight, old chap," Malcolm said. "But we'll take you soon. Tonight isn't the best choice for children."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    The grand salon at the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden, was always crowded during the interval. The image of the masked trio entering Don Giovanni's palace fresh in his memory, Malcolm slipped through the crowd. A trick he'd mastered in his years in the diplomatic corps. A touch on a shoulder or arm, a nod, a smile, a murmured greeting. He'd made a half-circuit of the room before he spotted James. At a table alone, a glass of champagne tilting in his fingers, as though he'd forgot he was holding it.


    Malcolm was prepared for defenses, but James looked up at him with what seemed like relief. "I didn't want to come. But I needed to speak with Sidmouth."


    Malcolm dropped into the empty chair at the table. "I like Mozart, but Don Giovanni isn't one of my favorites. Difficult to like any of the characters. Suzette tells me I'm being sentimental."


    "I confess I can't see the opera without seeing echoes of my brother." James pushed his glass aside.


    "You never met his wife?" Malcolm asked. It wasn't time to bring up Laura. Not yet.


    "No. They married in India. But from what I've heard, the marriage didn't settle Jack much. If at all. Why in God's name do women—"


    "Find it appealing? I've often wondered."


    James gave a twisted smile. "You're fortunate. Your wife adores you."


    "You and Hetty seem happy."


    "I'm fortunate to have her," James said, neatly sidestepping the question of happiness.


    Malcolm studied the man he had come, in the last two days, to think of as a friend. "You were seen in Half Moon Street two nights ago, James."


    James went still, though it seemed to be a moment before the words fully registered. He released a breath. "I should have known I'd be seen. And that you'd learn of it."


    "In the general run of things it wouldn't be any of my business. But—"


    "It was the night my father was murdered." James snatched up his champagne and tossed down a swallow. "It's not what you think."


    "I don't think anything yet."


    James set the glass down as though by force of will. "I was visiting a lady."


    Malcolm said nothing, Hetty's drawn face sharp in his memory.


    James twisted his glass on the starched linen tablecloth. "That's also not what you think."


    "It's none of my business."


    "Damn it—" James drew a breath and cast a quick glance round the crowded salon. He leaned forwards in his chair, shoulders hunched. "I don't know that I've made Hetty happy. Often I think I didn't do her any favors dragging her into this family. But I wouldn't betray her."


    "And the lady you were visiting—"


    "Her name is Lily Duval. She used to be an opera dancer. And my brother's mistress. If a word that implies something so long-term can be applied to any of Jack's liaisons. My brother had a varied career before he left Britain. I wonder sometimes how many women he got with child. How many nieces and nephews I may have. But I know of one for a certainty. Lily has a seven-year-old son. Jack is—was—the father."


    "Mary mentioned something about your father paying her off."


    Jack raised his brows. "I'm surprised Father let Mary hear of it. Yes, Father made a settlement on Lily. I supplement it with a quarterly allowance. And I visit from time to time. Johnny doesn't have a father. I want him to at least know something of his family."


    "Are you generally in the habit of spending the night?" Malcolm kept his voice as neutral as he could.


    "No, of course not." James reached for his glass but, instead of drinking, pushed it from hand to hand. "Lily sent word to me at Richmond. She said it was urgent and asked me to come at once."


    "And was it urgent?"


    James took a sip of champagne. "Father had written her an intemperate letter. He said he was going to stop paying for her house. He made further comments that led her to believe he was going to try to have Johnny removed from her care."


    "Did she know why?"


    "She said she hadn't seen Father in months. She was distraught when I arrived, and Lily's one of the most sensible and strongest women I know. She showed me Father's letter. With typical highhandedness, all Father said was that he was making some changes to his arrangements and felt he had already done more than enough for her, and that now Johnny was getting older he would benefit from an environment more representative of his father than his mother. Lily was convinced Father meant to try to take Johnny from her. I wouldn't put it past him to remove a child from his mother."


    Malcolm saw Laura's tight face as she talked about Trenchard keeping Emily from her, and then recalled Suzanne's account of Mary describing how her husband had insisted she give up the child she was pregnant with or he would keep her other children from her. "I don't doubt it. What did you tell her?"


    "That I wouldn't let it happen." James downed another gulp of champagne. "Though truth to tell, I'm not sure how I'd have prevented it."


    "And then?"


    "I left. A bit after one. I drove straight back to Richmond. I was there before Hetty woke."


    "You drove alone?"


    "Christ, Malcolm, you can't think I'd have taken a groom with me." He slumped back in his chair. "There's no one to account for my whereabouts when Father was murdered ."


    "And Miss Duval? She was alone when you left? She lives alone?"


    "Except for Johnny and a maid." James set down his glass. "Malcolm, you can't think Lily—"


    If James was to be believed, Lily, like Laura and Mary, had one of the strongest motives imaginable for committing murder. Protecting a child. But Malcolm merely said, "I should talk to her."


    "You won't—"


    "I'll be discreet. But now that your father's gone, she has nothing to fear."


    Which was rather the point.


    [image: Scenebreak]


    "I wonder if Don Giovanni would be so infernally attractive if Mozart hadn't given him such ravishing melodies to sing." Cordelia rested a gloved hand on the gilded paneling against which Gui Laclos was lounging. "The man doesn't show a scrap of affection or concern for any of his conquests. Of course, I used to pride myself on not taking my love affairs seriously."


    "There's a difference between being lighthearted and callous, Cordy." Gui gave a twisted smile. "You couldn't be callous if you tried."


    It was good to see him smile, but his eyes were still shadowed, and his face gaunt. "You may be seeing me through rose-colored glasses, my sweet."


    "No. You I think I've always seen clearly, Cordy." For a moment, she thought he was going to confide in her, but instead he said, "Poor bastard, Don Ottavio. He tells Donna Anna his peace depends on her own and she doesn't seem particularly interested."


    "And really, what more could a woman want than a man who puts one's happiness first? Unless, of course, he didn't seem to understand one's happiness." Cordelia unfurled her fan and ran her fingers over the ebony and lace. "Donna Anna says when Don Giovanni broke into her room, at first she thought it was Ottavio. I've always wondered if things progressed a bit before she realized it wasn't. And if a part of her doesn't wish Ottavio were a bit more like Giovanni. And so of course she's wracked by guilt."


    "That makes Ottavio's situation even worse. How the devil is one supposed to know what a woman wants?"


    It wasn't like the usually cheerful Gui to take a love affair so seriously or bitterly. Cordelia turned against the paneling so she was facing him. "Is that the problem, Gui? A woman?"


    He gave a harsh laugh. "You're becoming as much of an investigator as your husband, Cordy."


    "I just hate to see you unhappy."


    "The devilish compassion of those who've found happiness and who can't understand why others can't be as happy as they are. Not everyone can find perfection, Cordy."


    Out of the corner of her eye, Cordelia glimpsed her husband, face set in the sardonic lines that were his habitual company expression. Her heart warmed, in that ridiculous way it did when she looked at him at the most seemingly trivial moments. "I wouldn't call it perfection. But I know I've been far more fortunate than I have any right to be. I thought perhaps something had happened with your family." In Paris, two and a half years ago, Gui had confessed to his aristocratic émigré family that he was not the long-lost heir they believed him to be, but an imposter who had engaged in a charade from the time he was a teenager. Surprisingly, his family had not cut ties with him, particularly his supposed sister Gabrielle.


    "No, Gabby and Rupert and Bertrand couldn't be kinder. Unlike—" He drew a breath, one of those moments that teeter between defense and confidence. "See here, Cordy. You're a woman."


    "I was always under the impression that you thought so."


    Gui gave an abashed grin. "Sorry. I just need a woman's perspective. I'm trying to understand— why would a woman suddenly lose interest in a fellow, after months of seeming quite the opposite?"


    Cordelia considered, and as quickly abandoned, numerous flippant responses that sprang to her lips. There had always been something endearing about Gui, something quite apart from the brief, diverting, lighthearted passion between them. Something that had endured beyond the end of that passion. "My dear— I'm sorry. But sometimes one does—grow past these things, as it were."


    "But this wasn't a casual fling like the one we had. It—" Gui broke off and stared at her, eyes oddly like those of a schoolboy. "Oh, damn it, I'm sorry, Cordy. I didn't mean it that way."


    "It's all right, dearest." She touched his hand. "I think we were always admirably clear about what we meant to each other and what we didn't mean. It's one of the reasons we've been able to stay friends, which I wouldn't give up for anything." She wondered sometimes why she hadn't let it become anything deeper. Was it because she'd been afraid of the dangers of falling in love again? Or because a part of her had still been in love with Harry, though at the time she wouldn't have admitted she'd ever loved her husband?


    Gui squeezed her hand. "Nor would I. You're the best, Cordy. I think I always knew you couldn't be more than a friend."


    "Because of Harry? At the time I wouldn't have admitted he'd ever been more than a husband of convenience."


    Gui's dark gaze grew surprisingly shrewd in that way it sometimes did. "Perhaps I saw some things you missed. In any case, this was different. Not just a fortnight at a house party." He swallowed, the torment back in his gaze. "But it wasn't just the time it lasted. It started out casually enough. Some lighthearted flirtation while waltzing, stolen moments in the garden after a bit too much champagne. Sorry, don't mean to give you too many details. But it soon became clear that it meant more."


    "To you?"


    "To me certainly. I've always rather made a point of treating love affairs lightly." He flushed, looked away, looked back at her. "Given that my entire identity was a house of cards, I couldn't afford to treat them as much else. I don't know when I realized this was different. When I couldn't stop thinking about her. When the smallest brush of fingertips was enough to feed me for days. When the thought of life without her was a gnawing void I couldn't contemplate. When I realized I'd rather hold her hand in the rain than lie on silken sheets with any other woman." He shook his head. "I sound like a bad novel."


    "You sound like a man in love. Rather more articulate about it than many."


    He turned his head and met her gaze, his own vulnerable as glass. "I even told her the truth. About me. About my family. And the wonder was, she said it didn't matter."


    "To someone who loved you, it wouldn't."


    "Spoken by someone who's never taken titles seriously."


    "And she did?"


    "Most people do in our world. But when she said it didn't matter, I believed her. I'd swear her feelings were engaged as strongly as my own. We talked round it. She was guarded, protecting her reputation, protecting herself. But I could see it in her eyes. That is, I would have sworn I could see it. Until a fortnight ago. When she told me it was over."


    "In those words?"


    "She said it had been very agreeable, but that we'd both always known it had to end, that we'd let it go on too long as it was, and best to cry off as friends before we grew bored. The sort of thing I've said a dozen times myself. The sort of thing—"


    "That we said to each other. Only we didn't even really need to say it. We both knew."


    "Quite. But can you imagine Davenport talking to you that way?"


    "Not now. Not ever. Harry would be far more caustic."


    "It was as though she'd transformed into another person."


    "Gui—I take it she's married?"


    He hesitated, looked away, drummed his fingers on the paneling behind him, looked back at her.


    "It's not a great leap," Cordelia said. "I don't think you'd trifle with an unmarried girl. So unless she's a widow—"


    "She's married."


    "Could her husband suspect?"


    "That's what I feared. Not that he had any right to judge, given his own behavior. But if she's in trouble, why won't she talk to me?"


    "My dear—" Cordelia touched his arm. "It is possible her feelings weren't as deeply engaged as your own. Or that her feelings have changed."


    "I know. Damnation—"


    "But it also sounds as though she called it off very quickly. That makes me think it's more likely she's trying to protect you."


    Gui stared at her.


    "My darling idiot, one doesn't like the idea of exposing the man one loves to the wrath of a jealous husband."


    "Oh, for God's sake." Gui straightened his shoulders, as though about to charge off to defend his lady's honor. "I could protect myself in a duel."


    "I daresay you could, but she'd be pardoned for not wanting to see you try."


    Gui scraped a hand through his hair. "All right, that makes a bit of sense. But— her husband's rather out of the picture now. And she still won't even see me when all I want to do is comfort her—"


    Cordelia stared at him, mind racing. "Who—"


    "No questions, Cordy, please."


    "Gui—" Cordelia twisted her bracelet round her wrist, wondering how far she could venture. Her own past hung before her as she stared at the diamond links. A gift from Harry before their life had fallen apart. "There's one danger a woman engaged in a love affair particularly fears. Is it possible she could be with child?"


    Gui's eyes went wide. "No. That is— we were careful—"


    "One can't be completely careful."


    He pushed himself away from the wall. "My God. I'm an idiot. How could I have left her alone in this? How could she not have told me? She must have known I'd protect her—" He broke off. "I sound like an idiot. There's little I could do."


    "If she's pregnant, could it be her husband's?"


    "No. Not the way she tells it. Not based on everything I know. Christ, I shouldn't be glad about that. It makes her situation worse. But— I have to see her."


    "Gui, you can't be sure any of this is true."


    "Putting together the clues and arriving at a theory. Isn't that precisely what Malcolm and Suzanne do?"


    "They're careful before they voice the theory."


    "I need to know, Cordy."


    "Gui." Cordelia caught his hand. "Are you in love with Mary Trenchard?"


    She read the answer in his horrified gaze. He must have seen it, for he didn't even try to deny the truth of her words. "How the devil— Christ, you're helping the Rannochs with the investigation, aren't you? Don't deny it." He seized her hands. "Have you seen her? Is she all right? Not that anyone could be all right in the circumstances, but— Damnation. I feel so helpless.


    "Gui— Mary's tough. She's doing the best she could be."


    "And I've let you know—"


    "We already knew. No, not about you, but—" Cordelia hesitated. She wasn't sure what the investigation called for, but she knew what Gui needed. "You're right. Mary is with child."


    He stared at her, a dozen emotions shooting through his eyes. Shock. Relief at the explanation. Horror at the situation he'd got Mary into. And wonder. The wonder of impending fatherhood. "My sweet darling. I have to see her at once."


    He spun to go, then turned back and pressed her hand. "Cordy—thank you."

  


  
    Chapter 20


    Cordelia's face was tense with excitement when she returned to the box she and Harry were sharing with Suzanne and Malcolm. Malcolm's face also showed that he had learned something, though his was set in lines of strain. Suzanne had no chance to question either of them as the curtain rose.


    She tried to lose herself in the music, but it was all she could do to remain in her seat and clap at the appropriate moments. In the midst of the applause at the end of the opera, Cordelia seized Suzanne's hand and begged her to accompany her to the ladies' retiring room. Suzanne made no protest. Time later to hear about Malcolm's interview with James. Palmerston and Henry Brougham had come into the box and would be talking to Malcolm and Harry for some time.


    Before they reached the ladies' retiring room, Cordelia pulled Suzanne into an empty antechamber. "No one will think anything of two friends seeking privacy for a bit of gossip. Dear God, Suzanne, you'll never guess. I know the father of Mary Trenchard's baby."


    Suzanne stared at Cordelia and recalled her friend talking with Gui in the interval. She hadn't thought anything of it, given their friendship. "Do you mean—"


    "Gui. Of all people. That's why he's been so tortured of late. He didn't understand why Mary ended it." Cordelia smoothed the links of her bracelet. "He guessed Mary was pregnant. I confirmed it. I know you might have found it useful to surprise him with it. But I fear I can't stop thinking like a friend."


    "I hope you never do."


    "Would you have told him?"


    "I'm not sure," Suzanne said honestly.


    "He ran off at once to see her. Apparently, she's been denying him the house, but I don't think he'll give up now." Cordelia shook her head. "Gui in love. I wouldn't have thought it possible."


    Suzanne regarded her friend. "Disappointed it wasn't with you?"


    "No. That is—" Cordelia's brows drew together. "I'd look the most awful hypocrite to say yes, wouldn't I?"


    "Not to admit it to your friend. No one ever said feelings were logical."


    Cordelia moved away from the door and dropped into a straight-backed chair. "I think I was already half in love with Harry before I met Gui, though I wouldn't have admitted it. In another world, a world in which I'd never met Harry, never entered into our odd marriage— Gui might have meant more to me. That is, he means a great deal to me. He's my friend. But—"


    "There are different kinds of caring." Suzanne sank into a chair beside Cordelia. "Different kinds of loving."


    Cordelia nodded. "And yet, I can admit—to you, if to no one else—that a part of me feels a twinge of— not jealousy, precisely. Pique? I sound the most heartless jade, don't I, happily reconciled to my husband, but wanting my former lover to be pining after me."


    Raoul's face danced in Suzanne's mind. She had no illusions that he was celibate, or even that he'd been faithful when they were lovers. After all, she hadn't been. She wanted him to be happy. And yet, she couldn't deny there was a certain comfort in knowing he was there, caring for her. In understanding, on some level, that his feelings for her were perhaps deeper than either of them would admit. "Logic has very little to do with love affairs."


    Cordelia tucked a ringlet behind her ear. "Of course, the part of me that's always seen Gui a bit like a brother just wants him to be happy. Oddly, for all the difficulties, this could be the making of him." She smiled. "And the flip side of the jealousy is that it's rather nice to know one can cease to be lovers but still care for someone. Even love them, in a way."


    Something eased in Suzanne's chest. "Yes," she said. "It is."


    Somehow, in the midst of all the events of the past two days, she had found a moment of quiet reflection with her friend.


    It couldn't last, of course. Suzanne's fingers tightened round the velvet strap of her reticule. "Cordy. You realize this means we'll have to ask Gui where he was when Trenchard was murdered, don't you?"


    [image: Scenebreak]


    The Trenchard House footman regarded Gui with a cool gaze. "Her Grace is not at home."


    His tone implied that, while it was not his place to say so, he shouldn't have to indicate that the Duchess of Trenchard was not at home at such an hour, especially given her recent bereavement.


    Urgency had propelled Gui from Covent Garden to St. James's Square. Unable to find a hackney, he had run all the way. Only now, standing beneath the Corinthian -columned portico of Trenchard House, meeting the footman's cool blue gaze, did it occur to him that in demanding to see Mary at ten o'clock at night, he risked giving rise to just the sort of scandal he sought to protect her from.


    He was about to turn away, when Mary's voice sounded from the staircase. "It's all right, William. Show him into the salon."


    As one in a trance, Gui followed William's liveried back and powdered wig up the stairs. He'd only been at Trenchard House a handful of times, and none recently. He and the duke had not moved in the same circles, and, obviously, he and Mary had not met here.


    William showed him into a salon hung with blue silk. Mary stood by the fireplace. She wore a dark, stiff gown and her hair was pulled into a simple knot. She had never looked more beautiful.


    Gui checked his impulse to run to her. "Thank you," he said, forcing himself to stay rooted by the door. "Thank you for agreeing to see me."


    "It seemed safer than having you make a scene."


    "I didn't— I was about to leave. I couldn't think properly. My God, Mary, why didn't you tell me?"


    From her stillness, he thought perhaps she understood, but her voice was under iron control when she said, "I should have thought the news of Trenchard's murder was all over London without my needing to send word."


    "That you're carrying our child."


    This time her stillness lasted a fraction of a second longer. Then she gave a laugh like the shattering of glass. "What put that fantastical notion into your head?"


    "Mary—" He took a step forwards, then forced himself to stop with a willpower he hadn't known he possessed. "Cordy told me."


    "Cordelia—" Surprise, anger, and something else he couldn't quite fathom filled her gaze. "Damn her. I always knew there was something between the two of you."


    Good God, that unfathomable thing was jealousy. "You wrong Cordelia. And me. But she's my friend."


    "Who has no thought for a confidence."


    "It's not like that, Mary. I guessed. Cordy merely confirmed it. Even if she hadn't, I'd have come to you. I should have realized the moment you tried to send me away."


    The old hauteur flashed in the desolation of Mary's face. "You can't imagine any other reason I'd have broken with you?"


    "You might have fallen out of love with me. Perhaps you have." He forced himself to put his worst fears into words. "But it doesn't change the fact that you're carrying our child."


    Mary's gaze met his own. For a moment, the reality was there between them. A child, created out of the love they had shared. A leap into an uncertain future, a new life that would tie them together, whatever transpired between them.


    "You didn't sign on for this, Gui," Mary said.


    "God in heaven. Can you doubt how I felt?"


    "Love affairs like ours exist in an odd sort of soap bubble. The affair has to be kept from the world, and so it never faces the test of existing in the real world. Of everyday trivialities, let alone scandal and its sordid aftermath."


    Gui stared at her. "Can you really hold me so cheap?"


    "My dear. On the contrary. I couldn't ask you to go through the weariness of falling out of love."


    "Mary. You've always held my soul in your hands," Gui said. "You could ruin me with the truth of my past. More, you could destroy me by turning away from me. What could be worse than that?"


    "You must see that I couldn't tell you." Mary's voice was low and uncharacteristically rough. "What could you have done?"


    "Help you."


    "There was no helping me."


    "Did he know?" Gui had always avoided using Trenchard's name.


    Her mouth twisted. "He guessed. He chose the most damnable of moments to pay attention to me."


    "He knew it wasn't his? I know you said—"


    "It couldn't have been his. By the time I knew, it was too late to make him think otherwise."


    Scandal would have meant little to him, but he knew how she valued her position. And there were her other children to consider. "If it had come to a divorce—"


    "It wouldn't have come to a divorce. Trenchard didn't want the scandal. He wanted me to go abroad to have the child and give it up."


    The child had been real to him for little more than an hour, but rage swept through him. Yet he knew it was a common enough solution. He couldn't blame her. "And?"


    "I knew it was sensible. But I couldn't bear to give up—"


    "Your child?"


    "Our child."


    There it was again, the improbable tie that bound them together. "What were you going to do?" Gui asked.


    "I don't know. I was trapped." Her voice broke. Her shoulders, always so straight, shook and bent, as though she could not bear the force of what she had been through. A sob tore from her throat. Gui crossed the room in three strides and pulled her into his arms. She made a noise of protest and then buried her face in his cravat.


    He stroked her hair, heedless of the careful hairpins. Her fingers dug into the fabric of his coat. Never, even in the throes of passion, had he seen her so raw. How strange that trust could come in such a moment of extremity.


    "It will be all right," he murmured. "We have each other. We'll always have that." He put his lips to her hair. He almost dared not say it, but the reality was there, shining amid the horror of recent events. "And we can be together now. We needn't hide."


    Mary went still in his arms.


    "My darling." Gui took her face between his hands. "I know I have little to offer you. Not even a name that's properly my own. I know what names mean to you. Or what they used to mean. But if you marry me, I'll spend the rest of my life making sure you don't regret it."


    "Oh, Gui." She lifted one hand and touched his face. "You can't think your name matters to me— That is"—she swallowed—"it would have once. But I've seen where basing a marriage on that leads. You must know what you mean to me."


    "Well, then." Despite everything, he smiled.


    Mary looked up at him with a guarded, world-weary gaze, as though he were the one to be comforted. "Oh, my dear, don't you realize?"


    "That it's taken tragedy to allow us to be together? Of course I wouldn't have wished it for the world, but—"


    "That the first thing Malcolm and Suzanne Rannoch, and even your good friend Cordelia Davenport will ask when they know about us is where you were the night Trenchard was killed."


    Gui stared down into her eyes. They had hardened in her desolate face. "Of course. I suppose they can't but wonder. But they'll realize—"


    "Darling, use your head." She jerked away from him and took a step back. "I've been their chief suspect. I've been trying to spare you from being as well."


    "And that's why you've stayed away from me? For God's sake, beloved, you should know I'm the last person to care for the world's opinion. Though in a year ten to one they'll have forgot in the face of a dozen other scandals—"


    "Gui." Mary's gaze scraped his face. "Hasn't it occurred to you to wonder about me?"


    "To wonder what about you? I think about you every waking moment, what more—" He stared at her, the truth of her words settling on him like the chill of oncoming winter. "Good God. Are you asking if I think you killed Trenchard?"


    "Can you really tell me you haven't wondered? Even my father and brother have. I could see it in their eyes."


    "I know you, Mary."


    "My love, we can't ever know anyone that well."


    Gui stared at her. The proud bones of her face. The hard brilliance of her eyes. Something shifted in the air between them, but it wasn't what she had said. It was what remained unspoken. "And you've wondered the same about me."


    "Dearest—" She stretched out a hand, then let it fall. "How could—"


    He held her gaze as the chill spread through him. "How could you not wonder?"

  


  
    Chapter 21


    Raoul went surprisingly pale when Malcolm and Suzanne recounted their interview with Laura. They were back in Berkeley Square, preparing to meet the blackmailer. Raoul had come in by way of the library window after reconnoitering to make sure he wasn't followed. "I knew she was hiding something," Raoul said, "but not— Trenchard's worse than I credited. Speaking as one whose behavior is uncomfortably similar to his own."


    Malcolm regarded O'Roarke across the coffee service on the library table. "You're a lot of things, O'Roarke, but you're no Trenchard."


    In the firelight, Suzanne saw something jump in Raoul's eyes, but he merely said. "Your ability to see the good in people is remarkable, Malcolm."


    "Simple observation. You could have tried to blackmail Suzanne into continuing to work for you. You didn't."


    "Some things are beyond the pale, even for me."


    "My point precisely. And somehow I don't think you'd have had me killed."


    Raoul's coffee cup tilted in his fingers. "Difficult to believe Trenchard could have done that to his own son. Of course, this also strengthens Miss Dudley's motive."


    "Except that Trenchard was the only person who could tell her where her daughter is." Suzanne tossed down a swallow of coffee. It singed her throat. "We're rapidly acquiring a long list of suspects." She told him about Mary Trenchard and Gui Laclos, and Malcolm described his talk with James and the revelations about Lily Duval and her son.


    "Trenchard seems remarkably consistent in his willingness to use his children as pawns," Raoul said.


    "He makes Alistair Rannoch look almost paternal." Malcolm swallowed the last of his coffee. "We have a number of people to talk to tomorrow."


    After they got through tonight's mission. Suzanne set down her cup. She could still taste the bitter heat of the coffee. "I'm going up to look in on the children before we leave."


    Malcolm looked at her, but didn't comment except to say, "I'll come with you."


    It was a ritual from the time she'd slipped out of their rooms in Lisbon in the middle of the night to retrieve papers from the British embassy when Colin was six weeks old. She always looked in on the children before she went on a mission. She never let herself think that it might be the last time she'd see them. She simply knelt beside their beds, committing to memory their faces in the tin-shaded nightlight, the milky, lavender-soapy scent of their skin, the softness of their hair beneath her fingers.


    It will change your life, the British officers' wives had told her when she was pregnant with Colin, patting her hand with looks she had found unbelievably smug. She had nodded in her role as a young diplomat's bride, laughing inwardly. For, she had felt, with the blind conviction of nineteen, she had seen things in her short life these gently bred women would never dream of. They could have no advice to offer her. Not until she left Colin that first time (on a mission far less dangerous than dozens in her past), and felt the clutch of a cold terror she had never known, had she begun to understand. It was one thing to tell oneself one's own life didn't matter in the grand scheme of things. The mathematics were very different with children in the equation.


    She didn't let herself linger any longer tonight, despite, or because of, the fact that her instinct was to do so. She smoothed Colin's quilt, tucked his stuffed bear into the crook of his arm, touched her fingers to Jessica's hair.


    Every scrap of time she had with them was precious, she told herself, as she got to her feet. It was more than Laura had had.


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Cordelia paused in the dressing room doorway as her husband unfastened his shirt cuffs. Tenderness washed over her in an unexpected wave. "Gui's in love with Mary Trenchard."


    He looked up quickly, fingers frozen on a mother-of-pearl button. "Poor devil. And—?"


    "He's the father of her baby." Cordelia had told Harry about Mary Trenchard's revelations before they left for the opera. "Apparently she ended it and tried to send him away. I hope she was trying to protect him. He insisted on rushing off to her."


    "Of course. He'll want to ask her to marry him."


    Cordelia moved into the dressing room and dropped down on the sofa. "Trenchard will legally be the father but there will be gossip, even if they wait until she's out of mourning."


    "Gossip can be faced down." Harry pulled his shirt over his head and reached for his dressing gown. "As we both know. And having Carfax on their side will help."


    Cordelia drew her feet up onto the sofa. "So will having love in the equation."


    "Is there love in the equation?"


    "I think so. That is, I know so, now, at least on Gui's side. I think they have a decent chance of it lasting."


    Harry crossed to her side, but didn't take her hands or put his arm round her as she hoped he would. Instead he stood looking down at her with that look he sometimes got when they discussed her past. The scholar examining data, aware of his own biases but determined not to let them intrude. "Regrets?"


    His gaze was appraising, but amazingly his voice was warm with sympathy. "How could I have regrets?" She pushed herself to her feet. "Don't you think I want Gui to be as happy as we are?"


    "There are so many suppositions in that question I don't know where to start."


    She put her arms round his neck and threaded her fingers behind his head. Just because he was determined to be neutral, didn't mean she had to. "You're right. I shouldn't assume that you're happy. But I know how happy you make me. And I thought you knew how little my former lovers mean to me."


    He didn't pull away, but neither did he lean in to her. "Laclos isn't just one of your former lovers."


    "And you're right. I care for him. I think I always will. I care for enough to want him to be as happy as I am."


    He smiled, but his gaze, opaque in the candlelight, continued to shift over her face. She could feel his breath on her skin, even but rough.


    "What?" she asked.


    "I know what we have, Cordy. I know how rare and precious it is. But I also know that you'd never have looked twice at me if I hadn't rushed blindly into marriage because you dazzled me out of my senses, and I was determined to possess you without having the least appreciation of who you were."


    Guilt was a funny thing. His own always made hers sharper. "You didn't force me into marriage, Harry."


    "No. But I proposed at a time when you desperately needed to be married to someone. If I hadn't, if you'd still been free when you met Laclos—"


    "I might have fallen in love with him?" Cordelia said, with disbelief.


    "Is that so unlikely?"


    "Not entirely. He's one of the few men other than you—and George, though we won't speak of that—whom I can imagine loving. But—" Cordelia stared into her husband's intent gaze, forcing herself not to twist the facts to suit her thesis. "Realizing that I might have loved Gui, that in an alternate life I might even have been happy with him, doesn't mean I wish that alternate life had come to pass."


    His smile was unexpectedly sweet and told her just how serious his concerns had been. "You always know what to say, Cordy."


    She reached up and kissed him. "I said it because it's true."


    His arms settled round her. "You realize, of course, that this makes them both suspects."


    Her pretty fairy tale shattered before her eyes. "I know. And no matter how sure I am neither of them could have killed Trenchard, I know I can't really be sure at all. But—"


    "It's more than that," Harry said. "Even if they're both as innocent as you think, there's nothing like suspicion to destroy trust."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Malcolm folded his arms across his chest. "I still think you should take the carriage."


    "Do use your head, darling." Suzanne did up the clasp on her cloak. They were back in the library where Raoul had remained, nursing a cup of coffee while they looked in on the children. "The blackmailer thinks all this is secret from you. How would I order the carriage without you and half the rest of the household knowing? Not to mention having to count on Randall keeping quiet after he drove me. I wouldn't be so foolish. I'd simply slip from the house through a side door and walk the very short distance to the park. As I'm going to do."


    "As you've done in the past."


    Suzanne met her husband's gaze. "Yes."


    Malcolm's mouth hardened while she saw imaginings about those past occasions shoot through his gaze. "I still don't like it. It's dark, we can't protect you—"


    "You and Raoul are perfectly capable of following me in the pre-dawn light, Malcolm. Besides," she added, perhaps unwisely, "in the past I wouldn't have had protection at all."


    "That hardly reassures me. If—"


    "Don't argue with her, Malcolm." Raoul set down his coffee. "You won't get anywhere. Besides, she's right."


    Malcolm picked up his own coffee cup and set it down untasted. "I don't trust this man."


    "Well, neither do I," Suzanne said. "But he won't do me a mischief. He needs me."


    "You're worried yourself."


    "Rubbish."


    "You looked in on Colin and Jessica."


    Her children's sleeping faces flashed into her mind. "I always check on them before the most routine mission."


    "I saw your face, Suzette."


    "You saw me being sentimental."


    "I saw you being as close as you get to afraid."


    "A momentary aberration."


    Malcolm swung away from her and turned to Raoul. "O'Roarke—"


    Raoul was shrugging on his greatcoat. "This may sound odd coming from me, but I won't let you down. Either of you."


    "I don't doubt that. But there are no guarantees."


    "Of course not," Raoul said. "We all run risks. It's who we are."


    Malcolm was being more protective than usual. Probably, Suzanne realized, because of the added threat of her being exposed. A threat he couldn't do anything about and avoided alluding to. A threat that could upend their world.


    Five minutes later, she gave Malcolm a quick kiss and slipped out into the garden and through the gate to the mews, where even the horses were quiet at this hour. Shadows slid over the cobblestones and only the faintest glow turned the sky from indigo to charcoal. The business of a spy was often best accomplished in daylight, in crowds—in the press of a ball or a theatre lobby, in the bustle of a café. But the stillness of pre-dawn had its own uses. Shadows could offer as much comfort as they did danger.


    A mouse scurried through a pile of fallen leaves at the corner of Charles Street. A crossing sweeper was at work at the corner of Queen Street. Otherwise, she had the world to herself. At Curzon Street, Malcolm fell in step behind her, at the corner of South Audley Street, Raoul. Both were so skilled she doubted even she would have been aware of them had she not known to listen for the signs. Her senses quickened, keyed to the faintest stirring, a shift in the damp air that blew past her cheek. Damn it, she was enjoying this. For all the risk to her marriage, her safety, her children. Such was the depths of her madness. But then, she'd always known she wasn't quite sane.


    At the edge of the park, tree branches showed against the lightening sky. Dark blurs showed beneath them. Those without roofs over their head, many of them soldiers returned from the war less than whole, often slept in the park. Desperate men could be dangerous, but most would still be asleep. She walked forwards, her gait purposeful.


    The gathering light clustered round the trunks of the willows. Not perhaps the best choice for a rendezvous, but the mist helped. She moved into the trees. She couldn't quite tell where Malcolm and Raoul had taken up watch, which was good. Little chance the blackmailer would note them.


    "Don't turn round, Mrs. Rannoch, I have a pistol trained on you."


    The disembodied voice came from the shadows. Despite herself, she stiffened. "Surely my presence here assures you that you have enough of a hold on me to ensure my silence about your identity."


    "My hold on you should ensure I set the rules. Stay just as you are." Footsteps sounded. Boots. Average height and build, so far as she could tell. A whiff of cedar in his shaving soap. "Did you bring what I want?"


    "If you know as much about me as you claim to, you can't imagine I would bring it to our first meeting."


    He gave a low laugh. "Fair enough. But I assure you that I'm in earnest. You know the consequences if you don't comply with my request. It would be simple enough for me to call upon your husband."


    "What makes you so sure my husband doesn't already know the truth of my past?"


    He laughed again, this time in disbelief. "You're brazen, I'll give you that. But even Malcolm Rannoch isn't Radical enough to go on living with you if he knew you were a Bonapartist whore."


    The word had the sting of a slap, hard as she tried to withstand it. "I believe the word you're looking for is agent."


    "Little enough to choose between the two. Especially given how a woman like you would collect her information. Besides, I know where O'Roarke found you."


    God help her. It shouldn't have made her skin crawl more, but it did. "Why do you want these papers?"


    "There's no need for you to know that."


    "You're asking me to break into the study of my husband's mentor."


    "I believe spymaster is the word. I don't see why you, of all people, should shy away from it."


    "The point still stands."


    "Don't pretend to squeamishness. You must have riffled through Carfax's papers often enough in the past."


    "If you think that, you have a dangerously low opinion of Carfax."


    "Merely a realistic opinion of you. I have no doubt you are equal to the task, my dear."


    On the whole, she preferred being called a whore to the way he had of calling her "my dear." "And if I do as you insist? What guarantee do I have that you won't expose me anyway?"


    "That would be singularly counterproductive. I would lose any future information you could procure for me."


    "So you intend this—relationship—to continue?"


    "Why would I give up on such a profitable source? Believe me, my dear Mrs. Rannoch, I value you highly. I take the greatest care of my assets."


    After everything else he had called her, being called his asset shouldn't cut like a knife along her spine. But it did. "So I'll never be free."


    "You'll be working. Does changing masters bother you so much?"


    "If you have to ask that, you don't know me very well."


    He gave a short laugh. "You Republicans and your vaunted ideals."


    "Call it what you will."


    "You're a realist, Suzanne. You must see you don't have any choice. Not unless you want to run, and I think you value the false family you've created too highly to do that."


    She drew a breath. It wasn't hard to give it a bitter scrape. "It seems I have no choice."


    "I thought you'd come to that conclusion. I suggest—"


    A shot ripped through the air. A jolt of fire cut along her arm. She spun round, heedless of warnings, to see a dark figure fall to the ground at her feet.

  


  
    Chapter 22


    All that secrecy, and now all she was aware of was a dark tangle of greatcoat, harsh breath, and a white face twisted with pain.


    "Jezebel," he whispered.


    "I think you mean Delilah, but whoever it was got me as well." She stripped off her cloak and pressed it against his chest. She could smell the metallic tang of blood, feel it bubbling against the fabric.


    Boot heels thudded on the ground. Malcolm flung himself down beside them. "Rannoch," the wounded man said in genuine shock. "Did you follow—"


    "You bloody fool, do you seriously imagine I know my wife so little?"


    "My God." Blood dribbled out the corners of his mouth. "You're even more of a fool than I credited."


    "Don't try to talk." Suzanne pressed harder on the folds of the shawl. Her fingers were damp with blood.


    "I'm done for."


    "Who are your enemies?" Malcolm demanded. "And I don't mean my wife."


    "My"—his breath caught—"my dear Rannoch. It's far more complicated than you'll ever know."


    "If you want to be avenged—"


    "You couldn't begin to know," the man said, and went still.


    Suzanne stared down as the life faded from her blackmailer's eyes in the predawn light.


    Malcolm reached across the man and touched her arm. "Are you all right?"


    "Of course. I'm not the one who was shot—" Her gaze was still on the blackmailer. Hard features, a square face. Oh, dear God.


    Malcolm's fingers tightened on her arm. "Damn it, Suzette, the shot got you as well."


    "Just a graze. I can barely feel it."


    "Then you're in shock." Malcolm stripped off his cravat. "You're bleeding."


    "That's hardly—"


    "Hold still. As you're always saying to me, you'd find it very awkward to develop gangrene." He had a flask out of his pocket. She smelled the whisky as he splashed it on the muslin, and then felt the burn against her skin as he pressed it to the wound. He had a point. And she was always doing it to him. But, God in heaven, the implications—


    "Malcolm—" Her gaze went to the dead man.


    "I know." He splashed some more whisky on the muslin. "But first let's make sure you're all right."


    "If—"


    More footsteps pounded over the ground. Raoul stopped, taking in the scene. "My God."


    "The shooter?" Malcolm asked, as he wound the cravat round Suzanne's arm.


    "Lost him. Or her. I wasn't close enough to tell for a certainty." He moved round to look down at the blackmailer's face and let out a whistle. "Lord Craven. Not among my list of probabilities." He drew in a breath. "Isn't he—"


    "Yes." Malcolm tightened the bandage round Suzanne's arm. "He's married to Carfax's second daughter, Louisa."


    "Not a twist I was expecting." Raoul dropped down beside them. "At least this explains how he knew Trenchard. Though I suppose now the question is more who had a motive to kill him."


    "You mean besides the three of us?" Malcolm tied off the ends of the cravat.


    Raoul raised a brow. "Is that a comment or an accusation?"


    Malcolm sat back on his heels and shot a look at his father. "You didn't—"


    "You heard the footsteps as much as I did. And I'm a decent shot, but I wasn't at remotely the right angle."


    "That doesn't mean you didn't hire someone."


    "Fair enough. But I'd never have hired someone to shoot so near to Suzanne." Raoul's gaze moved to her and lingered for a moment, at once warm and neutral. "Are you all right, querida?"


    "Quite. Malcolm is fussing." Though in truth, now the shock had worn off, her arm stung like the very devil.


    Raoul glanced about. "The bullet must have gone right through Craven and struck you. There. By the base of the tree."


    Malcolm pushed himself to his feet, then hesitated.


    "We may be able to match the bullet to the pistol," Raoul said. "It could look as though the killer retrieved it."


    Malcolm nodded, tugged his handkerchief from his coat, and scooped up the bullet. He glanced round the stand of trees.


    "Obviously none of us were here," Raoul said.


    Malcolm met his father's gaze.


    "I know subterfuge doesn't come as easily to you," Raoul said, "but, good as we all are at concocting stories, I don't see what we could concoct to explain this to your friend Roth."


    "One step ahead of you." Malcolm surveyed the patch of ground. "I'm trying to work out how to sweep up the evidence." He pushed himself to his feet. "Stay here, Suzette."


    "Malcolm—"


    "If you drip blood all over the place we'll have that much more to tidy away."


    "I was going to say, be sure to search the body. If he had any really important papers, he'd be likely to keep them on him."


    Malcolm leaned in and gave her a quick, hard kiss. "You never cease to amaze me."


    "I'm not sure if that's a good thing or not."


    Malcolm took a flint from his pocket, lit a spill of paper, and swept the light over the ground, while Raoul knelt beside the dead Lord Craven and swiftly went through his pockets.


    Suzanne saw Louisa Craven at her mother's musicale the night before, and then recalled meeting Louisa in the park, not far from this stand of trees, on a warm autumn day, four children clustered round her. She rubbed her arms. "Odd. I never used to think about people's children."


    Raoul straightened up. "A card case. His own cards, nothing written on them. A handful of banknotes. A flask. Nothing of substance." He tugged Craven's coat so the folds fell as they had when he collapsed.


    Malcolm pulled his own flask from his pocket again. "Handkerchief, O'Roarke?"


    Raoul tossed his handkerchief to Malcolm, who splashed whisky on it. "You and Suzette get out of the stand of trees."


    Raoul helped Suzanne to her feet. Suzanne decided it would be childish to protest, and, in truth, her head did swim a bit. Raoul said nothing, but tightened his fingers on her arm. They moved to the edge of the trees. Malcolm followed, bending to wipe away telltale footprints with the whisky.


    Raoul ran a sharp gaze over the stand of trees as Malcolm joined them. "Good work."


    Malcolm's eyes narrowed as his gaze followed Raoul's own. "With Craven being Trenchard's brother-in-law, Roth is bound to at least wonder if there's a connection. Roth is very good at his job."


    "So I've observed," Raoul said. "Which means we need to have a look at Craven's house before Roth gets there."


    Suzanne nodded. She'd been thinking along the same lines. "We have an hour or two. Maybe more, depending on how long it takes them to find him. But it will only grow harder as we get closer to daylight."


    Malcolm swung his gaze to her. She met it like a sword cut. "Don't you dare suggest I stay home."


    "On the contrary. This will take all three of us. Just don't faint on me."


    "Honestly, darling." She tucked her hand through his arm. "I'd give you fair warning."


    Malcolm nodded. "You should go with O'Roarke. I'll meet you in Cavendish Square."


    She raised her brows.


    "Roth will question anyone in the park, even the homeless. He's less likely to connect a description of you and O'Roarke with someone he knows than a description of you and me."


    Malcolm had just sent her off on a mission with Raoul. Without showing obvious qualms. Odd how the simplest gesture, at the most unexpected of times, could indicate a sea change. She touched her husband's face.


    Raoul didn't say anything as they moved through the trees, but she sensed he felt the sea change as well. The dark forms beneath the trees were beginning to stir. Smoke curled from the occasional cooking fire to blend with the mist. They left the park by the Grosvenor Gate and moved through the mist and shadows of Mayfair. Terraced houses. A few lights now showing behind windows, a few curtains thrown back, smoke rising from early fires, laid to warm the house before the family rose. A scullery maid shook out a mat by the area steps. A footman swept by a front door. A carriage clattered by. A young man sprang down, clutching his hat and moving with extreme care. Raoul pulled Suzanne into the shadows. The young man half fell over the area railings of the nearest house and was violently sick over the iron spikes. He straightened up, stared at the house, frowned, moved to the next house over, and staggered up the steps.


    Raoul and Suzanne moved on and turned into Davies Street. Craven had lived in a large house of cream-dressed stone in Brook Street. Suzanne had been there once, to a reception, the previous November. She could see Louisa Craven, a little colorless in a gold and ivory gown, greeting guests at the head of the stairs. She didn't recall actually seeing Craven and Louisa together in the course of the evening. But that wasn't unusual for a Mayfair couple hosting a party. Even she and Malcolm were often consumed by their separate duties.


    They went behind to the mews. Malcolm detached himself from the shadows and fell in beside them. "Dodged round a gentleman I swear had slipped out of a lady's bedroom window," he said. "Fortunately, he was as eager to avoid notice as I was."


    "We encountered a young man being sick," Suzanne said. "I don't think he was in a state to notice much either."


    They slipped down the mews, past the occasional stir of horses' hoofs hoofs and the smells of manure and oiled leather. Malcolm used his picklocks to unlatch the gate to Craven's back garden. Suzanne stared up at the dark mass of the house, thinking of the people sleeping behind those walls, still unaware of Craven's death. "Was the Cravens' marriage a happy one?" she asked, remembering Louisa's dry comments on the married state at Lady Carfax's musicale.


    "I haven't the least idea," Malcolm said. "I didn't see much of Louisa once she was out of the schoolroom. David isn't in the habit of talking much about his sisters' personal lives. Neither is Bel, for that matter."


    "Still. Whatever the terms of their marriage, he was her husband."


    "Don't get sentimental, querida," Raoul murmured. "The man was prepared to destroy your life."


    As they watched, a light flared in the kitchen. "Early preparations," Malcolm said. "We can only hope they aren't in the habit of lighting a fire in Craven's study too early." He scanned the house. "The bottom left corner, at a hazard."


    "It's probably the study or the breakfast parlor," Suzanne said. "So if we're wrong, we just have to get across the house. If one of you boosts me up, I can get a window open."


    She more than half thought Malcolm would protest, but he merely nodded and handed her his picklocks.


    They both lifted her up and she levered open the window onto the smell of stale cigar smoke. Just in time, she noticed the tray of decanters right below the window. She edged it aside, got her feet over the ledge, and dropped onto the polished surface of a table. She found the edge of the table and eased herself to the floor. There was enough pre-dawn light that she could see to move the tray with the decanters from the pier table to the desk in the center of the room. She pushed the sash higher and helped pull Malcolm over the sill and then the two of them helped haul Raoul in. There was a hiss as Malcolm struck a flint and lit of spill of paper. And then all three of them drew in their breath.


    The room was a shambles. The drawers pulled from the desk, the sofa cushions pushed aside, a end table upended, books pulled from the bookcase and strewn over the carpet.


    "Interesting," Raoul murmured.


    "That's one word for it." Malcolm's hand had tightened on Suzanne's arm.


    "They might have missed something," Raoul said. "We should still search."


    "Right." Malcolm was already holding the paper spill to the candles on the desk. Suzanne brought him a bronze lamp from a table near the door to the hall. "Take the desk, Suzette," Malcolm said. "That should spare your arm. I'll do the books. O'Roarke, can you do the rest of the room?"


    "Right. Better grab anything locked or coded. We don't have time for a prolonged search."


    They set to work. The papers strewn over the desktop and on the floor round it proved to be correspondence with the steward on Craven's estate, a large quantity of bills from tailors, bootmakers, and a modiste—Lady Craven's? Or a mistress's—whose crumpled state suggested they had been stuffed into the back of a drawer. She found a yellowed bundle that looked older. "I didn't realize Craven had been in India."


    Malcolm looked up from a gilt-embossed volume. "Nor did I. Or I forgot."


    "There are a series of letters here from his steward. Apparently Craven went to India in 1811 with Trenchard and stayed for over two years." While she and Malcolm were on the Peninsula in the early days of their marriage. She glanced at another letter.


    "Not necessarily surprising he was attached to Trenchard's mission," Malcolm said, "but an interesting connection. Though I don't know where it gets us."


    A creak echoed through from the passage. All three of them went still.


    "Right," Raoul said. "There's a time to run risks, and a time to beat a retreat. Grab whatever you've got."


    Malcolm doused the candles. Suzanne turned down the lamp. The door creaked open, seconds after they all three darted behind the curtains.


    A flare of light as though from a candle through the cracks between the curtains. A squeak and a gasp. "Mr. Thornton!"


    Footsteps retreated into the passage. Without pausing for speech or even thought, the three of them darted from behind the curtains and out the window into the gathering dawn light. Fortunately, the day was cloudy. They could only hope it was still too early for anyone to see them. The area windows from the kitchen didn't look out onto the garden.


    Through the gate, into the mews, where the horses stirred and stamped their feet in anticipation of their morning hay. Into Davies Street, where a pale dawn sheen glinted off the cobblestones. A nursemaid passed by, jiggling a fretful child who had probably woken early.


    They turned into Berkeley Square and nearly walked right into a night watchman. He blinked and drew himself up. "Who goes there?"


    Suzanne summoned up her most brilliant smile, designed to remind him of her face in printshop windows. "Mr. Jenkins. How nice to see you. I'm afraid we stayed far too long at the Esterhazys'."


    Mr. Jenkins opened his mouth to protest, then blinked again and stared at her. "Mrs. Rannoch?"


    "The oddest theme for a ball, we were all supposed to wear black. A midnight ball, she called it, but I must say I found it dreadfully dreary. What's the fun of a ball if one can't dress up? I do hope you haven't seen anything amiss. I always worry a bit when we're away from the children this long."


    "Nothing at all, ma'am. Quiet as a church. Mr. Rannoch. Sir." He tipped his hat to Malcolm and Raoul.


    "My compliments," Raoul murmured to Suzanne as they moved along the square.


    "There are advantages to having one's face in printshop windows."


    They went through the front door this time. Valentin didn't blink—he had seen them return at odder hours, in odder apparel—but merely asked if they would like coffee sent into the library.


    In the oak and bronze velvet of that apartment, Suzanne sank down on the sofa. She was shaking as though she had a fever. "I don't know why I'm so missish."


    "You were shot." Malcolm dropped down beside her and pushed back her cloak.


    "I've been shot before."


    "But this is London." Raoul prowled across the room. "One doesn't expect to go from a ball to blackmail and—"


    "Covering up a murder." She hunched her shoulders.


    Malcolm put a whisky in her hand. "Drink that. I'm getting your medical box."


    Raoul watched Malcolm leave the room. "He's handling this remarkably well."


    "Losing himself in his work. It has its own challenges, but in an odd way it's a distraction." Suzanne pushed her fingers into her hair. "Last night Malcolm broke into his spymaster's study and stole papers. This morning he covered up the murder of Carfax's son-in-law, a murder that's going to play merry hell with his friend's investigation, and broke into another house. Because of me."


    "Because of Trenchard. Don't claim too much credit, querida."


    She jabbed her fingers into her hair, knocking loose pins and pulling at her wound. "I should have—"


    Raoul regarded her with a steady gaze. "Yes?"


    Not married Malcolm? Left him and taken their child? She'd been through the options before and they were none of them tolerable.


    "Besides," Raoul said, "I know him well enough to know a part of him enjoyed it. Just as you did."


    "My corrupting influence."


    Malcolm came back into the room, dropped her medical supply box on the library table, and flipped open the lid. "Start going through Craven's papers, O'Roarke."


    Raoul was already carrying them over to the marble library table.


    "We were at the folly for at least a quarter hour after Craven was shot," Suzanne said as Malcolm unwound his temporary bandage from her arm. "The killer could have got to Craven's house and ransacked it before us. Just."


    "Just." Malcolm splashed more alcohol on her arm, which was tiresome, but necessary. "Potentially he or she could even have taken cover in the house when they heard us outside the window."


    "Or he or she might have ransacked Craven's study before going to the park to kill Craven." Raoul looked up from spreading papers on the table. "Perhaps it was something he or she found, or didn't find, that led to the murder."


    Malcolm placed a pad of lint over Suzanne's wound. "Of course, given the connection to Carfax, we have to wonder if he was behind it. Though it's hard to imagine an agent of Carfax's being so sloppy, even if caught unawares."


    Raoul held a paper to the light of the lamp. "You've considered—"


    "That Carfax could be behind both murders?" Malcolm wrapped a length of linen over the bandage, his fingers ruthlessly steady. "How could I not? I can't see Carfax simply losing his mind and having his daughters' husbands killed, but I can see him not letting the fact that they were his sons-in-law stand in the way if he thought he had reason to get rid of them."


    "Leaving the fact that we don't have a reason," Suzanne said. "Though we know both Trenchard and Craven wanted to steal information from Carfax."


    "And they didn't have it yet, so covering it up isn't a motive." Malcolm knotted off the bandage. His fingers lingered on her arm for a moment. She felt the unbidden tremor that shook him. "Two of Carfax's sons-in-law knew about Suzanne."


    "Trenchard was in the Elsinore League with your—with Alistair Rannoch," Suzanne said. "He could have learned it from Alistair. And Craven learned it from Trenchard. Or Craven was in the Elsinore League as well."


    "Perhaps. Too many Elsinore League members know too damned much. But we also have to at least consider the possibility that they both learned it from Carfax."


    Suzanne swallowed, cold in a way that Valentin's well-laid fire burning briskly in the grate could do nothing to dispel. "Darling, if Carfax knew about me—"


    "He'd put the information to use?" Malcolm put the lint and scissors back in her medical kit. "Probably." He snapped the lid shut. "Unless he was waiting for the right time."


    "Carfax trusts you with a great deal of information," Raoul said. "Surely he'd at least have taken care if he had suspicions about Suzanne. Knowing Carfax, I can't imagine him believing Suzanne had given up her work for the French."


    "Perhaps. But if Carfax wanted me to believe he trusted me, he'd know just what to do. Tell me you've never done the same with an asset you thought questionable, sir."


    "A point," Raoul said. "Though not with an asset of your abilities."


    "My dear O'Roarke. You and Suzanne pulled the wool over my eyes for five years."


    Raoul returned Malcolm's gaze without flinching. "Point taken. Though the circumstances were rather different. If—"


    The crack of the door being flung open drowned out his words.


    "Is it true?" Mary Trenchard ran into the room, the hood of a black wool cloak falling back from her hastily dressed dark hair.


    Valentin appeared in the doorway behind her, anxious gaze going from Malcolm to Suzanne. Obviously Mary had pushed past him. "It's quite all right," Suzanne said, resisting the impulse to draw her dress up over her wound. That would only draw attention to it. "We don't stand on ceremony with the duchess. But please have coffee sent in."


    Mary's gaze went from Malcolm to Suzanne. She seemed oblivious to Raoul's presence. "Is it?" she repeated.


    "Is what?" Malcolm went to her side and took her hands, shielding Suzanne in the process, which afforded the opportunity to put her gown to rights.


    "You must have heard. My second housemaid had it from the Cravens' bootboy even before Louisa sent word to me. Craven was murdered last night. In Hyde Park. Shot."


    Appalling to be caught without an agreed-upon story. Though in fairness, the night's adventures had been enough to try even the most experienced spy. To even exchange glances with Malcolm and Raoul was to risk betrayal, so Suzanne remained where she was and let her husband respond to his childhood friend.


    "Yes," Malcolm said, for all the world as though he'd been prepared for hours. "Blanca just reported that she had the news from one of the Cravens' footmen. I'm so sorry."


    Mary Trenchard sank into a chair. "I'd hardly claim Craven and I were close. But— is some madman killing all my father's sons-in-law?"


    "It's too early to know if the murders were even connected." Malcolm dropped down in front of Mary's chair. "Other than being married to sisters, were Trenchard and Craven particularly close?"


    "No, but—" Mary's gaze settled on Raoul as though his presence had finally intruded on her consciousness.


    "Have you met Mr. O'Roarke?" Suzanne asked, for once grateful for the formality of social conventions. "The Duchess of Trenchard."


    "At your reception last January." A social mask settled over Mary's face.


    "I'll make my excuses," Raoul said. "My condolences, Duchess."


    "No. That is— Are you involved in the investigation?"


    "O'Roarke has been assisting us," Malcolm said. "He was an agent in the Peninsula."


    Mary gave a quick nod. "Then you might as well stay. God knows we have to get to the bottom of this. There's no sense in keeping secrets to preserve the family honor. Not if someone is killing members of the family."


    This time Malcolm didn't deny the connection between the two murders. For the moment it was working to their advantage. He touched the duchess's hand. "Do you know of any additional connection between Trenchard and Craven, Mary?"


    The duchess drew a sharp breath. Her shoulders hunched. Then she gave a desperate laugh. "That depends. Do you call it a connection that Lord Craven's wife had an affair with the duke?"

  


  
    Chapter 23


    The stunned silence that followed this announcement ended anticlimactically with a discreet rap on the door, followed by Valentin entering with the coffee service. Suzanne poured out a cup, stirred in plentiful milk and sugar, and gave the cup to Malcolm to put in Mary's hand. Mary stared into the silver-rimmed porcelain. "I assure you I'm not hysterical."


    "I can't imagine you being hysterical." Malcolm sat back on his heels and regarded her. "You're telling us that Louisa—"


    "Shocked, Malcolm?" A touch of mockery sharpened Mary's voice. "Did you think sisterly feeling would have prevented her? We were hardly bosom bows. Or did you think Louisa was too faithful a wife? She certainly liked to give that impression. I own I was surprised myself."


    "When did you realize?" Malcolm's voice was gentle.


    "Not as quickly as I did with most of his conquests. I underestimated my sister. Or overestimated her sisterly feeling, depending on one's perspective." She turned her cup in her hand. "I always rather thought she settled for Craven. She was in her fifth season, and she never pretended to anything approaching romance. Of course, I didn't with Trenchard, either. But Craven ranked below Papa. Odd how those things used to matter." She took a sip of coffee. "It was a Christmas house party at Beauvalet. I didn't realize it until I went into Trenchard's dressing room to ask him about the seating for Christmas dinner and spotted Louisa's handkerchief on the floor. Then the pieces fell into place. I was a fool not to have seen it sooner. The odd thing was it was Louisa who went after him. She'd been laughing at his jokes and hanging on his arm and contriving to sit beside him for the entire house party. Only, because it was my sister—because it was Louisa—I didn't notice."


    So much for sisterly feeling not mattering. Mary's response combined dismissal of a younger, less beautiful sister with a genuine sense of betrayal perhaps even she wasn't aware of.


    "I've got used to Trenchard's conquests," Mary continued. "We hardly lived in each other's pockets, but one can't help but notice such matters when it comes to one's husband. Normally he was the one who initiated the flirtation. I think he enjoyed the chase. I've often wondered if he'd have noticed Louisa if she hadn't thrown herself at him." She took a sip of coffee, then stared into the cup, as though surprised to find it empty.


    Suzanne got to her feet and refilled Mary's cup. Mary gave her a quick smile and met her gaze for a moment. "I lorded it over Louisa a bit. More than a bit, perhaps. You'd think as a duchess I'd have been above caring what my sister thought, but I fear I wasn't. I've often wondered if that's why Louisa—"


    "Went after your husband?" Suzanne asked, pouring a cup of coffee for Malcolm.


    "To be blunt, yes. Not that I cared what Trenchard did. Not much. But this—cut close to home."


    Suzanne splashed black coffee into a cup and took a sip. Given her history with Raoul and Malcolm, and their relationship, she was hardly in a position to judge Louisa Craven. "How long did it go on?" she asked.


    "As far as I could tell, it had ended by the following spring. Trenchard's affairs never seemed to go on for long."


    "Did you ever speak to your sister about it?"


    Mary spread her hands over her lap. "As I said, Louisa and I were hardly the sort for confidences. I did wonder once or twice if she'd hold it over me, but she never did, and somehow I shied away from a confrontation." Her fingers tightened against the twilled black bombazine of her skirt. "Or perhaps I didn't want to admit I cared enough."


    "And Craven?" Malcolm asked. "Did he know?"


    Mary hesitated. "He'd hardly have told me if he did."


    "But—?" Malcolm asked, in that gentle, inexorable way of his.


    Mary's brows drew together, dark streaks against her pale face. "I didn't notice any particular constraint between them. But one night last month, after Craven and Louisa had been to dine with us, I left the drawing room to speak with one of the footmen, and I'd swear I heard raised voices coming from the dining room. Of course, it could have been about something else."


    "It could," Malcolm agreed. "And the one thing we know is that Trenchard didn't kill Craven."


    Mary nodded, as though obscurely relieved.


    Malcolm set his coffee cup on the floor beside him. "Did your father know?"


    Mary's gaze flew to Malcolm's face and seemed to fasten there. "I never saw a sign of it."


    "With Carfax you wouldn't."


    She nodded. "But Father—"


    "Has a way of knowing things."


    Mary folded her arms in front of her, gripping her elbows. "You don't think—"


    Malcolm touched her hand, and for a moment Suzanne knew he was looking at the girl she had been when he came to visit on holidays from Harrow. "It's too early to think anything, Mary. But I can't tell you how grateful I am that you trusted us with this."


    Mary's fingers locked on her elbows. "We have to learn the truth. After Trenchard's death, horrible as it was, I thought it was over and done with. Now I'm wondering who might be next." She fingered a fold of her cloak. "David would be horrified. I don't think he sees either Louisa or me at all clearly. If—"


    "I'll do my best to keep it from him. And the rest of the world. My word on it."


    Mary drew a breath. "Thank you." She gathered her cloak. "Should I—"


    Malcolm cast a glance at Suzanne. "There's no reason to think you or your children, or Louisa or her children, are at risk. But until we know more, I'll talk to Roth about posting men to watch both your houses."


    Mary gave a wry smile. "Surveillance. The reward of family tragedy." She swallowed the last of her second cup of coffee. "No, I do understand, and I thank you."


    Malcolm got to his feet. "Did you come in your carriage?"


    "I'm a duchess. I don't simply walk out of the house. My coachman is waiting outside."


    Malcolm handed her to her feet. "I'll see you to your carriage."


    "Drink some coffee," Raoul said to Suzanne when Malcolm was gone from the room. He handed her a cup. "And eat one of those biscuits."


    "I'm not going to faint."


    "You lost a fair amount of blood."


    She took an automatic sip. "Whatever their flaws, the Mallinson family took Malcolm in when his own was hopelessly fragmented. And now—"


    "The Mallinsons are proving fragmented as well. I know. But Malcolm is adult enough to handle it."


    "How can you be so damned confident?"


    "Observation. And," he added with a faint smile, "I prefer it to the alternative."


    Malcolm came back into the room, pushed the door to, and leaned against. "God help us. Mary's affair was surprise enough. But Louisa— I'm afraid I overlooked her, along with her sister and the rest of the world."


    "This could have been her way of staking a claim," Suzanne said.


    "Yes," Malcolm dug a hand into his hair. "The fact that they're sisters shouldn't be so surprising. After all—"


    He bit back the words he had been about to say. "After all, your mother and Frances managed in the same circumstances?" Raoul finished for him.


    Malcolm stared at his father. "Mama told you about Aunt Frances and Alistair?"


    "Frances did. One night after too much whisky. And then in January she told me that you knew. I wouldn't have mentioned it otherwise."


    Malcolm advanced into the room and dropped into the chair Mary had vacated. "She told me Mama was sanguine about it."


    "She was," Raoul said.


    "You talked to Mama about it?"


    "After Frances told me. Arabella said Frances took it more seriously because she cared more about Alistair than Arabella did. Which was the truth, I think, at least at that point. But I'm not sure the duchess was as sanguine about her husband's infidelity, for all her words."


    "No." Malcolm picked up his coffee cup and stared into it.


    "Startling as this is, it may not connect to the murders," Suzanne said. "It gives Craven a motive to kill Trenchard, and I suppose one could argue it gives Mary Trenchard a motive to have killed her husband or, more likely, her sister, but I don't see how it gives her a motive to have killed Craven."


    "It could give Carfax a motive," Malcolm said, a grim edge to his voice.


    "An hour ago you said you couldn't see him killing his daughters' husbands for personal reasons," Raoul said. "I would think that still holds with one of those husbands being the other daughter's lover."


    "A point." Malcolm tossed down a swallow of coffee. "But it's still coincidental and, as always, I'm wary of coincidence."


    "Craven was in India at the time Jack was killed," Suzanne said. "He was working with Trenchard. Suppose he knew something about whatever it was that Trenchard killed Jack to cover up. Of course, that also would give Trenchard a motive to have killed Craven, but doesn't explain someone killing both of them."


    Malcolm set down his cup. "We need to talk to Louisa."


    "You need to talk to her," Suzanne said. "She might open up to a childhood friend." At the back of her mind, she could hear Isobel saying, "People were always trying to marry Malcolm off to one of us, but I think they assumed it would be me or Louisa."


    Malcolm nodded. "We can expect a call from Roth as well. O'Roarke—"


    Raoul was already on his feet. "I'll call on Miss Dudley at Newgate. If you don't find that an intrusion."


    "On the contrary," Malcolm said. "I'd like to get your assessment. And perhaps you can persuade her to see her parents."


    "I'll do my best. Though, from what I've observed, it's difficult to persuade Miss Dudley to do just about anything." He looked at them both a moment longer, touched Suzanne's arm, and then was gone.


    Malcolm said nothing as they climbed the steps to their bedchamber. Once inside, Suzanne tossed her cloak over the dressing table bench. "Darling—"


    Malcolm closed the door, moved abruptly, and took her in his arms. "I keep hearing the sound of that gunshot. It was the worst moment of my life. Well, the worst since Dewhurst shot you in December."


    She laughed into his cravat, though her fingers had closed on the folds of his coat. "It wasn't—"


    "It was, Suzette," he said, his voice muffled by her hair. "It was dangerous. Our life is dangerous." He lifted his head and took her face between his hands with fingers that were not quite steady. It was always in the aftermath that fear shot home. "At least in Italy we'd be alive."


    "I imagine danger would find us there if it came to that." She touched his face. "I've dragged you into a lot."


    "A fair share of this mess seems to involve my friends. I keep seeing Mary and Louisa rolling hoops in Hyde Park with their governess."


    "I'm sorry." She laced her own fingers behind his neck. "After what you've had to confront about me, you shouldn't have to confront uncomfortable truths about your friends."


    "Those truths are there." He pressed a kiss to her forehead. "You can't take responsibility for everything, Suzette. You may be a master of manipulation, but you can't manipulate everything." He squeezed her shoulders and stepped back. "Let's get to work."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Jeremy Roth pushed the breakfast parlor door to behind him. "You've heard?"


    "Blanca had it from one of the Cravens' servants," Malcolm said. The lie, made up on the spot for Mary, now came easily to his lips.


    "Do sit down and have some breakfast. You must have been up all night." Suzanne reached for the coffeepot. Thanks to Blanca, she was impeccably gowned in pintucked rose sarcenet edged with black braid, pearls at her throat, her hair smoothed and curled, though even her expert use of cosmetics couldn't conceal the dark shadows beneath her eyes. Malcolm knew his own face showed similar ravages.


    "Thanks." Roth dropped into a chair and accepted the cup she was holding out. His gaze moved between them. "You look a bit tired yourselves."


    "Jessica had a fretful night." Suzanne handed him a plate of toast. "She's cutting a new tooth. And then we got the news about Craven and neither of us could get back to sleep." She passed him the marmalade.


    "Damned if I know what to make of it." Roth tossed down a swallow of coffee and stared into the cup. "According to Lady Craven, the two men weren't particularly connected beyond being married to sisters. But it's difficult to pull a motive from that."


    "Craven went to India on Trenchard's mission seven years ago," Malcolm said, relieved to be on territory on which there was no need to dissemble.


    "You think that's connected to the murder?" Roth picked up a piece of toast and then stared at it, as though too exhausted to spread marmalade on it.


    "It connects the two men," Malcolm said.


    Roth nodded. "The murder methods were quite different. Trenchard's murder looked as though it might have been a crime of impulse. Craven's seems to have been planned." He picked up the marmalade knife. "Lady Craven had no idea of why he was in the Park in the early hours of the morning."


    "Do you think he had a rendezvous with the murderer?" Suzanne asked.


    "That seemed the obvious assumption. But I found evidence of at least two sets of footprints, in addition to Craven's, in the ground by the willows. Carefully covered over, but still there."


    Malcolm sat back in his chair. "The killer covering over their tracks?"


    "Perhaps. Or Craven was meeting with someone else and was ambushed, either by someone in collusion with whomever he was meeting, or someone entirely separate."


    Malcolm took a sip of coffee. "Interesting. Which still doesn't give us a reason for either the meeting or the murder, whether or not they're connected."


    "No." Roth took an absent bite of toast. "Can you have a word with Louisa Craven? I think she'll talk to you more freely."


    "You think she knows something she isn't telling you?"


    "I'm not sure. But I'm quite sure if she does know anything, she wouldn't share it with me. People don't do well keeping secrets from you, Malcolm."


    Malcolm took a sip of coffee. "You'd be surprised."


    Roth laughed. "Doing it much too brown. If—"


    The door swung open and David strode into the room. "My God, Malcolm. What's happening?"


    The fact that he had shown himself in and didn't even pause to acknowledge Suzanne or Roth was a testament to his state of mind.


    Malcolm pushed himself to his feet. "I wish we had something to tell you."


    "Why the devil didn't you—" David drew a sharp breath. "My apologies, Suzanne. Roth. "


    "There's nothing to apologize for." Suzanne poured a cup of coffee and held it out to him. "Do sit down, David."


    David dropped into a chair and accepted the coffee, though he scarcely seemed aware of what it was. "Why didn't you tell me, Malcolm?"


    Malcolm returned to his own chair. "We didn't know ourselves until Blanca got word from one of the Craven staff." The words sounded perfectly normal to his own ears despite the bitter bite on his tongue. Not the first time he had lied to David, but it felt like one of the worst.


    David gulped down a swallow of coffee. "And you didn't send word?"


    "It wasn't for me to break family news."


    "Damn it, Malcolm." David, who almost never swore, particularly in front of women, clunked the coffee cup down on the table. "You've been like part of our family for twenty years."


    "But I'm not." In some ways Carfax House and Carfax Court had been the closest thing he'd had to a home. But in others, he'd always felt a bit like the street urchin with his face pressed up against the window, looking at the family warmth inside. Malcolm took a quick swallow of coffee that burned his tongue. Not that it wasn't presumptuous to compare his pampered childhood to that of a street urchin. "Particularly not now."


    "You mean because you're investigating." David leaned across the table in the sort of posture he would normally never display. "That's it, isn't it? You wanted to see how we'd all react to this on our own, without you interfering. Because we're all suspects."


    "David—" Malcolm's mouth smarted, no doubt from the scalding coffee. "I'm trying to think like an investigator. But I couldn't stop being your friend if I tried."


    David slumped back in his chair. "Mary sent word to me. She was afraid Louisa wouldn't reach out to me. Which was true, though Mary did, in the same circumstances. My God, I can't believe two of my sisters have gone through this in less than a week."


    Suzanne buttered a piece of toast and set it front of David. "Try to eat that, if you can. It will help — No, not that, precisely, but it will help you keep going. Forgive me, I can't stop thinking like a mother."


    David stared at the toast. "Simon said if he put this in a play no one would believe it. Not that Simon would ever think to write anything so—"


    "Jacobean," Suzanne said.


    David flashed her a twisted smile. "That's what Simon said."


    "Can you think of a connection between Trenchard and Craven?" Malcolm asked. "Besides the obvious. You spent time with both of them."


    "Not if I could avoid it. We were at odds politically, and we hadn't much in common otherwise. I dined with them occasionally and suffered through a few ghastly Christmases."


    Malcolm shut his mind to Mary's account of her suspicions about one particular Christmas. If he could help it, David would never learn the truth, for his sisters' sakes and his own. "How did they get on?"


    David broke off a piece of toast, but stared at it instead of eating it. "Trenchard never seemed to have much use for Craven. Craven spent his time pursuing the maids. Forgive me, Suzanne."


    "You should know me well enough to know I have no sensibilities to be offended, David."


    "Did Craven have any enemies you know of, Lord Worsley?" Roth spoke up for the first time.


    "Aside from the abandoned housemaids?" David grimaced. "I'm not in Tory circles, but from what my father said, I gather he wasn't taken very seriously. He needed Father's help even to get the position at the Board of Control. I've always suspected that was why he offered for Louisa. Why in God's name my sisters chose the men they did—"


    The door opened, not to admit Valentin, who was serving, but Michael, who was on duty in the hall. "Forgive me, sir, but Lord Carfax has called."


    Malcolm glanced from David to Suzanne. "You'd better bring him in."


    "He asked to be shown to the study, sir," Michael said. "And to ask you to join him there."


    "How like Father," David muttered. "Ordering someone else's household."


    Malcolm pushed back his chair. "Do you want to come with me, David?"


    David shook his head. "He called to see you, not me. And I'd only muddy the waters for you. After all, this is your investigation."

  


  
    Chapter 24


    Michael had shown Carfax into the study. The earl was standing by the windows, the wintery light at his back. Michael must have taken his greatcoat and hat, but Carfax was holding his gloves in a tight grip. He spun round at the opening of the door.


    "I'm sorry," Malcolm said. "Your family have been through an unconscionable amount, as it is."


    For a moment Carfax's cold gaze seemed about to shatter. Then he slammed his gloves down on the table. "Damn it, Malcolm, this wasn't supposed to happen."


    "I assure you, sir, I didn't kill Craven." Which was true as far as it went.


    "You were supposed to tidy away the loose ends."


    "I was supposed to learn the truth of Trenchard's murder."


    "Before someone else was killed."


    Malcolm swallowed. "Believe me, sir, no one regrets Craven's murder more than I do. If it proves I could have prevented it, I'll never forgive myself."


    Carfax dropped into the armchair beside the desk. "You're too hard on yourself, Malcolm. You always have been. I can hardly blame you for Craven's death. You aren't powerful enough. It's just that I want to blame someone."


    "I understand the feeling." Malcolm moved to the desk and hitched himself up on the edge.


    Carfax tented his fingers together. "Louisa was the daughter Amelia and I worried about. She doesn't have Mary's toughness, Bel's stoicism, Georgiana's artless charm, or Lucinda's boundless good humor. At least, so we thought. She showed a remarkable amount of both toughness and stoicism when I spoke with her this morning." He tilted his head back against the chairback. "I suppose you want to talk to her."


    "Are you telling me not to?"


    "On the contrary." Carfax's mouth had the hardness of a spymaster, while his eyes showed the regret of a father. "We need to learn what she knows. If she'll talk to anyone, she'll talk to you."


    Malcolm nodded. "I'll do my best."


    "Malcolm," Carfax said.


    "Sir?"


    Carfax pushed his spectacles up on his nose. "I've accused you in the past of being too sensitive to the feelings of those involved in your investigations. I trust I can rely on your regrettable sensitivity continuing in this case?"


    Pity was not an emotion Malcolm associated with Carfax. The earl never ceased to take him by surprise. "You can, sir."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    At the sound of the decisive footsteps outside her door, Laura felt her mood lighten, even as she tensed with wariness. Odd that she recognized even his footsteps. She didn't know him that well. The monotony of prison must really be grating on her if she was cheered by the prospect of another interrogation.


    "I was wondering how long it would take you to come," she said as Raoul O'Roarke stepped into the room.


    "I'd have been here sooner, but I stopped for supplies." O'Roarke advanced into the room and set a hamper on the table.


    The key scraped as the turnkey locked them in. Laura regarded the hamper. She had seen similar ones tucked into the Rannochs' open landau on expeditions to picnic at Richmond. "That's from Fortnum's."


    "Do you object to Fortnum's?" O'Roarke opened the hamper, took out a linen cloth, tossed it over the table, and then proceeded to extract a loaf of bread, a hunk of cheddar and one of Stilton, scotched eggs, and apples and oranges. "Perhaps it's hypocritical of me to relish such a symbol of the British establishment, but I confess I'm quite fond of their hampers."


    "It seems a bit extravagant for Newgate."


    "On the contrary." O'Roarke pulled two glasses from the hamper, followed by a wine bottle. "It seems precisely what is called for in circumstances like these."


    Laura raised her brows. "It's not yet noon."


    "Don't tell me you're the sort to let tiresome conventions stand in your way." O'Roarke pulled a corkscrew from his greatcoat pocket and extracted the cork with one clean twist.


    The aroma of good Bordeaux filled the cell, driving out the mildew. "I have a feeling I'm going to need my wits about me."


    "I promise not to take advantage." O'Roarke filled a glass a third full and handed it to her.


    "My dear Mr. O'Roarke. Surely you don't think I trust you any more than you trust me."


    "Actually, I trust you more than any number of people I could name." He pulled a chair out from the table and handed her into it.


    "I thought you were wiser than that."


    "I make no pretensions to wisdom. But I am a reasonably good judge of people." O'Roarke put a hand on her elbow as she dropped into the chair. Perhaps an automatic courtesy, perhaps an unexpected gesture of support.


    "Did you come here to judge if I told the Rannochs the truth last night?"


    "I came here for a number of reasons. Including the fact that I thought you deserved a good meal." He dropped into the chair across from her and poured himself a glass of wine.


    "They do feed me," Laura said. "Mr. and Mrs. Rannoch have been very generous."


    "I don't doubt it. But I doubt you've had a great deal of variety." He picked up the cheese knife. "My memory of this Stilton is that it's quite good. May I cut you some?"


    Unbidden tears gathered behind her eyes. She took a determined sip of wine to still them. And then, against all her instincts, she found herself saying, "My father always said there was nothing like the taste of Stilton to bring back England."


    "Interesting how smells and tastes do that. Olives never fail to take me back to Spain, and cabbage does the same for Ireland."


    She took the bread and Stilton he was holding out and took a bite to prove she could do so with equanimity. "You're a man with two countries."


    "You must know a bit about that. India and England."


    Damn. She'd meant to turn the conversation to him but instead had turned it back to herself. "Until I came here with the Rannochs a year ago, I'd only visited England twice. At five and at fifteen. What I chiefly remember from the first visit is thinking how cold it was. And from the second, lamenting that my clothes were hopelessly behind the fashion."


    O'Roarke picked up one of the oranges and began to peel it. "I understand Malcolm and Suzanne saw your parents yesterday."


    She took a defensive sip of wine. "You should understand that I've changed so much I can scarcely think of them as my parents anymore."


    "It's an odd thing about playing a role. One may lose track of whom one started out as, beneath the layers of defense. But I've found that that core is still there." He began to break the orange into quarters.


    "Do you think Suzanne Rannoch would agree?"


    "I think she's still sorting it out for herself." O'Roarke offered her a piece of orange.


    She couldn't resist. Even with the Rannochs, who could send for them from orangeries at various country estates, oranges were a delicacy. "Oranges must make you think of Spain," she said.


    "Actually, they make me think of Christmas. Which I haven't celebrated in years, except in disguise."


    "We always had them at Christmas." For a moment, the sharing of memories, safe, childhood memories, eased the tension in the room.


    O'Roarke handed her another quarter of orange. "Did you meet Lord Craven when he came to India with Trenchard?"


    She blinked at the question, but then that had probably been O'Roarke's point. The past quarter hour over the Fortnum's hamper had been the equivalent of small talk to put her at her ease. She had known that, but still she had succumbed to the companionship and the brief escape. "Of course. Craven was assisting Trenchard. They both dined with us nearly every night." Lord Craven seemed a relatively harmless conversational subject, but her defenses still slammed into place.


    "Did Craven know what had happened to you?"


    "I don't know." She realized she was gripping her elbows. She forced her fingers to unclench and folded her hands in her lap. "I asked Trenchard about that when the Rannochs told me we were moving to London. Trenchard said not to concern myself. I don't know what that meant—that Craven already knew, that Trenchard didn't think we would meet, that he'd deal with him if we did."


    "Did you meet?" O'Roarke brushed the bits of orange peel into his hand and tossed them in the hamper.


    "No. I saw Lady Craven in the park not long ago with Mrs. Rannoch and the children. But I never encountered Lord Craven."


    O'Roarke took a sip of wine. "Did he have anything to do with whatever your husband and Trenchard quarreled about?"


    "Whatever caused Trenchard to have Jack killed? Not that I know of. But not knowing what they quarreled about, I'm not in a good position to speculate. In truth, it never occurred to me that he might. Trenchard didn't seem to hold him in particularly high esteem. What's happened? Have you found some evidence that Craven was working with Trenchard?"


    O'Roarke set his glass down. "So you really haven't heard about last night's developments."


    "In here? Only you and Mr. and Mrs. Rannoch give me anything that could be called news. "


    For a moment she'd have sworn O'Roarke was considering how to best spare her feelings, though it was more likely he'd try to shock her into revealing something. "Lord Craven was murdered last night."


    She thought she was prepared for anything, but she could not control her shocked gasp.


    O'Roarke was on his feet before she realized he'd moved. He picked up her glass and held it to her lips. "It may be the equivalent of Dutch courage, but it will help."


    She gulped down a sip. It did ease the knot of panic inside her. She drew a breath. The smell of Trenchard's blood washed over her. She could hear his harsh dying breaths. "How was Craven—"


    "He was shot in Hyde Park." O'Roarke perched on the edge of the table.


    "Do they think the murders are connected?"


    "They aren't sure. But obviously, you can't be blamed for Craven's death."


    "I hadn't even thought—" She pressed her fingers to her temples.


    O'Roarke gave a faint smile. "No, you wouldn't. You're innocent."


    She drew back against the hard slats of her chair. "You sound very sure."


    "I am, as it happens. More and more so, the more time I spend with you. Especially now I know who you really are."


    "My dear Mr. O'Roarke. Surely you of all people realize we can never really know who anyone is."


    "Point taken. I should have said, now that I know some of the facts of your history." He regarded her for a moment. Something about the softness in his gaze made her draw her defenses closer about her. "If Trenchard wasn't dead, I think I could quite cheerfully murder him for what he did to you."


    "A bit excessive, surely." Her voice was hard, to deflect sympathy. "I imagine you've seen a number of horrors, given your background. One grows inured."


    "Too much so. But taking a child from its mother and then using that child to control the mother is enough to shake even me."


    "I did rather get myself into this situation."


    "I don't have much respect for the marriage vow," O'Roarke said. "But even if one held it sacred, nothing you've done could possibly justify what Trenchard did to you. You're too sensible a woman not to realize that."


    Her throat went tight. Damnation. How could his calm words cut through to ease a guilt she scarcely even realized she was carrying? "Giving birth in secret and giving the child away is a common-enough solution to unwanted pregnancy in our circles."


    "When the woman chooses it for herself. Though given society's strictures how much of a choice it is is open to debate." He got to his feet and returned to his chair. "I've seen the grief that can come from the most seemingly rational choice. But what Trenchard did to you is unconscionable. Speaking as a man who has frequently been accused of entirely lacking a conscience myself."


    "You're providing me with an excellent murder motive."


    "Save that Trenchard knew where Emily was."


    And the knowledge had died with him. All these years, all the times she could have tried to get him to tell her—


    "Malcolm sent Miles Addison to Maidstone to make inquiries into Emily's whereabouts," O'Roarke said. "Addison's an excellent agent. It may take time, but they'll find her."


    Laura gripped her hands together. It seemed she could hear the bones scrape, like the key turning in the lock. "That night, I was so determined to force Trenchard to tell me where Emily was. Truth to tell, I'm not sure how far I'd have gone if I hadn't found him, beyond threatening. I only knew I was going to get Emily back, whatever the cost. But one has a lot of leisure to think, in prison. And when I do think, I wonder how appallingly selfish I am. Emily may be perfectly happy where she is."


    O'Roarke was silent for a long moment. In the gray light from the window, his face was ashen, his eyes hooded. "It can be a mistake to think one's children are better off without one. At its worst it can be an excuse, a way of letting oneself off."


    Laura studied him. "That sounds like the voice of experience."


    He looked her straight in the eye, yet his gaze was veiled. "I'm a good observer."


    She continued to watch him. It was a relief to push the conversation from her ground to his, and yet, even now, she hesitated to put it into words. "How much did you see Mr. Rannoch when he was a boy?"


    For a moment she'd swear the blood had frozen in O'Roarke's veins. She could not deny the stab of satisfaction. So often it was other people probing at her secrets. "I was friendly with the family," he said in a voice of carefully calibrated normalcy. "I visited a fair amount, especially at his grandfather's estates in Ireland."


    Laura held his gaze for a long moment. "He looks remarkably like you. It's a wonder I didn't see it sooner."


    She thought the air between them would smash to bits. Something broke in his eyes that had probably remained contained since Malcolm Rannoch's birth. "Forgive my dimness, but see what, my dear Miss Dudley?"


    Triumph gave way to compassion in a sudden rush. "My dear Mr. O'Roarke, given what you know about me, don't you think we're beyond such polite fencing? I think I should have known when you told me last December that you were not so fortunate as to have children. The look in your eyes has lived with me since."


    He reached for his wine glass. The armor slammed back into place in his eyes. "I knew you were dangerous the moment I met you. I was just fool enough to think the danger was to Malcolm and Suzanne, rather than to me."


    "You can't think I'd betray them."


    "I think it's very difficult to predict what anyone will do under the right pressure. As you should understand better than most."


    "Does Mr. Rannoch know?"


    O'Roarke took a sip of wine. "That I was friends with his mother and grandfather?"


    She kept her gaze steady on his own. The torment in those gray eyes was so clear, now one knew where to look for it. "I don't know what's worse," she said. "Never to even meet one's child, as I did, or to watch the child grow but not be able to acknowledge him. Even between the two of you."


    He drew in his breath and released it, as though letting go of something buried so deeply he could scarcely acknowledge its existence. "I was luckier than most." His voice was low and rough, unlike anything she had ever heard from him. "I wouldn't trade the time I had with him for anything."


    She found she was holding her breath, for she sensed he was revealing things he had never dared voice, even to those closest to him. Which probably meant Suzanne Rannoch. "I confess, I envy you," she said. "I'd give anything for even a fraction of what you've had with him. And yet I also know how painful it must have been."


    "One could make a fair case I've had far more than I deserved," he said in the same low voice.


    She considered and rejected all the obvious platitudes that rose to her lips. "Did you know Mr. Rannoch and Suzanne were going to be married?"


    Her words seemed to bounce off the hard self-mockery in his gaze. "I didn't actually orchestrate it, if that's what you mean. But yes, I knew. And I didn't stop it. I didn't even discourage it."


    "That must have been difficult."


    "I wouldn't have survived this long had I not learned to live with self-disgust."


    "I was thinking of what Suzanne Rannoch means to you."


    The defenses slammed home in his eyes again.


    "I know she was your agent," Laura said. "But I'm not asking you to admit that. I meant giving up the woman you loved."


    The pause before he replied spoke volumes. So did his tone, so dry it could have crumbled to dust. "My dear Miss Dudley. Surely we're beyond such sentimental twaddle. And surely you know better than to ascribe such sentiments to me."


    "On the contrary. Long before I'd even begun to suspect any of the rest, it was obvious to me how you felt about her. It was Trenchard who first pointed it out."


    "Good God. Surely you know better than to believe such a source."


    "In general. But he was a good judge of people in all their complexities, I'll give him that." She remembered when Trenchard had first questioned her about O'Roarke and Suzanne Rannoch. Her surprise, her defensiveness on behalf of the Rannochs' marriage, and the sudden realization of what should have been blindingly obvious long before.


    She sat back, studying his face. How in God's name had the interview twisted so that sympathy for her interrogator washed over her? "It must have been difficult."


    "What?"


    "Seeing your son marry the woman you love."


    "My dear Miss Dudley. You're too astute a woman to see life in lending library terms."


    "I don't. I observe and make judgments accordingly. I have few pretensions, but I am an excellent observer."


    "Even a good observer can give way to sentiment."


    "I don't know the meaning of the word. I can quite understand your pretending in front of Mr. and Mrs. Rannoch to protect them, but as you said, between the two of us such deception only complicates the situation."


    A faint, unexpected smile curved O'Roarke mouth. "You're a dangerous woman, Miss Dudley. But whatever I felt for Suzanne didn't stop me from playing chess with her and Malcolm, as she'd be quick to point out. Twist the facts how you will, it's hardly the stuff of romance."


    "A man giving up the woman he loves to his son who also loves her?"


    "Malcolm would say he didn't love her when he first proposed."


    "But I suspect you saw the possibilities between them before either of them did."


    "Perhaps. But even a far more starry-eyed and less astute individual than you could hardly find anything remotely noble in my behavior. I've been driven by commitment to a cause for nearly all my life. And that's become so intertwined with playing a game that it's difficult to tell where one leaves off and the other begins."


    "None of which means you don't love her."


    "Damn it, yes." The words seemed to be torn from him, slamming against the stone walls with a reverberation that surprised them both. "It's a hackneyed word, but there's no other word to describe it adequately. I loved her. Perhaps foolishly, at times. But not so foolishly that I lost sight of the game."


    "Or that you stopped thinking about your son."


    He drew his self-control about him like a torn cloak. "I don't believe that I've admitted any such relationship to Malcolm Rannoch. But at the time, he was my opponent. In a war it mattered desperately to me that we win."


    "If you were such a hard-headed pragmatist, you wouldn't speak with such self-loathing."


    His gaze slid to the side. "All right. Happiness is damnably elusive. I may have thought Suzanne and Malcolm had a chance of snatching a bit of it. It didn't stop the other games I was playing."


    "Which they were playing as well. I don't think either of them would thank you for talking about them as though they were mere pawns."


    A faint but very real smile crossed his face. "There I can't but agree with you."


    She watched him for another few moments. "And your other son?"


    He went still.


    "Don't forget I've bathed him and watched over him and tucked him into bed for a year. The resemblance is obvious."


    He shifted in his chair, leaning a little more into the shadows. "Given the theory you've constructed, surely Malcolm being his father accounts for that."


    "It could. But I've done the math. He was conceived before Mr. Rannoch and Suzanne married. Somehow I don't think Malcolm Rannoch would have anticipated the wedding night. Given the resemblance, the other explanation is obvious."


    "Colin is Malcolm's son," O'Roarke said in a voice as flat and uncompromising as hammered steel. "That's all that matters."


    "But that isn't all he means to you."


    Raoul drew in a breath, then released it, and she had a sense that with that rough scrape barriers that were second nature to him went down. He leaned forwards, hands curved round his wine glass. "What Colin means to me is—complicated. Malcolm's son couldn't be other than important to me. But I don't deny that there's an added level of—concern—because of the other ties between us."


    Despite the carefully chosen words, it had the weight of a confidence. Laura took a sip of her own wine, afraid to press too far, yet at the same time reluctant to let go of her opening. A tantalizing, elusive vista stretched before her, if only she could find the right key. "Why can't you admit to either Malcolm or Suzanne how much you care? I don't think they have the least notion of it."


    She thought he would retreat again, but instead his mouth curved in a reluctant smile. He leaned back in his chair, as though he lounged in a café, wine glass tilting between his fingers. "My dear girl. They both have enough burdens already, a number of those burdens placed on their shoulders thanks to me. I'd hardly claim to have a great deal of delicacy of feeling, but having embroiled them in this chess game and put them in check countless times, it seems the least I can do is not complicate the situation with emotional burdens."


    Oddly, the image that first came to her mind wasn't of Suzanne but of Malcolm, last Christmas, arguing with O'Roarke over the source of a quotation with cheerful enthusiasm that spoke volumes about the relationship they had once had. "Perhaps they wouldn't find them burdens. It can be a great relief, knowing someone cares for one. Speaking as one who's had little enough of that in my life."


    He tossed down a sip of wine. "Malcolm and Suzanne have each other."


    "You should know life isn't as simple as a lover making one not need anyone else."


    "Perhaps. But I know complications. Considering the number of decisions I've made without taking either of them into account—"


    She tilted her head to one side and regarded him. "I think you've made far more decisions taking them both into account than you'll admit or than either of them realizes. And I also think perhaps you should acknowledge that they're both adults and don't have to be protected from everything."


    His fingers whitened round the stem of the glass. "Damn it, Laura—"


    "Yes?" She kept her gaze steady.


    He tossed back another swallow of wine. "You're too clever for your own good."


    "My dear Mr. O'Roarke. Tell me something I don't know." Her own situation stabbed at the edges of her consciousness. "Of course, using your logic, I should stay as far away from Emily as possible." It was partly a challenge to him, partly an expression of her own fear.


    "Damn it, Laura," he said again, this time in a very different tone. "It's not the same at all. Emily's a child. She needs a parent."


    She hunched her shoulders, pushing aside an unbidden image of her own father's face. "I don't think one's ever really old enough to stop needing a parent."


    He twisted his signet ring round his finger. "However one looks at it, I took shocking advantage of Suzanne."


    "I don't know the details, but from what I do know, I think perhaps you saved her."


    "So I tell myself in my attempts at self-justification. But Malcolm would be fully justified in calling me to account."


    "I thought both you and Mr. Rannoch were too sensible to indulge in such theatrics."


    "Which is why he hasn't done it. It doesn't mean he hasn't thought it."


    "You gave her a purpose."


    "Oh, yes. I don't regret turning her into an agent. But she didn't need—"


    "A lover?"


    He stared into his wine. "I gave way to impulse."


    Personal impulse, he implied, whereas making her an agent had been driven by cause, like so much of what he did. "So you initiated it?" Laura asked.


    It was shocking step to ask such a question. She fully expected a verbal slap. Instead he took a slow sip of wine and set his glass down with care. "No. But I should have—"


    "Rejected her?"


    "Had a care for her feelings."


    "She seems to have come out of it quite well. Perhaps you should have had a care for your own feelings."


    He gave a reluctant smile. "I assure you, I wouldn't have survived this long if I wasn't well able to keep my feelings in check."


    "They have a way of sneaking up on one."


    He shook his head. "In many ways, there's little to choose between me and Trenchard."


    She gave a sharp laugh. "You're nothing like Trenchard. You couldn't be if you tried."


    "No? We both took to bed the woman our son married, and left the son to raise a child we fathered ourselves. In many ways we couldn't be more alike."


    "If one leaves out pertinent details. Like the fact that your affair with Suzanne occurred before she even met Malcolm Rannoch, whereas Trenchard seduced me—Trenchard and I seduced each other—after I was married to his son. That you made sure Colin was cared for, while Trenchard turned Emily into a pawn."


    "What do you think I did to Colin by encouraging Suzanne to marry Malcolm?"


    "Gave him two parents who loved him. And then there's the fact that Trenchard had Jack killed. It was only a twist of fate that kept me from dying as well and Emily with me before she was born."


    "Yes. I do think I'd have drawn the line at that."


    "You know damn well you would have."


    He watched her for a moment with a faint smile. "You see a lot, Laura. But don't make the mistake of seeing things that aren't there. I have enough of a conscience to recognize that I've done unconscionable things. But that doesn't mean I'd play my hand differently if I had a chance to do it again."


    "So you still feel the cause comes before all else?"


    "I still look round me and find much of what I see intolerable."


    "I can understand the allure. I've never had anything outside myself to believe in. Oh, perhaps a bit when I first worked for Trenchard and thought we were in the service of Crown and Country. But even then it was a sort of abstract belief, and I'd never have done it if I hadn't been pushed into it. It's not that I couldn't see the injustices in the world. I watched things change in India as I grew up. When I was young, it was fairly common for British men to marry Indian women. Many of my childhood friends had Indian mothers."


    "The prime minister himself has some Indian blood on his mother's side," Raoul said. "He doesn't make a secret about it."


    Laura nodded. "I've heard Trenchard, who could be quite appalling about Indians, make disparaging comments about Lord Liverpool's heritage. But as more British women came out to India, it became more of a stigma to have what they call 'mixed blood.' I once caused a bit of commotion at a regimental ball by saying I couldn't understand the phrase since all blood is red."


    Raoul laughed. "I'd give a great deal to have seen that."


    "It was quite satisfying, but it didn't do anything to improve the situation. One of my oldest friends was the son of a British soldier and a Hindu woman. He went into the army, but he could only rise so far. Wellington—Wellesley then—refused to promote him. I felt the injustice to him keenly. I felt the injustice in his mother's family casting her off for marrying outside her caste. I told my friend if I were he, it would rouse me to rebellion. I still remember his smile—more bitter, I think, than I realized at the time. He was married by then and expecting a child. He said he simply had to figure out a way to survive."


    "The struggle for survival is often a check on rebellion. Those in power often exploit that."


    Laura reached for her wine glass. "Of course, one could argue that the injustice should have roused me to rebellion myself. God knows in British India I didn't have to look far to see injustice, most of it perpetrated by my own people. But it didn't rouse me to action. For most of my life, I fear I've been all too focused on myself."


    "For most of your life you've been struggling to survive."


    "Recently. I was a careless girl and young woman."


    "Most young people are careless."


    "You were trying to save the world while still at university."


    He gave a wintry smile and twisted the stem of his glass between his fingers. "I don't know that I could go on if I didn't have the hope that I could make some sort of difference, even round the edges. And I confess to feeling the allure of the game, despite the fact that I can see its folly all too well."


    Her fingers tightened round the stem of her glass. "I hated Trenchard for what he pulled me into. I still hate him. I never wanted to be a spy. But—" She frowned into the wine, blood red in the candlelight. "At times, I confess I—not precisely enjoyed it, but relished the challenge." Her skin crawled at the admission.


    "You're a woman with a keen understanding who hadn't been given a proper scope for your talents. I can understand the appeal. No need to be ashamed."


    "Spoken by one who is no stranger to self-disgust?"


    "Spoken by one who has made his peace with the inherent compromises in this life. And who understands the seduction of the game. And yet—" He broke off, his gaze focused on the bars of the window, though he seemed to be seeing into the past. Or perhaps into an alternate future that had never come to pass. "I think Malcolm would say that if one doesn't look to one's family, then all other loyalties are meaningless. There was a time I'd have laughed at such sentiments. Now there are moments when I find myself wondering if he might be right." He took a sip of wine. "Find Emily, Laura."


    She reached for her glass, seeking protection behind the cut glass. "One could argue that I don't have much to offer her."


    "Rubbish."


    "I'm not fool enough to think that having given birth to her gives me rights."


    "You can at least find out what situation she's in."


    "One could also argue that I don't deserve her."


    "That's foolishness." His voice was rough again, but also oddly warm. "Laura." His hand shot across the table to grip her own on the scarred wood. "Regrets and self-recrimination only fester. Take it from one who knows. You'll corrode your soul and you'll woefully neglect those for whom you should be responsible."


    The pressure of his hand brought a rush of warmth and something more she wasn't prepared to contemplate at this moment. How long had it been since anyone but the children had touched her in more than a perfunctory way? "Rather putting the lie to your claims of being hardened to all feeling," she said. Her voice sounded husky to her own ears.


    A faint smile curved his mouth. "Haven't you got to know me well enough not to expect consistency from me?" He picked up the wine bottle and refilled both their glasses. "If you credit me with any understanding of parental feeling whatsoever, take my word for it that your parents would give anything to see you."


    Laura snatched up her glass and took a sip. Damnation. Why should a parental plea from him, of all people, shake her resolve? "They're not going to like what they see."


    "Odd," O'Roarke said. "Not having met them, I credit them with more sense. But regardless, I think you're up to the challenge."

  


  
    Chapter 25


    Louisa had always been a bit lost in the Mallinson family. Pretty, but not the stunner Mary was nor an ethereal beauty like Georgiana; clever, but not with Isobel's quick wits. Lacking David's special stature as the only son and heir, or Lucinda's as the baby of the family. She had, from Malcolm's observation, compensated for it by trying harder than her siblings, yet her efforts had never seemed to win her particular attention from the earl and countess. As the footman conducted Malcolm up the stairs of the Craven house in Brook Street, an image of Louisa on the sidelines at a fête champêtre flashed into Malcolm's mind. One-and-twenty and still unmarried. She had been leaning against the terrace balustrade, her face drawn into lines that spoke of despair more eloquently than pages of soul-bearing prose. Then a moment later she had turned round and been laughing with the guests as though nothing had happened.


    The footman conducted Malcolm to a first-floor sitting room. A taper, a lamp, and a brace of candles were lit, rather haphazardly, in keeping with a night on which nothing had gone as planned. Louisa sat bolt upright on a blue-and-cream striped sofa. She had changed into a lilac dress and wound a black ribbon round her hair, which was scraped back into a simple knot.


    "Malcolm." She came forwards at his entrance. "I've been expecting you."


    "I'm sorry I didn't come sooner."


    "Yes. I suppose you'd feel obliged to express your condolences. But I was thinking that either Roth or Father was bound to ask you to talk to me. Which of them was it?"


    One never knew how someone would react in the face of unexpected tragedy, but her directness surprised him. "Both, actually."


    She gave a tight smile. "You've always been honest, I'll give you that."


    "Louisa." He walked forwards, then touched her arm. It was sickeningly like his scene with Mary, though oddly, it had been easier to embrace Mary. "I'm so very sorry. No one should have to go through what you're going through."


    "Military wives do all the time. One thinks one's safe if one marries an elder son. The ironies of life." She drew back, just a fraction, but enough to break the contact between them. She waved a hand towards the sofa. "Do sit down, Malcolm. Surely we needn't stand on ceremony, particularly in the circumstances."


    He dropped down on the sofa and watched as she moved to one of the tufted blue damask velvet armchairs. Tension shot through her shoulders and her hands plucked at the fabric of her skirt, but her spine was as ramrod straight as if she lay on her backboard. "I haven't told the children yet. Mary said she told hers right out, but then Mary's the sort to blurt things right out." Her gaze fastened on his face, and it was as though the schoolgirl he'd known broke through. "How do I do it?"


    "I can't tell you." His own fears that Suzanne would have to have such a conversation with Colin and Jessica—or worse, that he would—were vivid in his mind. "But I do think honesty is usually best with children, in the end."


    "But how can I even begin to explain it to them?" She smoothed her hands over her lap. Her knuckles were white. "Do you think it's true that someone is targeting Father's sons-in-law?"


    "It's difficult to rule anything out, but that seems farfetched."


    "But you think Craven and Trenchard were killed by the same person?"


    "It seems likely, though by no means certain. Can you think of a reason someone would have targeted the two of them?"


    Louisa shook her head. "Craven used to complain that Trenchard was a stuffy high-stickler. He'd always roll his eyes on the rare nights we dined with them."


    "Mary says she heard them quarreling when you dined with them a fortnight ago."


    "Mary's already been to see you? Yes, I suppose she would. I don't see a reason for Mary to invent tales, but I didn't hear our husbands quarrel."


    Malcolm settled back in his chair. The instincts of the investigator began to push out the instincts of the childhood friend. "Craven went to India with Trenchard seven years ago."


    "Yes." Louisa picked up a cup of coffee and then stared at it as though she wasn't sure what to do with it. "Trenchard was an envoy and Craven was attached to the mission. He was angling for an undersecretaryship at the time." She took a sip of coffee and frowned, either at the taste or the memory. "I was supposed to go, at first, but then I learned I was expecting Amy. I think Craven was relieved to go without me."


    "How did he and Trenchard get on?"


    "Well enough. Craven complained that Trenchard didn't confide in him. Not that Craven confided in me a great deal. Though he did write that it was difficult to know whom to ally himself with. India was such a tangle."


    "He must have been there when Jack died."


    A chill shot through her eyes. "Yes, I first learned about Jack and his wife in a letter from Craven. It was dreadful. One doesn't expect—" She shivered. "I was never madly in love with Craven. I thought that would keep me safe. Safe from the disillusionment one sees in so many of one's friends. I often think half the problems with marriages are people expecting too much or being shocked the fairy tale they thought they had doesn't exist. I never had any illusions that I had a fairy tale. But in the end no one is really safe, are they?"


    "That depends on what you mean by safe." He'd always thought he was too clear-eyed to be living a fairy tale, yet that was precisely what he'd done until he learned the truth about Suzanne.


    Louisa gripped her elbows. "I sometimes think I should have married you." She looked up and gave a quick laugh. "Not that I have any illusions that you wanted to marry me. I'm not in Suzanne's league."


    "Louisa— " For a moment he was nineteen, keenly and painfully aware of Lady Carfax's matrimonial ambitions as he sat at the Carfax House dinner table. The home that had always been a haven for him had suddenly been filled with traps. "You should know better than to so discredit yourself. I was always well aware that any man would be lucky to have you. But I was self-aware enough not to wish myself on any woman." He had said as much to David when they had had an awkward conversation addressing Lady Carfax's hopes. One of the more awkward conversations in all their years of friendship.


    "And yet look at you and Suzanne."


    Suzanne, whom he had married to protect her. Suzanne, who had married him to spy for France. "Things can work out unexpectedly."


    She gave a tight smile. "I suppose it's as well. I fear I'm too conventional for you."


    Of all the times to realize Louisa Mallinson had more insight than he'd given her credit for. Malcolm drew a breath. The air was close, choked with potpourri and grief. "Louisa— I know about you and Trenchard."


    Louisa had been pale when he entered the room, but now all the color drained from face. "Dear God. Father knows?"


    "No. That is, nothing's led me to believe he does."


    "Then—" Her mouth curled. "Of course. Mary."


    "You didn't realize she knew?"


    "Can you imagine I could have faced my sister, knowing—"


    "Sometimes one has no choice."


    Louisa pushed herself to her feet. "You must think me depraved."


    "Louisa— You know the world I grew up in. I understand some marriages are dead long before either party strays."


    "But this was with my sister's husband." Louisa turned to the window, gripping her elbows. "We're a fine pair, aren't we, Mary and I. The odd thing is, our parents have one of the true love matches in Mayfair, and neither of us even attempted to emulate them. I knew Trenchard strayed, just as Craven did. But I never thought I would myself. I wasn't one of those women."


    "What started it?"


    "Malcolm." She spun round, the light at her back. "You can't expect me to tell you—"


    "I think you need to, Louisa."


    "I see." Her gaze locked on his. "You aren't my friend. You're an investigator."


    "I'm both."


    "My dear Malcolm. You can't be both."


    He leaned forwards. "You're going to have to talk to someone about this, Louisa. I think you'd prefer to talk to me."


    She folded her arms over her chest and gripped her elbows. "Does Roth know?"


    "Not yet."


    "But you'll tell him if I don't talk? That's blackmail, Malcolm."


    Which could be said of much of what an agent did, not to mention an investigator. "If I know the story, I'll do my best to keep your confidence, Louisa."


    "But you can't promise even that."


    "No."


    She drew a harsh breath. "What did Mary tell you?"


    He owed Louisa honesty. At the same time, instincts said to confide just enough to draw her out. "She seemed to think it began at a house party. At Christmas."


    "Yes." Louisa's fingers tightened on the shiny lilac fabric of her skirt. "Christmas revels at Beauvalet. The family usually gathered at Carfax Court, but Mary wanted to host that year. I've wondered sometimes if that didn't make it worse. Watching Mary rule her domain, take precedence, live the life she'd aspired to."


    "Your sister's marriage was hardly idyllic, either."


    "No, but Mary had what she wanted. What she always wanted. What we were bred up to want. And, as usual, I came in a bit behind." Louisa pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. "At first, I just wanted to see if I could get his attention. Trenchard's. I knew Craven was pursuing one of the maids, and I was so tired of playing the wife and sister who faded into the background. It seemed a harmless bit of fun to liven up the holiday tedium. No one was more surprised than I was when Trenchard responded." She looked up at Malcolm. "I think Mary probably exaggerated my overtures."


    "I don't think Mary would exonerate her husband."


    Louisa grimaced. "At first, I thought it would be a harmless flirtation. I think I half wanted to see if Craven and Mary would even notice. And then—" She swallowed. In her own way she was as tough as Mary, but these were not easy matters to speak of with her upbringing. "Trenchard indicated he was interested in more." She gave an embarrassed laugh. "At first I was sure I couldn't have heard him aright. Then I was appalled. Then I thought—" Her brows drew together, as though even now she was trying to make sense of her actions. "Why not?" She gave a desperate laugh. "A shocking reason for a love affair, isn't it?"


    "Believe me, I've heard worse."


    "You're so splendidly moral, Malcolm. Like David. The two of you never transgress."


    "My dear girl. That you think so only means we succeeded in keeping the brotherly mask in place."


    She looked down at her hands. "It was dangerous. I know that."


    "Danger can be seductive."


    Her gaze flew to his face. "You talk as though you knew."


    "In the intelligence game there's more than one kind of seduction."


    She met his gaze and slowly nodded. "I wouldn't say I was in love with him. How odd. At one time I'd have said love could be the only possible excuse for a love affair. But he fascinated me. He made me feel special. One of the most powerful men in the country. And he singled out me. Not that I have any illusions that I meant more to him than the rest of his mistresses. I don't know the details, but I understand there were a number of them."


    "How long did it last?"


    "A few months. By the time the season was in full swing I could tell he'd lost interest. Sneaking about had its piquancy at first, but after a time it started to feel sordid. He was gentleman enough to let me end it, but I could tell he was relieved. And I— I felt as though I'd woken from a spell, like in one of my children's fairy tales."


    "Did Craven know?"


    "No."


    "You're sure?"


    "You think I could not realize if my husband knew I'd been unfaithful?"


    "That would depend upon your husband's reaction." For a moment Malcolm felt the cold black metal of a lamppost beneath his hand. His stomach tightened with the gut punch of his wife's betrayal.


    "Craven doesn't rate me particularly high. But he's not a complacent husband like Peter Cowper. If he'd known I was unfaithful he'd have reacted."


    Malcolm looked at the drawn face of his best friend's sister. "Does this change your answer about the quarrel Mary says she overheard between Trenchard and Craven?"


    "No! That is—" Louisa's eyes widened. "Oh, dear God."


    "It doesn't necessarily prove anything. It gives Craven a motive to have killed Trenchard but doesn't explain who killed Craven."


    Louisa gave a jerky nod. "Mary must hate me."


    Malcolm hesitated, a dozen answers going through his head. "Mary's hurt. Which she wouldn't be, if she didn't care for you."


    Louisa nodded again, more slowly. "The sisters in novels always seem so close. Even when Marianne's yammering on about her lost love or Elinor's keeping secrets, you never doubt that they care for each other. I never thought Mary noticed me much one way or the other. Why should she have, after all?"


    Malcolm's own brother flashed into his mind. How could he not? Not that he and Edgar hadn't been close, once. "I think you underrate both Mary and yourself."


    Louisa shook her head. "You always want to see the best in people, Malcolm." She regarded him for a moment. "You must despise me."


    "My dear girl. I'll own I'm surprised by recent revelations. But I'm the last to cast blame."


    "Isn't that your job?"


    "No. It's my job to try to learn the truth of what happened."


    Louisa held his gaze. "And, despite everything, I really do want to know."


    Malcolm nodded. He got to his feet, and when she rose to see him to the door, he touched her arm again. He knew more about her than at any point in their twenty-some-year acquaintance. And he had never felt more awkward in her presence.


    But at the door, he turned back. "Louisa? How did Craven come to be assigned to work with Trenchard? Did he request it?"


    "Oh, no," Louisa said. "He wouldn't have been able to make it happen, in any case. It was Father who arranged it."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Malcolm slammed shut the door of Carfax's study. "Damn it, sir, how much else are you hiding?"


    Carfax looked up from his newspaper. "I wasn't aware that I was hiding anything."


    "You had Craven spying on Trenchard."


    Carfax set the newspaper on the table beside his chair. "Who told you that?"


    "No one. I know the way you work."


    "You're inclined to credit me with being entirely too devious, Malcolm."


    "Sir." Malcolm strode to the other matched Sheraton armchair and gripped its oak back. "What's the point of having me investigate at all if you won't be honest with me?"


    Carfax smoothed the newspaper. "You seem to do very well ferreting things out on your own. I'm hardly necessary at all."


    "You underrate yourself, sir," Malcolm said in a tight voice. "Do you really want me blundering about your family?"


    "You don't blunder, Malcolm. But you have a point. The situation in India was delicate seven years ago. The East India Company were running amok as usual, but they had too much support in Parliament to rein them in completely. And we relied on saltpeter from India for the war again Napoleon."


    "You didn't trust Trenchard."


    "I knew he was an Elsinore League member." Carfax said it as though it was explanation enough, which, in a way, perhaps it was.


    "So you set your other son-in-law to spy on him."


    "I wanted someone assigned to the mission whom I knew I could count on for honest reports. Craven was ambitious, and unlike Trenchard he needed my support to achieve his ambitions."


    "Did Trenchard know?"


    Carfax tilted his head back and regarded Malcolm over his spectacles. "My dear boy. What do you take me for?"


    "I think it's more a question of what I take Trenchard for."


    "A point. Trenchard had no inkling, to my knowledge. And my knowledge is, needless to say, extensive."


    "Did Craven give you any useful intelligence?"


    "His reports were thorough. As it happened, Trenchard managed things capably enough, though in the end it was a damned mess anyway."


    "The East Adilabad/West Basmat dispute?"


    Carfax grimaced. "The Rajah of West Basmat surprised our troops, who were supporting the Rajah of East Adilabad. It was a private contest between the two men, but we threw our support behind East Adilabad because the East India Company were trying to negotiate a treaty with the rajah."


    "Reggie Hallam and Archie Grandison were both killed." They had been at Harrow with Malcolm and David.


    Carfax nodded. "As was Teddy Caruthers."


    "Hetty Tarrington's first husband?"


    "Quite. Incompetence, though I can't blame it on Trenchard or Craven." Carfax looked as though he almost wished he could. He liked explanations.


    "Was Craven still gathering intelligence for you?"


    Carfax picked up a penknife from the table. "Here and there."


    "Here and where?"


    "Undersecretary to the Board of Control is a dull job—which made Craven well suited for it—but useful information crossed his desk from time to time. Of course I wanted to take advantage of it."


    "And Craven was your creature."


    "Craven was in my debt."


    "Aren't we all," Malcolm muttered under his breath.


    "I heard that, Malcolm. You know how intelligence works."


    Malcolm released the chairback and walked round to the front of the chair. "Did you have Craven spying on me?"


    "If I wanted reports on you, I wouldn't have turned to Craven."


    Malcolm dropped into the chair. This same pair of Sheraton armchairs had been in the study when Carfax first called him and David in here as boys to give them a look at his extensive collection of maps. Malcolm leaned forwards and regarded his spymaster. Father to Mary, Louisa, David, Bel, Georgiana, and Lucinda. "Tell me something, sir. Even as a callow, obtuse young man, it was plain to me that you loved Lady Carfax, and she you. Didn't you want that happiness for your children?"


    For an instant, he saw his shot hit home in the hard depths of Carfax's eyes. "You assume it is a happiness."


    "I think it is for you and Lady Carfax."


    "But there are no guarantees, in any sort of marriage. I don't believe your own marriage precisely began as a love match."


    Malcolm wasn't sure if Carfax meant that as praise or censure of his and Suzanne's marriage, and wasn't sure he wanted to find out. "All the same—"


    "The alternative hasn't worked out so very well?" Carfax wiped his handkerchief over the blade of the penknife. "Mary was set on what she wanted in a husband. There isn't exactly a wealth of ducal coronets. She's fortunate she found one. No lecture from me on the joys of connubial bliss would have changed her mind."


    "And you liked being close to Trenchard."


    "That was a side benefit."


    "And Louisa?"


    Carfax aligned the penknife at a precise angle on the newspaper. "To own the truth, I'd have preferred it if Amelia's ridiculous schemes had come to fruition and Louisa had married you. Not that I ever had much hope of it. Or that I think it would have turned out so very well. I suspect you'd have been bored."


    "Perhaps you underestimate Louisa."


    "My dear Malcolm, I've known you since you were eight. I think there are very few women you would have allowed yourself to fall in love with. I don't believe my daughter was one of them. Suzanne has a rare ability to slip under your guard."


    Malcolm swallowed. He was keenly aware of Carfax's seeming omniscience in intelligence matters, but he wasn't used to his mentor showing the same abilities when it came to the intricacies of human relationships. "And David?" he asked. It was, he later acknowledged, an attempt to divert the conversation from himself, perhaps unwisely. He generally avoided any discussion of David's matrimonial future with Carfax.


    Carfax's gaze hardened against intrusion. "David will do what is expected of him. I have no doubt of it."


    And yet for once, Malcolm suspected that Carfax, who was in general supremely confident, was attempting to reassure himself.


    Malcolm braced his hands on the chair. It was the investigation that mattered now. "Was Craven working on anything for you that might have got him killed?"


    "The last intelligence I got from Craven was convoluted details about a tea shipment that didn't even seem important enough for me to try to make sense of it."


    "Suppose Trenchard and Craven had had a falling out."


    "Why would they have done?"


    "Supposition." Malcolm wasn't going to betray Louisa's affair to her father unless he absolutely had to. "I'm trying to find a way to connect the two murders. What if, instead of the same person killing both of them, Craven killed Trenchard. We know the Elsinore League are tightly knit. Might they have killed Craven in revenge?"


    "I should very much like to know why you think Trenchard and Craven might have fallen out," Carfax said. "But if Craven killed Trenchard—yes, it's entirely possible the Elsinore League sought revenge."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Frederick Hampson hesitated on the threshold. His gaze took in every detail of his daughter's face. Suzanne, standing behind Hampson with Raoul, was suddenly and acutely aware that he was seeing the baby he had once held in his arms, the toddler taking her first steps, the little girl he had taught to ride a pony, the young woman he had given away at her wedding.


    He stepped forwards as though to embrace Laura, and then checked himself, showing keener instincts and more sharply attuned sensibilities than Suzanne would have expected. "Jane. Or should I call you Laura?"


    "I answer to both." Laura was on her feet as well, with the table between her and her father. "Though in truth, it's so long since I've been called Jane that it seems like another person. It is another person."


    Hampson's mouth twisted. To Suzanne it appeared he was trying to control tears. "Odd. When I look at you I still see my daughter."


    "Papa—" Laura hesitated, swallowed, drew a breath. "I made my own choices. Bad choices. It isn't your responsibility to deal with the consequences."


    "Dear God, Jane." The sob Hampson was trying to control broke through in his voice. "It isn't a question of responsibilities. I love you."


    For a moment, the articulate Laura seemed to be robbed of speech. Suzanne swallowed and heard a hitch in Raoul's breath.


    "If I didn't make that clear enough—and I fear I didn't—that's my fault," Hampson said. "A sin for which I'll never forgive myself. That you couldn't come to me—"


    "Because I wanted to protect you. And Sarah and the children. They're the ones who need you now."


    "It's not a question of one child supplanting another, Jane. You must know that. One never stops being a parent."


    Laura turned her head away.


    Hampson took a quick step forwards. "I wasn't thinking—"


    "I gave her up," Laura said. She forced her gaze back to her father. "It was my choice."


    "It sounds as though there was precious little choice about it. I could kill—"


    "Don't," Laura said. "I could as well, though, as it happens, I didn't."


    "My dear girl—" Hampson's face crumpled. Laura moved towards him, as though against her better instincts. An embrace at last, though it was the daughter comforting the father. Hampson's hands clenched on the gray fabric of his daughter's gown. Suzanne realized her cheeks were damp. Raoul seemed rooted to the ground.


    "I'm sorry," Laura said. "I've been a terrible disappointment."


    "On the contrary." Hampson drew back and held his daughter with his gaze. "I couldn't be sorrier for what happened, and I'll never forgive myself for failing you. But I don't think I've ever been more proud of you than I am now, seeing the woman you've become."


    Laura's mouth twisted. "Then you don't know me, Papa."

  


  
    Chapter 26


    "I'm not naive enough to believe in tidy endings," Suzanne said, "but Laura—Jane—reached out to her father more than I'd hoped. I only hope she can find a way to forgive herself."


    "Can you?" Malcolm asked.


    Suzanne turned to her husband. They were in a hackney on their way to see Jack's mistress, Lily Duval. "I don't in the least—"


    "You blame yourself every day, sweetheart. You've been doing it every day of our marriage, I just didn't realize it until two months ago."


    Suzanne reached for the strap as they rounded a corner. "That's not true. There are days together where I don't think about it at all. I'm rather horrifyingly good at duplicity."


    "My point exactly."


    "That I'm good at it?"


    "That you called it horrifying."


    Her fingers closed hard on the edge of the seat. To brace herself, because they had just pulled up in Half Moon Street.


    Malcolm handed her down from the carriage without further comment. The house Trenchard had rented for his son's mistress and her child was small by Mayfair standards, though more commodious than the lodgings of most Londoners. A red-haired young woman of about twenty in a dark print dress and ruffled apron answered the door. Suzanne more than half expected Lily Duval to refuse to see them (in fact, she and Malcolm had been strategizing what to do in case of refusal), but the young woman said her mistress was in the parlor. She proceeded to conduct them to this room without taking in their cards first.


    The narrow entrance hall boasted a silver box for calling cards atop a chipped table with a wooden wagon and two lead soldiers peeping out from beneath. The maid took them up the stairs to the first-floor parlor, a room hung with blue paper,that let in as much sun as the March day afforded. Framed playbills adorned the walls. Lily Duval came forwards to meet them.


    "Mr. and Mrs. Rannoch. Lord Tarrington—that is, His Grace the duke—James sent word that you'd likely call."


    Lily Duval was a tall, slender woman with bright gold hair dressed in a loose knot. After interviews in prison and with the recently bereaved, it was a shock and relief to see her green-spotted muslin. A paisley shawl was tossed round her shoulders. The yellows and oranges of the shawl should have clashed with the green but somehow didn't.


    "Thank you for agreeing to see us," Malcolm said.


    She gave a lopsided smile and waved them to chairs. "I didn't think I had much choice. I don't always make the best decisions, but I am trying hard to be sensible for Johnny's sake. My son."


    "I understand he's seven." Suzanne gave the smile of one mother to another.


    "Yes." Miss Duval moved to the windows. Suzanne and Malcolm followed. In the narrow strip of garden outside, a little boy with white-blond hair was tossing a stick to a brown and white puppy.


    "A fine boy," Malcolm said. "He has a cricketer's arm."


    "Jack played cricket," Miss Duval said.


    "Yes, I remember seeing him play. He had undeniable talent."


    "For some things."


    In the garden below, the stick sailed over the puppy's head and caught in the vine on the fence. The puppy yapped in protest. Johnny studied the stick, tried to reach up on his tiptoes, then, when it was clear he couldn't reach high enough, bent down for a pebble and threw it at the vine. The stick fell to the ground.


    "Enterprising," Malcolm said.


    "I never used to give much thought to the future," Lily Duval said, gaze on her son. "More fun to enjoy the present than to think seven months in the future, let alone seven years. It changes one, having children."


    "I used to think that was a platitude," Suzanne said. "I didn't really understand until I had children of my own."


    Lily Duval met Suzanne's gaze in a moment of understanding.


    The maidservant had come out into the garden. Johnny ran over to take the biscuit she was holding out and fed half of it to the dog. Miss Duval shook her head. "I'd never have given half a biscuit away at his age. I wouldn't have been confident of getting another."


    The maidservant settled in a chair. The puppy frisked off after the stick again.


    "We have a cat," Suzanne said, "but I want to a get a dog when our children are a bit older."


    "James gave Johnny the puppy for Christmas. He's a good uncle."


    "I understand he visits regularly," Malcolm said.


    "Yes, he's very conscientious. And he always apologizes for not doing more. And insists Johnny call him Uncle James. Not everyone would acknowledge the connection." Miss Duval's fingers closed on the blue-flowered curtain for a moment. "He was here the night the duke was killed. I had asked him to come."


    "And he left—?" Suzanne asked.


    "Shortly before one-thirty. He wanted to get back to the country before the household was awake." She looked between Malcolm and Suzanne. "James said the duke was killed about two-thirty. So neither James nor I has an alibi. You'll have to make your own judgments about me. But you must realize James couldn't possibly have killed anyone, let alone his own father."


    "You're very loyal," Malcolm said.


    "I've seen what a good man he is." She shook her head, dislodging a strand of hair. "It's funny, there was a time when I'd have written James off as hopelessly dull compared to Jack. But then I never was a very good judge of men." She cast another glance at her son, who was now flopped on his back with the puppy licking his face, then gestured towards the mismatched tapestry chairs again. "We'd better sit down. I'm sure you have more questions."


    Malcolm handed Suzanne into one of the chairs but remained standing, a courtesy to their hostess. "I understand the late duke had made some threats regarding your son."


    Miss Duval's mouth tightened. "In truth, I've feared Trenchard's interference from the start." She sank down on the sofa. "If I could have managed on my own— but I couldn't, so there's no sense refining on it. And I wouldn't have put it past Trenchard to interfere, in any event."


    Malcolm dropped into the second chair. "Has he tried to interfere a great deal?"


    "Most of the time he seemed to ignore us, which suited me very well." Miss Duval adjusted the flowered silk shawl on the sofa back, which had slipped to show a frayed spot in the blue velvet. "But I always sensed he was there, waiting to pounce. James said he always felt his father was like a snake, coiled in a tree overhead or watching from the shadows."


    "Did you see Jack often?" Malcolm asked.


    "Oh, yes." Miss Duval pushed the loose strand of hair behind her ear. "Not that I had any illusions it was an exclusive relationship. Not that he even pretended it was. But he visited me until that whole business when he had to leave England."


    "That must have been dreadful," Suzanne said, well aware Malcolm hadn't been able to discover the full details of what had driven Jack from England.


    "A married woman. I never knew her name. There's a limit to the details one wants about one's lover's other conquests. Not the first married woman Jack was entangled with, but I think it was the first time a husband had challenged him to a duel."


    "They fought?" Malcolm asked.


    "Jack wounded the husband. He said it was an accident."


    "Trenchard did a remarkable job of hushing it up," Malcolm said.


    "But he insisted Jack leave the country. Jack was gone before Johnny was born. But he wrote to me from India. Until—until he died." She drew her shawl closer about her shoulders. "I miss him. He was far from perfect, but then I can hardly claim to be perfect myself."


    "Do you still have his letters from India?" Malcolm asked.


    "No, that's the worst of it. We were robbed not long after he died. They got the silver and most of the jewelry he'd given me and a silver christening rattle James had given Johnny. I kept Jack's letters in a silver filigree box. Plate, actually, but I suppose it looked valuable."


    Malcolm flicked a glance at Suzanne. "You never learned who was behind the theft?"


    "No. It was a bit odd because there haven't been other break-ins on our street that I know of, but—" Lily Duval stared at Malcolm. "You think it was deliberate? Someone was after Jack's letters?"


    "It's a possibility," Malcolm said. "And in this case we have to consider every possibility. Do you remember what Jack wrote to you about the situation in India?"


    Lily Duval frowned. "That it was hot. That he was bored. Eventually, that he was taking a wife. He didn't elaborate, but, reading between the lines, I gathered he didn't have much choice in the matter." She shook her head. "It's a wonder he wasn't forced into matrimony sooner. I think the only thing that saved him was his predilection for married women and opera dancers like me. He did seem excited about the child on the way." Her fingers closed for a moment on the folds of her shawl, perhaps at the realization that this child would have been a legitimate heir, unlike her own son, perhaps at the realization the child was gone. "I remember thinking Johnny would have a brother or sister he'd probably never meet. I have two sisters, one in Surrey, one in Hampstead. I see Susie twice a week and Alice at least twice a year. And we write all the time. I can't imagine— But I don't suppose any of that is why you think the letters were taken."


    "It's interesting background," Malcolm said. "Did Jack write to you about his father's visit?"


    Miss Duval twisted an errant lock of hair round her finger. "That he was dreading it. I don't remember him writing after the duke arrived. No, there was one letter. I've always thought he was in his cups when he wrote it. Well, even more in his cups than he usually was at the end of the evening. There was a great deal about people taking one by surprise, and not knowing whom he could trust, and some rather maudlin bits about Johnny—he only got maudlin when he'd been dipping deep. Then he said he'd discovered something unexpected, and he wasn't sure what to do about it."


    "Something about his father?" Malcolm asked.


    "He didn't say what it was about." Lily Duval pulled the lock of hair taut and stared at it, as though answers could be found in the golden strands. "But at the end of the letter he asked what he owed the man who'd sired him."


    "What did you reply?" Suzanne asked.


    "Before I had the chance to reply, he wrote back telling me to disregard his ramblings." She folded her arms across her chest. "That letter, the one telling me to disregard his ramblings, was the last one I had from him. I never thought—"


    "If it did mean anything of significance, there's nothing you could have done," Malcolm said.


    "You're kind, Mr. Rannoch."


    "I speak the truth. Whatever happened to Jack wasn't your fault."


    "But you think Jack's death had something to do with his father's? Jack died in an accident—"


    "In truth, Miss Duval, the more we investigate, the less we are sure of anything. Did Jack ever mention Lord Craven?"


    "Craven?" Lily Duval frowned. "The name's familiar. He was in India as well, wasn't he?


    "Assisting Lord Trenchard."


    "Jack must have said something— oh, yes, that's it! He called him 'craven Craven.' I'm not sure why. He isn't a soldier, is he?"
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    "Technically both she and James would have had time to kill Trenchard." Malcolm drummed his fingers on the seat of the hackney as they clattered back towards Mayfair.


    "And it's hard to imagine a motive stronger than a mother's fear for her child." Suzanne stared at the thick rain that had begun to fall, washing the city gray. "All the same—"


    "Yes?" Malcolm swung his gaze to her.


    "You're going to say I've gone soft."


    "I can't imagine you going soft, sweetheart."


    "I could see her being driven to kill, but Trenchard hadn't gone that far yet. It was all supposition."


    "As she and James tell it."


    Suzanne chewed on the doeskin finger of her glove. "They aren't in on it together, or they'd be giving each other alibis. So there must be some truth in their version of what went on that night."


    "Suppose Trenchard summoned her after James left. His threats about the boy escalated, she attacked."


    "That's possible," Suzanne acknowledged, forcing herself to a detachment that used to be second nature. "But why would he summon her in the middle of the night?"


    "Perhaps because of whatever was in those letters."


    "Assuming Trenchard isn't the one who had them stolen?"


    "Perhaps he was worried about what Miss Duval remembered," Malcolm suggested.


    "Something would have had to trigger it."


    "Something obviously triggered him to blackmail you to recover the file," Malcolm pointed out.


    "The file doesn't have any direct connection to India. And in any case, then he wouldn't have summoned Lily Duval about her son. He'd have wanted to silence her."


    "Perhaps he did," Malcolm said. "Perhaps he attacked her."


    "And she killed him in self-defense?" Suzanne considered this. Outside the wind had whipped up. Three young men who looked to be junior clerks dashed into a pub with newspapers held over their heads. "It's appealing. More appealing than finding any of the suspects guilty of cold-blooded murder."


    "We still haven't identified the earring," Malcolm pointed out.


    Suzanne shook her head. "It doesn't look like Lily Duval's. And yes, it could have been a gift, but why would she wear that sort of jewelry if Trenchard summoned her in the middle of the night?"


    "Not unless it was a very different sort of rendezvous and that really does strain belief. If he wasn't above pursuing his wife's sister or his son's wife, I don't know why we should think he'd cavil at his son's mistress. But that's crediting Miss Duval with a level of deception I don't think she's capable of."


    "Unless she's good enough to deceive us both," Suzanne said.


    "Always possible."


    The hackney pulled up in Berkeley Square. Malcolm paid off the driver and they hurried up the steps, huddled together under an umbrella. Valentin had seen them coming and had the door open. "Lady Cordelia just called," he said, taking the dripping umbrella. "I've shown her into the small salon." He hesitated a moment. "She seemed to have something important to tell you." Like the rest of the staff, Valentin had a good sense of what went on in his employers' investigations.


    Cordelia was pacing before the fireplace in the small salon. She turned and came forwards quickly at their entrance. "It's terrible about Craven. We only just heard."


    "We haven't had time to send word to you and Harry," Suzanne said.


    "No, of course not. I know you must be busy talking to all sorts of people." Cordelia's gaze skimmed between them. "Have you learned anything?"


    "Nothing conclusive," Malcolm said. "But it looks as though you have."


    Cordelia drew a breath. "I know whom the earring belongs to."


    Malcolm whistled. "Good work, Cordy. Who?"


    "It kept teasing me all last night at the opera that there was something I was missing. Not that last night's revelations weren't enough. And then this morning, when I was walking with Livia and Dru, it suddenly occurred to me. I generally avoid talking to her, but the last time we saw Don Giovanni I found myself standing next to her in the crush in the grand salon, and she was wearing those earrings."


    "Who?" Suzanne asked.


    "Lydia Cranley."


    "Yet another person without an obvious connection to Trenchard," Malcolm murmured. "Interesting."


    Suzanne had a vague image of a tall woman with auburn hair and commanding features. "She's Lady Cranley, isn't she?"


    "Her husband's a baron," Cordelia said. "The sort who'd spend his time in the country shooting if it weren't for his wife. Lydia's mother and Harry's were second cousins. She stopped speaking to me when the scandal hit with my marriage, but she'll acknowledge me now Harry and I are living together again. It should be enough to get her to talk to us." She looked at Suzanne. "Assuming you'll let me come with you?"


    "I don't know how I'd manage without you," Suzanne said.

  


  
    Chapter 27


    Gui Laclos, breathing hard, landed a smart uppercut to another gentleman's jaw as Malcolm walked into the room. A sight tempered by the fact that the room was in Gentleman Jackson's Boxing Emporium, and Gui and his opponent, Bertrand Laclos, had their coats off and their hands wrapped with mufflers. Bertrand staggered, recovered, danced to the side, feinted to the left, and then struck Gui a blow with his right fist that sent Gui crashing to the floor.


    "Bloody careless," Gui muttered.


    "Your mind is on other things." Bertrand unwound the muffler from one of his hands to pull Gui to his feet.


    "And on a good day I'm hard pressed to land a blow on you. Nothing like having a cousin who's a war hero."


    "You're improving." Gentleman Jackson himself turned from supervising the sparring of two young sprigs across the room. "Never seen you with such attack. You just need to learn to focus all that energy." Jackson's gaze fell on Malcolm in the shadows by the door. "Mr. Rannoch. Come to try your hand?"


    "Not today."


    Gui paused in the midst of removing his second muffler and took a step towards Malcolm. "Rannoch. I've been expecting you."


    Bertrand turned round and nodded to Malcolm with apparent ease. But then he was a master of deception who had spent years donning disguises to smuggle Bonapartists and Royalists alike out of Paris under the nose of Fouché and his Ministry of Police. "I'd best be off, in any case. I'm supposed to meet Rupert at Brooks's. My regards to Suzanne, Malcolm."


    Gui grabbed a towel from a hook on the wall and threw it round his shoulders. "Give me a minute and we can repair to the coffeehouse across the street."


    "No," Gui said as they crossed the street, "I don't know how much Bertrand knows or suspects. Anyone who lived a secret double life for as long as he did outmatches me in deception as much as he does in prizefighting. Not that there haven't been times I've wanted to ask him and Rupert for advice on living with secrets."


    "But you didn't confide in them?"


    Gui swung round in the middle of the street to stare at him. "My God, can you imagine I'd risk it?"


    "I didn't think it likely."


    "You can't imagine, knowing the woman you love could be ruined by a word—" Gui drew a breath. "Not the best of appearances, I suppose, finding me engaged in fisticuffs."


    "I can see how you'd want an outlet for your emotions."


    "Assuming I hadn't already taken them out on Trenchard?"


    "Or assuming you had. You're the sort who'd feel guilty."


    Gui grimaced. "I didn't kill the bastard. But I don't know how guilty I'd feel if I had." He glanced sideways at Malcolm again. "I know you can't believe me."


    "I can't believe anyone."


    Gui gave a curt nod as they pushed through the coffeehouse door. "She doesn't."


    "Mary?"


    Gui cast a quick glance round the coffeehouse, as though afraid to speak her name.


    "Nothing like the noise in a coffeehouse for cover," Malcolm said. "We survived on that in Vienna."


    They threaded their way back to the seclusion of a high-backed booth and ordered two coffees. Gui, who normally slouched in his chair, sat bolt upright and cast anxious looks about. "Mary is under an intolerable strain," Malcolm said. "I trust you both realize that anything you say to each other under these circumstances must be taken with a grain of salt."


    "She can't but wonder." Gui stared at a knot in the dark wood of the table. "And wondering I suppose she can't but doubt if she'd want me as a husband or the father of her children."


    Malcolm regarded Gui's tormented face across the table. "My dear idiot, having known Mary since childhood, I seriously doubt she's having any such qualms. I strongly suspect she'd be more likely to applaud your ruthless practicality. But I suspect she's also terrified for you. It's a wonder what love will do for people."


    Gui stared at him with a gaze that was unexpectedly sharp. "You can't know Mary loves me."


    "I know it's Suzanne's assessment that she does. And I've learned to trust my wife's assessments."


    Gui scraped a hand through his hair. "She's never said it. Not in those words."


    "One doesn't always. Take it from one of a similar disposition, not being able to find the words doesn't mean the feelings aren't there. Quite the opposite, many times." Who'd have thought he'd be equating himself with Mary Mallinson? As one grew older, one learned the unthinkable could come to pass.


    A waiter plunked two cups of coffee down in front of them. Gui took a sip as though he wished the pewter mug contained something stronger. "Aren't you supposed to be interrogating me, not offering sympathy, Rannoch?"


    "Just because I'm investigating doesn't mean I've stopped being your friend."


    "Odd." Gui turned his cup in his hands. "I thought friends weren't in the habit of passing along confidences to Bow Street."


    "A palpable hit."


    Gui leaned back against the bench, more in the posture of old. "Ask me what you need to."


    "Where were you the night Trenchard was killed?"


    " I dined with Rupert and Gaby. Bertrand and Nick Gordon were there. I'm getting used to seeing them all domestically happy together. A part of me can't but worry if it will last—I still think of Gaby as my sister. Of course, that's always true of happiness, but theirs seems more precariously balanced than most. Still, mostly I choked on the cloying sweetness of the happiness of others. We went on to the Tavistock—one of Simon's comedies, more happiness. I left early, went to Mannerling's, played faro, and tried to drink enough that I forgot about Mary and how she'd refused to see me. I got sick before I forgot. Wrote Mary an indiscreet letter, remembered myself enough to burn it. Went home."


    "What time?"


    "A little before two. Too early to have an alibi for Trenchard's murder."


    "Unless you're a very good actor, you didn't know Mary was pregnant at that point."


    "And you don't think I'm that good an actor? A fair point. Though I did successfully lie to my own supposed family for over a decade. But whether or not I knew, I still wanted to marry Mary. I'd have done anything to marry her."


    "Including commit murder?"


    Gui took a sip of coffee. "It actually never occurred to me. Failure of imagination, of course." He set the cup down. "Unless I'm lying."
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    Lady Cranley settled the sapphire blue skirts of her corded lustring gown on the blue-striped satin of the sofa. Her gown was tucked and frilled by an expert modiste. Her hair was carefully dressed, if lacking in movement. Her cheeks and lips were subtly rouged, her face lightly powered. Everything, from the ribbons on her gown to the blue kid slippers peeping out from beneath, matched precisely. It was impossible not to draw a contrast with Lily Duval.


    "I'm as shocked as everyone in Mayfair, of course," Lydia Cranley said. Her voice was low and musical, carefully pitched." And I'll do whatever I can to help."


    "Thank you," Suzanne said.


    "Of course I'm aware of your and your husband's role in the investigation. It must be exciting, if a bit sordid. But I'm surprised you called on me. The last time I saw Trenchard was over a week ago, and I hadn't seen Craven in longer." She shuddered. "I assume their deaths are—connected?"


    "It's too early to assume anything," Suzanne said, "but it seems likely."


    "Not that we knew either of them well, but still— This is Mayfair."


    Cordelia tugged off her second lemon-colored glove. "Doing it much too brown, Lydia. We know you saw Trenchard more recently."


    "I can't imagine what you're talking about, Cordy. I'm sure it was at Susan Herbert's rout. If someone is mistaken—"


    "It was a private interview." Cordelia laid her gloves atop her reticule.


    Lydia Cranley's spine straightened. "You forget yourself, Cordelia."


    "Don't come so high-handed, Lydy." Cordelia snapped open the steel clasp in her reticule. "We found this." She held up the earring.


    Lydia Cranley didn't so much as blink. She was more formidable than Suzanne had realized. "I have several pairs of ruby earrings, but I've never seen that particular one before."


    Cordelia got to her feet and walked to the mantel, the earring held aloft. The painting showed Lydia Cranley in a carnelian gown, standing beside a pedestal with an urn full of white roses. Lawrence. His luminous use of light was unmistakable. The pearlescent glow fell across Lydia's face and caught the earring swinging from her left earlobe. "A mistake to have worn these earrings on that particular night," Cordelia said. "But then, I don't expect you anticipated the night's events."


    Once again Lady Cranley didn't blink. The seemingly staid matron had nerves of steel. "Are those my earrings?" she said. "The light was in my eyes when you first held it up."


    "Cut the line, Lydy." Cordelia spun round in front of the fireplace with a masterful mastery of the scene. "You were in the Duke of Trenchard's study. Probably the night he was killed."


    "You always were overdramatic, Cordy." Lydia Cranley put up a hand to adjust the cameo brooch that fastened her muslin tippet. "The last time we dined at Trenchard House, the duke took me into his study to show me his first editions of Chaucer. I must have lost the earring then. I'm surprised I didn't notice it was missing until now, but these things happen. Now that I think of it, the clasp had been loose. It seems ridiculous to talk of good fortune at a time like this, but I'm very pleased you found it."


    Cordelia stepped forwards, still holding the earring. "Trenchard wasn't in the habit of taking guests into his study."


    Lydia Cranley froze. She was a formidable woman, but not a professional.


    "Lady Cranley." Suzanne seized upon her opening. "We have no wish to embroil you in a scandal."


    "My dear Mrs. Rannoch, I'm not so naive as to believe you have the least regard for my reputation. You are solely concerned with this investigation of yours."


    "Which will proceed, one way or another. The easiest route to uncovering your secrets is if you tell us yourself."


    Lady Cranley fingered a fold of her skirt. "I don't have—"


    "Mrs. Rannoch is extraordinarily good at uncovering secrets." Cordelia returned to the sofa and dropped down beside Lady Cranley. "Don't be stupid, Lydia."


    Lady Cranley stared at her as though she were something that had crawled out of a rubbish heap. "You make the mistake of thinking everyone's behavior is as scandalous as your own, Cordy."


    "Not everyone's. But I've always thought you were more interesting than you appeared, Lydy. Not that one lover would make you anything like as scandalous as I was."


    "Must you make a joke of it?"


    "Sometimes that's the best response."


    Lydia glanced away. "I don't do this, as a rule. I'm not like you, Cordy."


    "Point taken."


    "Trenchard was— an interesting man."


    "Oh, yes. Quite attractive, if you like the type."


    "Powerful."


    Cordelia's eyes narrowed. "You thought he could help advance Cranley."


    "Don't be ridiculous."


    "I'm rather impressed. Did Cranley know?"


    "Of course not. Cranley's never had the least ambition or the least sense of what needs to be done. He speaks well and he has a certain charm. I made the mistake of thinking he had the drive to go with it." Lady Cranley put a hand to her hair. "I was a good wife. I've given him three children. I'm considered an admirable hostess." She flashed a look at Suzanne, as though in resentment of her easy rise as a political hostess. "And despite all my efforts, Cranley seemed content simply to make the occasional speech and drink with his friends at White's."


    "I can quite understand your frustration," Cordelia said with seemingly genuine warmth. "You hardly did anything others in your set don't do."


    Lady Cranley pushed a perfect curl behind her ear. "I'm not like others. We were discreet. I never thought—"


    "Lydia." Cordelia leaned forwards. "Had you been discovered?"


    "No, of course not."


    "Had you tried to blackmail Trenchard into helping Cranley?"


    Lady Cranley straightened the knot of ribbon on her bodice. "You make it sound so sordid."


    Cordelia's gaze flickered over Lady Cranley's face. "Wasn't that your intention in entering into the affair?" Cordelia asked.


    "Nonsense." Lydia Cranley smoothed the lace on her sleeve. "I might have thought of mentioning that he might assist Cranley, but before I could do so, he—"


    "Lady Cranley," Suzanne said in the silence, "if it could have anything to do with why the duke was killed—"


    "Trenchard wanted me to deliver Cranley's vote."


    Cordelia blinked. "The duke was blackmailing you?"


    "He wouldn't have made it sound so crude, but yes."


    "So you entered into an affair to manipulate him, and instead, found yourself manipulated," Cordelia said.


    "You needn't sound so delighted about it."


    "I'm not. I'm sorry, Lydy."


    "What bill was the vote over?" Suzanne asked.


    "It wasn't a bill." Lady Cranley plucked at the lace on her sleeve, though in general she didn't seem the sort of woman who fiddled with her clothes. "Trenchard wanted Cranley to support him in his bid to unseat Lord Liverpool."


    Odd how the most convoluted investigation could still take a completely unexpected turn. "The Duke of Trenchard wanted to unseat the prime minister?" Suzanne asked, unable to keep the shock from her voice.


    Lydia Cranley hesitated, as though even now unsure whether to break her late lover's confidence. "Trenchard had been discontented with Liverpool for some time. He was angered when Liverpool had advocated aboishing the slave trade at the Congress of Vienna and he thought Liverpool hadn't gone far enough in dealing with the disturbances in the north. And I gather there'd been some unpleasantness between them in Paris long ago."


    When he and Raoul had helped a young actress escape Trenchard. What a bizarre twist for the case to take.


    "Who was his candidate to replace Liverpool?" Cordelia asked.


    "Himself."


    Suzanne sat back in her chair. Their murder victim had been scheming to become prime minister. A whole new vista of suspects and motives opened up. "Who else knew about this?" she asked.


    "I don't know." Lady Cranley tugged at her lace-edged cuff. "I would assume he was counting on support other than Cranley's."


    "Through blackmail?" Suzanne asked.


    "I only know what he told me he wanted me to do."


    "Or—?" Suzanne asked.


    Lydia Cranley jabbed the errant ringlet behind her ear. "Or he would reveal our affair."


    "To your husband?"


    "That was the least of it." Lady Cranley snatched up her tea and tossed down a swallow. "Cranley would have been disagreeable—I'm not in the least certain he's been faithful himself, but he'd look askance at it in his wife. But he cares too much for his own consequence to reveal his wife's infidelity. There's nothing that pricks a man's self-esteem like being branded a cuckold."


    Cordelia stared at her childhood friend. "Trenchard threatened to make the affair public."


    Lydia Cranley twitched a ruched fold of her skirt smooth. "I'm not like you, Cordy. Or Caro Lamb. I'm known to be a virtuous wife. I can guarantee a young girl vouchers to Almack's. I have three daughters. Annabel will be out in five years. Trenchard could have ruined everything I've built."


    "Whereas an affair would scarcely dim his consequence," Suzanne said.


    "Quite." Lydia met her gaze in a moment of understanding. "Oh, he wouldn't have openly talked about it. But he knew how to put the story about."


    "So you had no choice but to accede to his terms," Cordelia said.


    Lady Cranley's fingers clenched round the eggshell porcelain of her cup. "I went there that night to tell Trenchard I would do as he wished."


    "The night of the murder," Suzanne said. She wanted it on record. Until now they had had no proof that Lydia Cranley had been at Trenchard House that particular night.


    "Yes." Lady Cranley twisted a pearl bracelet round her wrist. "I was angry. He'd made a fool of me. I suppose you'll say that gives me a motive to have killed him. But I would never do anything so ill bred. I hope my telling you the truth convinces you of that."


    "We're inestimably grateful," Suzanne said. "Tell us exactly what happened. You went through the secret passage?"


    "Yes."


    "You'd used the secret passage before?"


    "As I said, we were discreet. I was angry with Trenchard, but prepared to be reasonable. I wanted the whole wretched thing over. When I came into the study—" She put her hand to her mouth. "The smell of blood stopped me."


    "What did you see?" Suzanne leaned forwards. "Lady Cranley, this could be vital to catching the killer. And making sure an innocent person doesn't pay for the crime."


    Lydia Cranley bit her lip, her eyes turned dark with the memory. "Trenchard was sprawled on the floor. Blood pooled everywhere."


    "Was he alive?"


    "I couldn't imagine he could be. For a moment, I froze. I don't know how long I'd have stood there paralyzed if I hadn't heard someone behind me."


    "Coming from the passage?" Suzanne asked.


    "Yes. I couldn't think what to do, except that I mustn't be discovered. I ran to the curtains and darted behind them."


    "Did you see anything?" Suzanne asked.


    Lydia Cranley swallowed.


    "Lady Cranley—"


    "Through a sliver in the curtains. It was a woman. I didn't recognize her. A dark, unremarkable gown and hair in an enviable shade of titian. I should have known I wasn't Trenchard's only chère amie. She bent over Trenchard, then she ran from the room, calling for help." Lydia drew a breath. "If anything could be done for Trenchard, she was doing it. I seized my opportunity and ran back to the passage. That must be when I lost my earring. I know I tore a flounce on my gown."


    Suzanne released her breath. "Thank you, Lady Cranley. That can't have been an easy story to tell."


    "Will I need to tell anyone else?"


    "We'll do everything we can to preserve your reputation."


    Lady Cranley nodded. "Who is she? This other woman?"


    "A friend," Suzanne said.

  


  
    Chapter 28


    "We only have Lady Cranley's word for the story," Roth said. "And she's an interested party."


    "But she'd have no reason to lie to protect Laura," Suzanne said. "Unless they were in on it together, and if so she'd have come to us with the story ages ago."


    Roth regarded Suzanne and Cordelia across the cramped room above the Brown Bear. They had repaired to Bow Street directly upon leaving the Cranley house and had found Roth writing up notes at the tavern.


    Roth drummed his fingers on the table. "Would Lady Cranley attest to this?"


    "She says she will," Cordelia said. "Obviously, she'd prefer to tell as few people as possible. But, though Lydia's a lot of things, she's not the sort to go back on her word."


    "And you have Cordy's and my confirmation that she said it, in any case," Suzanne added.


    Roth drew a breath. "I'm not—"


    The door swung open and Malcolm strode into the room. Suzanne turned to her husband with relief. She had sent word to him but hadn't been sure when he'd get it. "Darling, help us convince Jeremy to let Laura go."


    "I'm not disagreeing with Mrs. Rannoch and Lady Cordelia," Roth said, when they had updated Malcolm. "I'm just trying to think through all the objections Sir Nathaniel will raise."


    "Suzette and Cordy are right, there's no reason for Lady Cranley to lie to protect Laura," Malcolm said. "Laura would have to have stabbed Trenchard, left—managing not to encounter Lady Cranley in the secret passage—and then returned."


    "And why on earth would she have done that?" Suzanne demanded.


    "Because she forgot something?"


    Suzanne frowned at her husband. He wasn't helping.


    "Only trying to think through the objections," Malcolm said. "It doesn't seem likely."


    "And from Lady Cranley's account, it sounds as though Laura tried to help Trenchard, which doesn't fit with her having killed him, and does fit with her own account of the situation," Suzanne added.


    Roth looked from Malcolm to Suzanne to Cordelia and slowly inclined his head. "I'm going to write the order now. I'll handle Sir Nathaniel. Malcolm, can you deal with Carfax?"


    Malcolm gave a faint smile. "'Deal' may be too strong a word, but I'll deflect any objections."


    Roth nodded.


    Suzanne released her breath. Outside, rain peppered the roof like rifle fire. Nothing was settled, risk still hung round them like a London fog, but the first objective raised when Jeremy Roth came knocking at their door was achieved. Laura could come home.


    Roth paused in the midst of gathering up papers. "One more question, Lady Cordelia."


    "Yes?" Cordelia, like Suzanne, was smiling.


    "You know Lady Cranley," Roth said. "As you all say, there'd be no reason for Lady Cranley to lie to protect Miss Dudley, and the fact that her account of events tallies with Miss Dudley's argues that she's telling the truth about events after Miss Dudley came into the study. But what do you think of the rest of her story?"


    "You mean, could she have quarreled with Trenchard and killed him, instead of finding him already stabbed?" Cordelia asked. "She was angry. It's true she cares for her reputation. But she might have seen killing him as the only way to preserve it. Or she might have snapped in a fit of pique when she confronted him. Miss Dudley could have surprised her after she stabbed him. Once we found the earring, she might have been convinced we'd discover she'd been there the night of the murder. It would be cool-headed thinking. But one way or another, it seems Lydia is more cool-headed than I credited."


    Roth inclined his head.


    "And there's another question," Malcolm said. "Who else did Trenchard anger in his bid to become prime minister?"


    "Could he have pulled it off?" Roth asked.


    Malcolm frowned. "I'm scarcely privy to the secrets of Tory inner circles. Liverpool has a lot of support behind him. But there are divisions within the party and tensions over the debt, taxes, Catholic Emancipation, the unrest in the north. Trenchard could have explointed those tensions. A dukedom carries a certain inherent power, though not as much as you might think. But depending on how much influence Trenchard could wield behind the scenes—"


    "You mean how many people he could blackmail?" Cordelia asked.


    "Quite."
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    Laura stared through the grimy lamplight at Inspector Roth. His words reverberated in her head, but she couldn't make sense of them. "You can't mean—"


    "That's precisely what I mean, Miss Dudley. You're free to go."


    Relief hit her in a dizzying rush, followed by the tightness of panic. Her role as Laura Dudley had confined her, but it had also defined her. With the revelation of her past as Jane Fitzwalter, Marchioness of Tarrington, those protective walls had come tumbling down. She was no longer Laura Dudley, but Jane Tarrington was still a chasm away. The walls of her cell had at least given definition to her life. She had no idea where to go in the outside world. Or even who she was.


    "The investigation is still open," Roth said. "We may need to question you further. But you're free to go home."


    Laura's hand closed on the edge of the table as she stifled a laugh. "Home" sounded as alien as a castle in Spain. She forced her gaze to Suzanne and Malcolm Rannoch, standing just behind Roth. "I know I have you to thank for this."


    "You have the evidence to thank for it," Malcolm said.


    "Evidence that you uncovered."


    "Laura?" Suzanne spoke in the gentle tone she usually used with the children. She and her husband were standing just behind Roth. "I'm sure your father and stepmother would be happy to have you. We can take you to them. But you're also welcome to come home with us."


    The torrent of emotions loosed by her interview with her father still tumbled within her. To try to sort her life out in the midst of that seemed impossible. And yet— She wasn't Colin and Jessica's governess anymore. "Thank you," she said, "but I'll—"


    What? Go to an hotel? Scandal aside, she didn't have a penny to her name.


    "The children won't forgive us if we don't at least bring you home to show them you're all right," Suzanne said.


    Laura met Suzanne's gaze. There was an element of truth to the words. But Suzanne was also offering her a way out. An excuse to lean on them without feeling as though she were accepting charity. And much as she chafed at leaning on anyone, she had learned to realize when she was out of options. "I wouldn't want to disappoint Colin and Jessica," she said. And then, because she couldn't bring herself to dissemble—irony of ironies—she added, "Thank you. I'd be most grateful."
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    "Laura!" Colin raced down the stairs at the opening of the front door and hurled himself at his governess.


    "La!" Jessica called out from Blanca's arms on the half-landing and squirmed to be put down.


    Laura crouched down to embrace Colin. Standing behind her, Suzanne couldn't see her face, but the way the gray fabric of her pelisse pulled across her shoulders showed the tightness of her embrace.


    Blanca had reached the base of the stairs and set Jessica down. Jessica ran forwards on feet steadier by the day and flung herself on her brother and Laura.


    Laura fell sideways under the force of both children, laughing. "I'm glad to see you missed me."


    "I knew Mummy and Daddy would get you back," Colin said.


    "Sensible boy." Laura touched his hair. "You should be the one giving me lessons."


    Jessica tugged at Laura's arm. Laura kissed her. "I swear you're already walking better than three days ago."


    The numb shock on Laura's face when Roth first told her she'd been released had made Suzanne fear her friend would retreat, but, as so often, the children seemed to be a welcome stabilizing force.


    Suzanne picked up Jessica. "Laura needs a bit of time to go up to her room and sort herself out, darlings. You'll have lots of time to talk to her later."


    Colin stepped back and studied Laura. "You are staying, aren't you?"


    Laura touched his hair again. She smiled, but there was an ache at the back of her eyes. "I promise I won't leave without saying goodbye."


    

  


  
    Chapter 29


    Laura regarded Malcolm and Suzanne. "Colin was right. I should have had more faith in both of you."


    "Thank God for dropped earrings," Suzanne said in a light voice. She was relieved to see that Laura had changed into a fresh gown, redone her hair, and wrapped a soft, moss-green shawl round her shoulders. It spoke of a more positive attitude and a greater comfort with her surroundings than Suzanne had feared.


    Laura smiled. "You're persistent. I think you'd have found something else."


    "She's stubborn." Malcolm was at the drinks trolley, pouring whisky. "She managed the same for me in circumstances that seemed as dire."


    Laura looked from Malcolm to Suzanne. "I don't think I've adequately thanked you."


    "Being released from prison can be as much of a shock as being imprisoned." Malcolm put a glass of whisky into Laura's hand.


    Laura looked at the glass for a moment, then took a sip. "In truth, I didn't think it was an option. At least not so quickly. I wasn't prepared for it. And I like to be prepared for anything."


    They had often sat together in this room, but never precisely like this. In three days, the ground had shifted. Colin and Jessica's self-effacing governess with the anonymous past had become the widow of the Marquis of Tarrington. Who also happened to be a former Elsinore League agent who knew the truth of Suzanne's past. The roles that had defined them and bound them together were gone.


    Malcolm handed a glass to Suzanne, then picked up his own. "I've sent word to your father."


    Laura drew a breath, then nodded.


    "I'm sure they'd be eager to have you stay with them," Suzanne said.


    "No." Laura took a gulp of whisky. "I don't mean to be ungenerous. I never thought to see my father again on the terms I did today. I want to see Sarah and the children. But—"


    Malcolm gave one of his sudden, unexpectedly sweet smiles. "Family can be complicated. I can well understand wanting a bit of space of your own in the midst of upheaval. You must stay here."


    "My pride would like to say I'd manage on my own, but I fear I have no other options."


    "Truth to tell, I'd feel better if you stayed here," Malcolm said. "Trenchard's killer is still out there, and you're part of the puzzle. We can protect you better here."


    "And I don't know what I'd say to the children if you left," Suzanne said. "You have a home here for as long as you wish."


    Laura shook her head. "I long since accepted I'd never have a home anywhere."


    "Because you don't think you deserve one?" Malcolm asked.


    Laura took a sip of whisky. "Nonsense."


    Malcolm took a sip from his own drink. "Perhaps I'm simply reading in my own reaction."


    Laura drew a breath as though to reply, then went still as quick, familiar steps sounded in the passage. The door opened to admit Raoul. Somehow he had got to the point of showing himself in. There was a time when Suzanne would not have believed that possible.


    "I came as soon as I heard." He hesitated on the threshold, his gaze on Laura, as though he hadn't really believed she was free of prison until he saw for himself.


    "Mr. and Mrs. Rannoch are miracle workers." Laura smiled at him. A surprisingly easy smile, as was the echoing smile that crossed Raoul's face.


    "I never doubted that. I was a bit more concerned about the intransigence of the British establishment."


    "Roth went out on a limb," Malcolm said. "I'm going to have to be sure he doesn't suffer for it."


    "It's rather remarkable, at this time in my life, to discover there's genuine kindness in the world," Laura said.


    "There are times," Raoul agreed, "when even my cynicism falters."


    Malcolm got to his feet and returned to the drinks trolley. "And yet someone killed Trenchard. And Craven." He poured a glass of whisky and handed it to Raoul. "Now that Laura's free, I think it's time to step back and look at who had motive."


    "Lydia Cranley, as we learned tonight," Suzanne said. "Lily Duval. James." She hesitated a moment. "Mary Trenchard. Lord Carfax."


    "And David." Malcolm dropped back down beside her on the sofa.


    Laura stared at him. "You don't seriously think Lord Worsley killed Trenchard."


    "What I think doesn't matter," Malcolm said. "He had motive. He had opportunity. We have to consider him a suspect."


    Raoul moved to one of the Queen Anne chairs. "It's hard for me to imagine Worsley being driven to kill."


    "Given Lydia Cranley's revelations, Lord Liverpool and anyone who supports him have motive," Suzanne said. "Not to mention anyone else Trenchard was blackmailing to support him." She told Raoul about Lady Cranley's account of Trenchard's attempt to blackmail her into having her husband support his bid to become prime minister.


    Raoul let out a whistle. "Good God. Trenchard tried to destroy me for helping Louise Doret escape him. Perhaps it's not surprising he tried to ruin Liverpool as well. And even in the eighties he looked down on Liverpool for being part Indian."


    "I wish I could say actually being in India changed Trenchard's attitude toward Indians," Laura said, "but I fear it was the reverse. It was one of the many reasons he and my father never got on."


    Raoul nodded. "It must have galled him to see the boy who had helped best him become prime minister."


    "And difficult as it is for me to see Liverpool as moderate," Malcolm said, "Trenchard's faction thinks Liverpool has compromised with the Liberal Tories on too many issues."


    Laura shivered. "I've never been a supporter of Lord Liverpool. But the thought of Trenchard as prime minister—"


    "You had no inkling of what he was planning?" Malcolm asked.


    She shook her head. "He gave me directions. He didn't confide in me."


    Malcolm looked at Raoul. "Do you think it was the Elsinore League making a bid to control Britain?"


    Raoul turned his glass in his hand. "Given some of Archie Davenport's recent revelations, I think it's more likely at least some of the League thought Trenchard had gone too far."


    "Do you think they were angry enough to kill one of their own?"


    "We know they don't cavil at killing. But one of their leaders, who happens to be one of the most powerful dukes in the country— We need to get Archie's take. If—"


    He broke off as the door opened and Blanca came into the room. "I'm sorry to interrupt," she said, "but I just heard from Addison. He enclosed this for you, Mr. Rannoch." She held a sealed paper out to Malcolm.


    Suzanne saw tension shoot through Laura as Malcolm slit the seal. He scanned the note. Laura's fingers whitened round her glass. Raoul was clenching the arm of his chair.


    "Addison's spoken with the banker who was receiving the payments for Emily," Malcolm said. "Not surprisingly, he was less than forthcoming. But he was more willing to talk when Addison returned armed with some information he'd discovered from a midnight investigation of the banker's chambers."


    "Amazing one can live in the same household with another person for years and not realize his hidden depths," Laura said.


    "Addison is inclined to have qualms about the less savory sides of the intelligence game," Malcolm said. "But he said in this case it was a genuine pleasure. He has the name of a Mr. Molton, who was apparently acting as trustee for Emily Saunders."


    "Trustee?" Laura's mouth sounded parched.


    "We don't know that that means she lives with him. But it's a start."


    Laura went still, as though it were suddenly dawning on her that her daughter was within her grasp.


    "I can escort you," Raoul said.


    Laura twisted towards him in her chair.


    "You'll want to go at once," Raoul continued. "Malcolm and Suzanne need to stay in London. You shouldn't go alone. Forget propriety, think of safety, not to mention moral support."


    "I don't give a damn about propriety. But Roth—"


    "I'll make it good with Roth." Malcolm leaned towards her. "Find your daughter, Laura."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Suzanne paused in the doorway of Laura's room. Laura had bidden her come in, but still she hesitated. "I thought perhaps you could do with a fresh pelisse for the journey. This color would be far better on you than me." She held out a pelisse of azure merino trimmed with black braid in the à la militaire style that had been so in vogue since Waterloo.


    Laura gave a twisted smile. "It's lovely. And it would bring out the blue in your eyes as much as in mine. I take it you think I'll make a better impression on Mr. Molton if I'm more expensively gowned?"


    "I think with the work you've done, you can't but realize the value of a good costume. Being an anonymous governess has suited you these past years. But hiding in the shadows isn't what will serve you best now."


    To her surprise, Laura walked forwards and accepted the pelisee. "Thank you."


    "Blanca's hunting out the bonnet and gloves that go with it." Suzanne hesitated. "Your past has given you little reason to trust anyone. But I hope in time you realize you can trust us."


    Laura looked up from smoothing the folds of the pelisse. "Do you trust anyone?"


    There was a time when Suzanne would have laughed at the idea of trust. Now she gave the question honest consideration. "I trust Malcolm. And Blanca and Addison. And Raoul." More, oddly, than she had a few months ago. She nearly added Cordy and Harry and David and Simon, but of course she didn't trust them with her secrets.


    "Did you trust Mr. Rannoch three months ago? Forgive me, I've no right to ask—"


    "No, it's a good question." And it was a strange relief to talk to someone else who knew the truth. For a moment, Malcolm's voice lashed her senses. Malcolm's cold gaze stung her skin. A dozen scenarios had gone through her head. In those first bruising days after he learned the truth, she hadn't been sure if he would try to divorce her, take the children, turn her over to Carfax as a traitor. "If you're asking if I ever doubted that Malcolm is a good person, then, no, I didn't," she said. "If you're asking if three months ago I questioned what he might do to me— then, yes, I did. Given the provocation, I think one would question what anyone might do." Suzanne swallowed. Her pulse had quickened.


    Laura watched her for a moment. "You didn't have to tell me any of that."


    Suzanne managed a smile. "I think we're a bit overdue for honesty. You already know far more about me than I realized."


    "I fear spying is an intrusive business."


    "As I should understand better than anyone."


    Their gazes met like a cautious clasp of hands. "If I were in your shoes—" Laura shook her head. "I'm not sure what I'd do. But I fear I wouldn't be so generous."


    "Call it selfishness. It's a relief not to have to lie."


    "That I can well understand." Laura crossed the room and laid the pelisse out on the bed beside her open bandbox. "You were a fascinating puzzle from the first. Though in truth, it was a relief to realize you weren't quite as perfect as the surface image."


    "God help me." Suzanne moved into the room and dropped down on a straight-backed chair. "If one has any delusions of perfection, I think parenthood quickly banishes them. As you'll learn before long."


    Laura ran a hand over the fabric of the pelisse. "I had a lot of leisure to reflect in prison." She turned and perched on the edge of the bed. "It's difficult to see the situation from Emily's viewpoint when I haven't met her, but I need to try."


    "Laura." Suzanne hesitated, studying this woman, about whom she knew at once so much and so little. "If I felt as guilty as in all good conscience I should, I'd be completely paralyzed by it. And consequently of little use to those who need me. I'd hardly hold my own life out as an object lesson to anyone, but I do know one has to find a way to go on."


    Laura leaned against a bedpost, arms folded in front of her. "You've had your children with you from the start, Mrs. Ran— Suzanne. That makes a difference."


    "Emily would be fortunate to have you."


    "You can't possibly know that."


    "I've seen you with my children. Love counts for a lot."


    "Suzanne— I don't know the whole, but I know enough to know you've been through a great deal. More, in some ways, than I have. But you have Mr. Rannoch. You have his love, which is a rather remarkable thing. And—"


    "His family name, and his considerable fortune. All of which add up to a great deal. I'm more fortunate than I have any right to be."


    "Not that. But while I enjoy indulging in flights of fancy where I can be the perfect mother—about which I pray you not to betray me to anyone—to be ruthlessly practical, I have to admit I have very little to offer Emily, at least in the material sense. It's all very well to say love matters more than material things, but love is not a substitute for food and a roof."


    "I'm sure now he knows where you are, your father—"


    "Move in with him and my stepmother, with a child of questionable parentage? Oh, they would do what they could, but I'd risk bringing scandal on all of them." Laura folded her arms across her chest and gripped her elbows. "I've managed to keep my head above water. Some might say by compromising every shred of morality I possessed, but nevertheless I haven't fallen into the abyss. But I've seen what happens to women who do. It's not a life I could forgive myself for dragging my daughter into."


    For a moment Suzanne felt clawing hands, smelled stale sheets, tasted sour wine and despair. And even in the brothel she'd had food and a roof over her head. She hadn't reached the nadir of the abyss. "Trenchard has left Emily a very comfortable legacy."


    "Which he took from his wife. I'm not sure the will could or should stand."


    "James Trenchard is a decent man. He wants to find Emily. He'll want to do what's right for both of you."


    A spasm crossed Laura's face, as though at the thought of being Jane Tarrington again. "And if he learns the truth of Emily's parentage?"


    "I think there's a good chance Trenchard was lying to you when he said Jack had confided in friends about his discovery of your affair with his father. Otherwise I think Trenchard himself would have been more worried about discovery. But even if James did learn the truth, I think he'd know where to place the blame."


    "In which case, he might well place a share of it on me."


    "I think you're being too hard on yourself and on James. But until all this is sorted out, I've been assuming you'd bring Emily to live here. She may like to share your room at first, and eventually we can rearrange things upstairs to give her a room of her own. She can do lessons with Colin and Jessica, who I'm sure will quite like having another companion. I know we can't ask you to be their governess any more, but for the time being—"


    Laura met her gaze across the room. "Suzanne, I wasn't asking—"


    "Of course not. You're much too proud, and I daresay so would I be in the same circumstances. Or perhaps not. I've always tended to put practicality ahead of pride. For heaven's sake, Laura, you can't imagine Malcolm and I would turn you and your daughter out on the street."


    "Of course not. That is, I wouldn't have put it that way. But I can't ask—"


    "As a mother yourself, you must understand how desperate I am to hold on to you, having found someone I can trust with my children."


    "There are other governesses."


    "Not like you. Not who fit into this family."


    "Given recent revelations—"


    "Recent revelations have given all of us all the more reason to trust each other. We share the same secrets."


    Laura met her gaze. "Have you considered what people will say?"


    "Since when have Malcolm or I given a damn about what people say?"


    "A governess's reputation can reflect upon her charges. If it's known or even whispered that Colin and Jessica's governess had a child out of wedlock—"


    "But you didn't. You were married. Even if Jack's friends gossip, nothing can change that. You're the Duke of Trenchard's sister-in-law, which means we can't hold on to you as a governess, but I hope I can always count on you to be the children's friend—"


    Laura's shoulders bent as she gave a shout of helpless laughter. "You're remarkable, Suzanne. I knew that, but—" She met Suzanne's gaze for a moment. "You must know how grateful I am. But Mr. Rannoch—"


    Suzanne shook her head. "I've made the mistake in the past of thinking Malcolm is too much a prisoner of his world and his upbringing. He never fails to surprise me."


    "There's always a first time."


    "I don't think so. There's no one more loyal than Malcolm."


    "Even to a woman who's betrayed him?"


    Suzanne choked back a laugh that masked a sob. "Perhaps especially so. Malcolm is a spy. He's forgiven worse betrayals."


    Laura's smile said she understood all too well. But it trembled round the corners. "You're kinder than I deserve."


    "God saves us all from getting what we deserve." Suzanne moved to the edge of the bed beside Laura, waiting for what would come next.


    Laura spread her fingers over her lap. "I read stories to Colin and Jessica tonight. A sign of how much they seem to have missed me—usually they only want me to read if you or Mr. Rannoch aren't available. But I couldn't help but think how fairy tales are full of princes and princesses spirited away from their parents and raised by others. Somehow the country people who raise the prince or princess in disguise are only too happy to relinquish the child they've raised to its rightful parents. Or if they have qualms, they aren't part of the story. The viewpoints of peasants and servants tend to be lacking."


    "Except in Mozart and Shakespeare," Suzanne said.


    Laura nodded. "Perdita at least says she will always love her foster father and brother. Usually the princess or prince has no questions about who her or his real parents are. Either that, or the foster parents are so dreadful no one could want the child to stay with them." Laura stared down at her fingers. The glossy blue silk of her best gown was pressed taut beneath them. "Even if she's at this school, Emily may well have people she considers her parents. How on earth do I judge—"


    "If she's better off with them?"


    Laura nodded. "And even if I think I'd make a better parent, she might not be at all happy to leave them. Most children don't want to be ripped from their home, whatever its imperfections." She shuddered, but when she spoke her voice was flat. "One can't undo the past, however unjust it may be."


    "You're her mother," Suzanne said.


    Laura picked up a pair of gloves and put them in the bandbox. "I'm not sure I am anymore. What makes a parent? It's more than simple biology."


    Suzanne saw Malcolm with Colin; and her friend Juliette Dubretton with Pierre, the son she had raised from the moment he was born though she hadn't given birth to him. But Raoul and Pierre's mother Tatiana had given up their children willingly. "You didn't have a choice," she said. "That should make a difference."


    "I'm not sure it would to Emily. And whoever is raising her may be as much a pawn of Trenchard's as I am."


    Suzanne touched her friend's arm. "You can't know until you know where she is. It's hellish to wait. And I can scarcely imagine having to do it when it comes to one's child. But, whatever you decide, she is your daughter."


    Laura smiled. "You're very good at knowing what to say, Suzanne."


    "Progress. At least you've got round to calling me Suzanne."

  


  
    Chapter 30


    "I swear we meet at Brooks's more often in the course of an investigation than any other time." Harry flung himself into a chair beside Malcolm. "It almost makes having a membership worth it."


    "What have you learned?" Malcolm asked.


    "James told you he quarreled with his father because Trenchard had used his influence to get him the Board of Trade position?"


    "Yes. They weren't close, but Trenchard was the sort to relish family power."


    "Except that I just had a word with Ronny Norwood. He said he hated to speak ill of the dead, but it was hard to feel much sympathy for Trenchard, because when the duke found out his son was being recommended for the Board of Trade position, Ronny heard Trenchard say, 'Dear me, are you sure you can't do better?'"


    Malcolm spun round. "When was this?"


    "A week before Trenchard died, apparently. So either he was lying to Norwood, or Norwood made it up for some unknown reason, or—"


    "James lied about the reason for the quarrel."


    Harry nodded.


    "Good work, Harry."


    Harry leaned back in his chair. "Cordy told me about Gui Laclos. Is he a suspect?"


    "He has a motive."


    "Do you think—"


    "My dear Davenport. You know I don't like to speculate."


    "Sorry. Lapse in judgment." Harry crossed his booted feet. "Cordy's convinced he's innocent. It will be difficult for her if he proves otherwise."


    Malcolm studied his friend. "Harry—"


    "I'm not jealous." Harry gave an abashed smile. "That is, I know I shouldn't be jealous. But Cordy cares about him. There are different types of caring. Different types of love, perhaps. Even if one believes in love of the happy ending sort, it doesn't make the other go away."


    Malcolm saw Suzanne looking at Raoul in Hyde Park the night Craven was killed. "No."


    "And I wouldn't want it to. Or at least I have enough perspective to know I shouldn't want it to."


    Malcolm clapped a hand on Harry's shoulder. "No one can be blamed for thoughts."


    "You mean I shouldn't blame Cordy for however she may feel about Laclos?"


    "That too. But I meant you shouldn't blame yourself for being jealous."


    Harry gave a wry smile. "I have enough rationality to know Laclos is a good man. I hope to God he isn't guilty. He was a friend to Cordy at a time she desperately needed one."


    "Your empathy is remarkable, Davenport."


    Harry leaned back and folded his hands behind his head. "Don't let it get about."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    "Your father wasn't the one who got you the position at the Board of Trade." Malcolm faced James across the new duke's study. "I think you were quarreling about something very different. You knew Trenchard was reaching for the prime minister's office."


    James laughed. A shade too quickly and a shade too heartily. "Father? As prime minister?"


    "Is that so hard to believe? He was active in politics."


    "Behind the scenes."


    "He wouldn't be the first to step on stage from the wings. I imagine your father saw men like Liverpool and Pitt as upstarts and thought the country should properly be ruled by the sort of man whose lineage went back to the conquest and whose title placed him one step below royalty."


    "There are some distinctly shady jumps in our ancient lineage. A baron who was attainted and then a third cousin who recouped the title. Not to mention the first duke, whose real father was probably Charles II."


    "All the more reason for your father to feel entitled. Not that I think Trenchard needed reason."


    "Liverpool has friends. Powerful friends."


    "So does your father. More to the point, he has information that could be very useful in getting powerful people to do what he wanted."


    "You're saying I accused Father of employing blackmail?"


    "No. I think you were trying to blackmail your father into abandoning his quest for the premiership."


    "With what?"


    "That's what I would very much like to know."


    James glanced away, then sank into a chair. "Can you imagine Father as prime minister?"


    "Yes, and the thought chills me to the marrow. If you were trying to stop him, I'm entirely in sympathy with you. But I want to know what you threatened him with."


    "Because you think if it didn't work I may have killed him."


    "Because anything to do with your father is relevant to the investigation."


    James passed a hand over his face. He seemed to age ten years in that moment. "I only found out because Glenister let something slip. Father was trying to rally votes. I was horrified. The thought of him wielding power over the country the way he wielded power within the family— So I went to him and demanded he tell me if it was true. He didn't even try to deny it, just laughed and asked if I was worried about keeping Board of Trade. All I could think was that a country governed by him wasn't a country I wanted my children to grow up in. So I told him if he didn't give up his ambitions, I'd reveal every nasty secret I knew about Jack."


    "Meaning?"


    "The debts of honor he failed to honor. The horse race he won by trickery. The duel Father hushed up before he bundled Jack off to India and how the duel wasn't simply because Jack had had an affair with a married woman, but because he'd got her pregnant and her husband wasn't as complacent as some."


    "Who was the husband?" Malcolm asked.


    "I don't know. I never did. Which Father pointed out to me. He said even if I was willing to drag the family name through the mud—which he didn't think I was—no one would believe me. Not if it was my word against his. He was probably right."


    "So you gave up?"


    "I wasn't sure what I was going to do. I left Trenchard House and paced the streets. Because he was right, damn him. It matters to me. Our name. Our history. The honor of the title I'll pass to my son." James shot a look at Malcolm that was half defiant, half challenging.


    "I'm not arguing with you," Malcolm said. He wouldn't entirely use James's words, but he was aware of the impulse. It was bred in the nursery and reinforced over Latin and Greek translations and school speech days. He could recognize the folly and at the same time he could never entirely escape the insistent tug. It would forever divide him from his wife.


    "What did you decide?" Malcolm asked.


    "I was mulling it over in Richmond, looking at my sons and wondering what the scandal would do to them. Lily told me about Father's threats, which pushed me even further against him. Then I got the news of Father's death."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Gui came quickly into the salon in Trenchard House. "What's happened?"


    "Nothing." Mary was on her feet before the fireplace. The firelight shimmered over the heavy black folds of her gown and gleamed against her coiled hair. "That is, nothing new. That isn't why I sent for you. Or rather, I wanted to send for you before anything did change— Oh, poison."


    "Mary." Gui closed the distance between them and took her hands in his, heedless of her probable response. "Any service I can do you—"


    "It's not that." Mary looked up at him. Her blue eyes had never seemed so clear. "I don't want to find out you didn't have anything to do with Trenchard's death, and then tell you this and have you not believe me."


    "Tell me what?"


    Her hands tightened round his own. "That I love you. That I can imagine no greater joy than being your wife. That our child is lucky to have you for a father."


    For a moment, happiness overwhelmed his senses. But some vestiges of clarity remained. "So you don't think I had anything to do with Trenchard's death?"


    "What is love if it isn't keeping faith in the face of doubt? Besides—God help me, I don't think I care. I know you, Gui. I know the man I love. I know I want to spend my life with you. Unless"—her gaze darted over his face—"you have doubts about me?"


    "Doubts?" Gui pulled her into his arms. "Nothing you could do could shake how I feel about you."


    Mary took his face between her hands. Her gaze had gone serious. Joy still rang through him, but at the same time he felt a chill of dread. "So, whatever is to come," she said, "at least we face it together."
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    Hetty, Duchess of Trenchard, smoothed her younger son's hair and straightened up to look at her husband, who was tucking the quilt over their older son. "I just need to get my shawl and my gloves, and I'm ready."


    "Hetty." James reached out and grasped her wrist. She spun towards him, startled by the iron grip. "I need to talk to you."


    Her mouth went unaccountably dry. "Of course. In my dressing room?"


    Inside her dressing room, James took a turn about the blue and cream carpet. "I need to tell you something."


    Hetty sank down on the settee, hands locked together. When one has known a thing for months, why was it hard to hear it put into words? "It's all right, James. I already know."


    "Know?" He spun round on the hearthrug to stare at her.


    "About the—woman—in Half Moon Street. It was hardly a surprise." Though expecting it hadn't lessened the sting.


    "Hardly a surprise?"


    "James, I know how these things work. And why you married me."


    His brows drew together. "Why did I marry you?"


    "Because you needed a wife."


    "For God's sake, Hetty—"


    "My dear, you've always dressed things up prettily, but you can't pretend you'd have offered for me if you hadn't suddenly become the heir to the dukedom."


    "No, but—"


    "It's all right." She folded her arms over the jet-beaded bodice of her gown. "I always knew."


    "Sweetheart, you didn't know anything." He crossed the carpet and dropped down on his knees beside the settee. She half thought he was going to touch her and wasn't sure if she wanted him to. "If Jack hadn't died, if I hadn't become the heir, I wouldn't have presumed to act so quickly."


    "So quickly?" she heard herself repeating.


    He dropped back on his heels and scraped a hand through his hair. "I knew you were mourning Teddy. I thought it would be another year at least before you would entertain a proposal. If even then. Then, when Jack died, I realized everyone expected me to marry at once, and you were so kind—"


    "Wait a minute," Hetty said, feeling very stupid. "You were planning to offer for me before Jack died? Why?"


    "Why?" James stared up at her. "My darling idiot, I've been in love with you since you were fifteen."


    The blue silk–hung room swam, as had happened in the early months of her pregnancies. She gripped the fluted arm of the settee, trying to anchor herself to reality. A reality wholly at odds with her husband's words. "You never said."


    "When you were fifteen? Your brother would have rightly called me to account. I always assumed we had time." He glanced away. "I thought you knew. And then while I was at Oxford I got the news that you were betrothed to Teddy." His jaw tightened. "You have no idea how close I came to storming into St. George's, Hanover Square, and interrupting your wedding. But I told myself you'd never give yourself to a man you didn't love. That if I cared for you, I had to accept your choice and realize I'd misread your feelings."


    Hetty choked. "I did love Teddy. He was decent and kind, and I thought we could make a good life together. But I only considered him because I decided pining after you was like wishing for the moon."


    It was James's turn to stare at her as though he had tumbled into an upside-down world. "Hetty—"


    "How could I not love you? But you could have had any girl. I knew you were fond of me, but why on earth should I have expected you'd look at me, of all people, in that way?"


    "You, of all people? God, Hetty, you always sold yourself cheap."


    "I think I was clear-sighted. I can tell the difference between me and Mary."


    "Did I ever show the least interest in Mary Mallinson? Or any woman like her?"


    "No. But there's the woman in Half Moon Street."


    "The woman in Half Moon Street is not my mistress."


    "You needn't try to spare my feelings, James. And, in any case, when you did offer for me, you never said you loved me. Which makes sense. One grows out of adolescent infatuations."


    "I hadn't grown out of anything. But I knew better than to talk of love when you were mourning for another man."


    "But I—" Hetty put her hand to her mouth. "Oh, God, it's going to sound as though I didn't honor Teddy, and I did. I knew what I had with Teddy, and I still grieve the child we lost. I knew we could be happy. I think we would have been, if he hadn't died."


    "You'd grown out of your adolescent infatuation with me."


    "No, that's just it. Even when Teddy and I were our happiest, a part of me hadn't got over you. I couldn't but feel he deserved more. And, by the time you offered for me— A part of me will always mourn Teddy, but I was madly in love with you."


    James stared at her, like a man piecing together an impossible puzzle. "I was going to say we loved each other at the wrong times, but—God, we're fools."


    Hetty looked down at her husband. The face she saw across the breakfast table, over the heads of her children, across her pillow. The familiar features, the blue eyes, the ready smile. Everything was the same and yet nothing was. The sun had yet to set, yet the unreachable moon shimmered between them.


    She put out her hand. James caught it and pressed it to his lips. Then he was off the floor and on the sofa beside her and she was in his arms. For a moment she was the fairy-tale heroine she'd so loved to read about as a child but never thought to be. But even as she closed her eyes and surrendered to the magic, James drew back.


    "Hetty." His hand came up to cup her cheek. In his gaze the sweetness of discovery battled the harshness of reality. "There's something I need to tell you. Something that could change everything. For us, for the boys. And it's past time you knew the truth."

  


  
    Chapter 31


    The Pelican Inn in Maidstone was a classic English country inn, a rambling building of timber and plaster with leaded-glass windows. Emblematic of the England Laura had grown up with in prints on the walls of her father's study, and pictures in dusty books she pulled down from the library shelves and studied in the bright glare of the Indian sun. Pruned rose bushes clustered in the cobbled yard and her imagination filled in bloodred geraniums that would crowd the window boxes in spring.


    The shadows were lengthening when they pulled into the yard. An ostler came out to take the reins, followed by the familiar figure of Miles Addison, who came forwards as Raoul handed Laura from the carriage.


    It was odd somehow to see Addison away from the house, out of his role as Mr. Rannoch's valet. Laura knew Addison spent a good deal of time investigating, but she wasn't used to observing him in that role.


    He greeted her with a smile that broke through the reserve he generally wore like a suit of armor. Laura, used to relying on her own reserve, often wondered what lay behind Addison's. "It's good to see you, Miss Dudley. If I may be permitted to say so, I'm relieved the authorities came to their senses."


    Laura shook his hand. "You're kind, Mr. Addison. You couldn't possibly have been sure I was innocent."


    "On the contrary. I may not rely on my own instincts, but I've learned to rely on—"


    "Mr. Rannoch's?"


    "Blanca's."


    Thank God Addison and Blanca were married. Watching them pretend their relationship didn't exist would have been comical if she hadn't felt for both of them.


    Addison turned to O'Roarke. "Mr. O'Roarke. Thank you for coming."


    Laura wondered how much Addison knew about his employer's relationship to Raoul O'Roarke. Addison and Mr. Rannoch were close, though their relationship appeared more bound up in their roles than that of Suzanne and Blanca, who seemed more friends than mistress and maid. But whatever Addison knew or suspected, he seemed to consider O'Roarke an ally.


    "I've engaged a private parlor," Addison said, as they moved to the inn door. "We can talk in peace."


    The twisting passages of the inn and the dark-paneled parlor, with hunting prints on the walls, a stone fireplace, and candles glowing in glass lanterns, also conjured up the mythical England of her childhood. Addison had had food sent in, and though the sight of it turned Laura's stomach, the part of her that was used to looking after children told her that she had scarcely touched a morsel since they left Berkeley Square, and she needed to keep her strength up.


    For the present, she dropped into a ladderback chair and accepted a cup of tea.


    "I've been to see Mr. Molton." Addison set down the teapot and moved to another chair at the gateleg table. "The gentleman who acted as trustee for Emily Saunders under the alias J. Smith. At least, as far as the bank is concerned."


    Laura nodded. Suddenly she didn't think she could choke down a mouthful of tea.


    "At first he refused to see me at all. When I persuaded his footman that I was acting for the new Duke of Trenchard, he grudgingly consented to see me."


    "Did he say where she was?" The question burst from Laura's lips.


    "He denied any knowledge."


    "Of her whereabouts?"


    "Of her existence."


    "How did he explain the payments?" Raoul asked.


    "He said the name was a code for payments Trenchard made to him for hushing up a scandal involving his late son and one of the local girls."


    "Good God," Laura said. "He preferred confessing to a made-up scandal rather than admitting he'd been supporting a child?"


    "He does know Trenchard is dead, doesn't he?" Raoul said.


    "Oh, yes. I was quite clear about that."


    "Do you think it's possible he doesn't know where Emily is?" Laura asked. "That he somehow believed the payments really were to do with some scandal of Jack's?"


    "I doubt it," Addison said. Laura would never have thought his voice could sound so hard. "For one thing, according to his own story he was keeping the payments."


    Laura squeezed her eyes shut. "If Emily is dead—"


    Addison leaned across the table and took her hands in a strong clasp. "And for another, I've done some more investigating. It seems Mr. Molton is a trustee of an orphanage."


    Laura stared at him as the words sank in. It carried images from novels. Dark passageways, narrow cots, cramped dingy rooms. But it meant Emily could be very much within reach.


    "Interesting," Raoul said. "We could try going straight to the orphanage, but while I'm quite confident we could manage to extricate Emily, the legal issues afterwards might take some untangling. Besides, I should very much like to know what Mr. Molton is hiding."


    "My thoughts exactly," Addison said. "I imagine you'll have better luck than I did, sir."


    "I wouldn't say that. But I think between the three of us we can pull it off. Miss Dudley has formidable talents." Raoul glanced at the case clock. "Late to go tonight. Much as I like the idea of rousting Molton out of bed, he could justifiably deny us entrance." He touched Laura's hand. "Can you wait until morning?"


    "I've been waiting four years." In truth, now the end of her quest was within reach, her mouth was dry, her fingers numb.


    Raoul cut a slice of cheese. "Eat something. Take it from one with a couple of decades more experience, you'll regret it tomorrow if you don't."


    Laura accepted the bread and cheese he was holding out. It looked to be Cotswold Cheddar, though she could scarcely taste it. "After years of hiding, I think it's time I used my name," she said.


    O'Roarke nodded. "I was going to say the same."


    Laura forced down another bite and turned to Addison. "There's a great deal you don't know," she said, and proceeded to bring him up to date on the truth of her past. He was going to need to know if they were to be successful tomorrow.


    Addison listened intently but without obvious reaction. He wasn't the sort to pass judgment, and whatever feelings he had, he kept them to himself. She'd seen that with his attitude towards the Rannochs.


    "You've been through a great deal," he said. "More even than I realized."


    Laura took a sip of the wine O'Roarke had pressed on her. "Caring for Mr. and Mrs. Rannoch as you do, you'd be pardoned for seeing me as the enemy."


    "I'd be a fool to do so, then. Obviously they don't." His smile again was rare and genuine.


    Somehow both Addison and O'Roarke seemed to sense that further expressions of sympathy would undo her. They got through the rest of the meal talking strategy for the next day. Nothing like plotting, to focus one's mind. Addison excused himself, saying he had had a long day. Laura almost followed him at once, but she knew sleep was a long way off and she found herself reluctant to face the cold emptiness of her inn bedchamber, where she'd be alone with the tumult of her thoughts.


    O'Roarke picked up the bottle and refilled her glass.


    "Are you sure that's wise?" she asked.


    "You haven't had enough to lose your head. And it may help you sleep."


    She took a sip. "You have a damnable knack for understanding."


    "It's always hard to sleep the night before a battle, no matter how much one needs the rest."


    "Is tomorrow going to be a battle?"


    "Hopefully a pitched contest in which we hold all the advantages." O'Roarke took a walnut from the dish on the table and leaned back in his chair. "If she's at the orphanage, you needn't fear to be taking her from a family she sees as her own."


    Laura set her glass down. "You knew I was worried about that?" On the drive from London they had talked of trivialities or played chess with the Rannochs' traveling set. She hadn't felt equal to confidences, and he'd seemed to sense enough not to press her.


    He cracked the walnut between his fingers and held a piece out to her. "It's an obvious concern."


    As he would know, being full well aware of the bond between Malcolm Rannoch and Colin. Laura turned the piece of walnut between her fingers. "It's appalling if Trenchard left her with no one to call her own all these years. And yet it gives me hope. I'm not sure what that says about me."


    "That you love your child and want to raise her."


    "If she's in the orphanage. She could somewhere else. She could not even be alive."


    "It's a possibility," O'Roarke agreed. "I doubt it. She was a valuable bargaining piece to Trenchard, and he's the sort to look after prize possessions. Besides, Trenchard was still paying the money. And he changed his will recently."


    Laura gripped her elbows. "Part of me keeps being afraid Trenchard is somehow playing tricks with me from the grave. Have you ever been afraid to hope?"


    "Oh, yes. Hope can be a frightening thing. Though these days my life is more about doing damage control."


    She studied him. Focused on the day to day, she hadn't really considered what the loss at Waterloo must have meant to him and to Suzanne Rannoch. "I should think a lot of people would have given up completely. It says a lot about your capacity for hope that you haven't."


    "Or about my propensity to tilt at windmills." He cracked another walnut. "Perhaps it's simply that I have enough shreds of conscience left to believe all my compromises have to mean something."


    "If you didn't have a conscience, I don't think you'd feel so guilty."


    "My dear Miss Dudley. I don't indulge in guilt."


    "I thought you'd got round to calling me Laura. And expert as you are deception, don't try to deceive one as well versed in guilt as I am."


    She was prepared for his defenses to slam into place, but instead he threw back his head and laughed. "A palpable hit, Laura. And you'd better call me Raoul or we'll be back to Miss Dudley."


    She found herself smiling, though she would have sworn it was beyond her a few hours ago.


    "One thing I've learned," Raoul said, "is to snatch happiness where it can be found."


    "To call my life a disaster would be to be put a charitable construction on it. It's difficult to believe something could be salvaged from it." She regarded him for a moment. The light from the brace of candles on the table at once warmed his face and sharpened the angles of his bones, the deep-set look of his eyes. "Do you ever wonder what your life would be like—"


    "If I'd made different choices, given up the fight, been a father to either of my children, taken Suzanne off to South America? Every day."


    Her eyes widened, not at the truth of the admission but at how readily he'd made it.


    "Shocked?" he asked. "I told you I'm no stranger to regret. But you can't undo a move once it's made. All you can do is look at where you are on the board and make the best move possible given your past choices. And try to avoid checkmate."


    "Easy enough for a master chess player to say."


    "My dear Laura. I had ample opportunity today to see how adept you are with a chessboard. And in life, as in chess, no matter how much one plans, a lot comes down to improvisation."


    "For a self-confessed cold-blooded strategist, you have a remarkable understanding of people."


    "I haven't always put it to the best of uses."


    "You've made choices. Isn't that what you'd say to me?"


    "Bull's-eye."


    She stared down at her fingers. The faint, pale circle left by her wedding band had long since faded. "I stopped being Jane Fitzwalter, Marchioness of Tarrington, a long time ago. It was never a role that really suited me. And I can't go back to being Jane Hampson, whatever I can salvage with my family. But I'm not really Laura Dudley anymore, either. Not the Laura Dudley I was when so much of my life was built on deceit. I wonder what sort of mother I can be when I don't even know myself."


    "I imagine Suzanne would say you'd be amazed at how well you can manage."


    "Suzanne's remarkable."


    "I think she'd describe herself as ruthlessly pragmatic."


    "But you wouldn't describe her that way."


    "Not entirely."


    Laura loosed her hands and took a sip of wine. "When I was the closest to losing myself in my masquerade, Emily was the one thing that anchored me to my old life. And yet, becoming her mother properly seems like a step into the unknown."


    "Not necessarily a bad thing, given your life for the past four years."


    "True." She tossed down her last swallow of wine. Her glass was empty, and she didn't think she should risk another. She pushed herself to her feet. The dark emptiness of the night had to be faced.


    Raoul rose as well. "Will you be all right?"


    "It's a long time since I've found it comfortable to be alone with my thoughts. But I manage."


    He stayed where he was for a moment as though fighting some inner struggle she could not determine. Then he moved round the table and put a hand on her arm. "Whatever we face tomorrow, it's almost certain not to be as difficult as your imaginings."


    The pressure of his fingers on her arm brought a shock of warmth. For a moment, the temptation to step closer was almost overmastering. Human touch. She hadn't realized how starved she'd been until the unexpected crumbs in the past few days. Her father's arms round her. Colin and Jessica knocking her to the hall floor tiles with their exuberance. Suzanne Rannoch giving her a hug before she and Raoul left Berkeley Square.


    But this was something more. Something hot and dangerous that made her take a step back and force a tight, defensive smile to her lips. "Good night. And thank you."


    He inclined his head. His face was impassive, but she sensed he understood far more than she would have liked.


    She moved to the door. She'd never been good at caution. You'd think she'd have learned her lesson. But then what, at this point, did she have to lose? Besides what emotional stability she had left, a voice inside her whispered. But what was that when set against need? Her fingers froze on the door handle.


    "Raoul." She turned, stretched out her hand, then let it fall. Almost she didn't speak. But then. "I don't think I can bear to be alone tonight."


    For a moment he went absolutely still. However much he had guessed, she could read shock in his posture. "We can talk as long as you like. I'll pour some more wine."


    He was offering her a way out. A safe middle ground between loneliness and risk. But she didn't want safe. "I don't want to talk."


    "Laura." His voice was even, but she could tell he was working to control his breathing. "You've been under extraordinary pressure—"


    "Don't tell me you're having gentlemanly qualms."


    "There's such a thing as taking unfair advantage."


    "Which is why I was the one who made the invitation."


    "Given your situation—"


    "Given my situation, I think this is precisely what is called for." She closed the distance between them.


    "Tomorrow—"


    "We have to face tomorrow whatever happens tonight." She lifted her face. She could feel the ragged warmth of his breath.


    He reached out, as though against his volition, and set his hands on her shoulders. His touch sent a shock through her. It was no more intimate than the ways he had touched her in the past, but the context changed everything. "Laura." His fingers tightened on her shoulders. "My gentlemanly scruples, such as they are, are fast fading."


    "Good." She reached up and pulled his head down to her own.
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    How odd to discover tenderness now, at this time in her life, with a man who claimed to be cold-blooded. It was her first thought, once coherent thought returned, lying beside the man who had become her lover in a tangle of overstarched inn sheets and blue chintz coverlet. The brush of flesh against flesh, the drift of his fingers, the warmth of his mouth tumbled in her memory.


    She turned on her side and found him watching her, his head propped on one long-fingered hand. The candle they had left burning warmed his skin but left his eyes in shadow.


    It should be easier to talk to someone after sharing such intimacy, but, paradoxically, it seemed harder. She resisted the impulse to tug the sheet over her. She might be keenly aware that she had let her armor down, but it was a bit late to do anything about it. "It's been a long time."


    He laughed. "Tell me about it."


    Her surprise must have shown in her face. "It's a risk in my line of work, sharing too much of yourself," he said.


    "I would have thought—"


    "That it's a tool of gathering information? Sometimes. But not in every role. Not in playing a governess, I would imagine."


    "God no." Though the story she had told Suzanne and Malcolm about her indiscretion with her charges' elder brother had been rooted in fact. "But I'd have thought—"


    "At my age, in my position? It hasn't been part of any mission I've undertaken for some time."


    Until that moment, it hadn't occurred to her how very alone he was. As alone in some ways as she was herself. Before she could think better of it, she reached out and touched his face.


    He caught her hand and pressed it to his lips. "Do you want me to stay?"


    "Do you mind?"


    He gathered her into his arms and settled back against the pillows, her head in the hollow of his shoulder. "On the contrary."

  


  
    Chapter 32


    Suzanne looked up from building a block castle on the library hearthrug with Colin and Jessica and glanced at the mantel clock. Most of the investigative work had fallen to Malcolm today, which, Malcolm knew, made the wait tug at his wife's nerves all the more. "They must have reached Maidstone by now. But they probably won't be able to see this Mr. Molton until tomorrow." Jessica put the corner of one of the blocks in her mouth. Suzanne gently pried it from her daughter's fingers. "Emily must be nearby, Malcolm. Why would Trenchard have sent the money there, otherwise?"


    Malcolm set down his pen. He was working on notes for a speech he was giving against the Indemnity Bill, investigation or no. "Trenchard could have done all sorts of things for all sorts of reasons. We have to wait."


    Suzanne added a block to the tower at the center of the castle. "I hate waiting."


    Colin looked up from arranging his lead knights. "Is Emily going to come here?"


    "We hope so, sweetheart."


    "Em." Jessica picked up a stuffed horse and charged it at the castle. Suzanne scooped her up just before she could send the blocks tumbling.


    Malcolm got up from the writing desk. "Perhaps—"


    He broke off as the door swung open and Valentin showed David and Simon into the room.


    "I'm sorry." David, usually so correct, seemed unsure of what to do. "I know it's late. But Simon convinced me I should talk to you, and I didn't want to wait any longer."


    "Why don't you and Malcolm go into the study?" Suzanne suggested. "And perhaps Simon would keep the children and me company?"


    From David's obvious relief and Simon's ready acquiescence it was plain she had made the right suggestion. Malcolm took his friend into the adjoining study and put a whisky in his hand. David stared at the drink as though unsure what to do with it. "Mary's going to marry Gui Laclos."


    "I'm glad."


    David gulped down a swallow of whisky. "I knew. That he was the father of the baby. Mary confided in me only last week. I hadn't even told Simon. I think he knew I was keeping something from him. And of course I kept it from you."


    "Your loyalties are strained, to say the least." Malcolm poured a whisky for himself and downed a swallow. David had always been one of the easiest people for him to talk to, but ever since Malcolm had learned the truth about Suzanne, it hung in his mind whenever he spoke to his friend. "That isn't why ou came to see me tonight though, is it?"


    "No."


    "Is it Mary or Louisa?" Malcolm suspected David had learned about Louisa's affair with Trenchard.


    "No." David took another gulp of whisky. "It's Father."


    That took Malcolm off guard, if only because Carfax was generally very good at keeping things from his children.


    "I saw something I wasn't supposed to. Years ago. It must have been 1809, because you were in the Peninsula and Simon was working on The Deceitful Heart. I'd gone into his study to look for correspondence with Father's estate agent when he was detained in the country, and I stumbled across this. I wasn't sure what to make of it. But now—" He took a turn about the hearthrug. "Father was paying Craven. He'd just instructed his banker to transfer a large sum."


    "Yes, I know. Craven was one of his agents."


    "His— " David spun round and stared at him. "Malcolm, are you telling me Craven was a spy?"


    "Not in the classic sense. Your father has a whole network of informants. Craven passed information along to him. Your father found it useful to have Craven working with Trenchard."


    David's mouth twisted. How a man like Carfax had come to have a son who took the gentleman's code so seriously was a constant mystery to Malcolm.


    "How long have you known?" David demanded.


    "Not until after Craven's death. Louisa told me your father had arranged to have Craven appointed to assist Trenchard on his mission to India, and I pieced the rest together. I know how your father works."


    David grimaced. "Did Father tell you he was paying Craven?"


    "Not explicitly. He implied the information was a quid pro quo for his help in advancing Craven's career. But I'm not surprised additional payment was involved."


    One would have thought the relatively harmless—by Carfax's standards—explanation would have reassured David, but his frown deepened. "This wasn't a routine payment. It was ten thousand pounds."


    Charles whistled. Carfax was a wealthy man, but that would have strained even his resources. "Surprising, I grant you. But Craven may have undertaken a particular task for your father. Or your father could have been helping Craven and Louisa settle debts."


    David took another sip of whisky and began to prowl the hearthrug again.


    "What?" Malcolm asked. Sometimes it didn't require words for David and him to have a conversation.


    "Craven came to see Father the day after Trenchard was killed. I'd come to Carfax House to give Father a report on Mary. The footman told me Craven was with him, but I didn't see any need to stand on ceremony, so I was going to show myself in."


    "Your heard their voices through the study door?"


    David, the last person in the world to eavesdrop, grimaced. "I couldn't very well help it. Craven was saying, 'I can make the whole thing public, you know.' I couldn't make out Father's reply—he had the wit to moderate his voice—but Craven replied 'Try me.' At that point I'd recovered from my shock enough to beat a retreat, wait a few minutes, and then come back down the passage making as much noise as I could to announce my arrival. Craven excused himself almost the moment I walked into the room. Even then I could tell he was angry. Father was his usual controlled self. I told myself it wasn't any of my concern."


    "A natural response."


    "I couldn't see a direct connection to Trenchard's murder. But then Craven was killed as well." David tossed down a swallow of whisky. "I didn't tell you yesterday, Malcolm."


    "So I noticed."


    "Because, as you said, you have to be an investigator in this, not just a friend, and I have to think of you that way. I had to work out where my loyalties lay. I'm still not sure."


    "Loyalty is rarely clear cut."


    "It should be. One should be able to see the honorable thing to do."


    "David." Malcolm studied his friend's conflicted face. "What are you afraid of?"


    "Isn't it obvious?" David spun to face him. "You said it yourself. Even I admitted to it at the start of the investigation, though at that point I couldn't quite believe it. Father isn't the sort to have his sons-in-law killed for personal reasons. But we both know he wouldn't cavil at it if political reasons called for it. He could well have had a reason to go after Trenchard. And this conversation gives him a clear reason to have gone after Craven."


    "It makes the case against him stronger," Malcolm agreed. "It's far from proving anything."


    "It proves Father had reason to kill Craven."


    "A lot of people threaten your father."


    "If there's proof, you'll find it. You have to, Malcolm. Tell me what I can do to help. I'll go through Father's things if I must."


    "It's a generous offer, David. I know what it costs you."


    David flushed. "I daresay you could do it on your own. But if there's anything— I need to know, Malcolm."


    "Even if you end up hating—"


    "Father? That's his lookout."


    Malcolm regarded the friend with whom he had shared the majority of his life. "I meant even if you end up hating me."
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    Simon regarded Colin, now lining up his knights in front of the castle.


    "He's negotiating a parley." Suzanne looked up from Jessica, who had fallen asleep in her arms nursing. "His father's son."


    Simon smiled. "I think that's the influence of both parents." He picked up her glass of whisky and put it in her free hand. "Thank you. For understanding. I think David will say this best to Malcolm alone."


    "Some things can only be said to someone one trusts deeply."


    "And sometimes an old trust is more important than a deep one." Simon reached for his own glass. "God knows I don't understand where this investigation is headed. I know less about it than either of you. But I can't see an outcome that will be anything but painful for David." He took a sip. "And because it's his family, there's a limit to how much he'll tell me."


    Suzanne shifted her arm beneath Jessica. Sometimes she forgot hers wasn't the only complicated relationship among her friends. "He confided in you about Mary's plight."


    "Oh, yes. I was grateful for that. I think it was partly because he needed practical advice on what to do for her. His father is different." Simon took another drink of whisky. "You became a Rannoch when you married Malcolm, which brings its own set of complications. I'll never be a Mallinson. Not that I'd want to be. Perish the thought."


    Suzanne studied him. His face was set in harsher lines than usual, while at the same time the vulnerability had never shone through so strongly beneath the veneer. Like an adolescent boy, half bravado, half still a child. "I don't think I appreciate— I envy how comfortable you are together. I've long since accepted one can't ever really belong in this world even though one marries into it. But I hadn't thought what it would be like not to be able to even nominally be part of the family."


    Simon gave one of his quick, flexible smiles. "As I said, it also has its advantages. But in this case, I think Malcolm may be able to help David more than I can. Malcolm understands Carfax."


    Suzanne pulled her daughter closer. "Malcolm would claim to be free of illusions where Carfax is concerned."


    "But?" Simon asked.


    "Malcolm respects him. More than that. He cares about him, or I don't think he could have worked for him for so long."


    Simon nodded. "In some ways, Carfax is the closest Malcolm has to a father."


    Carfax and Raoul, but of course she couldn't say that. "You're not the only one anxious about where this investigation may end up," she said.


    "You think Malcolm isn't prepared for what he may learn about Carfax?" Simon asked.


    "Not exactly. I think Malcolm is prepared to discover Carfax has done just about anything. I just don't think he's prepared for his own reaction."


    

  


  
    Chapter 33


    Adolphus Molton's house stood on the edge of town. The drive was short but lined with elms, the house itself cream-washed brick with columns in front and squat wings on either side, a miniaturized version of Palladian splendor.


    "You'd best lead the way," Addison murmured as they pulled up in the gravel drive. "The footman will remember me."


    Raoul handed Laura from the Rannochs' traveling carriage. His touch was perfectly correct, but he gave her fingers the briefest squeeze before he released her. If Addison was aware of the shattering changes of the night before, he gave no sign of it. He'd greeted them cheerfully at breakfast and spoken of the challenges ahead as though nothing had changed. But then, Addison wouldn't let on even if he did notice. And facing him was nothing compared to what it would be like to face the Rannochs when they returned to Berkeley Square. Not that she could really think that far ahead.


    The footman who answered the door regarded them with a disparaging gaze. "Spare us the denials," Raoul said, handing over his card.


    "Mr. Molton—"


    "Tell Mr. Molton that Lady Tarrington wishes to speak with him," Laura said.


    The footman blinked. It made it worth it to use the alien name.


    "My compliments," Raoul murmured, when the footman had vanished up the mahogany-railed staircase.


    "We don't know that it worked yet."


    "If nothing else, curiosity will make him see us."


    The footman returned a few moments later. "Lady Tarrington. Mr. O'Roarke. Mr. Addison. Mr. Molton will see you."


    Laura swept after him, head held high. Odd how a name could change one's image of oneself. She was wearing the pelisse Suzanne had given her, with a bonnet ornamented with black braid and sapphire velvet ribbons. Yet, with the long-forgot name of Lady Tarrington, she could almost hear the rustle of silk skirts and feel the weight of the Fitzwalter emeralds round her throat.


    The footman conducted them to a sitting room filled with fashionably striped furniture and hung with paper painted to resemble silk. Adolphus Molton came forwards at their entrance. He was a stout man of her father's age with thinning dark hair, a florid face, and a stubborn set to his jaw. "Lady Tarrington, a great—"


    He stopped short, the color draining from his face.


    "You were expecting my sister-in-law?" Laura asked. "Hetty is now the Duchess of Trenchard."


    "I believe— that is—"


    "I'm Jane Tarrington. Jack's widow."


    "She died," Molton said with a woeful lack of finesse. Whatever his other crimes, it appeared he hadn't known she was alive.


    "So it was thought for some years. But as you see, I am very much alive." Laura sank down on a gold-and-cream striped sofa and began to remove her gloves.


    "But—"


    "Do you wish me to send to His Grace, the new duke, for confirmation?" Addison asked. "I am perfectly prepared to do so, though it will lead to tiresome delay. And His Grace will not be best pleased to find his brother's widow was doubted."


    Molton's gaze shot from Addison to Laura to Raoul. He dropped down heavily into a chair that was a good imitation of Sheraton. "Forgive me. I am delighted to see you in such good health, Lady Tarrington. How may I assist you?"


    "As I believe Mr. Addison explained, we are looking for a little girl. She's called Emily Saunders."


    "And as I explained to Mr. Addison, there is no such person. The name was"—he coughed—"an alias."


    "I know you spun him a farrago of nonsense about my late father-in-law using it as cover to pay you for covering up one of my husband's peccadilloes. And though goodness knows Jack had plenty of scandals to cover up, it's plainly nonsense. We know who Emily is. She's my daughter."


    "My dear Lady Tarrington," Molton said, "I don't know what His Grace may have told you—"


    "I don't know what he may have told you," Raoul interjected. "But whatever he threatened, His Grace is dead, and we are very much alive and not to be trifled with."


    "Mr. O'Rourke, is it? I don't believe I understand your connection—"


    "A friend of the family." Raoul's tone dared Molton to ask further questions. "Time to cut the line, Molton. We know the girl is at the Murchison School."


    "That's preposterous."


    "No, what's preposterous is you attempting to keep a child from her mother. The payments will stop, you know, whether Lady Tarrington recovers her daughter or not."


    Something shifted in Molton's eyes. "That's—"


    "If we are called upon to investigate the school, there's no telling what we might uncover. Lord Carfax happens to be a close friend of mine. I was at his house only four nights ago. He has a reputation for being hardheaded, but he's very fond of his children and grandchildren. And he's close to Lord Sidmouth and Lord Liverpool. I imagine Carfax and the home secretary and prime minister would not be best pleased if they investigate where the funds that are supposed to be supporting the orphans at Murchison are really going."


    "I don't know what you're talking about, Mr. O'Roarke."


    "No?" Raoul's voice was courteous, but he was eyeing Molton as though the other man were something nasty he had dragged in on his shoe. "Then you won't object to my suggesting Carfax pay a visit to the school. He has a house not far from here. I'm sure Lady Carfax would love to accompany him and see the young pupils."


    Molton drew a breath and twitched the lapels of his coat. "I don't know why we're talking about the Murchison School. I'm honored to be associated with it, but this supposed Emily Saunders has nothing to do with the place."


    Raoul sat back in his chair and folded his arms. "My dear Molton, you gave it away the moment Lady Tarrington walked into the room."


    "Nonsense. I never admitted—"


    "You were shocked. But you recognized her. The only explanation is that Emily looks remarkably like her mother."


    Laura could not suppress an indrawn breath. She'd wondered countless times what Emily looked like. Like that? she would think, sitting in the Berkeley Square garden with Colin and Jessica, or walking in Hyde Park and seeing a little girl of three or four with her gloved hand tucked in that of her mother or nurse or rolling a hoop or leaning out of an open carriage. But Emily's features always remained a blur in her imaginings, as tantalizingly out of reach as Emily herself. Suddenly her imaginings had at least the promise of solidity.


    Molton glanced to the side, as though seeking escape amid the porcelain figurines clustered on the mantel, and then down at the burgundy and gold swirls on the carpet. A good carpet, Laura realized. Those vivid reds and golds and the delicate design spoke of something genuinely from India, not a painted imitation like so much in the room. "Lady Tarrington, much as I sympathize with your plight, I fear—"


    The door swung open. "I heard we had guests, my love, I've just asked them to send tea in." A woman drew up short in the doorway. She looked a decade or so younger than Molton, with fair hair teased into ringlets and wide blue eyes.


    "It's not a social call, Sally," Molton began, but both Raoul and Addison had already risen.


    "My compliments, Mrs. Molton," Raoul said, "thank you for receiving us in your house." Leaving Molton with little choice but to introduce them to his wife.


    Mrs. Molton nodded as though she had no appreciation of the social undercurrents, but froze when her gaze settled on Laura. "Good heavens. I'm so sorry, Lady Tarrington, I mistook you for someone else."


    "A child perhaps?" Laura asked.


    "You're the image of her. That is—" Mrs. Molton coughed. Saying anyone bore a resemblance to the children at the orphanage was obviously delicate ground to tread on.


    "We're looking for my daughter," Laura said. "We believe she is at the Murchison School."


    "Good heavens, of course." Mrs. Molton turned to her husband. "You must see it, my dear. That sweet little girl who brought me the flowers on our last visit is like a miniature copy of her. But how—"


    "You must understand." Molton had the look of a man who realizes it's time to change sides. "His Grace insisted on the greatest secrecy. He said in the event anything happened to him he had made arrangements to continue Emily's care."


    "Arrangements with whom?" Raoul asked.


    "I didn't know." Molton tugged at his cravat. "Not until I got the letter after His Grace's death."


    "The letter from whom?" Laura gripped the edge of the sofa.


    "Lord Craven."


    Raoul's hand closed on the sofa back. "Lord Craven knew about Emily?"


    "Yes. He said he would make the payments for her care in the future. Though he was considering having her moved."


    "What on earth was Lord Craven's connection to Emily?" Laura asked.


    "I don't know, my lady. I don't know what His Grace's connection was either."


    "If you were keeping silent in the expectation of generosity from Craven, you made a bad choice," Raoul said. "Lord Craven was murdered two days ago."


    Molton paled. Mrs. Molton put a hand to her head. "Merciful heavens." She drew the folds of her paisley shawl about her.


    Laura stared at the shawl, shimmering reds and violets, and then again at the rug, noting the richness of pattern in both, the brilliance of the colors. Pieces of information she hadn't even known she possessed clicked in her head. "But you knew both Trenchard and Craven, didn't you, Mr. Molton? You knew them in India."


    Molton stared at her as though she were some sort of enchantress. For all the tumult in her mind, satisfaction stabbed through her.


    "Good heavens," Mrs. Molton said, "that's the other reason you look so familiar. We saw you once at a regimental ball. I later heard you had married Lord Tarrington. But I thought—"


    "What was your business in India, Molton?" Raoul asked.


    Molton ran a finger under his collar. "I was associated with the East India Company. And, yes, I encountered His Grace and Lord Craven during my time there. But obviously we moved in different circles."


    "And yet Trenchard placed a great trust in you."


    "I was always honored by His Grace's trust."


    "Such a mark of distinction," Mrs. Molton said, plainly still tone deaf to undercurrents. "Adolphus and my dear late brother were in business together in India."


    "Agreeable to keep these things in the family," Raoul said. "Would your brother's name happen to be Madison?"


    Mrs. Molton's eyes widened. "Why yes. How—"


    Molton, his face, purpling, drew a hoarse breath. "See here—"


    "I'd prefer not to spend further time in your company," Raoul said, "but you will accompany us to the school and instruct them to place Emily Saunders in Lady Tarrington's care."


    He turned and held out his hand to Laura. Laura took it and got to her feet. It was only as she drew on her gloves that it dawned on her that she was finally about to meet her daughter.
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    The Murchison School was not the desolate, barred horror Raoul's imagination had conjured up. Instead, they pulled up to an innocuous building of red brick, with white-framed windows and a cupola, in imitation of a country house. Of course, the factories where children lost their fingers and swallowed cotton fluff were also built in a similar style. His experience had taught him not to trust exterior views, whether it came to people or buildings.


    Laura had said nothing during the drive from Molton's house. Molton had also been silent, which was a good thing, as Raoul was already sorely pressed to avoid planting the man a facer. Molton's presence prevented Raoul from taking Laura in his arms or even holding her hand. But even if Molton had not been there, Raoul wasn't sure if Laura would have welcomed the attention or if she wanted the previous night to remain an isolated incident, as forgot by them as it had to remain secret from others. Sometimes it was easier that way, and if in this case his every instinct rebelled against it, he knew there was little logic to his feelings. Their lives had crossed briefly, and hers was about to change. The last thing she needed was another connection to complicate her life, particularly one to an Irish rebel and Bonapartist spy. The fact that he felt alive in a way he hadn't in years really should have no bearing on the matter. In some ways, the repellent Molton was sparing Laura and him from an awkward conversation, just as Addison had on the journey to Molton's house.


    Rather than accompany them to the school, Addison, after a quick conversation with Raoul, had gone to make further inquiries about Molton and his late brother-in-law, Madison.


    Raoul handed Laura down from the carriage. He had to content himself with a quick squeeze of her hand, but she did take his arm as Molton led the way up the steps. The hall a manservant admitted them to was swept clean and carried the smell of cheap soap and tallow candles. Nothing to give one chills, save that it had the vague, sterile sense of a place that wasn't a home. The sitting room the man servant conducted them to at Molton's instruction was, in contrast, rather overdone, filled with imitation Hepplewhite furniture, dubious oil copies of old masters in heavy gilt frames, and the scent of violet potpourri. The sort of room meant to soothe the guilt of parents and guardians hiding away an inconvenient by-blow or a poor relation.


    They sat. Molton fell silent again. Laura sat bold upright, hands locked together. This was her story, and Raoul had merely entered it late, as a secondary character. He'd waited in Les Carmes Prison during the Reign of Terror, with his fellow prisoners taken away every day in a tumbrel. Wounded in a cottage during the United Irish Uprising, cut off from escape and knowing British soldiers circled ever closer. This should be as nothing. But however sure he was that they had reached the end of their quest, those few minutes scraped at his nerves.


    At last the door opened to admit a thin, sharp-featured woman gowned in the sort of anonymous, high-necked dark gown that was the mark of the teaching profession. The woman's face told of several decades spent in that often-thankless pursuit. His Republican sympathies should have been roused, but instead he found himself wondering if anyone ever hugged Emily.


    "Miss Simpkins," Molton said, and proceeded to introduce them.


    Miss Simpkins's brows rose. "I didn't realize Emily had family."


    "She does," Laura said, with a look that dared Miss Simpkins to question her. "We were separated due to circumstances beyond my control."


    "I see," Miss Simpkins said, in a tone that implied she didn't see at all but that her suspicions were decidedly scandalous. She looked at Raoul. "And you are—"


    "A family friend." Raoul gave a smile intended to be a withering dampening of pretensions. Years on the fringes of the British aristocracy had their uses.


    "I believe Emily is in the schoolyard," Miss Simpkins said. "I'll send for her."


    "No," Laura said.


    Raoul looked at her in surprise, then realized the thought of meeting her daughter under the gazes of Molton and Miss Simpkins was intolerable. "That is, I don't want to overwhelm her. I'd rather go out and meet her in the schoolyard."


    Miss Simpkins raised her brows as though at the odd starts of the aristocracy. Odd how a name could move one about on the social divide. "As you wish."


    She led the way back down the hall and out into a narrow garden that sloped down to a schoolyard. A blue-gowned woman who seemed to be a teacher stood watch. Miss Simpkins went to speak with her, leaving Raoul and Laura a blessed moment to observe the children who filled the yard. A swirl of blue and brown kerseymere, flashes of white petticoat and shirt collar, girls' plaits flapping with the exuberance of play, boys' hair flat and gleaming in the sunlight. Shouts and laughter and the occasional cry filled the air. The adrenaline surge of a release from lessons. Children knew how to make the most of the present. When did one lose the talent? Raoul wondered.


    Laura's gaze moved over the throng with equal parts urgency and trepidation. Raoul touched her arm. "There. Sitting with the book under the tree."


    Laura's gaze swept the yard. "How do you know?"


    "The hair. And something about the angle of the head."


    Laura's gaze fastened on the girl again. She had gone still, like a creature turned to ice in one of young Colin's storybooks from Vienna. Raoul squeezed her elbow. "You're a teacher. You know the only way to acquire knowledge is to investigate."


    Her gaze shot to his face. Some spark of warmth seemed to get through to her, from his words or his look or his touch. Enough to thaw the paralysis. Unbidden, his hand lingered on her elbow. He tightened his grip for a moment. "This is your chance. I'll handle Miss Simpkins."


    She hesitated, taut as a bowstring.


    "Remember. You have a lot to offer."


    Laura's smile was dry but real. Her hand came up to squeeze his fingers, and he had to subdue every impulse to kiss her. Then she pulled away and started for the trees. He watched her walk down the slope of ground. Into a world to which he could not follow her. A world from which he had excluded himself by his own choices.

  


  
    Chapter 34


    When something has seemed so out of reach for so long, it is a strange feeling when the reality comes to pass. As Laura walked down the hill, even though Emily was before her, it still felt as though she was in the old world, where even a glimpse of her daughter was a possibility scarcely to be dreamt of.


    And yet there she was. Knees scrunched up to show a white muslin frill beneath a dark blue skirt not so different from Laura's own. Dusty scuffed shoes. Head bent over the book on her knees, plaits falling forwards over her shoulders. Her hair was much paler than Laura's now was, but it had a rose gold gleam. Difficult to remember oneself as a child, but Laura's own hair had probably been a similar hue.


    She'd felt her kick, felt her first shifts and stirrings, but she'd never seen her. Until this moment, a part of her had never really believed she would. The baby she had known as a flutter in her womb was now a person in her own right. How on earth—


    Laura's foot crunched down on a dry twig. The girl looked up. Her eyes were a gray-brown. His eyes. A smattering of freckles danced across her nose. The pose with the book had appeared grown-up, but it was the face of a girl just emerging from toddlerhood. She was only just four, after all. Wherever Laura had been in the world, she had always been conscious of her child's age. And the features were unmistakable. Even Laura could see the likeness to her own face in the wide cheekbones, deep-set eyes, and pointed chin. No wonder the Moltons had noticed.


    "Are you looking for someone?" the girl asked.


    Laura swallowed. "For a girl named Emily. Emily Saunders."


    "I'm Emily."


    The breath froze in Laura's throat. Despite all the signals, despite the resemblance, a part of her still hadn't really believed it. "My name is Laura." Though she'd been calling herself Lady Tarrington, that seemed the obvious name to use. As close as she could get to the real her. She dropped down beside Emily at the base of the tree. Not too close. It was too soon to intrude. "Laura Dudley."


    Emily's gaze moved over her face. The curiosity of childhood, tempered by the wariness of one who has learned adults aren't always to be trusted.


    Laura's heart twisted. "You didn't want to play with the other children?"


    "Not exactly. I was playing tag with Molly and Sally but then they decided they wanted to have a big-girl game. And I like my book. I know almost all the words."


    She held out the book. It was a picture book, of the sort Laura used to teach Colin his letters. Cinderella. "Very impressive for four," Laura said.


    Emily's eyes widened. "How do you know I'm four?"


    Laura hesitated. "I knew your mother."


    Emily's eyes widened. "Truly? I've never met anyone who actually knew her. She died when I was born."


    At least Emily didn't think her mother had abandoned her. And she didn't have anyone living she thought of as a mother. "What have they told you about her?"


    "She was stubborn. Like me."


    "Are you stubborn?"


    "Miss Simpkins says so. Was my mama stubborn?"


    "Your mama could be determined, when she set her mind on something. She wasn't always sensible about what she set her mind on. I imagine you're much more sensible."


    "That's not what Miss Simpkins says."


    "What does she say?"


    Emily screwed up her face. "That I'm difficult."


    Laura drew up her legs and linked her arms round her knees in a mirror of Emily's posture. "Sometimes people are called difficult when they don't do what's expected of them and think for themselves. That can be a good thing."


    "Is that what my mama did?"


    Laura fingered a twig, brittle in her fingers. "Your mama thought for herself. She didn't always make the best choices, but then I have yet to meet anyone who does."


    Emily shifted to the side to face Laura. Some of the wariness had slipped from her face. "What else do you know about her?"


    Laura was used to choosing her words with care, but even in the midst of the Elsinore League's intrigues, she had never so felt that she was walking over shards of glass. "She looked like you."


    Emily fingered the end of one of her plaits. "I have carroty hair."


    "Does Miss Simpkins say that?"


    "No, Timmy Hutchins does."


    Laura let her shoulders sink back against the tree. "Well, your mama's hair was very like yours, only not quite so bright, and a number of gentlemen thought it was quite lovely."


    "Including my papa?"


    That, as Colin would say, was a poser. "I believe so. What have they told you about your father?"


    "He died in a carriage accident. My mama was with him, and I started to come after the accident. Then she died."


    A surprising amount of truth. But then Trenchard had understood that the best cover stories are grounded in truth. "Emily." Laura touched the little girl's hand without thinking. "Your mama died because of the accident, not because of you. You understand that, don't you?"


    "Y-yes."


    "Your mama was very excited that you were coming. She told me more than once that you were the best thing that ever happened to her."


    "But I didn't happen. I mean, she died before I did."


    "Even the idea of having you made her happy."


    Emily screwed her face up. "I wish she'd seen me."


    "It"—Laura struggled for mastery before she could get the words out. "It would have meant a great deal to her."


    "Probably she would have played with me."


    "I'm sure she would have." Laura reached beneath her pelisse and unfastened the thin gold chain round her neck. The locket her father had given her for her tenth birthday dangled from the chain. She rarely took it off. Dangerous, she knew, to have kept it, but by keeping it round her throat she could be reasonably certain it was safe from search. "I've been keeping this for you. It was your mother's."


    Emily touched the shiny gold heart swinging from the chain. "What's inside?"


    Laura undid the catch. "Those are pictures of your mother's mama and papa. Your grandparents."


    "My grandparents?" Emily seemed to sound out the unfamiliar word. She stared at the pictures. "Did my mama look like them?"


    "Yes, but she looked more like you." Laura fastened the delicate chain round Emily's throat. Emily touched her fingers to the heart. "I've never had anything of my mama's. Is it truly mine to keep?"


    "Truly."


    Emily adjusted the gold heart against the dark fabric of her dress. "Where do you live?"


    "In London."


    Emily's eyes widened. The color might be Trenchard's but the shape, Laura realized, her daughter had inherited from her. "You came all the way here from London?"


    "Yes, I drove down yesterday."


    "To see me?"


    "To try to learn where you were. I was very excited to find you were here."


    Emily tugged her skirt smooth over her knees. "Ellie Wilton's father has only been to visit once, and he lives in the next village. Of course, we're not supposed to say he's her father." Emily looked towards the school. Raoul had gone to speak with Miss Simpkins and the teacher. "Is that your husband?"


    It was an obvious question. It shouldn't have rattled her as it did. "No, that's my friend. Mr. O'Roarke."


    Emily inched a little closer to Laura as though looking at Miss Simpkins made her nervous. "How long can you stay?"


    "Emily." Laura stared at the sky, bleached white by clouds with only flashes of blue showing through, as she searched for the right words from what seemed a landscape of quicksand. In the end, perhaps the simplest choice was best. "Would you like to come with me when I leave?"


    Emily's eyes widened. "For how long?


    "I'd like you to live with me."


    Wonder filled that wide hazel gaze. "In your house?"


    "In the house where I live. There are two other children there, Colin, who's half a year older than you, and Jessica, who is about three years younger."


    Emily digested this new information. "Are they your children?"


    "No, it's their parents' house. I'm their governess."


    "Would you be my governess?"


    Laura swallowed. Unspoken words burned her tongue. "You'd do lessons with Colin and Jessica, but I'd be more like your mother." In for a penny.


    Emily stared at her. For a moment, Laura thought she had gone too far. "Truly?"


    "If you want me to be."


    Emily regarded Laura with a wide, steady gaze. "Most of the children here don't have mothers. Or they don't see them very often."


    Laura swallowed, throat raw, hope trembling within her. "I don't know much about being a mother, but I promise you'd see me very often, indeed. Every day."


    "You don't know me."


    "You don't know me, either." Laura held out a hand, squelching every impulse to touch her daughter. "I'm willing to risk it, if you are."


    Emily considered a moment longer, then put her hand into Laura's own.


    Warmth. Small fingers curling round her own. And perhaps the beginning of trust. "I shall try very hard not to disappoint you," Laura said.


    Emily released Laura's hand and hugged her arms over her chest. "What if the other children—Colin and Jessica—don't like me?"


    "They're very agreeable children. Of course, it can be hard to share things, but I think you'll get on well."


    "Probably we'll have fun. I'm used to sharing. Shall I call you Miss Dudley?"


    Amazing they had got this far. And amazing how much more she wanted. "Colin and Jessica call me Laura. Why don't we start with that."


    "Laura." Emily tried the name out.


    Laura held out her hand. "Let's go talk to Miss Simpkins and collect your things."


    Emily shrank against Laura. "Maybe she won't let me leave."


    "She can't stop you, sweetheart. I promise."


    Emily clung to Laura's hand and consented to walk with her, though she leaned closer the closer they got to the other adults. Heartbreaking and understandable that she so feared having happiness snatched away. But Laura could not deny the warmth that curled through her at the realization that she was already a source of comfort.


    Raoul took a step forwards to meet them, as though sensing Emily's fears. His gaze met Laura's briefly, before he crouched down in front of her daughter. "You must be Emily. I'm very pleased to meet you. My name is Raoul."


    "You're a friend of Laura's."


    If Raoul was surprised Laura hadn't told Emily she was her mother, he gave no sign of it. "Yes, and I'm glad to be your friend as well. I've just been arranging things with Miss Simpkins. We need only collect your things and we can be on our way."


    Emily smiled. "I don't have a lot of things." It wasn't a complaint, it was a statement of fact.


    "All the simpler, then," Raoul said.


    For someone with no acknowledged children, he was remarkably good at talking to them. At times like this, Laura was reminded that he had been closer to Malcolm Rannoch growing up than either of them tended to acknowledge.


    Raoul got to her feet and offered his arm to Laura. "Shall we? We can be in Berkeley Square in time for dinner."
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    Emily's head flopped against Laura's arm. Her soft breaths stirred the merino of Laura's pelisse sleeve and reverberated through the carriage. She was asleep, Laura realized. They had played backgammon for the first stage of the journey with the Rannochs' traveling set (the carriage was fitted with every convenience), with Emily turning to the window in between games and asking questions about everything she saw, from trees to cows to a farmer's cart to a troop of soldiers. Then quite suddenly she'd gone silent. A few minutes later she slumped against Laura's arm with a trust that took Laura's breath away.


    Don't make too much of it, she told herself. Small children could be exuberant in their affections. Jessica would fling her arms round the legs of new-met acquaintances, and even the more reserved Colin would hug a new friend goodbye when they left the park.


    She looked up to find Raoul watching her in the soft light of the interior lamps. "She hasn't lost the ability to enjoy life," he said. "Or to form bonds. She's already started to form one with you."


    "Children trust easily," Laura said, a reminder to herself not to make too much of it.


    "Unless they lose the ability to trust at all. Thank God Emily hasn't."


    Laura touched her fingers to Emily's hair. Her daughter's hair. "I keep expecting her to miss school."


    "I don't think there was a great deal to miss," Raoul said. "From what Miss Simpkins said, the staff seem to have changed over frequently."


    "Still, it's all she's known. Though I gather she was with a wet nurse until she was a year and a half." Laura's corset suddenly seemed to be biting into her breasts. She had an image of Suzanne nursing Jessica, Jessica's head nestled against her mother's arm. Something Laura would never know with Emily, though she could still remember the way her breasts had ached after the accident, a constant reminder of all she had lost. Wet nurses usually had several children in their charge, a very different experience from the exclusiveness of Jessica's bond with her mother.


    The carriage bounced over a rut in the road, making the lamplight jump over Raoul's face. "Not that I'm questioning your choice," he said. "Not that I've any right to question it. But why didn't you tell her you're her mother?"


    Laura cast a quick look down at Emily, which was silly, because the boneless weight of her body made it clear that she slept. "I didn't want to overwhelm her. She's thought I'm dead her whole life."


    "It will be a shock whenever you tell her."


    "But this way she can adjust into her new life first. She—" Laura broke off as Emily stirred, but Emily merely slid down to lie with her head in Laura's lap. Laura steadied her to keep her from slipping to the carriage floor. "She may not think the best of me when she learns the truth. I think it may be hard for her to forgive me for abandoning her for four years." The words caught in her throat, but it felt good to have spoken them.


    Raoul didn't dismiss her qualms as she expected him to. "It's true," he said. "Children often feel abandoned even when circumstances are beyond their parents' control. But they also have a great capacity for forgiveness. Are you sure part of your hesitation isn't that you can't forgive yourself?"


    "I'm not the sort of to wallow."


    "No, you're a pragmatist. But forgiveness is something very different." He leaned back in his corner of the carriage. "You deserve to be happy, Laura. If nothing else, I'd hope last night helped convince you of that."


    Laura's fingers tightened on the stiff fabric of Emily's gown. He had cracked the ice, broken the veneer, crossed the divide. The thing that had hung between them all day was in the open. But of course they were two adults with complicated pasts. There was no need to make too much of what was hardly a first romantic interlude for either of them. "I don't know that I'd have got through today without last night," she said. "I'll always be grateful."


    Oh, dear. That sounded like she didn't expect it to happen again. Not that she did expect it to. That is, she wasn't fool enough to presume it would.


    He drew a breath, as though sifting through possible words. With a shock of surprise, she realized she wasn't the only uncertain one in the carriage. "We can't go back," he said. His faint, quick smile illumined the vulnerability in his eyes. "Not, for my part, that I would want to. But it doesn't cheapen it if you want to leave it in the past."


    Was he being a gentleman and offering her a way out? Or seeking one himself? She forced herself to meet his gaze. "What do you want?"


    His smile deepened. "I thought that was quite clear last night."


    Heat flooded her cheeks. This was not the time to behave like a schoolgirl. "But we're not talking about last night. We're talking about today."


    She felt the weight of the breath he drew. "I have very little to offer you. I've spent much of the past three years doing my best to mitigate the damage done at Waterloo. But Spain is about to explode. A chance to salvage something from the mess of the Peninsular War."


    "And you'll need to be there."


    "I have an absurd feeling—one might say, delusion—that I can make a difference."


    "False modesty doesn't become you."


    He laughed, and she felt a little of the tension leach from the carriage. "Regardless, I could be gone at any moment. And I can't promise I'll come back."


    "You'll want to see Malcolm and Suzanne and the children."


    "I can't promise I'll survive." It was a flat statement of fact.


    Fear shot through her. She had come to see him as invulnerable. "You've managed very well so far."


    "And I have every intention of doing so again. But there are no certainties."


    "Suzanne may still believe in fairy tales. I stopped believing in them a long time ago. My own life is hardly certain." She tightened her arm round Emily, aware that the sight of her holding her child might be a symbol of everything he'd want to run from.


    But instead, the look he gave her was steady and, if anything, wistful. "You need time to sort things out for you and Emily. Though being a mother doesn't stop you from—"


    "Being a woman. I don't expect obligations or commitments or happily-ever-after. That doesn't stop me from being lonely." Her breath seemed to get stuck in her throat. She was aware of the pressure of his gaze and the memory of his fingers, unlacing her corset, sliding the pins from her hair. I've wanted to see it like this since the moment I met you, he'd said as the loose waves fell over her shoulders. A night of physical comfort should be a simple thing. But somehow she had let him in. She had given him part of her soul to hold in his hand and now he could crumble it to bits between his fingers. Half of her instincts screamed to run, while the other half cried not to slam the door and lock herself away in loneliness.


    "I can't be certain of the future," he said. "That doesn't mean, for my part, I want to leave what we found in the past. But whatever else happens, I hope you know you may count me a friend."


    Her fingers trembled on Emily's hair. "I don't have many friends."


    "Nor do I."

  


  
    Chapter 35


    Roth flung himself down in an armchair in the Berkeley Square library. Whatever else this investigation had done, it had cut through the remaining formality between them. "One of my constables has been questioning the Trenchard House servants. Slow going at first. They know who pays them. But he struck up a friendship with one of the footmen and went drinking with him in a tavern last night. Over a third pint, the footman revealed that he'd seen Lord Tarrington that was—the new duke—conferring in a coffeehouse with a young woman who sounds very much like Lily Duval."


    Malcolm poured Roth a whisky. "That isn't necessarily news. We knew they knew each other, that James kept an eye on her, that she would turn to him when she needed help."


    "Yes. But it's a bit odd they were meeting in a coffeehouse when he was in the habit of going to her house. A break in the pattern. Answers often lie in breaks in the pattern."


    Suzanne got up from playing with Colin and Jessica on the hearthrug. "Did the footman say anything else?"


    "That's the other interesting thing. My constable asked if he thought the girl was Tarrington's chère amie. And the footman said no, it looked more as though they were plotting something."


    Malcolm drew a breath as though to reply, but before he could speak, Valentin showed the Davenport family into the library.


    "Sorry for the invasion." Harry set down Drusilla, who toddled over to Jessica, while Livia released Cordelia's hand and ran to Colin. "But Uncle Archie called with news to pass on. He was concerned about the look of coming to you directly, and the most innocuous way to do this seemed to be a family visit."


    "As if you need an excuse." Suzanne made room for Cordelia beside her on the sofa. "Tell Mrs. Erskine we have three dinner guests, Valentin. As well as the children."


    Valentin nodded without a blink. Five last-minute dinner guests was one of the least disruptive events in the Rannoch household.


    "What did your uncle say?" Malcolm asked, giving whiskies to Harry and Cordelia.


    "He was talking to Elgar. Who is—"


    "A fellow Elsinore League member. It's all right, Roth knows."


    Harry nodded. "Elgar was one of Trenchard's cronies. Uncle Archie was trying to draw him out about Trenchard's gamble for the PM-ship. Elgar was cagey about that. In fact, Uncle Archie thinks he was trying to change the subject. Apparently, Elgar said Trenchard had been much put upon. He complained his son's former trollop was trying to blackmail him. Elgar suggested we look to her instead, the implication was, of wasting time with men like him."


    "Lily Duval?" Roth asked.


    "It seems likely, " Malcolm said, "though God knows Jack at least had other mistresses. We know James was trying to blackmail Trenchard into giving up his play for the prime ministry. We have a report that James and a woman who sounds like Lily Duval appeared to be plotting together. And now it seems Trenchard claimed Lily Duval was blackmailing him."


    "You think she and Tarrington were in this together?" Roth asked. "Would she also have wanted to keep Trenchard from becoming prime minister?"


    "She certainly has no love for him. But she also might have seen any information as a way to keep Trenchard from trying to take her son."


    "James told you he threatened to reveal information about Jack if Trenchard didn't do as he wished," Suzanne said. "Perhaps Miss Duval had more information about Jack. Something we don't know yet."


    "Something James was reticent to share with me." Malcolm nodded. "It takes a lot to betray the family honor. As James said to me himself."


    "Miss Duval said Jack's letters to her were stolen," Suzanne said. "What if they weren't?'


    "Miss Duval was pregnant before Jack went to India and married, wasn't she?" Cordelia said.


    Suzanne nodded. Then she stared at her friend. "Good God, Cordy."


    "It's rather a repeat of our case in Paris," Cordelia said. "But inheritance is one of the strongest motives in our world."


    "It's hard to imagine Jack so lost in love he'd marry a mistress," Malcolm said. "But God knows stranger things have happened."


    Harry turned his glass in his hand. "James doesn't strike me as the sort to stay quiet if he knew he wasn't the rightful heir."


    "No," Suzanne said. "But Miss Duval wouldn't necessarily have told him. Perhaps she thought the truth would mean losing her son. Perhaps she only told James when Trenchard's threats made her think she was about to lose her son in any case."


    "It's a good theory," Malcolm said, "but still only speculation. What we do know is that James and Lily Duval were together just before the murder and neither has an alibi."


    "And yet they didn't alibi each other," Roth said. "They could have, if they were in on it together."


    "Cleverer this way, perhaps," Malcolm said. "It makes them look honest. Suppose they'd lied about when James left Half Moon Street, and then a witness came forwards who saw him at a different time."


    They were still speculating, when Valentin announced dinner and they went up to the dining room for an informal meal with Jessica and Drusilla on laps and Colin and Livia practicing their grown- up manners. Suzanne's favorite kind of meal and delightfully carefree, save for the fact that they were keeping their knowledge of one of the murders they were investigating from Roth, and Harry and Cordelia remained ignorant of her past.


    They were in the midst of the main course when Valentin came back into the room to usher in Raoul, Laura, and a small person with a fine-boned face and vivid titian hair.


    Colin sprang to his feet, closely followed by the other gentlemen, though Suzanne suspected excitement more than good manners prompted her son's behavior. "You must be Emily. Mummy told us you were coming. We're very glad to have you here."


    Emily was clutching Laura's hand, but her fingers seemed to relax a fraction at the greeting.


    "Mrs. Erkskine made her seedcake," Colin added. "It's wizard."


    A grin broke across Emily's face.


    "This is Emily," Laura said, "my friend Jane's daughter."


    Suzanne schooled her face not to betray surprise. It was up to Laura to decide what she told her daughter and when. "We're very pleased to meet you, Emily," Suzanne said, getting to her feet. "Do sit down. You're just in time for dinner."


    Suzanne set down Jessica, who was wriggling. Jessica toddled over to Emily and held out her hands, her general manner of greeting.


    "She likes you," Suzanne said. "You're a big girl; she wants to be like you."


    Jessica flung her arms round Emily. Emily stiffened, but then hugged Jessica back. "She's sweet. We didn't have babies at school."


    Suzanne scooped Jessica up before Laura could wonder which child she should hold.


    Valentin was holding out a chair for Laura. Somehow, a few moments later they were all seated round the polished oak dining table. Emily sat between Laura and Raoul, with whom she also seemed quite comfortable, but regarded Colin and Livia with curiosity and replied to their excited questions. Conversation remained general over dinner, and light, mostly focused on the children. After they had polished off the seedcake, they repaired to the drawing room (without the tiresome British nonsense of the gentlemen leaving first). Colin offered to show Emily his castle and knights, set up on the hearthrug. After a nod from Laura, Emily settled down with the other children, while the adults clustered round the tea tray. Over tea and more whisky, Malcolm and Suzanne caught Laura and Raoul up on the developments since they'd been gone.


    "Interesting." Raoul leaned back in his corner of the sofa. Cordelia sat beside him. Laura was across the room on the settee. Almost, Suzanne thought, as though they deliberately had not sat side by side. "I think I may be able to explain what James Trenchard and Lily Duval could have been blackmailing the duke over. Adolphus Molton is a tiresome man whom I should be well pleased never to see again, but our visit to him was fruitful in more ways than one. As Miss Dudley noticed, before he became a banker in Maidstone, he'd been in India."


    Malcolm leaned forwards. "Go on."


    "He was a merchant. He was a bit vague about what he dealt in, but while Miss Dudley and I went to the orphanage, Addison made some inquiries. Thankfully, the charming Mrs. Molton was a good deal less reticent in speaking to her friends. She was quite pleased to share that her husband had operated his business with the financial backing of the Duke of Trenchard. He'd also been in collaboration with his wife's brother. Mrs. Molton's maiden name was Madison."


    Malcolm's eyes narrowed. "Go on," he said in an even voice.


    "Apparently the good Mr. Molton was very fortunate to obtain a concession to mine diamonds in Upper Tandur. I mentioned this to Miss Dudley on the drive home."


    "They'd have been trading behind the East India Company's back," Laura said, "which, given the influence the Company still has in Parliament, would be reason enough to keep secret. But more important, to obtain such a concession Molton and Madison and their silent partner Trenchard would have needed the approval of the Rajah of Upper Tandur. At that time he was seeking to marry the sister of the Rajah of West Basmat."


    "So the Rajah of West Basmat could have persuaded the Rajah of Upper Tandur to grant the concession," Malcolm said.


    "In exchange for someone who did something for him," Laura said. "Such as assist him in his conflict with East Adilabad by warning him of upcoming British attack."


    Cordelia clunked down her teacup. "Trenchard was behind the massacre of the British troops supporting East Adilabad?"


    "If we're right." Raoul's voice was grim.


    "That would explain Jack's horror." Harry's gaze darkened. "Christ, the men who died in that attack—"


    "Including Hetty Tarrrington's first husband," Malcolm said. "Even Trenchard would have had a hard time talking his way out of this. If we're right."


    "It makes sense of Jack in the last days." Laura cast a glance at her daughter. "He was angry. Apparently he wasn't without a conscience."


    "Few people are," Raoul said. "Not entirely. Though they don't always listen to it."


    "Where does Craven fit in?" Cordelia asked.


    "If we're right, presumably he was on in the scheme," Raoul said.


    "It illumines Trenchard's last days," Roth said. "But it still doesn't tell us who killed him."


    "No," Malcolm said, "but—"


    He broke off as Valentin rapped at the door. "This was just delivered for Mr. Roth," he said, coming into the room and handing Roth a sealed paper.


    Roth slit the paper and scanned it. "It's from Clements, the constable I had watching Lily Duval's. James Tarrington just arrived."


    "Not necessarily surprising," Malcolm said. "But it means we can talk to the two of them together. Not an opportunity to miss."


    Suzanne looked at Laura. "Of course you should go," she said. "I'll stay with the children."


    "We'll keep you company," Cordelia said. She looked at Suzanne and Malcolm. "But do, pray, take notes."


    In the bustle of ringing for outer garments, and saying goodbye to the children, Suzanne contrived to stand beside Raoul for a moment. "Thank you for going with Laura. It obviously helped her."


    He nodded. "She could have managed very well on her own. But I'm glad she didn't have to."


    Suzanne continued to watch him as she did up the top clasp on her pelisse. "You must know I want you to be happy. You've said the same to me."


    "Dear me. When did we both become so concerned with personal happiness? The perils of civilian life."


    She tugged on one of her gloves. "I may not be as observant when it comes to you as you are when it comes to me, but I can see rather a lot."


    He gave a twisted smile. "I rather gave up on happiness years ago."


    She pulled on her second glove. "Perhaps that was a mistake."


    

  


  
    Chapter 36


    Lily Duval's bright-eyed maid opened the door with an unusually firm set to her pert chin. "Madam has retired."


    "This isn't a social call," Malcolm said. "And nor do I think she's retired." For Hetty Tarrington's sake he profoundly hoped not. "Tell her we know the Duke of Trenchard is here. We need to speak to both of them, and it will be easier for all of us if we do so here and now."


    Five minutes later they were upstairs in the parlor. Miss Duval's hair was down, but her gown was firmly buttoned, and the concerned look James wore was anything but loverlike.


    "I knew we weren't done with you," Lily Duval said. "But I wasn't expecting a midnight invasion."


    "It's not yet eleven," Malcolm said. "May I present Inspector Roth of Bow Street?"


    Fear flashed in Miss Duval's bright eyes, then was firmly quashed. "Am I being arrested?"


    "No, upon my honor. We merely have a few questions."


    "Rannoch." James strode forwards, paused for a moment to nod to Suzanne, then turned back to Malcolm. "Leave Miss Duval out of it."


    "I'm afraid we can't do that. You and Miss Duval appear to be in the midst of it."


    "We've already told you—"


    "A great deal. A clever tactic to mask still greater revelations. But you didn't tell us you were blackmailing the late duke."


    "I admitted—"


    "But not that Miss Duval was your partner."


    "By God, Rannoch—"


    "James." Lily Duval gripped his arm. "There's no sense lying more. They always seem to be one step behind us. They're going to catch up."


    "We haven't quite caught up yet," Malcolm said. "But if I had to hazard a guess, I'd say the blackmail was because you knew Trenchard was behind the massacre of British troops by West Basmat."


    Lily Duval dropped down abruptly on the sofa. James stared at Malcolm. "How on earth—"


    "It took several of us to piece it together."


    "I didn't know." Lily hunched her shoulders and drew her shawl about her. "All Jack put in his letters was vague, as I told you. But then Johnny broke a china dog Jack sent me from India. I was so angry. One of the few gifts I had from his father. I was picking up the pieces when I realized there was a paper tucked inside. It was a letter from Trenchard to Lord Craven."


    "Lord Craven was working with him?" Suzanne asked.


    "Apparently, Father sent him to the Rajah of West Basmat to negotiate." James's voice was grim. "Under cover of trying to bring about a peace between West Basmat and East Adilabad."


    "I didn't understand it," Lily said. "Not entirely. But I knew it was important, so I showed it to James. I asked him to meet me in a coffeehouse because I thought I'd seen a man hanging about the house, and I wasn't sure I could trust my maid. I think I was wrong about that last, thank God. But I was starting to jump at shadows."


    James turned to the fireplace, hands gripped tight behind his back. "I thought I had few illusions where Father was concerned. But to betray his country. To send British soldiers to their deaths. Hetty's first husband died there. Not that that should make it worse, but when it's someone one knows—"


    "It brings it home. Do you know why your father did it?"


    "From the letter to Craven, it was something to do with diamond mining."


    Malcolm nodded. "A company your father had invested in silently received a concession to mine diamonds, thanks to your father warning the rajah of the attack. That investment restored your father's fortunes."


    James frowned. "Restored—"


    "Your father was in more straitened circumstances than anyone realized. Covering up Jack's last scandal cost him a great deal and threatened to tip matters over the edge."


    James's eyes widened. "You mean we're living on the proceeds of this perfidy?"


    "Not entirely."


    James spun away. "My God. It's even worse than I realized."


    Lily Duval pulled her shawl closer about her shoulders. "Money. Odd how often things come down to it, no matter how much one has to begin with."


    James turned back to face them, hands fisted at his sides. "What I said before was true. When I confronted Father, he dared me to make it public and disgrace the family."


    "Did he admit it?"


    "Oh, no. He was too clever for that. He said if that was what I believed, I was free to make my ridiculous claims in public and tarnish my sons' legacy." James swallowed hard. "I couldn't, Malcolm. And when he was dead, I couldn't bring myself to tell you. God help me, I couldn't ruin hundreds of years of Fitzwalters."


    "It wasn't hundreds of years of Fitzwalters that did it," Lily muttered. "It was him."


    James spun towards her. "Lily—"


    "It's your family, James. It was your choice. I may not understand about honor and centuries, but I do understand family."


    James touched her arm, then looked from Malcolm to Roth. "I couldn't expose him, but words can't describe how angry I was. This doesn't change the fact that I don't have an alibi."


    "Neither do I," Lily said. "And I was angry enough to kill him. I didn't, as it happens. Failure of imagination, perhaps." She pulled the shawl taut. "Do you know how Carfax fits into all of it?"


    "Carfax?" Malcolm kept his voice even.


    "Yes, in the letter to Craven, Trenchard wrote that if Carfax caused trouble, there was always a hold Craven could use on him."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    "I know I'd only be in the way," Lady Cordelia said. "But it is hard to wait." She was sitting on the library sofa with her daughter Drusilla sprawled half on her lap and Jessica curled up on her other side, but to Laura she looked as though she was ready to charge into the fray. It had taken Laura a while to realize the toughness beneath Lady Cordelia's glamorous exterior.


    "Waiting is the hardest part of a mission, in my experience," Raoul said. "Fortunately, I haven't had to do it very often. I suspect I'd have gone mad."


    "There's no reason to think it should be dangerous." Harry Davenport drummed his fingers on the carved arm of his chair.


    "No," Raoul agreed.


    And yet they all had the sense that they were closing in on the answers to the mysteries unleashed with Trenchard's death.


    "We missed the conclusion of the last case," Lady Cordelia said. "I should be grateful we avoided the danger, but I can't help regretting we weren't part of it."


    "Of course," Laura said. "You were involved in the case, you wanted to see it to its conclusion."


    Lady Cordelia met her gaze in perfect understanding. "Quite."


    Laura cast a glance at the hearthrug. Colin, Livia, and Emily were dangling a ribbon for Berowne. When the cat had emerged from the depths of an armchair, the last of Emily's shyness seemed to have evaporated.


    Harry Davenport pushed himself to his feet. "We'll know more when they get back. Perhaps—"


    He went still. A moment later, Laura heard it as well. A rustling from the adjoining study.


    By that time, Raoul was jerking open the door to the study, with Harry Davenport close behind him. Laura exchanged a quick look with Lady Cordelia and ran after them in time to see a sandy-haired man running towards the library window. Harry Davenport hurled a silver candlestick across the room. The sandy-haired man went crashing to the floor. Raoul landed in a flying tackle on the man's back.


    A knife flashed in the lamplight. Raoul let out a hoarse cry, but caught the sandy-haired man's wrist. Harry, already across the room, picked up the candlestick and bashed the sandy-haired man over the head.


    Laura exchanged a quick look with Cordelia, who ran to reassure the older children.


    "Is he out?" Raoul asked Harry.


    "I think so. I'll find something to bind his hands. You all right, O'Roarke?"


    "Just a scratch."


    "You're dripping blood onto the carpet." Laura pushed the library door closed and ran to Raoul's side.


    "Hold this, will you?" Raoul had his neckcloth off and was trying to tie it round his arm one-handed. Harry was using his neckcloth to bind the wrists of the still-unconscious sandy-haired man.


    Laura knotted off Raoul's cravat round his arm. "I'll get Mrs. Rannoch's medical supply box."


    The sandy-haired man stirred on the floor. The door to the hall swung open.


    "What the devil—" Malcolm Rannoch stopped short on the threshold, Suzanne and Roth behind him.


    "An intruder." Harry Davenport was sitting on the sandy-haired man's chest. "He seems to be coming round."


    Malcolm strode forwards. The sandy-haired man opened his eyes, blinked, stared at Malcolm.


    Malcolm stared back at him. "Billy?"


    

  


  
    Chapter 37


    Harry looked up at Malcolm. "You know him?"


    "Billy Hopkins." Malcolm stared down at the man he had last seen sighting down a sniper's rifle. "He does errands for Carfax."


    "Who?" Billy asked.


    "Cut line, Billy. I know who you work for."


    "You think I only have one employer?"


    "Who would set you to break into our house? Yes."


    "Suit yourself. I've got plenty of time. But you might have your friend get off my chest."


    Harry stood up. Malcolm jerked Billy to his feet and pushed him into a straight-backed chair. "Talk."


    "Spare me the threats, Rannoch. We both know there's nothing you'd be willing to do to me that would come close to what Carfax would do to me if I talked."


    "So you admit you're working for Carfax?"


    "I don't admit anything." Billy stretched his legs out and crossed his feet at the ankle.


    "On your feet," Roth said. "I'm taking you to Bow Street."


    "Won't be the first time I've been there. But I doubt I'll stay there long. And before we go, let me have a word alone with Rannoch. Trust me, we'll all be better off that way."


    Roth glanced at Malcolm. Malcolm gave a curt nod, then met Suzanne's gaze for a moment. She inclined her head.


    "Mr. O'Roarke's arm needs bandaging," Laura said.


    O'Roarke made a dismissive gesture. "I'm—"


    "In need of proper medical care," Suzanne said.


    Billy sat watching Malcolm as the door swung shut behind the others. Even then, he took his time before he spoke.


    "Well?" Malcolm said.


    "You'll decide what you want to do. You always do. But before you go rushing off to slay dragons, you might consider how you feel about Carfax knowing where you and Mrs. Rannoch were when Lord Craven was murdered."


    A chill gripped Malcolm. "Are you confessing to killing Craven?"


    "Of course not. But if I happened to tell the story to Carfax, what do you think he'd find most interesting?"


    "What have you said to Carfax?"


    "Nothing. Yet. I haven't seen him since Thursday last. But it would be an interesting conversation. Here or at Bow Street."


    Throttling Billy, though satisfying, wouldn't help. Malcolm spun to the door. "Keep him here," he said to Roth and Harry, who were waiting just outside. He turned to Suzanne, who was sitting on a bench in the hall, securing a bandage to O'Roarke's arm. "I need to see Carfax."


    Suzanne met his gaze, a roll of lint in her hands. "Go. You'll do better without me."


    "Never that. But Carfax may talk more freely."


    "Just make sure you don't murder him. We have too many dead bodies to contend with as it is."
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    The footman at Carfax House greeted Malcolm with little surprise, despite the hour, and conducted him to Carfax's study without first checking if his lordship was at home.


    Malcolm managed to hold his tongue until the footman had withdrawn. "How long have you been spying on us?" he demanded the moment the door clicked shut.


    Carfax leaned back in his chair. "My dear Malcolm, even I have a limited number of agents at my disposal. Why would I waste agents spying on someone who already reports to me?"


    "You tell me." Malcolm slammed his hands down on the desk and leaned towards Carfax. "And while you're at it, explain what Billy was looking for when he climbed through my study window tonight."


    Carfax straightened up. "Billy climbed through your study window?"


    "How else did you expect him to break in?"


    "Malcolm." Carfax pushed himself to his feet. "I didn't send Billy to your house."


    "He came on his own initiative? You just had him keeping watch on us in general?"


    Carfax gripped the edge of the desk. "Did Billy say I sent him?"


    "He knows better than to admit it outright, but—"


    "I didn't send him, Malcolm." Carfax's fingers whitened on the edge of the desk. "If I thought your house needed searching, I'd employ someone subtler than Billy."


    "You expect me to believe that?"


    "I hope to God you do. We need to get to the bottom of this."


    Malcolm met Carfax's gaze and froze at what he saw there. Fear. In all their dealings, even when the fate of nations hung in the balance, he'd never seen such fear in his spymaster's eyes. "Who else did Billy work for?"


    "No one,that I know of."


    "Not the Elsinore League?"


    "You think I'd employ an agent who also worked for the Elsinore League?"


    "Not knowingly."


    "You think I'd miss something like that?"


    "Everyone can miss something." Malcolm stared at Carfax. "Sir. You paid Craven a large sum about eight years ago."


    Carfax stiffened for a moment, then dropped back into his chair. "Quite possibly. I told you he worked for me."


    "This was too much to be a routine payment to an agent."


    Carfax adjusted his spectacle wires. "He must have done something exemplary for me, though for the life of me I can't remember what it was. Of course, my memory isn't what it was."


    "This was about the time Jack Trenchard fought a duel with the husband of a married woman he'd got with child. Trenchard bundled Jack off to India. And someone shut up the married woman's husband. Later Trenchard wrote to Craven, saying that if you caused difficulties, Craven had a hold he could use on you."


    "What are you implying, Malcolm?"


    "Damn it, sir, time is of the essence. Did Louisa have an affair with Jack Trenchard?"


    Rage slammed through Carfax's eyes. Followed by another flash of fear. "Malcolm—"


    "I'll help Louisa if I can. But I can't help her if I don't know the truth."


    Carfax's gaze locked on Malcolm's own. Then he slumped back in his chair. Malcolm had never seen him look so old. "I've often thought it would have been easier if Jack had killed Craven. Or the other way round. Or preferably if they'd both killed each other. Instead, Jack got to escape to India, and I had to pay the thankless Craven to keep his mouth shut about that damned duel."


    "And to accept the baby Louisa was carrying."


    "Good God, Malcolm—"


    "We're beyond appearances, sir."


    Carfax tapped his fingers on the desk. "I always thought Craven wasn't worth the paper his family pedigree was written on. I told Louisa she could do better when Craven offered for her. She wouldn't listen to me. So I gave in. Damnable how one's failures haunt one."


    "Did he threaten to divorce her?"


    "I don't think he had grounds. Louisa wasn't that indiscreet. But he could have made a scandal and dragged her name through the mud. I couldn't risk it. So I paid him what he asked for."


    "Was he still blackmailing you?"


    "No, he seemed content with the payment. Though I paid him more for his other services than he deserved."


    Malcolm nodded and spun towards the door.


    "Malcolm." Carfax's voice cut the air.


    "We can finish this later, sir. I need to see Louisa—"


    "What—"


    Malcolm's fingers closed on the door handle. "I don't know. But I hope to God my suspicions aren't true."

  


  
    Chapter 38


    Louisa's footman drew himself up to his full six feet two inches. "Her ladyship has already retired, sir."


    "This is an emergency." Malcolm pushed past the footman into the marble-tiled entrance hall.


    For a moment he thought the footman might actually try to tackle him, but instead the man drew a strangled breath. "Mr. Rannoch—"


    Malcolm was already halfway up the first flight of stairs by the time the footman got the two words out. He didn't pause on the first-floor landing, but immediately started up the next flight. He had just reached the second-floor landing when a gunshot cut the air.


    He was at the door of Louisa's bedchamber before his brain registered what he had heard. He hadn't seen his mother right after she killed herself. He'd been at Oxford. But he'd imagined the scene many times. The sickly-sweet smell of fresh blood. The sulfurous sting of a recently fired pistol. The blood spattered on the wall, pooled about her, dripping on the floor.


    Very like the scene he saw when he shouldered open the door of Louisa's bedchamber.


    Louisa was slumped over her dressing table, the pistol still in her hand. Despite the gaping wound in her head, Malcolm went to her side at once and felt for a pulse. Her skin was still warm, but he could feel no blood beating in her veins. Her eyes had the fixed glassiness of a light that has been put out. He snatched a gilded hand mirror from the dressing table and held it to her mouth. Nothing misted the glass.


    Footsteps pounded on the landing. Malcolm spun round to meet the horrified gaze of the footman he had shouldered past. Another footman and a young woman in a blue-striped gown stood just behind.


    "Madam!" The young woman, who must be Louisa's maid, screamed and started forwards.


    Malcolm moved to intercept her. "There's nothing you can do for her. Are the children asleep upstairs?"


    The woman gave a jerky nod. The blood had drained from her face, but her gaze had the focus of one who was good in a crisis. Malcolm touched her arm, the way he would an agent he was sending on a mission. "Tell the nurse to make sure they stay in the nursery." He turned to the two footmen. "There's been a terrible accident. Send for Lord Carfax and Lord Worsley at once. I just left Lord Carfax at Carfax House and Lord Worsley should be at the Albany, but track them down if you need to. Tell them it's urgent." He looked from the footmen to Louisa's maid. "And keep the rest of the staff off this floor."


    It was the maid who nodded and shepherded the two footmen from the room. She had a good head on her shoulders. She'd make sure they summoned Carfax and David. Malcolm closed the door behind them, drew a hard breath, and turned back to Louisa's body. It was only then that he saw the sealed paper tucked into a corner of the looking glass. It was spattered with blood, but his name was still legible in Louisa's careful script. Mouth dry, he reached for it and slit it open.


    My dear Malcolm,


    If you are reading this I am probably dead. So in a way none of this matters. But I find I need someone to know the truth. I suspect you'd have figured it out in any case. You may have done so already. I fear one of my worst mistakes was to underestimate you. Odd, given that I've known you longer than so many of the people caught up in this sorry tale.


    But you might not be able to work out the whole of it without me. And I seem to have enough shreds of conscience left not to want someone else to pay for my crimes. I know your need to seek justice (I've heard my father bewail it often enough). But I trust you will consider the feelings of those I leave behind when you decide what to do with this.


    I loved Jack Tarrington. I love Jack Tarrington and will continue to do so with my dying breath. No one has ever meant as much to me—not my parents, not my sisters and brother. Not my children. Certainly not my husband. I know what you must be thinking about Jack, I know what a fool you probably consider me. But I don't think anyone but me really understood him. He'd been hurt so much. Is it any wonder that he sought comfort and escape?


    I know you're thinking he continued to seek them after he met me, and of course it's true. But what we had was different. I think I understood him in a way other women didn't. I never had any illusions that I could heal him. And God knows he understood me as no one has before or since. I've never felt so alive as I did with him. Whatever came after, I'll always be grateful for that. And for what we had. I don't know that he'd have been faithful if he hadn't had to leave England. But I am sure what's between us would have lasted.


    I was surprised when I heard he'd married. Not because he'd been with another woman—he wasn't the sort to stay celibate. But because I didn't think he'd marry. That's when I realized the woman must be with child. Odd if I hadn't already been married to Craven, Jack would have had to marry me. Oh, he's George's father. Someone needs to know in case George ever works it out for himself or someone threatens to tell him. Father knows. But I'm not sure I can trust Father to put George's interests first.


    In any case, I'm not quite besotted enough to think Jack would have married me if only I'd been free. But I do think he'd have done so once I was with child. Instead Father had to pay Craven to acknowledge George as his, and Jack was packed off to India.


    It hurt, hearing he'd taken a wife. So much more tangible than a mistress. I was torn between wanting to learn everything I could about them and not being able to bear it. I told myself he'd come back to England eventually. He had to, he was his father's heir. And married or not we'd find each again. Oh, it was a risk with Craven. But Jack wasn't one to shy away from risk. Quite the reverse.


    And then I got word that he was dead. I can still remember the exact moment. Craven poked his head into the breakfast parlor waving the Times to tell me. Then he went off whistling down the hall. I heard the sound ringing in my ears. I couldn't make sense of the words. The next thing I knew I was sick all over the Wedgwood breakfast set my mother gave us when we married. The pain of learning he was married was nothing compared to learning he was dead.


    I hadn't seen him in almost five years. You'd think that would have made it easier. But every instant I drew breath I was aware that he no longer shared the earth with me.


    From the first, I was sure there was something odd about it. Jack was too vital to die in a mere accident. The only thing that kept me sane was trying to learn the truth. Jack couldn't risk writing to me. But I knew he'd been in communication with Lily Duval. Oh, yes, he told me about her. Her son is just a bit older than George.


    That was the first time I knew I'd need help. I'm not like Suzanne, able to pick locks and don disguises. But I am my father's daughter. And not so naive as he seems to flatter himself his daughters are. I knew the sort of men he must have working for him. I'd seen Billy once when he came to Carfax House. It only required riffling through Father's papers to figure out how to contact him.


    Billy broke into Lilly Duval's house and stole Jack's letters. Did you think it was Trenchard who did that? I imagine he'd have liked to have them if he'd known their contents. Not that they revealed everything. But they did tell me that Jack had learned something about his father in the weeks before he died. I knew I needed to learn more about Trenchard. There seemed an obvious way to do so.


    Does that shock you more than my tumbling into an affair with Trenchard out of boredom and desperation? Or less? It was surprisingly easy to snag his attention. Perhaps I underestimated my charms. Or overestimated Trenchard's scruples. I'm sorry for what it did to Mary, but it's not as though Trenchard meant a great deal to her. The worst was that I wasn't able to discover anything from Trenchard in the course of the affair. When he ended things I wasn't sure what to do next. I had Billy watching Lily Duval because she was one of my remaining links to Jack. I'd begun to despair of ever learning the truth, when Billy told me Lily had summoned James. They met in a coffeehouse—perhaps she didn't want to talk to him at home with her son. In any case, Billy managed to overhear their conversation. And then I knew. Not only Trenchard but Craven. The man I married.


    I never had a great deal of respect for either of them. Despite Father's attempts to shield us, I've been enough of his world to learn some harsh truths about what people are capable of. But for a man to do that to his own child— I haven't been the best of mothers, but I couldn't imagine even contemplating doing what he did. Every feeling revolts. What it cost me to realize how intimate I'd been with two men who'd done what they did— I won't embarrass us both by going into details, but you will understand how I felt. That's why I'm writing to you. They had to pay for their crimes.


    Oh, yes, I thought about telling Father, as I'm sure you're thinking I should have done. But do you really imagine Father would have wanted justice for Jack? Father had little sympathy for Jack. He didn't think much of Trenchard and Craven, but they were his sons-in-law. Any scandal involving them would reflect upon the family. And on Father himself. He'd have tried to shield me from any scandal. But he wouldn't have turned Trenchard and Craven over to the law. Or exacted retribution on his own. At best he'd have used what he knew to bend Trenchard and Craven to his will.


    They deserved worse. Jack deserved for them to suffer worse.


    But I could have gone to Bow Street, you'll say. It would have been my word against that of my husband and brother-in-law. They'd have claimed I was an hysterical woman who couldn't get over the death of her lover. Craven might have used it as proof to get me locked away in an asylum. And if I'd gone to David? Or to you, which is much the same thing? You'd have listened, I give you that. You might have investigated on your own. But much as I admire you, Malcolm, I don't think you're ruthless enough to be a match for Trenchard. You might have learned enough to convince yourself of his guilt. But to convince the world? I need only look to Lord Dewhurst to see how that would have played out.


    No, the only way for Trenchard and my husband to pay for their crimes was for me to see to it myself. You see, I really do listen to Father at times. He always says if one really wants a job done right, one has to take care of it oneself.


    Shocked? They deserve to hang for their crimes after suffering the humiliation of a trial. Oh, I forget you don't believe in killing criminals. But even you must grant that if anyone deserved it they did.


    But it wasn't my place to exact retribution, is that what you'll say? Tell me my father has never taken justice—or whatever his version of justice is—into his own hands. Tell me that you never have done. And if you deny you ever have, tell me what you'd do if someone murdered Suzanne and you had no recourse to the law.


    I wanted to confront Trenchard. I needed to get confirmation from his lips. It was easier than I expected. Than I feared. When I came through the secret passage, at first he thought I wanted to renew our affair. When I turned the conversation to Jack, when I laid out my case, it was almost as though he enjoyed confirming my suspicions. Oh, he didn't come right out and say it—he was too clever for that. But he complimented me on my resourcefulness. He said he could admire a man who was ruthless enough to do what I accused him of.


    He was pouring us drinks and expanding on how it took a great man to see beyond petty familial ties when I pulled the trigger.


    I fled. I confess I was in shock. I knew he wasn't dead, but it never occurred to me someone would get to him before he died. God, if he had recovered—


    But he didn't. And I knew I couldn't count on myself to manage the business with Craven. I was too shaky. Or, you're thinking, I couldn't bear to kill my children's father? That might have been an element of it, but I don't think it was a strong element. And remember, in point of fact he's not the father of all my children. It was more that I was afraid I'd bungle it. And I knew I couldn't kill Craven at home.


    So I employed Billy. I'm betraying him by saying that, but Billy was well paid, and he can look after himself. I expect you'd like me to say the guilt hit me when I learned Craven was dead, and my quest was over. But I can't tell you what a relief it was. To know Jack was avenged. And to know I no longer had to face Craven in my life. Across the breakfast table. At the other end of our dining table. In my bed, God help me, though that had become rare. I felt I could breathe for the first time in years.


    But I knew you were investigating. I wanted you to prove Miss Dudley innocent, but I was afraid of what else you might uncover. I didn't realize Mary knew I'd been Trenchard's mistress. She always did have a way of poking her nose where she didn't belong. Though I suppose Mary would claim this concerned her. In any case, once I was connected to both Craven and Trenchard I had a horrible feeling it was only a matter of time. I sent Billy to your house tonight to see what he could discover about the state of your investigation. A desperate move, but I have few moves left. When Billy didn't return as planned to report to me, I knew something had gone wrong. I don't think Billy would talk, but once you worked out that it wasn't Father who was paying him this time—-


    I don't think I could bear prison. Not that I think Father would let it come to that. I'm not sure what he'd do. Pack me off somewhere. Frame someone else. Or even arrange a convenient accident for me. He's not as bad as Trenchard, but he could see it as taking justice into his own hands. After all, I'm his daughter. I think like him.


    It's better this way. I often feel I didn't live until I met Jack. These past years I've lived to avenge him. Now that that's done—


    Goodbye, Malcolm. You've been a good friend to our family. Look after David. Bel will look after Lucinda. David and Bel will look after the children. And the rest of them can look after themselves.


    Your affectionate friend,


    Louisa


    Quick, familiar steps sounded on the stairs. Malcolm ran to the doorway to see his oldest friend running towards him.


    "I was at Brooks's when I got your message," David said. "What—"


    Malcolm put out a hand. "David—"


    "Don't you dare tell me not to come in, Malcolm."


    "No. You need to see. But you need to be warned. If there were any way I could have prevented this, I would have done so. Louisa—"


    David had already pushed past him into the bedchamber. He gave a strangled cry, ran to Louisa, and caught her in his arms.


    "She's gone, David."


    David stared at him over his dead sister. "Who? What crazy monster is after our family—"


    "David." Malcolm looked into his friend's eyes and wondered if their friendship could survive this. "The pistol's in her hand. I'm quite sure it's the same one that killed Trenchard."


    "What—" David stared down at his sister, then at Malcolm. "No."


    "Louisa left a letter. You should read it."


    He thought his friend would argue with him, but David glanced through the bloodstained pages. "Who in God's name is this Billy? I've never heard of him."


    "Apparently your sister was more aware of your father's work than you are."


    David shook his head in disbelief. Then his face went closed. "We have to send for Father."


    "I've already done so."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Lord Carfax spent a long time alone in the bloodstained bedchamber with his second daughter. Malcolm went into the dressing room. After a few minutes, David followed him there. But rather than speak, David sank into a chair and dropped his head in his hands. Malcolm put a hand on his friend's shoulder, then moved across the room. It was up to David to speak. If he wanted to.


    Carfax joined them at last, closing the door behind him with a precise click. His gaze went straight to Malcolm. "Louisa's death was obviously accidental. She was a good shot. She must have decided to clean her pistol and grown careless in her grief."


    Malcolm inclined his head. Laura was free. Unless anyone else was accused of Trenchard's or Craven's murder, it was up to Carfax to play this as he chose.


    "Where's Billy?" Carfax asked.


    "In Berkeley Square. Roth will take him in to Bow Street."


    Carfax gave a curt nod. "Billy knows better than to talk."


    "Sir." David pushed himself to his feet. "Did you know?"


    "If I knew, do you imagine I'd have embroiled Malcolm in this?" Carfax pushed his spectacles up on his nose. His skin had turned parchment white and the lines in his face seemed scored fathoms deeper. "One can't undo what's been done. And I don't know that she could have lived with this in any case. Your mother will need you, David."


    "For God's sake, sir, we can't just—"


    "Go on? My dear boy, it's the only thing we can do." The gaze Carfax turned to David was bleak, yet perhaps the warmest Malcolm had ever seen the earl turn on his son. "The rest of the family are what matters now. You should agree with that."


    David nodded.


    Carfax turned to Malcolm.


    Malcolm swallowed under the force of the earl's regard. "If I'd known—"


    "It wouldn't have stopped your infernal drive to ferret out the truth. I've made use of that drive often enough in the past. I'm well paid now for my past efforts."


    "I don't think I could have turned Louisa over to Bow Street."


    "Perhaps not. I don't know what I'd have done." Carfax straightened his shoulders. "All we can do now is move forwards."

  


  
    Chapter 39


    Laura shook her head. "How could Lady Craven be so clear-sighted in some ways, and at the same time so completely blind to Jack's faults?"


    "I imagine Donna Elvira would have written similarly about Don Giovanni," Suzanne said.


    "Even though I knew Trenchard was behind Jack's death, it never occurred to me to avenge him. I was always strangely resistant to Jack's charms. And yet I ended up married to him." Laura gripped her elbows. "So many lives shattered."


    "And some lives put back together." Malcolm looked across the Berkeley Square library at Cordelia. "Carfax told me he's pleased to have Gui for a son-in-law."


    A smile broke across Cordelia's face. "I'm so glad."


    Malcolm turned to Laura. "And you're a wealthy woman, with one of the most powerful names in the country. You have a number of options open for you and Emily."


    "It's a long time since I've had any options at all. Odd how bewildering that word can be. It's hard to imagine ever feeling like Lady Tarrington again."


    "Well, until you sort out which of them you want to take, you're both welcome to stay with us," Suzanne said.


    "Thank you. It would be good for Emily, I think. She seems to have made friends with Colin and Jessica, and she needs friends." Laura glanced at the children, clustered round a plate of sandwiches and cakes on the sofa table, then looked back at the other adults and smiled. "I need friends. Though it's another word I haven't used in a long time."


    "We'll take Billy in," Roth said. "But I doubt he'll stay there if Carfax doesn't want him to." He hesitated. "There's one thing we still don't know. What Craven was doing in Hyde Park? Obviously he didn't go there to meet Billy."


    "No." Malcolm kept his voice even. "Louisa could have lured him there. Perhaps with a letter from a supposed mistress. She knew it was too dangerous to kill him at home. She says as much in the letter."


    "No. But not that she lured him there, when she confesses to so much else. And there were traces of at least one other person there besides Craven and Billy. Perhaps two."


    "Craven could have had an actual assignation with a mistress," Malcolm said in a voice of casual speculation. "Or with an informant. God knows what else he may have been mixed up in. It could be another line of investigation."


    Roth gave a short laugh and clapped him on the shoulder. "Thank you, Rannoch. I think we've all had our fill. And we know who killed Trenchard and Craven. We have our answers. Of course, answers are always dictated by the questions one was asking."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Malcolm dropped his coat over the frayed velvet back of the chair in his and Suzanne's bedchamber. "I keep seeing Louisa as a girl."


    "I can't imagine."


    "After all you've been through?"


    "I've never precisely been through this. Not with a childhood friend. I don't have any childhood friends."


    He reached out and cupped her cheek. "You didn't have a childhood."


    "Oh, I did. A quite nice one. It was just cut short."


    "Louisa had every advantage. At least of the material sort. And for all Carfax's faults, he loves his children. So does Lady Carfax."


    Suzanne swallowed. "I never thought I'd feel sorry for Carfax. But to lose a child— I wouldn't wish that on my worst enemy."


    "I don't think I've ever seen him so shattered. Or David."


    "The truth had to come out, Malcolm."


    "You know better than to claim that, Suzette. Governments and treaties and marriages and families are built on lies. I wonder if Louisa could have lived with what she'd done. I wonder if Carfax would ever have suspected. And what he'd have done if he did."


    "It would have hung over Laura. Even with an alibi."


    "There is that."


    "And Laura wouldn't have Emily back. You can just put together the pretty parts of the puzzle."


    "I'm not saying I regret it. At least, I don't know that I'd do it differently. But—"


    She came up behind him and slipped her arms round his shoulders. "We survived."


    "For once we weren't in imminent danger. Not physically, at any rate."


    "I meant we survived the investigation. Our first—"


    "Knowing we're on opposite sides?"


    "We're not on opposite sides now, Malcolm."


    "Not precisely." He turned round and set his hands on her shoulders. "The world's too complicated to talk about sides. You taught me that."


    "It would be hard. To be married to someone who wasn't a spy. Even if one told the truth, they might dismiss it as improbable fiction."


    He gave a short laugh. "That assumes we tell the truth."


    "Sometimes we do."


    His smile was sweet and mocking, and for some reason twisted her heart. "If only those times were clear."


    What could she say? I'll never lie to you? He wouldn't believe her. Any more than she'd believe him if he said the same. So instead she returned his smile. "It keeps life interesting, darling."


    "So it does." His hands slid up her shoulders. "Emily seems to be doing remarkably well so far. I hope Laura doesn't wait too long to tell her she's her mother."


    "I do as well, darling, but we have to let her choose the moment."


    "Of course. It's just that Laura— That is, I suppose we should be calling her Jane—"


    "She told Emily to call her Laura," Suzanne said. "And before she left for Maidstone she told me she doesn't really feel like Jane anymore."


    Malcolm's gaze shifted over her face. "Do you?"


    "Do I what?"


    "Do you feel like Suzanne? Or—"


    "Mélanie?" She'd told him her real name three months ago, but they hadn't discussed it further. The name hung oddly in the air between them, as though simply saying it gave voice to the secrets she had kept for so long. "Sometimes. Mélanie is a part of me."


    "A part of you I'm glad I know. Mélanie." He tried out the name. "I could get used to it. Or perhaps Mel." He took her face between his hands. "Roth knows someone as yet unidentified was in Hyde Park the night Trenchard was killed."


    "Do you think he knows it was us?" She kept her gaze steady on his own.


    "No. Though I wouldn't put it past him to put it together. Or Carfax."


    "Darling—"


    "I'm not suggesting we run. Not yet. But I'm keeping my dispatch box close."


    "Dearest—"


    He pulled her closer. "It's all right, sweetheart. We're neither of us strangers to living with uncertainty."

  


  
    Chapter 40


    Emily snuggled up beside Laura in the bed in the room that had once been Laura's and that they now shared. "Everyone seems worried," Emily said. "Even Colin, because he knows his parents are worried."


    It was three days since the night Laura had brought Emily to the Berkeley Square house and Louisa Craven had killed herself, more or less bringing an end to the investigation into the muders of the Duke of Trenchard and Lord Craven. Though not to the aftermath of the case. Simon Tanner had come the afternoon after Louisa's death and spent a long time closeted alone with Suzanne. Laura had never seen his face so stripped of its usual humor and irony. Jeremy Roth had come the next morning, grim-faced, to report that Billy Hopkins had disappeared from his cell in Newgate. Carfax hadn't been to call, but Laura knew Malcolm had gone to see him twice. This afternoon, Lord Worsley had come, pale and even more self-contained than usual, and spoken briefly with Malcolm. Laura had been to see her father and stepmother and James and Hetty, who had been surprisingly kind. She hadn't taken Emily on either visit, wanting to let her settle in here first, but she had promised to bring her soon.


    "Worrying about things is part of life," Laura said. "But one does one's best to solve the problem and go on. That's what everyone is doing." Not that Louisa Craven's death and actions in life could ever be "solved," but sometimes with children one had to find a way to soften the truth.


    Emily drew her knees up under the covers. "There are a lot of secrets."


    "It's complicated," Laura said, settling down against the pillows. "Deciding what one can tell different people. Sometimes it's not safe to share everything with everyone."


    And yet there was one secret that had lingered too long. "Emily." Laura touched the chain of the locket she'd put round her daughter's neck. "There's something I have to tell you."


    Emily's gaze darted over her face, and Laura realized her mistake. "Nothing's wrong," she said. "Nothing's changed. But when I told you I'd been a friend of your mother's, that wasn't entirely the truth."


    Emily locked her hands round her knees, her gaze fastened on Laura's own. "You didn't know my mother? Or you weren't friends? Or ..." She trailed off, studying Laura's face. "Are you her sister?"


    "What makes you think that?"


    "You look like me. And like they said my mother looked. But no one ever said she had a sister."


    "Emily." Laura put her arm round the little girl. "A lot of what you've been told about your mother was true. She was in a carriage accident, a very bad one. She lost consciousness, and you came before she woke up. But she didn't die. She woke up to find her daughter had been taken away. It was the most horrible thing that ever happened to her."


    Emily's eyes widened. "You're my mother, aren't you?"


    "Yes, sweetheart. And I'm so sorry I didn't find you sooner."


    Emily's face screwed up. "I'm sure you tried."


    "What makes you say that, love?"


    "Because you're brave. And kind. So you would have."


    [image: Scenebreak]


    Raoul dropped down on a black metal bench in the Berkeley Square garden beside Laura. "Being a mother suits you."


    She smiled, then cast a quick glance at the children. Colin and Emily were setting up the castle beneath the shade of the plane trees, while Jessica bounced on her black-kid-slippered feet and Berowne rolled in the grass. The breath still caught in her throat at the unreality of the situation. "Every time I think of myself as a mother, I shake my head at how unreal it seems."


    "You'll get used to it. Though I don't know that you'll ever take it for granted." Raoul's gaze moved over the children. "They appear to be getting on remarkably well."


    "I keep waiting for one of them to test limits. But Colin and Jessica are very generous and Emily seems to enjoy having companions."


    "All the fun of playmates without having to share parents."


    "There is that." Last night, snuggled up against her, Emily had said, You're only my mummy. "I was afraid she might wish the Rannochs were her parents."


    He swung his head round to meet her gaze. "That's nonsense."


    "They have glamour. And position. And they're a—a normal family."


    Raoul gave a shout of laughter. "Don't let Suzanne hear you say so. I don't think she'd take it as a compliment. Come to think of it, I'm not sure Malcolm would either." He placed his hand over her own. "Don't sell yourself short, Laura. Emily knows what you can offer her."


    Warmth and familiarity shot through her. She watched Colin hold Jessica up to see over the fence, then looked back at Raoul. "Do you ever wish—"


    "Every day," he said.


    She nodded.


    "On the other hand, I have more than I ever thought to." He was silent for a moment. "Do you miss it?"


    "It?"


    "Working for the Elsinore League."


    She started to laugh, then gave the question honest consideration. "Not most of the time. But occasionally— Perhaps I miss the challenge. Does that sound mad?"


    "Not in the least. Fortunately, with the Rannochs, life should offer plenty of challenges." Raoul's fingers tensed beneath her own. "I need to leave, my dear. I've just had news from Spain."


    "A chance to remake the world?"


    "I'm too much of a realist to hope for that. But to improve it a bit, perhaps. I need to be there."


    She swallowed. She knew she couldn't ask for, or expect, anything else. "Of course."


    "But I'll be back. Assuming I manage not to get myself killed."


    "That's not funny."


    "No. It's a reality. I have no right to expect a welcome, but I can at least say I hope for one."


    She turned her hand in his own and squeezed his fingers.


    "But shall I live in hope?" he asked.


    "All men, I hope, live so," she said, answering his question and capping his quotation.


    "I have no right to expect anything. I can offer you little enough, very much including marriage."


    Her head snapped up. "God in heaven, do you imagine I ever again want—"


    "You have every right not to, at least not now. But you also have every right to ask for it." He looked down at their interlaced fingers. "I have no right to ask you to feel any sort of obligation."


    She swallowed. It was honesty, and she wanted honesty. Or so she tried to tell herself.


    "But I feel one." He lifted her hand and carried it to his lips.


    Her fingers tightened round his own. They sat in silence, watching the children, for several minutes. Minutes etched in memory. The warmth of his fingers through layers of gloves. The press of his arm against her own. A faint whiff of shaving soap when the wind shifted. Too soon he got to his feet and went over to the children. Jessica flung her arms round his knees. Raoul ruffled Colin's hair, kissed Emily's hand, which made her giggle, and stroked Berowne behind the ears. Then it was time to go. Laura willed her throat not to tighten, and tried to still the myriad questions whirling in her brain.


    At the gate, he turned back, his hand on the latch. "Laura—"


    She saw him hesitate, searching for the words. All at once she understood. She smiled. "I'll look after them for you."


    Relief at her understanding broke across his face. "Thank you."

  


  
    Historical Notes


    East Adilabad, West Basmat, Upper Tandur, and Fort Arthur are fictional, but the East India Company and the British government and army did take advantage of feuds between Indian rulers in their effort to win trading concessions and ultimately to take control of India. I am indebted to Elizabeth Longford's excellent account of the early nineteenth century British army in India in Wellington: Years of the Sword (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1969).


    The plot to bring down Lord Liverpool is also fictional, but Liverpool did struggle to hold together the various factions in the Tory party. He mother was part Indian, and he spent time in Paris in 1789.
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    Discussion Questions


    1. How does being a parent influence the different characters in the story? Which characters make choices because of their children and which make choices despite them?


    



    


    2. Did you guess who was behind the deaths of the Duke of Trenchard? Why or why not?


    



    


    3. Suzanne says this investigation will be a test of her and Malcolm's ability to work together with the truth in the open. How do you think they handle that test?


    



    


    4. Discuss the similarities and differences in the relationships of Malcolm, Suzanne, and Raoul and Jane, Jack, and Trenchard.


    



    


    5. What do you think lies ahead for Laura?


    



    


    6. What do you think Raoul is really saying with his last question to Laura and why is he relieved she understands?


    



    


    7. Which couple do you think has the greatest challenges ahead—Malcolm and Suzanne, Hetty and James, David and Simon, Harry and Cordelia, Mary and Gui? By the end of the book would you call Raoul and Laura a couple?


    



    


    8. Do you think Raoul's greatest loyalty is really to his cause?


    



    


    9. What do you think Malcolm, Carfax, and David would have done if they'd learned the truth about Trenchard's and Craven's murders and Louisa hadn't killed herself?


    



    


    10. Laura Dudley is living a life of deception. Which other characters are hiding parts of themselves?


    



    


    11. Do you think Harry is right to worry about Cordelia growing bored?


    



    


    12. Suzanne says Malcolm wouldn't have married her if he'd known the truth about her. Raoul says she may be doing Malcolm a disservice if she thinks he wouldn't marry someone who wasn't from his world. What do you think?


    



    


    13. How do you think the quote at the beginning of the book relates to Malcolm and Suzanne? To Harry and Cordelia? To David and Simon? To Louisa?
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