
  
    [image: The Glenister Papers]
  


  
    
      The Glenister Papers

    

    
      
        Tracy Grant

      

    

  


  
    
      This ebook is licensed to you for your personal enjoyment only.

      This ebook may not be sold, shared, or given away.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the writer’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      The Glenister Papers

      Copyright © 2019 by Tracy Grant

      Ebook ISBN: 9781641970822

      

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

      No part of this work may be used, reproduced, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without prior permission in writing from the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

      

      NYLA Publishing

      121 W 27th St., Suite 1201, New York, NY 10001

      http://www.nyliterary.com

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Dramatis Personae

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Historical Notes

      

      
        A READING GROUP GUIDE

      

      
        Also by Tracy Grant

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Deirdre, a wonderful friend with whom I get to share not only raising our daughters but talking about the series

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      As always, huge thanks to my wonderful agent, Nancy Yost, for her support and insights. Thanks to Natanya Wheeler for once again working her magic to create a beautiful cover that captures Mélanie Rannoch and the mood of Vauxhall and for shepherding the book expertly through the publication process, to Sarah Younger for superlative social media support and for helping the book along through production and publication, and to the entire team at Nancy Yost Literary Agency for their fabulous work. Malcolm, Mélanie, and I are all very fortunate to have their support.

      Thanks to Eve Lynch for the meticulous and thoughtful copyediting.

      Thank you to Kristen Loken for a magical author photo taken in one of my favorite places, San Francisco's War Memorial Opera House, on one of my favorite occasions of the year, the Merola Grand Finale. Your brilliance never fails to amaze me, Kristen!

      I am very fortunate to have a wonderful group of writer friends near and far who make being a writer less solitary. Thanks to Veronica Wolff and Lauren Willig, who both understand the challenges of being a writer and a mom. To Penelope Williamson, for sharing adventures, analyzing plots from Shakespeare to Scandal, and being a wonderful honorary aunt to my daughter. To Jami Alden, Tasha Alexander, Bella Andre, Allison Brennan, Josie Brown, Isobel Carr, Catherine Coulter, Deborah Coonts, Deborah Crombie, Carol Culver/Grace, Catherine Duthie, Alexandra Elliott, J.T. Ellison, Barbara Freethy, C.S. Harris, Candice Hern, Anne Mallory, Monica McCarty, Brenda Novak, Poppy Reifiin, Deanna Raybourn, and Jacqueline Yau.

      Thank you to the readers who support Malcolm and Mélanie and their friends and provide wonderful insights on my Web site and social media.

      Thanks to Gregory Paris and jim saliba for creating and updating a fabulous Web site that chronicles Malcolm and Mélanie Suzanne's adventures. To Suzi Shoemake and Betty Strohecker for managing a wonderful Goodreads Discussion Group for readers of the series. Thanks to my colleagues at the Merola Opera Program who help me keep my life in balance. Thanks to Peet's Coffee & Tea at The Village, Corte Madera, for welcoming me and my daughter Mélanie and giving me some of my best writing time. And thanks to Mélanie herself, for inspiring my writing, being patient with Mummy's "work time", and offering her own insights at the keyboard. This is her contribution to this story – this book was made by Gina Tracy Grant and Mélanie Cordelia Grant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dramatis Personae

          

          *indicates real historical figures

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Rannoch Family & Household

      

        

      
        Malcolm Rannoch, MP and former British intelligence agent

        Mélanie Suzanne Rannoch, his wife, former French intelligence agent

        Colin Rannoch, their son

        Jessica Rannoch, their daughter

        Berowne, their cat

      

        

      
        Laura O'Roarke, Colin and Jessica's former governess

        Raoul O'Roarke, her husband, Mélanie's former spymaster, and Malcolm's father

        Lady Emily Fitzwalter, Laura's daughter from her first marriage

        Clara O'Roarke, Laura and Raoul's daughter

      

        

      
        Raimundo O'Roarke, Raoul's nephew

      

        

      
        Captain Edgar Rannoch, Malcolm's brother

        Lydia Rannoch, his wife

        Gisèle Thirle, Malcolm and Edgar's sister

      

        

      
        Miles Addison, Malcolm's valet

        Blanca Mendoza Addison, his wife, Mélanie's companion

        Pedro Addison, their son

      

        

      
        Valentin, footman

        Mrs. Erskine, cook

      

        

      
        The Davenport Family

      

        

      
        Lady Cordelia Davenport

        Colonel Harry Davenport, her husband, classical scholar, and former British intelligence agent

        Livia Davenport, their daughter

        Drusilla Davenport, their daughter

      

        

      
        Archibald (Archie) Davenport, Harry's uncle, MP, and former French intelligence agent

        Lady Frances Davenport, his wife, Malcolm's aunt

        Chloe Dacre-Hammond, Frances's daughter from her first marriage

        Francesca Davenport, Frances and Archie's daughter

        Philip Davenport, Frances and Archie's son

      

        

      
        Aline Blackwell, Frances's daughter from her first marriage

        Dr. Geoffrey Blackwell, Aline's husband

      

        

      
        The Larimer Family & Household

      

        

      
        Annabel Larimer

        Catherine, Larimer, her daughter

        Benjamin Larimer, Annabel's elder son

        Timothy Larimer, Annabel's younger son

      

        

      
        Gregory, manservant

        Bridget, maid

        Jeanie, maid

        Miss Bentley, governess

      

        

      
        Violet Durbridge, Annabel's sister

        Gwendolen Harley, their cousin,

        Sir William Collingwood, chief justice of the common pleas, Gwendolen's father

      

        

      
        At Vauxhall

      

        

      
        Josefina Lopes, singer

        Peter Carwell, MP

        Imogen Carwell, his wife

        Lord Fenchurch, Cordelia's former lover

        Reginald (Reggie) Pomfret, a friend of Archie's

        Colonel William Cuthbertson, Laura's former lover, former British intelligence agent

        Teddy Carstairs, a friend of Frances's

        Mathilda (Mattie) Jennings, a friend of Frances's

      

        

      
        Others in London

      

        

      
        Katelina (Kitty) Velasquez Ashford

      

        

      
        Frederick Talbot, Marquis of Glenister, Malcolm's godfather

        Viscount Quentin (Quen), his elder son

        Aspasia, Viscountess Quentin, Quen's wife

        Will, their son

        Lord Valentine Talbot, Glenister's younger son

      

        

      
        *Emily, Countss Cowper, patroness of Almack's and Whig hostess

        *Harry, Lord Palmerston, Secretary at War, her lover

      

        

      
        Hubert Mallinson, Earl Carfax, British spymaster

        Amelia Mallinson, Countess Carfax his wife

        Lady Lucinda Mallinson, their youngest daughter

        David Worsley, MP, the Carfaxes's son

        Simon Tanner, playwright, David's lover

      

        

      
        Sam (Sancho) Lucan, former French agent and arms dealer

        Nan Simcox, his mistress

        Bet Simcox, her sister

        Alexander (Sandy) Trenor, Bet's lover

      

        

      
        Jeremy Roth, Bow Street runner

        *Sir Nathaniel Conant, chief magistrate of Bow Street

        *Lord Castlereagh, British foreign secretary

      

        

      
        Rupert, Viscount Caruthers, MP and former British intelligence agent

        Bertrand Laclos, French émigré, Rupert's lover

        Gabrielle, Viscountess Caruthers, Rupert's wife and Bertrand's cousin

        Stephen, Rupert and Gabrielle's son

        Nick Gordon, Gabrielle's lover

      

        

      
        Lisette Varon, former French agent

      

        

      
        Rosamund Hartley, proprietress of the Barque of Frailty, Archie's former mistress

        Daisy Singleton, employed at the Barque of Frailty

        Sally, employed at the Barque of Frailty

        Dolly, employed at the Barque of Frailty

      

        

      
        Sir Gerald Winsley

        Theodore Braswell

        Sir Humphrey Grandison

      

        

      
        Julien St. Juste, agent for hire

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        What's past is prologue

        —Shakespeare, The Tempest, Act II, scene i

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The oil lamps swayed with the opening of the door. A gust of wind rushed into the tavern, bringing the salt tang of the sea. He didn't let himself look at the door, but he knew the man he had come here to meet had arrived.

      He took a sip of wine and stared at the red liquid and the dark wood of the table until his visitor dropped into the chair opposite him. Then, secure in the shadows, he risked a look. At the man who had shaped so much of his life, but whom he had only really come to understand recently. "No difficulties?" he asked his visitor.

      "None. Easy to go undetected when no one is looking for you." His visitor picked up the bottle from the table and poured himself a glass of wine.

      "This must be important if you risked a meeting."

      "It is." His visitor took a sip of wine. "We're going to have to take action. She's become too great a liability."

      His own glass tilted in his fingers. He righted it. "Surely, after all these years—"

      "The situation in Spain has changed things. Questions are going to be asked. We can't afford to have secrets bubbling to the surface, now of all times."

      "But if they haven't before—"

      "It's too great a risk. Especially with Malcolm back in Britain. Back in Parliament. And that wife of his. Do you really want the pair of them asking questions?"

      The wine turned sour on his tongue. "Malcolm—"

      "Malcolm is a threat. We'd both be fools to think otherwise. With just a few of the pieces, he could put the whole puzzle together alarmingly quickly. So we need to make sure he doesn't get any at all."

      "Meaning?"

      His visitor sat back in his chair and took a long drink of wine. "Before she can talk to Malcolm—or anyone else—you need to silence her. Permanently."
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        London

        September, 1819

      

      

      Malcolm Rannoch cast a glance round the ballroom. Gilded moldings. Potted palms. Vases of hothouse roses. Pale gowns adorned with ribbons and rosettes. Jewels flashing in the light of wax tapers, round necks and wrists, dangling from earlobes, wound through elaborately dressed hair. Dark coats. The gleam of starched cravats. The clink of crystal glasses holding champagne that would have grown warm despite an exorbitant expense on ice. The strains of a waltz played too loudly to try to compete with the buzz of conversation. The heat of too many bodies pressed into too small a room.

      "Remind me again what we're doing here?" he murmured.

      Mélanie curled her gloved fingers round his arm. "You need Sir Winston for your capital punishment bill. You promised Rupert."

      Malcolm looked down into his wife's sea-green eyes. "And we were going to stop playing these games."

      Mélanie smiled. From her glossy side curls to her pearl-and-diamond earrings to the perfect folds of her gown she had the polished look of a beau-monde wife. A look he hadn't seen on her for a long time. "We can't entirely stop playing them, darling," she said. "You're an MP."

      Malcolm turned to Laura and Raoul O'Roarke. "And somehow you got pulled into it."

      "There are a number of Spaniards here," Raoul said. He had a diamond pin in his cravat. A lot of evenings at home he didn't even wear a cravat. "And a number of British politicians I can talk to about Spain."

      "And James and Hetty," Laura said.

      "Besides, it was an excuse to order a new gown," Mélanie said.

      "Oh, well." Malcolm smiled at his wife. "Why didn't you say so to begin with? Such a charming gown certainly deserves an outing."

      A smile totally unlike her polished look of a moment before broke across Mélanie's face. "Confess it, Malcolm. You didn't realize it was new until just now."

      Malcolm took in the rose gauze, softly pleated and fastened with pearl clasps over ivory satin. "But I did notice you were looking particularly lovely."

      "The perfect answer." Laura looked at Raoul. "I hope you're taking notes."

      "He'd have noticed you had a new gown," Malcolm said. "O'Roarke's attention to detail is flawless."

      Mélanie unfurled a silk fan he'd given her in Vienna. "Laura's is new too."

      "Of course it is," Raoul said. "And stunning."

      "Liar." Laura smiled at her husband.

      Raoul lifted her gloved hand to his lips. "I'm not lying about your being stunning."

      "Heavens, only a few months, and I seem to have forgot how crowded Mayfair ballrooms get." Cordelia Davenport joined them in a swirl of azure satin, her arm linked through her husband Harry's.

      "Let me guess," Malcolm said. "You have a new gown."

      "How very perceptive of you, Malcolm." Cordelia smiled at him. "Harry didn't notice."

      "Deduction. I didn't notice Mel's or Laura's, but it finally occurred to me that the three of you went shopping together."

      "One would almost think you were a spy," Harry said. "But, then, I'd never think you all bought new gowns simply to intrigue your husbands. If so, you'd know you have no need of gowns to do so."

      "You're brilliant, Harry." Mélanie smiled at him.

      Harry stopped a waiter and procured glasses of champagne to hand round. "Remind me why we're here. Besides the gowns."

      "Politics," Mélanie said.

      "Spain," Raoul said.

      "Family," Laura said.

      "And tracking the League," Malcolm added. "If—"

      "I'm so glad you're all here. You must know I count it quite a social coup to have captured you." Emily Cowper, their hostess, swept up beside them. Her gown of peacock satin was almost certainly new as well and her dark ringlets were threaded through with a turquoise bandeau, but she had the same mischievous smile of the girl Malcolm had known since the nursery.

      Malcolm kissed her cheek. "I don't think having some of your oldest friends enjoy your bountiful hospitality can quite be called a coup, Em. Not by your standards."

      "It can when my friends have made themselves as woefully scarce as all of you in recent months. It's quite a trick for increasing social capital. Not that I imagine that occurred to you for a moment." She turned to Laura and Raoul. "You look as though you're finding marriage agreeable. I can't tell you how happy I am that things worked out so well for you. Your baby girl must have grown prodigiously since I last her. They do change so quickly." She put a hand to her own stomach, slightly rounded with her fifth child.

      "Clara is a wonder," Raoul said. "At least to her parents."

      "As all children should be." Emily smiled and turned to Cordelia. "Cordy, I count on you to help me with Caro if she's difficult tonight." She grimaced for a moment at the thought of her sister-in-law, Lady Caroline Lamb. "Malcolm, Rupert Caruthers is looking for you. Something about Sir Winston Featherstone and capital punishment. I sometimes think more political business is transacted in my reception rooms than in the halls of Westminster. Which does rather make all the fuss and bother worth it." She looked at Mélanie. "You can't tell me you don't miss it."

      "I miss the political whirl," Mélanie said.

      "Not that you've precisely left it," Emily said. "There's something wonderfully bohemian about the parties you give now. I'm rather envious."

      "Nonsense. Tonight couldn't be more perfect," Mélanie said.

      Emily cast an appraising glance round the ballroom. "It's a dreadful squeeze, but people would say the turnout was insipid if it weren’t. You may laugh, but your presence really is adding caché. A number of people have asked me how I coaxed all of you to come. We have several Spanish guests. I thought perhaps that was the lure. Ah, yes." She glanced across the room and smiled.

      Even as Emily spoke, a flash of movement across the room caught Malcolm's eye. An echo of memory that sent him spinning back eight years, even before the rich gold of the hair and the swirling green of the gown quite registered.

      Candlelight shimmered off damask wall hangings and gilded paint. Champagne glasses clinked. Voices and the strains of a waltz pinged off the coffered ceiling. The sights and sounds he had known all his life, here and abroad. People he had known all his life were all round him. And, for a moment, like a trick of theatrical illusion, it was all gone and he was rooted to the ground, staring across the ballroom at a ghost.

      "Darling?" His wife's familiar voice cut the stillness.

      "Sorry. Someone I haven't seen for a long time. I had no notion she was back in London."

      "Of course," Emily said, in a bright voice that was perhaps a shade too bright. "You must have known Mrs. Ashford in the Peninsula."

      "A bit," Malcolm said.

      "The Ashfords are connected on my husband's side," Emily said. "But I only met her this evening myself."

      Raoul, Laura, Harry, and Cordy had gone completely still, their gazes carefully not quite on him or Mélanie. Mélanie's own gaze was a little questioning. He'd seen their friends in similar situations. He should warn Mélanie. But how to do it so quickly? He and Mel had always been quick to communicate, but this was something he scarcely even had the language for.

      He met her gaze for a moment and saw a glimmering of understanding flash in her eyes. And then it was too late, because his ghost was no longer across the room but standing before them.

      "Mrs. Ashford." Emily stepped into the conversational breach. "I'm so glad you could join us. And so glad you've found old friends."

      "Thank you, Lady Cowper." Kitty turned to Malcolm. "Mr. Rannoch." Her voice was more restrained than he remembered, but it still held that faint undercurrent that hinted she was laughing, both at the world and at herself. "It's been a long time."

      "Mrs. Ashford." Rather to his own surprise, his voice came out sounding close to normal. "I had no notion you were in Britain."

      She smiled, a practiced smile that belonged in the ballroom. Very different from the ironic tilt of her mouth burned in his memory. "We've only just arrived from the Argentine."

      "So fascinating," Emily said. "I should quite like—oh, dear, I see one of the footman beckoning. Malcolm, may I leave it to you to make introductions?"

      "May I present my wife, Mélanie?" The familiar social ritual came to his rescue like lines from a well rehearsed play. "Darling, Katelina Ashford. I knew her in Lisbon, but she and her husband left for the Argentine before I met you."

      "Mrs. Ashford." Mélanie's smile was faultless.

      "Mrs. Rannoch." So was Kitty's.

      "I believe you met Colonel Davenport in Lisbon," Malcolm said. "Though not Lady Cordelia. And of course you know O'Roarke," he added, wondering just how much Raoul knew about Kitty and her activities, and Malcolm's own involvement with her. "But I don't believe you've met his wife, Laura."

      Kitty shook hands with Laura and Cordelia. Was it his imagination, Malcolm wondered, that their interaction was subtly different from the same one between Kitty and Mélanie?

      "I heard Malcolm had married," Kitty said. "I didn't realize you had as well, Mr. O'Roarke. My felicitations."

      "Thank you. It was very recent," Raoul said.

      Kitty gave another of her practiced smiles. "A number of things have changed for all of us. But, then, I imagine the end of the war shifted things for everyone. Especially those of you who remained in Britain. We felt very far from things in Argentina, though we did get news from home, of course." Kitty turned to Mélanie. "I was so pleased to hear Malcolm had found happiness. Your brilliance is talked of even in South America."

      Mélanie's answering smile was also one she reserved for social occasions. "You're very kind, Mrs. Ashford, though I know exaggeration is part of the language of diplomacy."

      "But not among friends." Kitty gave another smile, slightly less controlled. "I confess it is quite a relief to meet old friends from the Peninsula."

      "Are you in Britain long?" Malcolm asked.

      "I'm not quite sure yet." Kitty fingered the sticks of her fan. "I decided to bring my children back rather suddenly. My husband died last year."

      It was like cold water sluicing down his back. Of course, at this point, her being a widow could hardly matter. Not to him. Not except that it might give Kit a chance for a happier life.

      "I'm sorry," he said, also using the language of diplomacy. "My deepest condolences."

      "Thank you." Kitty's voice was steady, her gaze composed. "It was a shock. Though when one is married to a soldier, one is always prepared, to some degree."

      "I'm so very sorry," Laura said. "My father is a former soldier. And my first husband was one as well, though he didn't die in battle. Much as one knows the risks, I don't think one is ever quite prepared for it."

      Laura almost never talked about her first husband. Malcolm had the oddest sense she was attempting to come to everyone's conversational rescue.

      "We saw so many of our friends fall in the Peninsula and at Waterloo." Mélanie's voice was warm with sympathy. Malcolm thought only he would have caught the slight tremor that ran through her. "I'm so sorry. It must be particularly hard for your children."

      "Yes," Kitty said, "though they are also a great comfort. I'm sure having been married to Malcolm for almost seven years you aren't a stranger to fearing for your husband. Lady Cordelia can't be. I imagine Mrs. O'Roarke isn't either, though she's been married for a shorter time."

      Laura tucked her arm through Raoul's. "I would almost say the fears are commonplace. Except that they never could be."

      "I was greatly relieved when Harry sold out," Cordelia said.

      "I confess I was terrified for Malcolm, particularly at Waterloo, for all he wasn't a soldier," Mélanie said.

      "Malcolm always ran his own risks," Kitty said.

      "Not so much anymore." Malcolm pressed Mélanie's arm closer to his side.

      Kitty gave a lopsided smile, very different from her practiced smiles earlier. It had the familiarity of a favorite book suddenly falling open to a well worn page. "But, then, you never would admit to them, would you?"

      "If you mean I always avoided exaggeration, then you are perfectly correct."

      "My point precisely. I imagine Mrs. Rannoch is quite familiar with your habit of understatement."

      "Perfectly." Mélanie smiled at Kitty.

      "Whereas Mr. O'Roarke never made a secret of the dangers he ran," Kitty said. "Merely the details of those dangers."

      "My work is much less dangerous these days," Raoul said.

      "Which doesn't mean not dangerous." Laura smiled at him with ironic affection. "All things are relative."

      "Or perhaps the dangers we all face are simply different these days," Kitty said.

      "Well put, Mrs. Ashford," Harry said.

      "You must call on us while you are in London, Mrs. Ashford," Mélanie said. "And bring your children. Our son and daughter would love to meet them. The O'Roarkes and their daughters live with us as well, and the Davenports and their daughters are frequently at our house."

      "That would be delightful. Perhaps—Lord Palmerston." Kitty turned to smile at Palmerston, the Secretary at War, who had strolled up to join them. "I've found some old friends."

      "Delighted to see it." Palmerston leaned against one of the gilded columns, legs crossed at the ankle. He was very much at home in this house. "You've also found some of the most convivial company in the ballroom. No risk of boredom in this circle. Which is more than can be said of most conversational groupings in a Mayfair ballroom."

      "I didn't realize you were acquainted," Malcolm said. There were, it seemed, any number of things he didn't know about Kitty.

      "We just met this evening," Kitty said. "Lady Cowper introduced us."

      That was somewhat surprising, given that Emily and Palmerston had been lovers for close to a decade and that Palmerston obviously appreciated Kitty.

      "I've been fascinated to hear more about the situation in Argentina," Palmerston said.

      "And I've heard that you're the government minister with the keenest insights in foreign affairs," Kitty said.

      Palmerston laughed. "Don't let Castlereagh hear you say so. But I'll admit the developments in South America recently are of particular interest. They seem to have discovered revolution just when it's gone out of fashion on the Continent. Though I imagine O'Roarke would like nothing better than for us all to jump in and support a revolution in Spain."

      "There's no revolution to support," Raoul said.

      "Yet." Palmerston's smile was easy and razor sharp. "With someone of your expertise working there, I doubt the situation will continue indefinitely, which will leave Britain with some interesting choices. But tonight we have more pleasant pursuits to indulge in. I came to claim Mrs. Ashford for a waltz she promised me."

      "Of course." Kitty put her hand on Palmerston's arm. "Do pray excuse me," she said to the others in general. "I look forward to talking later."

      A few civil words, and Kitty was gone in a swirl of silk and sparkling green, leaving silence in her wake.

      "I hadn't heard about Ashford." Harry stepped into the conversational void with his usual keenness. "But we were in different regiments. I didn't know him well."

      Malcolm also hadn't known Harry all that well eight years ago. There was no reason Harry should know about Malcolm's relationship with Kitty. None except that he was Harry.

      "I had no notion she was back," Malcolm said, aware of the need to fill the void with something approaching normality. He glanced at Raoul. "Did you?"

      "No," Raoul said in an easy voice that gave little away. "Like you, I hadn't even heard Ashford had died."

      And there was no particular reason Raoul should know. None except that he was Raoul.

      "Has she ever been to England before?" Laura asked.

      "I don't think so," Malcolm said. "She married Ashford in the Peninsula."

      "Rannoch." Rupert Caruthers clapped Malcolm on the shoulder. "Thank you for being here. Or perhaps I should thank Mélanie." He shot a smile at her. "Come with me. Sir Winston is in the card room and he's just won a hand so he's in an agreeable mood. Forgive us.s" He gave a smile that encompassed the others. "Believe me, I'd like nothing more than to talk with friends. I promise I'll return him in time to dance, Mélanie."

      "No need to worry about that." Mélanie gave an easy smile and released Malcolm's arm. "The last reason an MP goes to a political party is to dance with his own wife."
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      Laura looked up at Raoul as they moved into the crowd. Into the privacy created by noise and people. "How much do you know?"

      "Not a great deal." Raoul nodded at Lady Carfax across the room. "I don't think it ended well."

      "I shouldn't imagine it did. Knowing Malcolm. He's not the sort to end anything lightly." Laura studied her husband for a moment. Her husband. It still made the breath catch in her throat to think of him in those terms. "Not easy to see one's spouse's past approaching across a ballroom. I'm sorry I ever put you in that position."

      He turned his head to smile at her in that way that made her heart turn over as no sensible woman's should. "You weren't my spouse then. You hadn't even made a formal commitment to me."

      "Only because you wouldn't let me, though you'd made one of your own."

      "You were sorting out what you wanted from life. Seeing Will Cuthbertson again was part of that."

      "I knew perfectly well what I wanted from life and it had nothing to do with Will," Laura said. "I'm sorry you had to go through wondering."

      He took a drink of champagne. "We're all adults, Laura. We have pasts."

      "Even Malcolm. But somehow I don't think Mélanie's ever had to confront it before."

      "No." Raoul's fingers tightened round the stem of his glass. "I doubt she has."

      "It can be harder to be confronted by a real person. Though in some ways one's imaginings can be worse," Laura said. Mélanie was Raoul's past, but a past Laura had come to terms with before her own relationship with him began. It was Malcolm's mother, Arabella Rannoch, who had died almost a decade before Laura herself met Raoul, who continued to haunt her.

      She glanced at the dance floor. Kitty Ashford was waltzing with Palmerston, laughing up at something he had said to her. On the edge of the dance floor, Emily Cowper turned from conversing with the Duke of York. Her gaze rested on Palmerston and Kitty for an instant, and she gave a faint, rueful smile.

      "Palmerston and Emily are remarkable," Laura said. In this world, marriages in which both partners indulged themselves were far from uncommon. Love affairs in which both partners did so were more unusual. And Laura had seen the intensity of the bond between Palmerston and Emily.

      "I think it helps that each understands the other so well," Raoul said.

      Laura studied her husband. "Is that—" She bit the words back.

      "What it was like for Arabella and me?" Predictably, he understood what she'd been going to say. "In a way, I suppose. More on Bella's side than on mine. My straying, if one can call it that, tended to be in those rare moments I felt the need to prove I could be independent of her. Of course Palmerston appears more prone to jealousy than Lady Cowper. From what I've observed, it's a tempestuous relationship at times, but they seem to enjoy reuniting."

      "There's a great deal to be said for reunions after separations, as we've found," Laura said. "But I never thought of it in terms of reuniting after—" She looked into her husband's hooded gray eyes. She knew him so well in so many ways, yet there was still so much she was learning. And so much they'd never discussed. They had tumbled into an affair in the midst of a crisis when she herself was raw and vulnerable. At times, she still wondered if that had limited his choices. "We never talked about—that is, did you ever want—"

      "That sort of relationship with you?" He gave a shout of laughter. "Good God, no." He looked down at her in a way that took her straight to the privacy of their bedchamber. "Mind you, I'd have taken you on any terms I could get, my darling. But I told you I was yours from the start. I never had any desire to change that."

      Laura leaned against his arm for a moment, marveling at the moments of intimacy one could find in the midst of a crowd. She looked back at Palmerston and Kitty Ashford. "Mélanie's bound to have questions, though I'm sure she'll do her best not to let Malcolm see them." She tightened her fingers on Raoul's arm. "Malcolm and Mélanie spent a year or more worrying about us. I suppose it's our turn to worry about them. Though I would think they'll sort it out soon enough."

      Raoul frowned at the bubbles welling to the surface in his glass. "That may depend on what Kitty Ashford is doing in London."

      "Darling." Laura studied her husband. How could she have forgot, even for a moment, that nothing was what it seemed in this family? "Is there more to Katelina Ashford than the obvious?"

      "Oh yes." Raoul's gaze hardened, but behind it Laura caught a flash of concern. "A great deal more."
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      Mélanie glanced at the door to the card room, where her husband had vanished with Rupert. Without turning her head, she was aware of Katelina Ashford waltzing with Palmerston. Funny. She'd always known there must be a woman like Mrs. Ashford. No, not like Mrs. Ashford. The woman had remained tantalizingly out of focus in all her imaginings. But she'd always known Malcolm must have former lovers. He might not have her level of experience, but he was no novice in the bedchamber. And, knowing Malcolm, whatever his romantic past, it involved not transitory relationships but women he'd cared about. And meeting Katelina Ashford tonight, Mélanie had known it was more than that. This woman wasn't just a former lover but also a former love.

      They both had pasts. It shouldn't bother her. But seeing Malcolm's past cross a ballroom and step into their present couldn't but bring her up short. More than it should have done.

      Cordelia slipped an arm through Mélanie's own. Harry, Raoul, and Laura had moved off. Perhaps, Mélanie thought, deliberately so, so she and Cordy could talk. "That was splendidly done."

      "I don't feel very splendid."

      "I don't think it's ever easy. No matter how prepared one is."

      "I hardly have any right to be upset."

      "Rights have nothing to do with it, dearest." Cordelia looked up at her, a flicker of concern in her gaze. "I don't need to remind you that Malcolm's besotted with you, do I?"

      "Malcolm's never been besotted with anyone." At least not since she'd known him. What had he been like when he first met Katelina Ashford?

      "You know what I mean. The past can't disrupt what's in his eyes when he looks at you. Even if he doesn't notice your new gown."

      Mélanie laughed. "Malcolm only notices gowns when they're disguises. And I know perfectly well what we have."

      "Well, then."

      "You're right. I'm being the sort of silly wife I always pride myself on not being." Mélanie disentangled a fold of her gauze overdress from the clasp on her bracelet. "I shouldn't wonder. I shouldn't ask myself questions. I mean, Raoul lives with us. And Malcolm doesn't give any sign of being bothered."

      "Raoul is Malcolm's father," Cordelia pointed out.

      Mélanie smoothed the bracelet, a delicate white gold chain with tiny diamonds. It had been a gift from Malcolm. She was always afraid of breaking it. "Which could make it worse."

      "Yes, but they know each other. They have a relationship, quite apart from their relationship with you. They did before either of them knew you. That makes it easier, I think."

      Mélanie smiled at her friend." You're very wise, Cordy."

      "Ha."

      Mélanie cast a glance round the ballroom. The waltz had come to an end. Palmerston was talking with William Lamb, Emily's brother. Kitty Ashford was nowhere in sight. She seemed to have left the ballroom. "I don't suppose I'll ever stop wondering."

      "What?" Cordelia's grip tightened on her arm. "Melly, you're a sensible woman. What could you possibly have to wonder about when it comes to Malcolm?"

      "I don't say I dwell on it. But a part of me will never stop wondering about the life he might have had if I hadn't married him under false pretenses."

      Cordelia's brows drew together. "I suppose—yes, all right. I wonder about the life Harry might have had without me too. From time to time. Less now than I did."

      "Harry knew who you were when he married you."

      "I think Malcolm knew you."

      "In some ways."

      Cordelia pulled her trailing skirt out of the way of two undergraduates who were weaving a path through the crowd. "I'd say it's a very good thing Mrs. Ashford didn't run off with him. He'd have been in Italy or somewhere with her, probably a bit bored, and all of us would never have met."

      "You have a point. Though he might not have been bored. I think she's quite a brilliant woman."

      Cordelia looked into Mélanie's gaze the way she did when she was defying convention. "She's not you."

      "Some might say that's a point in her favor, but I do appreciate the vote of confidence. Let's go find another glass of champagne. Having gone to the trouble of ordering these gowns, we really should show them off."

      "Quite. Crossing the ballroom will display them to excellent advantage." Cordy's smile rivaled her sapphire earrings but didn't quite hide her concern.

      Mélanie did her best to look reassuring. Because of course the problem was that knowing what she and Malcolm had didn't make her questions go away. Malcolm had left the room with Rupert. But she had a very shrewd notion of where her husband would go after they spoke with Sir Winston. And with whom.
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      Harry wandered into the card room to find Malcolm and Rupert ducking into an adjoining antechamber with Sir Winston. He exchange a quick nod with Malcolm, then moved towards his uncle, Archibald Davenport, who was getting up from a game of whist.

      "Don't let me interrupt," Harry said, as Archie threaded his way through the card tables.

      "On the contrary. Thought I'd beat a retreat while I'm ahead. Were you looking for me?"

      Harry grinned. He wasn't in the habit of frequenting the card room. "Yes, but mostly as an excuse to make myself scarce so Mélanie could talk to Cordy."

      Archie's brows drew together. "Is something wrong?" he asked when he and Harry had moved to an embrasure on one side.

      "Did you meet a woman named Katelina Ashford on any of your trips to Lisbon?"

      "Can't say I did. A Spaniard who married one of your fellow officers?"

      "Precisely. She's been in the Argentine for eight years, but now she's in London. I didn't know her well. But Malcolm did. I always suspected there was something between them. And when we all encountered her in the ballroom just now, it was quite obvious my suspicions were correct."

      Realization settled in Archie's eyes. "My dear boy, I need hardly tell you that Fanny and I can scarcely go out in society without encountering someone from one of our pasts. Not always a comfortable experience, depending on how the relationship ended. But one learns to manage."

      Archie, who had led a varied bachelor career for over three decades, had recently married Malcolm's aunt, Lady Frances, whose own past was quite as complicated. It would be difficult to say which of them had changed more or had tumbled more deeply in love. "Yes, sir," Harry said. "And I've watched you both carry off such encounters with admirable aplomb. But while having a less adventurous career makes it less likely one will endure such encounters, it also means they can carry more weight."

      Archie's gaze settled on Harry's own. "Fair enough."

      "I've grown quite accustomed to encountering Cordy's past at all manner of social occasions," Harry said. "I think it's more awkward for her than for me. But I'll confess I find it an immeasurable comfort that I'm quite sure none of her past lovers meant more to her than escape, and perhaps in a few cases friendship. I can't imagine Malcolm taking a love affair lightly."

      "Nor can I," Archie said. "But whatever was between him and this Katelina Ashford, it ended years ago."

      "Quite," Harry agreed. "The question now would be why."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      After he and Rupert had concluded their talk with Sir Winston, Malcolm made his way to the Cowpers' library without consciously deciding to do so. The room was empty, a brace of candles lit on the mantel and another on the library table. He stood for a moment, drinking in the scents of ink and leather, his mind filled with past echoes from another library, in another country, in a time when he had been another person.

      A few moments later he heard the door open. Eight years and he recognized her footsteps. Though she was wearing a different perfume. Camelias, not jasmine, and an echo of spice.

      "I thought I'd find you here." It was the low, husky voice with an undercurrent of amusement that he remembered from all those years ago. Far less contained than her voice in the ballroom.

      He turned and surveyed her. "I'm not to be found in the library at parties as inevitably as I once was. But it seemed the best place for us to talk." Her hair was cropped shorter round her face than he remembered and it had streaks of pale gold that hadn't been there before. The Argentine sun, perhaps. The lines round her mouth and eyes were a shade deeper, lending even more of a touch of sardonic mockery. But the eyes themselves were as brilliant and questioning as ever and her mouth twisted with just the same irony. "It's good to see you, Kit. You look well."

      "So you do." She paused for a moment. "I thought you might still be angry."

      "If I am, it's only with myself. Surely you realized that."

      "I hope so." Her gaze was steady but her voice had thickened. "That is, I hoped you'd been able to move beyond it."

      "I don't know that I'll ever move beyond it. I don't know that I'll ever want to. But at times I find I'm happy to remember."

      "Thank you. That means a great deal. I wouldn't trade my own memories for anything." Kitty drew a breath that seemed as fragile as the delicate green glass beads round her throat. "Marriage seems to agree with you." She hesitated a fraction of a second, fingers taut on the ivory and emerald silk of her fan. "Your wife is very lovely."

      "My wife is a remarkable woman in a number of ways. Her beauty is the least of it." What in God's name could he say about Mélanie without either betraying too much or not giving her enough credit? "I'm beyond fortunate."

      "Having seen her with you, I'm quite sure she'd say the same."

      He was navigating a thicket that was more complicated than Kitty could possibly know. "I think we both feel we're lucky to have found each other."

      "And you're a father."

      "Yes, we have two children. Colin's six and Jessica will be three in December."

      "I'm glad." Her voice caught for just the fraction of a second, like a boot toe scraped over rock. "I always thought you'd make a good father. When I knew you, you seemed determined to deny yourself all that."

      He didn't owe her an explanation for all the ways he had changed, all the risks he'd taken that he'd once sworn he'd never run. Or, perhaps, given the past, he did. "I met Mélanie during the war. It seems an insult to say she was in want of protection, but in the eyes of the world she was. Otherwise I doubt I'd ever have risked offering for her. I didn't think I'd make the best husband."

      Kitty tilted her head to one side, a faint smile in her eyes that brought a tug of memory. There was a time when that smile had driven rational thought from his brain. "You always tended to underrate yourself, Malcolm."

      "Or to see myself clearly."

      She shook her head. "The same Malcolm." She hesitated a moment. Her gaze moved over his face with that clear-sighted look he knew so well. "You seem happy."

      "I am." Simple words. Words he'd once hesitated to use. Words he'd then thought described a past that was a mirage. But that now were as real as anything in his life.

      "I'm glad."

      "I hope—"

      "That I am?" She lifted her shoulders in a familiar, elegant shrug. "I've always been able to manage. The last year has been particularly challenging. But you know what my marriage was."

      "I'm sorry. If I'd known about Ashford I'd have written—"

      "To offer condolences?" She gave one of the ironic smiles that were so uniquely her own. "You've never been a hypocrite, Malcolm. I don't deny I felt badly, but mostly out of guilt that I didn't mourn Edward more. And even then I had enough self-respect to recognize that he didn't deserve a great deal of guilt."

      "Thank God for that."

      She smiled again, with more sweetness. "But I've found compensations. I have three children now." She smoothed a crease from her glove. "I was never the sort to go dewy-eyed about babies, as you know, but I confess I find them rather sweet."

      He laughed. "You're a fraud, Kit. I know that tone. You're as besotted as any parent."

      "My dear Malcolm. When have I ever been besotted about anyone or anything? I enjoy the children. Losing Edward was harder because they lost their father. But they are a great comfort."

      "It means a lot, being a parent." For a moment his voice was thick as cotton wool.

      "Yes."

      They regarded each other, the past hanging between them. Unventured waters, unexplored possibilities, things they would never know.

      "I thought of my children most when my husband died," Kitty said. "He was proud of them, but as you can imagine he wasn't the most attentive father. They miss him, of course. At least the elder two do. I'm afraid the baby doesn't even remember him. But it's not the wrench it would be for some children. They're part of why I wanted to come back here. To have my children grow up closer to where I did. Though I confess Britain seems quite alien even after spending so much time in British diplomatic circles."

      "It can be a difficult place to adjust to," Malcolm said. "I'm still getting used to it again after our time in Italy. I think Mel still feels like an outsider at times. Though I think she'd also tell you it gets better."

      "From what I hear, she's quite triumphed over society."

      "I think she'd say she has a certain caché born of novelty. But that as quickly as the beau monde can take up one who isn't one of their own, they can also grow bored and turn on them. At the same time, I don't think she ever expected to make as many friends here as she has."

      "You're living in Berkeley Square," Kitty said, her voice a shade huskier than before.

      "Good God, where did you hear that?"

      "The expatriate community are eager for news from home. And I confess I was always interested when I heard your name. Someone said invitations to your parties were highly prized."

      He'd talked to her about his parents' house in Berkeley Square and what it was to him. Perhaps more what it wasn't, namely a home. "That's all Mel. And Mel's parties. When I inherited the house from Alistair, my first thought was to sell it immediately. But there are few spots in London with such a glorious view and easy access to the square. It's a wonderful place for the children. Mel has quite transformed it."

      "And you've gone into Parliament."

      "Surprised?"

      Kitty's eyes narrowed. He'd seen that look when she was analyzing a coded dispatch. "When I knew you, you claimed you'd never go back to Britain. And that you'd lost your taste for politics. But even then you were far more of an idealist than I was. As I learned to my sorrow. Our sorrow, perhaps."

      Malcolm braced his arms on the chair back behind him, legs crossed at the ankle. "We saw the world differently. Most people do, to a degree. Even friends. Even lovers. Even husbands and wives."

      Kitty raised a brow. "Your wife lost her family in the Revolution, didn't she? I imagine that might give you somewhat different perspectives. But if you mean you and your wife disagree, you seem to have got past it. I'm not sure you and I would ever have done."

      Such unconscious irony from Kitty, usually the master of conscious irony. "We'll never know."

      "And never face disillusionment. We faced enough as it is." She regarded him for a long moment. That look had maddened him in the old days, the look that implied she saw things he could not. Especially as he had to admit she was often right. "I'm glad you're in Parliament. You always had too much integrity for the spy game."

      "Integrity can be difficult to hold on to in Parliament as well."

      "Still. You must have a bit more control. Though I don't imagine you've been able to leave off being an agent completely. One never can."

      "I've done my best."

      Kitty raised a brow. "Are you saying Carfax is willing to let you go?"

      "Carfax has learned there are limits to what he can ask of me."

      "I'm impressed." Kitty fingered a fold of her gown. "Your wife investigates crimes with you. When I heard that, I couldn't but wonder—"

      "Yes, she was an agent as well." Amazing how often the truth served, even when one was implying quite the opposite of the actual facts.

      "That would help, I would think. To give you common ground."

      "We grew close working together." Again the truth. Though this time it cut a bit closer to the truth of his relationship with Kitty.

      Kitty gave a faint smile that didn't try to deny their past. "Perhaps the only way a spy can fall in love."

      "Perhaps the closest a spy can come to trusting."

      Kitty moved into the room. The candlelight warmed her skin and sparked off the gold in her hair. "I think about you often," she said. "I'll confess I miss you at times. But I've always thought it's a good thing things never went further between us. Seeing you now, happily married, settled in your world, I'm even more convinced of it. It's not easy, living in exile."

      He'd done just that with Mélanie less than a year ago and been quite happy, despite the challenges. But that had been Mel. Hard to imagine having that sort of relationship with anyone else, even Kitty, who had once meant so much to him. And impossible to tell Kitty, however he had once trusted her, that he and his wife had run from Britain because Mélanie might have been arrested for treason. Even though Kitty had been an agent herself. Perhaps especially because she had been an agent herself.

      "All relationships have challenges," he said. "One never knows what they can endure until one faces it. Sometimes they come out stronger."

      "And sometimes they're smashed to bits." Kitty spread her fingers over a chair back. "I never wanted that for us."

      "I'll never stop—"

      "My dear Malcolm, you were always too inclined to feel guilty. We both made choices. You have nothing to reproach yourself with. For what it's worth, I wouldn't give up the memories for anything." She watched him a moment longer. "She doesn't know, does she? About us."

      "No. I'd hardly—It wasn't wholly my story to share. And—"

      "I wasn't here for you to ask. Whatever you want to tell her now, you have my blessing."

      "Thank you. Knowing Mel, she's already guessed a great deal from meeting you tonight. Though she'd also never ask for an explanation."

      Kitty ran her fingers over her fan. "It sounds so easy to leave the past in the past. But then that never quite works, does it?"

      "Not entirely. One tries to find things one is happy to remember."

      "Which can be a challenge. With a spouse. Or a current lover."

      "Mel knows what we have." He was sure of that. So why did he feel the need to emphasize it so strongly? "As to the rest of the past, we're all adjusting to the end of the war. Trying to make sense of where we were left standing when the music stopped playing, as O'Roarke says."

      Kitty laughed. "That sounds like Raoul O'Roarke. I was surprised to see him tonight. Not so much to see him—he's always had a habit of popping up in unexpected places— but to learn he's married. I thought—"

      "He and his first wife divorced."

      Kitty brushed a curl back from her face. "I know he's a friend of your family, but you're on even closer terms with him than I remembered."

      Malcolm smiled. "I forget how long it's been. A number of things have changed. I've learned a number of things. O'Roarke's my father."

      "Good God." Kitty drew a rare breath of surprise. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean—as I said, I knew he was a friend of your family—"

      "Yes. I know I told you I wasn't on the best terms with Alistair. I don't think I ever came out and said I was quite sure he wasn't my father. I had suspected O'Roarke was for some time. Perhaps even when I knew you, though I don't think I'd quite come out and admitted it to myself. It was quite a relief to learn Alistair wasn't my father and that someone I actually liked—someone I was already close to—was."

      "I'm glad it's been so easy." The faintest of questions lingered in her voice. "Thank you for trusting me with the information."

      "It's a fairly open secret these days." Unlike so many of the secrets they still lived with. "The children know. O'Roarke lives with us. At least he does when he's not fomenting revolutions abroad. Laura was a good friend of ours before she and O'Roarke met. She has a daughter from her first marriage, and she and Raoul have just had a little girl."

      "It all sounds positively domestic." Kitty adjusted one of the silk roses on her bodice. "I was a bit surprised to find you so domestic. I'm even more so to hear Raoul O'Roarke is."

      "As Laura said, it's all relative. He's hardly settled down."

      "I imagine not, given the situation in Spain."

      "Quite." Malcolm kept his voice easy. Given Kitty's actions in Spain during the war, and Raoul's, and what Kitty knew and didn't know about Raoul's, this was fraught ground. "I don't think he could avoid being involved in Spain. But he spends more and more time in Britain. He's been here since his and Laura's baby was born."

      "Convenient."

      Was it his imagination or was there just the faintest undertone to Kitty's words? He was jumping at shadows. Probably inevitable when so many spectres emerged from his past.

      Kitty pushed a gold bracelet up her arm. "One forgets how long it's been. Of all the surprises, perhaps none was as great as seeing Harry Davenport not only in the same room as his wife but holding her arm and apparently glad to be doing so."

      "They reconciled after Waterloo." Malcolm chose his words with care. Harry was not the sort to want his feelings bandied about. "They're very much in love."

      "It was always plain Harry was in love with her. But being in love and happy in love aren't necessarily the same thing. In fact, I'm still trying to adjust to the whole idea of Harry Davenport happy."

      "He's still Harry. But yes, I think he is happy. As is Cordelia."

      "I suppose we're none of us the same."

      Malcolm watched her, remembering the quick calculation that could take place behind those brilliant eyes and that sardonic smile. "Out with it, Kit. What are you really doing here?"

      She smoothed the links of her bracelet. "Isn't starting a new life for my children explanation enough? Who says I'm doing anything here but what I said?"

      "I just did." Malcolm folded his arms across his chest. "You were always adept at seeing through me. But I'm rather good at doing the same where you're concerned."

      She looked up at him, her head tilted to one side again. "The same Malcolm. I never could lie to you."

      "On the contrary. You did it very well on several occasions." He kept his gaze steady on her face. "What are you doing here, Kit?"

      Her fingers moved from the bracelet back to her fan and then the folds of her gown. Kitty only fidgeted when playing a role. Or buying time.

      "I don't need to be an agent to guess it's to do with the situation in Spain."

      Kitty released her breath and gave a sudden smile. "I should know it's a fool's game to try to keep anything from you. And in truth, I need your help. I was trying to work out how to ask for it. There was a lot in the Argentine to keep me busy. It's a new country now. Exciting to have been part of its transformation. But, as I said, I was eager for news from home. I've kept in touch with people in Spain."

      "With Victor, I imagine."

      Kitty drew a breath. For many reasons, mentioning her cousin Victor was stepping back onto difficult ground.

      "It's all right," Malcolm said. "I've seen him once or twice. We can meet with civility."

      "Victor has a good mind, but he's not free of annoying ideas about defending a woman's honor. But yes, he's kept me apprised of the situation in Spain. Told me I was well out of it when Ferdinand repudiated the constitution and restored the Inquisition."

      "And now he's working with the rebels."

      "As you might expect."

      "You've come back to work with them."

      "Can you imagine I'd do anything else in Spain now?"

      "No. And I don't think you'd feel able to stay out of it. I don't think you'd want to. Does that account for your interest in Harry Palmerston?"

      "Don't you agree that Palmerston is far more likely to see the rebels’ viewpoint than the foreign secretary is?"

      "Oh, yes. Rebellion is anathema to Castlereagh. Palmerston's remarkably free-thinking for a Tory."

      "He's a friend of yours?"

      "Yes, I like him. He has a flexible mind, and he listens, even when we disagree."

      "I hear he and Lady Cowper are close."

      "They've been lovers for years." Malcolm hesitated for a moment. "But it's not exclusive on either side."

      "An interesting arrangement. Though I'm not surprised, given that I also hear Palmerston rather collects women. Which also made him a more sensible choice to approach than the very contentedly married Lord Castlereagh." She adjusted the clasp on her bracelet. "Don't judge, Malcolm."

      "I'd never judge you, Kit. You know when you're playing with fire."

      "I hardly think a flirtation with a British politician is playing with fire. Not by my standards."

      "It’s all relative. But, I warn you, Palmerston takes policy seriously. He'd be the first to tell you his interests aren't swayed by dalliance or anything else." Malcolm kept his gaze on Kitty’s face. "You said you need my help. Presumably not with Palmerston. You have a specific mission?"

      Kitty released the folds of her gown and smoothed a crease from her glove. "I assume you've heard of the Goshawk."

      "What is it about birds and agents' code names? Yes, of course I heard of the Goshawk during the war. A brilliant agent who carried out raids on French patrols, supplied guerrillero bands with intelligence, and surprised starving villages with gold and bread. As much myth as reality, I always thought, though I heard enough stories from people I trusted to believe there was some truth behind the myth. But I haven't heard anything of him since before Waterloo."

      Kitty tugged the glove smooth. "Imagine if he emerged now. In a country on the verge of revolt against the monarchy."

      "He's one man. The country already has plenty of reasons to revolt."

      "Dear Malcolm. You always tended to overlook the power of symbols. Perhaps not surprising in one with your lack of religion. But I would think your training as an historian would at least give you an intellectual appreciation of what symbols can do."

      "It's taught me that symbols tend to exist on the surface with other forces driving change beneath."

      "Perhaps. They can still be a potent rallying cry. Not to mention that the Goshawk's network would be invaluable if we could resurrect it."

      Malcolm braced his hands against the chair back. "Are you saying you know who he is? Or she?"

      Kitty's brows knotted together. "Are you saying it's a woman?"

      "I don't know who the Goshawk is. But the accounts are vague enough it's a possibility. Do you know?"

      "Damn it, no. If I knew, my mission would be much easier."

      "Victor wants you to find him. Or her."

      "Symbol or not, he—or she—could rally a number of people. And bring invaluable expertise to the fight against the restored monarchy."

      "And you think the Goshawk is in Britain?"

      "I think I may be able to pick up his trail here. I have it from a reliable source that one of the Goshawk's former associates is in London."

      "A source in Argentina?"

      "Someone I trust. Who was in the Peninsula."

      "Even if it's true, a number of people who fought in the Peninsula are in London. Difficult to find an associate of the Goshawk's among them."

      "I have a name. Annabel Larimer."

      Malcolm drew a breath picturing the decorous woman he had last seen sipping tea in Berkeley Square. "She's a soldier's widow."

      "For shame, Malcolm. I'm a soldier’s widow."

      "You know what I mean, Kit. She's not an agent."

      "That you know of."

      "Are you saying you do know she's one?"

      Kitty ran the strap of her reticule through her fingers. "My source wasn't entirely clear. But if Mrs. Larimer knew the Goshawk, I'd suspect she was. You didn't know every British agent in the Peninsula, Malcolm."

      "No, of course not. And I'm not claiming I did. But I knew the Larimers fairly well. I liaisoned with Philip on some missions. I'd have thought I'd have heard or noticed something." Though he had failed woefully to notice his own wife was not only an agent, but an agent for the opposite side.

      "It's possible Philip didn't know, at least not all of it. Edward didn't know a lot about my work. I preferred it that way. He was much less likely to fuss. In any case, I need to talk to Mrs. Larimer, and it's precisely because you knew them that I need you. I scarcely know Annabel Larimer, and I was never entirely accepted in British society. You just said it's been difficult for your wife as well, for all I've heard her described as the toast of the beau monde."

      "Yes. It's been difficult."

      "Well, then. The Goshawk is a secret, a secret Annabel Larimer has kept for over half a decade. She won't tell me."

      "And you think she'll tell me?"

      "You can get people to talk, Malcolm. You've always had a genius for it. Annabel Larimer trusts you."

      "And you want me to play on that trust."

      "That's what agents do, Malcolm. What I've seen you do. You have more scruples than most agents, but you're still an agent. Don't try to fob me off with stories about 'former.'"

      "Believe me, even I recognize those stories for folly now."

      "Well, then. However divided we may have been eight years ago, we're on the same side in this, Malcolm. I can't believe you don't want Spain to change. You must be sick about what it's become. What the British helped it become."

      "What we helped them help it become." The Spanish monarchy had been notoriously corrupt. Many Spanish liberals, such as Raoul and Mélanie, had supported the regime of Napoleon's brother, Joseph Bonaparte, as the quickest route to progressive reform. Others, like Kitty and her cousin Victor, had fought the French but wanted a constitutional monarchy. The British had worked to drive the French from Spain, but at the end of the war, they had thrown their support behind King Ferdinand when he repudiated the new constitution and restored the Inquisition.

      Kitty didn't flinch from Malcolm's gaze. "Yes, all right. We didn't get the Spain I thought I was fighting for. And there may have been a kernel—perhaps rather more than a kernel—of truth to your claims all those years ago."

      He found himself smiling, though not without irony. "You'll still say anything to win, won't you, Kit?"

      "That isn't why I said it. Or at least, it's not all of why I said it."

      "Honest, as always."

      "Except on occasion."

      Malcolm pushed himself away from the chair. "You're right. I'm sick about what Spain's become. If I weren’t a father, I might be there myself right now. I can't guarantee I can get Annabel to talk to you. But I'll go with you to see her."

      Relief shot across Kitty's features, relief at winning a point she wouldn't have admitted was difficult a few moments before. "Thank you."

      "There's no need for thanks. It's simple enough, and, as you say, we're aligned in this."

      "It will be awkward with your wife."

      "On the contrary. Mel always relishes an investigation. She'll only be sorry she doesn't have more of a connection to Annabel herself. O'Roarke and Laura will help too, if they can. And the Davenports." It all sounded very convenient. Except for the fact that Kit didn't know she and Raoul and Mélanie had been working for opposite sides.

      "You've none of you left off being agents, have you? You and Raoul and Harry Davenport. And you've drawn your wives into it, as well."

      "We all undertake investigations from time to time. It's something Mélanie and I learned we could share, early in our marriage." Another truth that sidestepped Mel's role as a French agent.

      "She won't mind your going to see Mrs. Larimer with me?"

      "Why should she? Mel trusts me."

      Kitty watched him for a moment. "Trust is a wonderful thing in a marriage."

      "Yes," Malcolm said. "So it is."
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      The usual routine. Sharing a whisky with Laura and Raoul. Chatting about the evening, while everyone took scrupulous care to do no more than lightly allude to their meeting with Kitty, as if she were no different from any number of past acquaintances they had encountered. A stop in the night nursery. Smoothing the covers over Colin, his and Mélanie's six-and-a-half-year-old son, and Emily, Laura and Raoul's daughter, who would be six herself in little more than a month. Patting Berowne, the cat, who was curled up on Colin's bed. Picking up Jessica from her cot, giving her to Mélanie so she could nurse, then tucking her into her cradle. And then at last he and Mel were alone in their bedchamber. Their quiet time, their time for confidences. But words seemed to have abandoned him.

      Mélanie smoothed the blanket over Jessica, then moved to her dressing table and began removing her jewelry, quite as if it were a perfectly ordinary evening. Just as they'd been pretending it was ever since they'd left the Cowpers'.

      Malcolm hesitated, the air thick with the past. Their own, as well as his before he'd met her. "Mel, if I'd had any inkling we'd encounter Mrs. Ashford—"

      Mélanie looked at him over her shoulder, one diamond earring dangling from her fingers, the other still sparkling in her earlobe. He'd given her the earrings for her twenty-first birthday. Almost all her jewelry traced a path through their marriage. "You don't owe me an explanation, Malcolm. I've said it before—marriage is a shocking invasion of privacy. You're entitled to keep things to yourself."

      "We're trying to be honest with each other."

      "As honest as we can be." She went to his side and put her hands on his shoulders. "Darling, as Laura once said to Raoul, your past may be surprising, but the fact that you have one scarcely is."

      He reached up to take her hands and turned them over in his own. "I met Kitty in Lisbon not long after I arrived there."

      "Kitty?"

      "An odd name for a Spaniard? She had the nickname before I met her. She was born Katelina Velasquez."

      Mélanie's brows drew together. "Connected to Victor?"

      "You know him?" That would be an unexpected complication given his history with Victor Velasquez.

      "Only by reputation. He fought with the guerrilleros against the French."

      "Yes. He and Kitty are cousins. It's an old family but long impoverished. They lost what little they had left when the Bourbon monarchy fell in Spain, and Joseph Bonaparte assumed power. Kitty and Victor were the last of the family. Victor joined a band of guerrilleros. Kitty married Captain Edward Ashford. They took lodgings in Lisbon where she stayed while he was on campaign." It was more complicated than that, but they would get to that later. It seemed important to explain his meeting with Kitty first. He paused a moment, then went on. "We met at one of Stuart's parties at the embassy. I'd taken refuge in the library, as usual. But this time I found Kitty there."

      Mélanie's gaze flickered over his face. How many times had she pulled him out of the library at parties early in their marriage? "That must have intrigued you."

      "Startled me. She said she hoped I wouldn't mind, she couldn't bear the tedium of making conversation one more moment, and her husband was being rather a bore with one of her childhood friends. I said I wasn't the best company, but I quite understood the impulse to escape the ballroom. We played chess. She won."

      Something shot through Mélanie's gaze. "That certainly must have caught your attention."

      "Yes. She had—has—a quick mind."

      "And so you began to play chess rather often?"

      The question was delicately phrased, open to interpretation. "We didn't—" He swallowed, thrown into the past. The uncertainty. The realization that he was happy in the moment, simply being with her. Thinking about her when they weren't together. Wanting to see her again. "At first it was chess. Then she invited me along on her morning rides."

      "And her marriage was a disaster."

      Malcolm regarded his wife. "You seem very sure."

      "You said her husband was flirting with one of her friends. And I know you, darling. You wouldn't have let what happened between you happen if it weren’t."

      "Yes. Though it didn't—happen—for some time. Not until after I got a message from Carfax asking me to work with her."

      Rare, genuine shock shot through Mélanie's gaze. "Mrs. Ashford is an agent?"

      "She was. She seems to be again now. I'm not sure she ever stopped. It's difficult—"

      "To leave off being an agent."

      "As we both know. As most of our friends know."

      "So you had that in common. I can quite see—"

      "Yes, if we hadn't worked together, I'm not sure what would have happened. I was already fond of her. Enjoyed being with her, but—"

      "It's all right, darling," Mélanie put a hand on his arm. "You needn't apologize for caring for another woman. Not another woman you knew before we'd so much as met."

      "I didn't know she was an agent until Carfax wrote to me. There was a guerrillero leader in the mountains, Don Ramón Castella, who hadn't committed his loyalties to any side in the war. More a warlord than a guerrillero, I suppose, since he was harrying anyone who got too close. He was willing to talk to the British in exchange for gold and other guarantees. Carfax needed to send an emissary, someone not officially connected to the army. But he thought we could make a better case with the support of a Spaniard. Especially as Kitty's mother had been a distant connection of Don Ramón's."

      "Was it her first mission?"

      "Oh, no. I don't think Carfax would have sent an untried officer's wife on a mission like this, on purely practical grounds. He wrote that he believed Mrs. Ashford and I were already acquainted. When I talked to Kitty about it, she laughed and said she was wondering how long it would take me to work out that she was an agent. Apparently when the Bonapartists took over Spain, she and Victor had been living quite by their wits. There wasn't anywhere safe for her to go, and in any case she didn't want to be shunted off to safety—"

      "I am entirely in sympathy."

      "Yes, she's quite like you in that regard. She stayed in the mountains with Victor's guerrillero band for a time and began gathering information. Going into villages in disguise. Putting herself in the way of French patrols." He hesitated, because he was fairly sure what some of Kitty's missions with the French had involved, just as Mel's work as a spy had sometimes involved seduction. Just as Kitty had been contemplating it tonight with Palmerston.

      Mélanie regarded him with a steady gaze. "It's a tool of espionage."

      "Yes. Kitty was matter-of-fact about it." As Mélanie was. As his own father was, and Lord Carfax, his former spymaster. And he was fairly sure Harry had gone that far, on occasion. "On one of her missions she met Edward Ashford. The guerrillero band were making overtures to the British. Ashford was leading a patrol that had been sent to exchange information and gold with them." Malcolm hesitated. But somehow he knew he had to be entirely honest with Mélanie—both as his wife and as a fellow agent. "She never said it explicitly, but I always had the sense she got close to Ashford first because the guerrilleros wanted information."

      "Not unusual for allies to want information on their allies. And the alliances between the guerrilleros and the British were always a bit fraught. On both sides."

      "Quite. In any case, Ashford asked her to marry him. Kitty said he never cared for her much, but I think he may have been dazzled by her. I think—" He broke off, the words, and their reverberations, caught in his throat.

      Mélanie hesitated, then seemed to decide to match his honesty. "You think they'd been lovers and he felt honor-bound to offer for her?"

      "Possibly." Malcolm met his wife's gaze steadily. "Kitty said her cousin Victor wanted her to accept. He also thought it would be helpful to have an alliance with the British and a source in British headquarters. And he thought she'd be safer in Lisbon."

      Mélanie gave a sharp laugh. "That sounds like Raoul with me."

      "Yes, there are parallels."

      "Though it's not at all the same as my marrying you to spy on you," Mélanie said in a steady voice. "Go on, darling."

      "Kitty said she had mixed feelings but she was pragmatic and agreed to the match. She said if it wasn't for the war, given their family situation she'd have had to marry for fortune and position in any case. She is—at least was then—clear-eyed to the point of being cynical. The way she told it, she didn't regret marrying without love as much as she regretted leaving the field of play. Her marriage didn't give her as much latitude as an agent as yours did."

      Mélanie met his gaze without blinking. "It doesn't sound as though she found as much happiness in it as I did in mine, either."

      He gave a faint smile and touched the backs of his fingers to her cheek. "They settled in Lisbon. Ashford was away a great deal with his regiment. Kitty was bored. Imagine if you'd lived in Lisbon as a diplomatic wife without being a spy."

      "I'd have been bored to tears. I'm quite in sympathy with her. Though at least I'd have had you."

      "But I can't see you going into such a marriage if you hadn't known it gave you an outlet for your abilities."

      "Not then," she agreed.

      Malcolm knew just what her years living as a diplomatic and political wife had cost her. At least, he thought he did. He worried sometimes about the unseen toll. "An agent of Carfax's knew about Kitty's work with the guerrilleros and asked her to undertake some of what Carfax so laughably calls 'errands.' Kitty said she'd never been so happy."

      "Did her husband know?"

      "He knew she'd been an agent with the guerrilleros, and Kitty said she told him she was doing some work for the British. He could scarcely quarrel with her working for his people, especially as he tended to be driven by ambition himself. I don't think he knew how far her work had gone, in the past or later. I don't think he had the least appreciation of her talents."

      "And so Carfax sent the two of you off on a mission," Mélanie said in crisp voice, as though it were the history of any other mission. "I can see how she was perfectly positioned to talk to a guerrillero leader."

      "Yes. She could have done it without me, but we needed a British representative." Malcolm scraped a hand over his hair. "Our cover story was that she was a widow and I was her brother escorting her to visit our grandparents. At least that's how we started. We ran into a French patrol who asked awkward questions, and we decided we needed to switch our cover story to throw them off the scent. Kitty suggested it would be more practical to travel as a married couple. I protested. Not as vociferously as I might have done. Kitty said we were good enough that no one would ever know, and, in any case, what was I doing putting propriety ahead of the mission. She'd thought more highly of me. Besides, it was only a cover story. Which it could have stayed, God knows." A close escape from another French patrol. The rush of danger. A bottle of wine smuggled up to their inn room. Damp clothes they had to remove.

      "Darling." Concern shot through his wife's gaze. "I know how you feel about fidelity. But if her husband had violated their marriage vows—"

      "It's not that. I don't feel guilty about Ashford. I do about what I exposed Kit to. She hadn't—I know she'd had lovers as part of her spying, but this was different. I don't know if I was her first lover since her marriage, but she didn't play the games her husband did. And I'd always sworn I'd never play those games myself after what I'd seen growing up."

      "I can't imagine your treating any relationship as a game, Malcolm."

      "No, I am rather inclined to take them seriously." He swallowed, memories of his mother sharp in his mind, and his father, and his putative father. Memories and truths he'd only learned recently. "In many ways I suppose I wasn't unlike Raoul falling for Arabella. And no, I've never talked to Raoul about it. I've never talked to anyone about it. Not Harry. Not even David. Perhaps especially not David." David Mallinson, Carfax's son, had been Malcolm's best friend growing up, but their friendship had been shaken when David leaned the truth of Mélanie's past. They were still rebuilding it. Scrupulously honest himself, David had a hard time with any sort of duplicity. After almost a year abroad, David and his lover Simon, and David's sister's children whom they were raising, had returned to Britain in the summer, but they were presently touring in the Midlands with Simon's theatre company. "He'd have a difficult time understanding."

      Mélanie's gaze stayed steady on his face. "Thank you. For telling me."

      Her tone was neutral, not ending the conversation, but implying he could leave it there if he wanted. Which of course he couldn't. Not when what came after was so crucial, however difficult it was going to be to recount.

      "I knew it was dangerous," he said. "Quite apart from the mission. But I was happy. Happier than I'd been in a long time. Kitty said she was happy. I think she was. I knew we had to think about the future, but Kitty would push it aside when I tried to talk about it and say we had to complete the mission before we could think of anything after, and I—"

      "Let yourself be happy," Mélanie said.

      "Yes."

      "I'm glad you could, darling."

      He felt himself give a twisted smile. "I thought I had few illusions, but I had far more, in truth, than I should have done. I was almost as naive as our young friend Sandy Trenor. Perhaps more so." He swallowed. "We made it to Don Ramón's headquarters with a few hair-raising adventures, but nothing we couldn't handle. Kitty knew exactly the tone to take with Don Ramón. I'd have been much too wrapped up in diplomacy. At the same time, she knew just how to charm him. He was suspicious. It took a week to get him to agree to Carfax and Wellington’s proposals. And so we had another week together. I confess neither of us was in a hurry."

      "One has to snatch happiness where one can. I'm glad you could, darling."

      "We had the journey back as well. We took several detours, telling ourselves we were being prudent and avoiding pursuit. When we got back, the summer campaign was still well underway."

      "And her husband gone from Lisbon."

      "Yes. We'd talked on the journey about it stopping when we got to Lisbon, but of course it didn't. We went along through a golden summer while Ashford was away campaigning. It was easy enough not to think of him. Kitty didn't like to talk about him, so of course that stopped us. I suppose, like all lovers, we believed that we shared something unique."

      He hesitated and saw a flicker in his wife's gaze. Because of course he and Mel had never been in love like that. They had met in the midst of a war, in a crucible of pressure, even outside the fact that they were both spies. By the time they recognized their feelings for each other they'd been married and parents. He couldn't imagine loving more deeply, but they'd never loved in a bubble.

      "We went on as though we could live in that golden summer forever. As though autumn were a distant dream. Of course, spies can't live in an idyll, but work was a relief because it let us be together. Carfax asked us for details about Don Ramón's son, who was fighting with the French. Don Ramón had confided those details to us late at night, over many glasses of wine. He was a father worried about his son. He didn't expect his confidences to get back to British headquarters. He certainly didn't expect us to reveal his son's location. I'm not sure in the morning he remembered what he'd said. I told Kitty we should pretend we didn't know the son's location. It was a young man's almost certain death for no particular tactical advantage. Carfax wanted to send a message about how our agents were everywhere. But Don Ramón was likely to figure out we were behind the information and it could undermine our alliance. Kitty said I was being soft. That Don Ramón had been too drunk to remember, and it was war, and we had to use every possible advantage. I said I didn't want to win that way. Kitty accused me of not wanting to win at all. Which was partly true. I was starting to have grave doubts about the war and Britain's role in it. I didn't want to undermine our side, but I certainly didn't care as much as she did."

      He hesitated, thrown back in time to the intensity of that quarrel. Kitty sitting up in bed, reading the letter he'd decoded from Carfax, her hair spilling over her bare shoulders. Kitty jumping out of bed, grabbing her dressing gown, whirling to face him. "Kitty sent the information to Carfax on her own."

      "If she had the information and you couldn't convince her, you couldn't have stopped her," Mélanie said.

      "No, I couldn't stop her. That was clear to me. So I warned Don Ramón's son."

      A faint smile curved Mélanie's mouth. "You're remarkable, Malcolm. I like to think I might have done the same. I'm not at all sure I would have. Which makes me admire you all the more."

      He echoed her smile but felt the irony in the twist of his lips. "Kitty didn't admire me."

      "Well, no. She was an agent. And a good chess player. I don't imagine she appreciated being checkmated."

      "We quarreled. Bitterly. Kitty accused me of wanting the French to win. In hindsight you'll appreciate the irony."

      "Yes, having worked against you for years, I could assure her you wanted nothing of the sort."

      "I said that being human didn't make me a traitor. She said we couldn't be so lost in love we lost sight of the game. I said this wasn't about love, it was about a principle. I probably sounded a horrible prig."

      "You had a point."

      "Kitty said we'd been fools thinking we could live in a bubble. Funny that it was the spy game and not her husband that woke us up. But it was high time something did. Which I took to mean her feelings were less engaged than mine. Which I'm not sure was true." He drew a breath. Whatever his life now, there were things he couldn't stop second-guessing. "I don't know that I'm particularly good in a quarrel now, but I was even more inclined to shut down then. And close on the heels of the quarrel, before I'd had to face Kitty again, I was sent to infiltrate a group of afrancesados and retrieve some plans. A group not unlike that the young man I'd warned belonged to, though fortunately not the same one. I'll own to a craven relief at escaping Lisbon. At the same time I was numb enough it was hard to care very much. Much as I was when you met me." He pushed his fingers into his hair. This last part still bit him in the throat. "I was away for almost a month. And while I was gone, Kit realized she was pregnant."

      He saw the flash of shock in Mélanie's gaze. She'd seen so much from the start but she hadn't anticipated that.

      "Oh, Malcolm," she said. "I should have thought—Of course I know the risk better than anyone. How dreadful for both of you."

      Again, her tone let him leave it there, didn't push with the obvious questions that must be racing through her brain. God, how he loved her. "I was away, though I'm not sure she'd have told me if I'd been there. She confided in her cousin Victor. He was her only family, really. He valued her independence, but he was very protective. When I returned he challenged me to a duel."

      "Before Kitty told you?"

      He stared across the room at the dark wood of the bedposts, the horror of those days so thick he could taste it like blood from a saber cut. "I'm not sure she would have told me. She admitted she was debating what to do. I'll confess—I should have only been focused on the situation I put her in, but I did ask her how in God's name she could have thought of not telling me. If she held me so cheaply. If she had had so little respect for me after our quarrel. Of course she said that wasn't it. We quarreled again, just when quarreling was the last thing we should have been doing. You know what I think of dueling, but I met Velasquez. I deloped. He shot wide—I'm not sure if it was an accident or on purpose."

      "You know what I think of dueling as well, but I can see how you felt you had to."

      "I thought I did as well, at the time. In retrospect, it was stupid. I risked exposing Kitty to scandal. I could have got myself killed and left her on her own. Though at the time I half thought that was what she wanted. In truth, I wasn't so far off. When I could think, I went back to her. I asked her to run off with me. To Italy."

      Italy in so many ways was theirs now, after the months they had spent there a year ago, but Mélanie nodded. "It would be an obvious escape. Away from Britain and the Peninsula. And you have a house there. It's a haven, as we now know from experience. I don't know that one can ever hide from the world, but one can do so better on the shores of Lake Como than most places."

      "So I thought. And that was before I knew my parents had escaped there. But Kitty was like my mother in some respects. I'd got to know her in the rough and tumble of a mission, but she wasn't prepared to turn her back on society. And she was a bit like you, as well."

      Mélanie's gaze flickered over his face. "Not wanting to leave her work?"

      "She said we couldn't run out in the midst of the war. That it mattered to her more than it ever had to me. Which was true. I admitted as much. But I said we had to think of the baby. Again like you, Kitty said we'd go mad in exile. And I suspect too she was afraid of my throwing away a career that was in tatters of self-disgust, in any case. Or bits of all four." He drew back slightly, dug a hand into his hair. "She said she could make it seem the baby was her husband's. She'd surprised him with a visit where his regiment was encamped while I was away. And done enough to ensure he'd lay claim to the child. I couldn't—that was her choice. I couldn't insist she take on social ruin, cut herself off from her family and friends, give up the fight that drove her."

      "No, I can see that. But how unbelievably awful for you."

      The wonder and confusion of unlooked-for parenthood washed over him. "I'd never thought I'd have children. I was determined not to marry at that point in my life, as you know. And I didn't really understand what it meant to be a parent yet. I don't know that I could have managed to be a father to the child the way Raoul did with me. I'd like to think I'd have tried. As it was, Kitty lost the baby a month later. We weren't meeting in secret by then, I need hardly say. But she sent word to me. And then a month after that, she and Velasquez left for the Argentine."

      "So she left the fight in any case."

      "He was sent on a military and diplomatic mission. She didn't have a lot of choice. Though I did wonder. Kitty wasn't the sort to go along with things lightly. I wondered if it was so hard to face me that she'd decided to go along with going away, though that didn't seem very like Kitty. Or if she had an intelligence objective in Argentina. That seemed much more like her. And fits a bit with what I learned tonight." He hesitated a moment. He'd have said this last was purely between Kitty and him. But that was before Mélanie. He owed an immeasurable amount to what was between them. "I saw her alone once before she left. She found me in the library at another of Stuart's parties. She said we'd already said everything we had to say to each other, and she didn't want to make it worse, but that she wanted me to know she had no regrets. She hoped I didn't either." He gave a rough laugh, not as bitter as the one he'd given then but perhaps weighted more with the sorrow of years past and loss accepted. "I said how could she possibly imagine I wasn't filled with regret. She said she hoped it was on my own account then, because for her part she would always be grateful for the memories. She added that she hoped I'd find happiness someday. At which I fear I gave a bitter laugh. Because that hardly seemed possible. The irony of course being that I found just that." He took Mélanie's hand and laced his fingers through her own.

      Mélanie squeezed his hand. "Did you see her again?"

      "Not until tonight."

      "And a year later you met me." Mélanie's voice was steady, but he could hear the tension underneath. "A woman expecting a child and in need of protection. It must have seemed the perfect chance to make up for failing Kitty and your own baby."

      Malcolm looked into his wife's sea-green eyes. For all they'd been through, it was a long time since he'd seen hurt in them. "Sweetheart. You can't think—"

      "No?" She was still holding his hand, her fingers warm round his own, but he could feel the tension she was attempting to hold steady. "I always knew how protective you were, Malcolm. I think you'd have felt for my plight in any case. But this must have made it more immediate." She reached up with her free hand and pushed his hair off his forehead. Her fingers lingered at his temple. "I knew you'd lost your ability to believe in much when I met you. I thought it was disillusionment with the war and the spy game. And matters with your family back in Britain, though it took me years to understand that. But this is so much more specific. It was so much more recent when we met."

      "My darling." He set his hands on her shoulders. "What was between us was always about us. Was I perhaps even more convinced I'd be a failure as husband and father because of how I'd bungled things with Kitty? Probably. Was I even more disillusioned with the spy game because of my disagreements with Kitty? I was already plenty disillusioned, but it certainly didn't help. Did it blunt my instincts as an agent so I didn't see through you all those years? Possibly. Though I think that's mostly a credit to your skill. But it didn't take my past tragedy to make me want you. Or to love you or your child. Our child."

      Her fingers curled against the side of his face. "Darling. Whatever your reasons for entering into our marriage, they were far more honest than mine. And you were honest about what you were offering me. Relationships are complicated, Malcolm. Difficult to tell how one thing influences another." She reached up and kissed him, lightly, the sort of kiss that didn't have to lead to anything more. "However our marriage started, it doesn't change what we feel now. What Colin means to us, and Jessica. The wonder is still that we got to where we are."

      "For which I'm grateful every day." He paused, the ashes of the past clogging his throat. "I didn't make Kitty very happy."

      "You make me happy, Malcolm."

      But he could still see the questions in her gaze. The look of one recasting the past in light of present information. He knew that feeling better than anyone, and if what he'd told Mel tonight wasn't the same as his learning she'd been a French agent, it still shifted things for her. He knew better than to think he could lightly make the revelations go away.

      Mélanie drew back a bit, her hands on his shoulders. "I hadn't realized—when we worked together—that you had memories of working with a lover who was an agent."

      "It was very different."

      "Of course. I scarcely know Kitty, but she and I are obviously very different people. But you knew what it was to share both aspects of your life. I always thought—"

      She hesitated.

      "What?" Malcolm said.

      She tilted her head to one side, affectionate, wifely mockery in her gaze. "You accepted me as a partner in adventure very readily, darling. To my inestimable relief."

      "I imagine it made your mission much easier." He smiled as he said it, to defuse what they both knew was a valid point.

      "Well, yes." She didn't look away. "But it was also a relief because it meant I didn't have to dwindle into a diplomatic wife. Of course I didn't realize quite how remarkable a man you are at the start, darling. A lot of it was due to that. Your thinking is never confined by the rules of your world or by any set of rules. But the pattern you'd established with Kitty must have helped."

      He kept his gaze steady on her face. "It doesn't change how remarkable what we had—what we have—is, sweetheart."

      "No. Of course not."

      But it broke what she had thought was an exclusive mold. He could see that in her gaze. The temptation to say "what we have is like nothing I'd ever known before" was almost overmastering. But he knew it would ring hackneyed in her ears. And he couldn't deny his past had impacted their relationship, much as her own had done.

      "It must—" Mélanie hesitated again. "When you learned the truth about me. You and Kitty really were allies."

      "You mean we were working for the same side? Or, more or less the same side? I suppose you could say that. Though it didn't stop us from quarreling over tactics."

      "Tactics. Not goals."

      "It's a fair question," he said in perfect truth.

      "What?"

      "Whether Kitty's and my view of the world is more aligned or whether yours and mine is. I think perhaps yours and mine is."

      Her eyes were very bright. "You always know just the right thing to say, Malcolm."

      "I didn't say it because it was the right thing."

      "As I said."

      He shook his head. They both knew each other too well to argue.

      "Had you heard from her since she left?" Mélanie asked.

      "No. We agreed it was better that way. I made enough inquiries to know they'd arrived safely in the Argentine. Then I told myself I had no right to ask for more. I didn't know Ashford had died. And I didn't—Mel, for years I've scarcely thought of her."

      She nodded. Her gaze was steady but armored. The gaze of one who knew she had no right to protest.

      "I'll confess to feeling a twinge of guilt now, because my life is so very happy, and I don't believe hers is. She seems to have made peace with her marriage to a degree, but I suspect she doesn't find widowhood a burden. And she has children. She seems less discontented than when I knew her. It would just be a brief way of revisiting the past. Except—"

      "She needs your help."

      He met his wife's gaze. "Our help, if you're willing to give it."

      "You can't think I wouldn't be. In fact, I'd be distinctly distressed it you tried to keep me out of it. For any number of reasons."

      "Have I told you you're remarkable, sweetheart?"

      "I'm not just your wife, dearest, I'm your investigative partner. And I'd want to help anyone you care about. Is it to do with the situation in Spain?"

      "Mmm. What else? She was working with the revolutionaries in Argentina. I suspect I don't know the half of it. She may even have arranged secretly to get Ashford sent there. But now she's working with the Spanish rebels."

      "That accounts for her interest in Palmerston."

      "I'm afraid so. That's her lookout. And Palmerston's. I'm not sure which of them I'm most sorry for. That isn't why she needs our help."

      "That's good. I do owe a certain amount of loyalty to Emily, and she and Palmerston just seem to be getting past that whole tangle with Count Giuliano. Kitty has a specific mission?"

      "She's trying to unearth the Goshawk."

      Mélanie's brows rose. "Well, that's interesting."

      "You don't—"

      "Know who the Goshawk was? Is? Darling, I was on the opposite side."

      "That's not necessarily a guarantee of anything."

      "If I'd learned, I'd have—"

      "Exposed him or her?"

      "To the world? No. To my allies? Yes, probably. In any case, I never had the least idea. The Goshawk caused trouble for us, though I always thought half his—or her—power was the aura of mystery and suggestion of invincibility. But I can see how the Goshawk could help the rebels in Spain now. Even just having the aura of the name attached to the rebels would help."

      "That's what Kitty said."

      "Kitty wants you to help find the Goshawk?"

      "She wants my help with someone she thinks may have information. Annabel Larimer."

      "Good God." Mélanie's eyes widened. "You never told me Annabel was an agent. Not that you should have done."

      "I didn't know she was. Assuming she actually was. I'm not convinced Kitty doesn't have this part jumbled. Annabel didn't travel as Kitty did."

      "One can do a lot from Lisbon, darling." Mélanie regarded him steadily. "I did."

      "You were gathering information on the British. Annabel would have had no need to spy on her own side."

      "A point. Unless she was spying for the French, and no, I have no evidence she was, and if she was I don't see how she'd known about the Goshawk. In any case, I assume you're going to help Kitty look for the Goshawk."

      "I've said I'll go with her to see Annabel. That is, if you—"

      "If I don't mind? Dearest, I'd be a poor creature if I did, and if I was so insecure in your affections as to play such ridiculous games, I should hope you'd have the good sense not to go along with them. I'd never try to prevent you from helping an old friend or colleague. And from a purely selfish standpoint, however over-romanticized I think the Goshawk's legend may be, I think Kitty's probably right that he or she could help in Spain now. And I want that as much as anyone. We're on the same side in this. Raoul too. He'll want to help as well."

      "Yes, I know. But of course he and Kit weren't on the same side during the war. Quite the opposite."

      "Raoul's managed to keep his allegiances during the war secret. At least from the world at large. And especially his allies in Spain now."

      "Precisely. The people he's working with now think he was their ally during the war, when in fact he was working against them. Kitty could make things complicated for him in Spain if she knew the truth."

      "So could a number of other people. Including Carfax."

      "Don't remind me. But Carfax has decided to play nice for the moment. And he's not that interested in what's happening in Spain right now. Whereas, to Kitty, Raoul's actions in the war would be very—specific."

      "Specific betrayals."

      "In a nutshell."

      Mélanie pulled her second earring from her ear and held it between her fingers. "My actions would be betrayals to her as well."

      "You weren't working directly with the guerrilleros, but—yes. Kitty doesn't like to lose."

      "And she's Spanish." Mélanie moved to her dressing table and set the earring down.

      "So are you," Malcolm said.

      "Which might make her blame me all the more." She began to pull the pins from her hair. "But I don't see how we can avoid working with her even if we wanted to, which seems cowardly."

      "Quite. Aside from the fact that Raoul wouldn't do it, having him try to avoid talking to Kitty would be the surest way to raise Kit's suspicions. It's a challenge. But I think all of us are capable of keeping the truth from Kit."

      "I'm flattered." Mélanie shook her hair out over her shoulders. "Though she's obviously a very capable agent."

      "I never knew her to pull off anything like what you have, my darling."

      Mélanie drew a sharp breath.

      Malcolm moved to her side and tilted her chin up with one finger. "I say that in perfect truth, sweetheart. And with the greatest admiration. I've never known an agent who's your like."

      "That must be a relief," she said lightly.

      "Only because I know you're one of a kind."

      "Well, everyone is, really."

      "A good point. It doesn't change how remarkable my wife is."

      She hesitated, then stepped closer and brushed her mouth against his own. He deepened the kiss and felt her sink in to him, with what might have been relief. He drew her closer, holding on to everything that was real between them, everything that seemed more fragile in the wake of confronting his past. She took his hand and drew him to their bed.
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      "I don't know Annabel well," Mélanie said. "She certainly never said anything about the Goshawk to me, but then I very much doubt she would have done, even if she had information."

      Kitty nodded with professional aplomb, and reached for her teacup as though it were a purely social call. Malcolm had arranged for Kitty to call in Berkeley Square and the two of them to then call on Annabel Larimer. It might raise brows for him to call for Kitty at her hotel. And it seemed important, in ways he couldn't articulate, that Mélanie see Kitty before they left, even if she wasn't part of this piece of the investigation.

      They were in the small salon. Kitty, Mélanie, himself, Laura, with little Clara in her lap. Thank God for babies. They eased the most awkward social situations. Raoul had left early to talk to a contact from Spain himself. Malcolm hadn't told him about Kitty's search for the Goshawk or about Annabel Larimer yet. He couldn't keep them apart, as he'd told Mel last night, but he also saw no need to hurry their speaking to each other and drawing Kitty's attention to Raoul's work in Spain.

      "Thank you, Mrs. Rannoch," Kitty said. "I wonder if—"

      She broke off as the door opened, and Blanca, Mélanie's companion, and her husband, Addison, Malcolm's valet, came into the room with Colin, Emily, Jessica, and their own baby son Pedro. Malcolm had asked Blanca and Addison to bring them in. "The children wanted to meet you," he said to Kitty.

      "I'm so glad." Kitty got to her feet and shook hands as Malcolm introduced her. "My own oldest two are six and five," she said to Colin and Emily. "Though my baby is just one, not a young lady like you." She smiled at Jessica.

      Jessica grinned. "I like your dress."

      "Thank you. It's one of my favorites." Kitty had always claimed to have little interest in children. It was a shock seeing her so at ease. Remembering that she was now a mother herself, and seemingly a very adept one.

      "You look very like your father," Kitty said to Colin.

      People were always saying that. Partly because it was the sort of thing one said to parents and children, partly because it was in fact true. But with Kitty it might mean more. Everything might mean more. Had Kitty heard the rumors and wondered at Colin's parentage? Was she now relieved to see the resemblance? Surely even Kit couldn't have guessed at the truth.

      Kitty smiled at Addison. "It's good to see you again."

      "You as well, Mrs. Ashford." Addison inclined his head, his face a study in good manners. He was one of Malcolm's best friends and knew many of the secrets of his life, but they weren't great ones for confidences even now and certainly hadn't been in the days of Malcolm's affair with Kitty. Yet surely Addison had known. If Malcolm had had any illusions at the time that he could keep the affair secret from his valet, in hindsight he knew how foolish that had been.

      Emily set Berowne, the family cat, down on the floor. Berowne ran over to investigate the rouleaux on Kitty's skirt. Mélanie scooped him up. Kitty said she didn't mind and helped Emily and Colin attach Berowne's lead, which he kept trying to bat at. Shortly after, Blanca and Addison left with the children and Berowne to go to the square garden, joined by Laura and Clara.

      "We should be on our way," Malcolm said.

      "I wonder—" Kitty hesitated as she pulled on her gloves. "Might I beg a favor of you, Mrs. Rannoch? Would you consider coming with us?"

      "Certainly," Mélanie said, with a pause of scarcely a quarter note. "Though Malcolm knows Mrs. Larimer better than I do."

      "Yes, but it occurs to me another woman might be effective at getting her to confide. And I'm not sure I'm the right woman. Though I moved in British society for a couple of years, I remained something of an outsider."

      "I know the feeling."

      "But you've become the toast of the beau monde."

      "Hardly. I may have become something of a novelty for a time. We're very much on the edge of society now. But I'm happy to offer whatever assistance I can. As Malcolm has probably told you, I relish being involved in any sort of investigation."

      Kitty smiled. "That's the other reason I thought you'd be of admirable assistance."
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      Annabel Larimer lived in Conduit Street, in a neat house with a shiny red door and roses in the window boxes. Malcolm and Mélanie had called on her to pay their condolences after Philip died and had attended a musical evening she gave a year later.

      "I'll let you both take the lead," Kitty said as they approached the house. "In truth, it might have been better if I hadn't come at all."

      "You have the information about the Goshawk," Malcolm said.

      "If Annabel Larimer is an agent, she's very adept at surfaces," Mélanie said. "And even if she's not, she's the sort who seeks refuge behind the minutia of social life. It will be challenging to get her to talk. We can try to ease into it and draw her out, but you may need to shock her with a direct reference to the Goshawk."

      Kitty turned her head to meet Mélanie's gaze beneath the brim of her bonnet. "My thoughts exactly."

      Strategizing a mission. So part of the fabric of his life with Mel. And once so part of the fabric of his life with Kitty. Perhaps the most bizarre thing about the whole exchange among the three of them was how normal it seemed.

      They stopped before the house. Malcolm moved to ring the bell and saw that the red-painted door was slightly ajar.

      "How odd," Kitty said.

      Malcolm rang the bell, then rapped on the cherry-red panels. There was no response. He exchanged a look with Mélanie and Kitty, knowing all their senses were keyed to danger, and pushed the door open. A marble tiled hall stretched before them. Like their own in Berkeley Square, though a bit narrower. A console table with the requisite basket for calling cards. Two straight-backed chairs. A child's red ball resting beneath one of them. He called out again and heard no response.

      A faint creak sounded from the first floor. Malcolm started up the mahogany-railed stairs. Mélanie and Kitty followed. A woman's scream sounded from above when he was halfway to the first floor. Malcolm bounded up the last of the curving stairs to meet the horrified gaze of a young woman with curly red hair.

      "It’s all right." Malcolm said. Vaguely, he recognized her as Annabel's housemaid from his last visit. "I'm a friend. Where's your mistress?"

      As though robbed of speech, the girl stared through an open door across the landing. Malcolm saw two men, silhouetted against the light from a window. Bent over a figure on the floor. He ran forwards. Annabel Larimer lay on the Turkey rug, brown hair spread about her, blue-sprigged muslin skirts tangled about her legs. One of the men had his fingers against her neck. "I think there's a pulse."

      Mélanie pushed past Malcolm and knelt beside Annabel. "There is," she said after a moment. "Faint but steady."

      Malcolm looked at the two men. One of them, not the one who'd been checking for a pulse, was plainly a manservant. "Dr. Blackwell in Hill Street," he said. "Tell him the Rannochs sent you."

      The young man had clear, steady dark eyes. He nodded and took off like an undergraduate running a foot race at Oxford.

      "We should keep her warm," Mélanie said.

      Malcolm grabbed a blanket from the back of a small settee and laid it over Annabel. Only then did he properly note the blood matting her hair at her right temple.

      "We found her like this." The other man spoke in a rough voice. "We heard the maid scream as the footman was showing me in." He glanced round for the maidservant. Kitty had pressed her into a chair. "We both ran in." He looked down at Annabel. "What else can we do for her?"

      "The bleeding's stopped," Mélanie said. "We shouldn't move her until Dr. Blackwell arrives."

      The man nodded. He looked to be about Malcolm's own age, with dark hair, tawny skin, and clear blue eyes. He spoke with a faint accent that might be Spanish, though his English was very good.

      "You're a friend of Mrs. Larimer's?" Malcolm asked.

      "I imagine they knew each other in the Peninsula." Kitty had poured a glass of wine from a set of decanters by the window and was pressing it into the maid's hand.

      The dark-haired man pushed his hair out of his eyes, gaze fastened on Kitty. "K—Mrs. Ashford?" he said on a note of shock.

      "I'm sorry," Kitty said. "I hoped I'd see you in London, but this isn't the meeting I'd expected. Here, my dear." She curved the maid's fingers round the glass. "Drink some of this. It will help steady you." She looked back at the dark-haired man. "I don't believe you know Mr. and Mrs. Rannoch. Raimundo O'Roarke."

      It was a moment before the name registered with Malcolm. Kitty gave nothing away. Being Kitty, of course she wouldn't reveal that she was introducing Malcolm to his own cousin.

      "Rannoch." Raimundo's voice shook. "Of course I've heard of you."

      "And I of you." Malcolm surveyed his newfound relation, trying to sort through the details of exactly what he had heard.

      Raimundo's gaze shifted as though to acknowledge Mélanie, then froze on Annabel. "My God, who could have done this—"

      "You didn't see anything?" Malcolm asked.

      "No. Everything seemed perfectly normal in the street. As I said, I'd just given my card to the footman when we heard the maid scream."

      Malcolm looked at the maid. She had taken a sip of wine and a little color had returned to her face. "Bridget, isn't it?"

      Her eyes widened. "You have a good memory, sir."

      "How did you find Mrs. Larimer?"

      Bridget pushed a lock of copper-colored hair behind her ear and scrubbed at her cheek. "I'd just gone in to ask if she wanted tea. She usually had a cup about this time of day."

      "You didn't hear anything?" Malcolm asked.

      "No. I'd been in the kitchen."

      "The children?" Mélanie asked.

      "They're at the park with Miss Bentley. The governess." Bridget cast a quick glance over her shoulder as though fearing their return. "It's Cook's day off. It was only Gregory and me in the house with Mrs. Larimer. Jeanie, the other maid, went to the park with Miss Bentley and the children."

      "Could she have fallen?" Raimundo said. "Hit her head?"

      Malcolm's gaze moved over the room. "I don't think so. She appears to have been hit over the head with that bronze paperweight."

      The paperweight now lay on the Turkey rug, not far from Annabel's head. He didn't want to touch it before they had someone official examine the scene, but in the light from the windows he could see blood glistening on the corner of the bronze.

      He went to the windows. One of the sashes wasn't latched. A few threads of dark cloth were caught on the sill. In the flower bed below, several stalks were broken. "I think whoever attacked her jumped."

      "Good God," Raimundo said.

      "When did you last see her?" Kitty asked him.

      "In the Peninsula. I got to know Philip Larimer through his work with the guerrilleros. He and Mrs. Larimer had me to dine several times. I wrote to her after Larimer died. She said she hoped I would call if I ever was in London. So I did today." He glanced round as though realizing none of the others would be aware of his reasons for being in the city. "I'm here to talk with some in Britain about the situation in Spain. I arrived last week. This was the first free afternoon I'd had. I had no idea—"

      Malcolm tried to recall what he knew about his father's Spanish relations. Close as he and Raoul were, Malcolm knew very little about his Spanish family. Raoul had an older brother who had the family property. Presumably Raimundo was his son. And somehow he knew Kitty. Malcolm cast a glance at his former lover. She had an arm round Bridget and was coaxing her to take another sip of wine.

      "I think I know one of your relatives," Malcolm said to Raimundo. It would be odd not to say as much, given that Raoul lived with them. "Your uncle perhaps? Raoul O'Roarke."

      Raimundo O'Roarke met Malcolm's gaze, his own, which had been quite open, now curiously blank, as though kept so with an effort. "Yes. He's my uncle. My father's brother. We haven't—I don't know him well."

      "Family can be complicated," Malcolm said. Which, given his own relationship with Raoul, ought to be funny.

      Raimundo gave a quick nod, his gaze back on Annabel. "Can we put a pillow under her head?"

      "I don't think we should move her at all until Dr. Blackwell sees her," Mélanie said. "Even the smallest motion can be dangerous for a head injury." She looked at Malcolm. "He'll want hot water. If we could have it ready—"

      "Quite." Malcolm moved to the door.

      Bridget pushed herself to her feet. "I can—"

      "No," Malcolm said. "You've had a shock, and you should be here if the governess and the children return." Which was all perfectly true. It was also true he needed to talk to Kitty. "Perhaps Mrs. Ashford can help me?"

      "Of course." Kitty got to her feet and gently pushed Bridget back into her chair. She and Malcolm found their way to the baize door to the servants’ stairs without speaking. The kitchen was tidy and smelled of lavender and lemon oil. Copper pans gleamed on the walls and coals glowed in the range. Malcolm checked that there was water in the kettle and poked up the coals. "I didn't know you knew my cousin," he said, his back to Kitty.

      "I didn't know he was your cousin. At least not until last night."

      The coals sparked to life. Malcolm turned round to see Kitty taking a stack of snowy towels from a cupboard. "I'm not the nurse your wife seems to be, but I imagine these will be helpful." She set them on the deal table in the center of the kitchen. "I don't know how much you know about the O'Roarke family. Raimundo's father, Patrico, tried to stay out of the war, but Raimundo fought with a guerrillero band. I met him when I was carrying messages between him and Victor. For a time we were rather close."

      "Oh." Malcolm said it before he could formulate anything more sensible.

      Kitty raised a brow. "It was before I married Edward. Well before I met you. Even after I met you, even knowing you were close to Raimundo's estranged uncle, I had no idea you and Raimundo were related."

      "No, I can quite see that. I don't suppose it matters that much. I've always maintained simple biology doesn't make for family."

      "It matters now." Kitty was kneeling down, rummaging in another cupboard. "Given that you say it's an open secret that Raoul is your father, Raimundo is going to learn you're cousins."

      "To the point, as always, Kit. He will. What it will mean to him is another question. You didn't know Raimundo knew Annabel?"

      "No." She turned back to the table, holding a blue and white basin and ewer. "I didn't see him after I married Edward and came to Lisbon, and Victor didn't talk about him much. Perhaps because of what he suspected about us. I liked Raimundo. He was a kind man. Too decent for the games we were all playing." Her brows drew into a taut line.

      The kettle whistled. Malcolm filled the ewer with boiling water. "You think he knows something about the Goshawk?"

      "I wouldn't have thought so," Kitty said. "Now I'm not sure of anything."
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      Malcolm and Kitty returned to the sitting room to find Mélanie still sitting on the carpet beside Annabel. Raimundo stood with his hands clasped behind his back, gaze fixed on a medallion in the carpet. Bridget still sat bolt upright in her chair, fingers twisting in her apron.

      Mélanie's gaze went straight to Malcolm but didn't betray by so much as a flicker that she had questions about what he and Kitty had discussed or about his having left the room with Kitty at all. "No change. But her breathing is steady."

      "Thank God for that." Malcolm moved to the sofa table. As he was setting down the ewer and basin, quick steps sounded on the stairs. Geoffrey Blackwell came into the room with his usual brisk purpose, Gregory behind him. Blackwell went at once to Annabel Larimer, without pausing to acknowledge the others present.

      "Hot water, good." He stripped off his coat and began to roll up his sleeves. "Mélanie, I could use your help."

      Though he now lived in London, married to Malcolm's cousin Aline and father of a young daughter, Geoffrey had been a military doctor for decades. Malcolm had seen him work with the same quiet focus in makeshift tents, behind rocks under sniper fire, in the midst of a square at Waterloo with hell breaking out all round. For a time all was quiet as he knelt beside Annabel, except for a few crisp words from Geoffrey to Mélanie as she assisted him. Malcolm brought them watered towels. Geoffrey cleaned the wound and bandaged it, lifted Annabel's lids to study her eyes, listened to her heart. "She's stable enough we can move her to her bed," he said at last.

      Under his careful directions, they carried Annabel upstairs to her bedchamber, with Mélanie holding her head steady.

      "Will she recover?" Malcolm asked in a low voice as Mélanie smoothed the covers over Annabel.

      "Difficult to say." Geoffrey rolled down his sleeves, voice as precise as usual, though his gaze was not temperate as he looked at his patient in the bed. "With a head trauma like this, one has to wait and see. She could open her eyes in a day or two or three and be quite as she was before. She could wake but not be able to speak or move. Or she could not wake at all." He fastened his second shirt cuff. "She was hit from behind by someone taller than she is and right-handed."

      "Yes, that's what I thought."

      Geoffrey's gaze stayed on Annabel. "No idea who did it?"

      "Not yet."

      Geoffrey nodded. "I'll stay for now and arrange for nurses. But from what you say, she'll need guards as well."

      "Already working on it." Malcolm turned to the others. "She'll be safe with Blackwell for the moment. Let’s go back down to the sitting room. I'd like to have a look at things again."

      Everyone nodded. Kitty gave him a speculative look, but she was content to follow his lead for the moment. "Did your mistress have any callers today?" he asked Gregory when they reached the sitting room.

      "No. That is, none that I admitted." Gregory scraped a hand over his face, sweat-dampened from his hurry to get Geoffrey and then helping carry Annabel upstairs. "I went out briefly to collect a new dress she'd ordered for Miss Catherine. When I came back I thought I heard voices upstairs. Then I went down to the kitchen and didn't think more of it because Mrs. Larimer hadn't rung. I came back into the hall when Mr. O'Roarke called. Then we heard Bridget scream."

      It tallied with Raimundo's account. "The door was open when we arrived," Malcolm said.

      "Mr. O'Roarke and I ran upstairs when we heard the scream. I must have forgot to close it completely." Gregory pushed his fingers through his sticky hair. "But—how did whoever attacked her get out?"

      "Through the window, I think." Malcolm nodded towards the window that was still unlatched, then looked from Gregory to Bridget. "Did your mistress have any enemies?"

      "Good heavens, no," Bridget said. "She's the sweetest lady. Why on earth—" She broke off, gaze going to the bloodied bronze paperweight that still lay on the floor, the reality sinking into her eyes.

      "She lived quietly," Gregory said, "but she had a number of friends. She seemed on good terms with all of them."

      "Surely—" Raimundo shook his head, his gaze also going to the paperweight. "You say you think the attacker escaped out the window. Couldn't he have also broken in?"

      "Possibly," Malcolm said, "though from Gregory's account it seems far more likely Mrs. Larimer admitted her attacker. In any case, I very much doubt the attack was random."

      Bridget drew a sharp breath. Raimundo opened his mouth as though to protest, then went silent.

      Malcolm pulled out his card case and went to the escritoire to scribble on a card. "Take this to Bow Street. Ask for Inspector Roth."

      Gregory nodded.

      Malcolm touched his shoulder. "Thank you. You've done well."

      Gregory gave a quick smile. He, like Bridget, seemed devoted to Annabel Larimer. One could never rule anything out, but between that and the evidence of an intruder, Malcolm very much doubted either of them had harmed Annabel.

      "How soon will the children be back?" Mélanie asked Bridget when Gregory had left.

      "Probably not for another hour. We can't let them see—"

      "No," Mélanie said. "We'll make sure we're here to help when they come in."

      "Had Mrs. Larimer seemed concerned at all, of late?" Malcolm asked. "Worried?"

      Bridget shook her head.

      "Bridget," Mélanie said. "Do you think you'd be up to helping me make some tea? I imagine everyone could use it."

      "Oh, yes." Bridget seemed relieved at having a task. "I baked some biscuits this morning as well, it being Cook's day off."

      "Splendid." Mélanie exchanged a look with Malcolm before she left the room. Malcolm inclined his head a fraction of an inch.

      "Raimundo," Kitty said when the three of them were alone. "Did Annabel ever say anything to you about the Goshawk?"

      "The—?" Raimundo had fallen to staring at the carpet again. He lifted a confused gaze to her. "Why should Annabel have known anything about the Goshawk?"

      "An excellent question. But a reliable source told me that she had information about the Goshawk's identity."

      Raimundo stared at Kitty as though a fog was clearing to reveal an unexpected landscape before him. "You're looking for the Goshawk."

      "Does that surprise you? Given the situation in Spain?"

      "No, but I don't see how—"

      "None of us does," Malcolm said. "But Annabel's being attacked just when we were about to question her about the Goshawk makes me more inclined to think there may be truth to the stories Mrs. Ashford heard."

      Raimundo met Malcolm's gaze. As the shock wore off, his own gaze was hardening. "And you're wondering if there were other reasons for my call today?"

      "I didn't say that," Malcolm said.

      "No, but I can see the calculations. I know about your career in the Peninsula. And after. You're an agent."

      "I was an agent. I haven't been for some time."

      "You investigate things. Even in Spain I've heard of it. And I saw your skills in operation today. Even a novice like me can guess at what you must be thinking. For God's sake, Rannoch. You found me standing over Annabel."

      "I was once discovered in a similar position myself." The memories of finding his murdered half-sister had been there from the moment he stepped into the room and saw Annabel Larimer lying on the floor, though he did his best to hold them at bay. "By my wife. I was innocent."

      "Which doesn't guarantee that I am."

      "Nothing is guaranteed. But Gregory's and Bridget's accounts corroborate that you and Gregory discovered Mrs. Larimer together. It's barely possible you sneaked into the house, attacked her, climbed out the window, and then called round at the front door to discover her, but I don't find it probable."

      Raimundo stared at him. "By God, Rannoch. That's much more convincing than simply saying you don't think me capable of such an act."

      "I wouldn't trust whether or not I thought someone was capable of such an act. I've learned seemingly trustworthy people are capable of quite appalling actions. And the most seemingly untrustworthy people can unexpectedly come to one's aid."

      Raimundo nodded. "I heard you were unconventional, Rannoch. And damnably clever."

      "Both are true," Kitty said.

      "In any case," Malcolm said, "we could use your help in learning the truth of what happened. And in ensuring Annabel remains safe."

      "Anything."

      Mélanie and Bridget came in with a tea tray and a plate of ginger biscuits. Kitty drew Malcolm over to the windows as Mélanie poured and Bridget passed the cups round. "Who is Jeremy Roth?"

      "A Bow Street Runner who is also a good friend."

      "You trust him?"

      "Unequivocally." Though not with everything. But then he didn't trust Kitty with everything, either. For that matter, he didn't trust his own wife with everything. Or his father.

      "You always trusted too easily, Malcolm."

      "Believe me, I've grown wiser." Malcolm looked into those changeable green eyes. "There'll have to be an investigation, Kitty. Annabel was attacked. We're lucky to have Jeremy to turn to."

      "I don't dispute that we need to call Bow Street. But we need to have a look at Annabel's things first."

      It wasn't a bad suggestion. Actually, Malcolm had been mulling the possibilities himself. He exchanged a look with Mélanie. They needed someone to play nursemaid to Raimundo. She inclined her head and gave a faint smile. God, his wife was an amazing woman. Though he wasn't sure what impressed him most. Her sending him off to investigate with his former lover or her staying with the tea things and watching over Raimundo instead of investigating.

      They couldn't search the bedchamber where Annabel herself lay with Blackwell watching. But a small room off the ground floor hall with a satinwood escritoire seemed to have been Annabel's writing room and study.

      "Accounts." Kitty began opening drawers without compunction. She'd never been one to hesitate. "She handles the finances with her husband gone. I can understand that. If her husband was like Edward, she may have handled them before, though Philip Larimer struck me as a bit more sensible." She flipped through a stack of bills, then looked up and met Malcolm's gaze. "I'm horrified at what happened to her. But we've done everything we can for her at present, and we have limited time to get answers."

      "Yes, I know." Malcolm moved to the bookshelf between the windows and began pulling out books and scanning the pages for anything hidden. Or any sign the book was being used as a codebook, though he suspected if Annabel Larimer was an agent she was too clever to leave a codebook in plain view.

      "Nothing." Kitty shut the last drawer of the escritoire. "She writes to her sister in Shropshire. She doesn't appear to be in financial difficulties. She send funds regularly to her former nurse."

      "Kit, you of all people should know that if Annabel is clever enough to be an agent, you weren't going to find a file neatly labeled 'Goshawk.'"

      "Don't be difficult, Malcolm. I could interpret a smaller clue than that."

      Malcolm moved to the center of the room and glanced round it. A vase with fresh flowers atop the bookcase. A pretty but rather bland pastoral landscape over the mantel. A miniature of the three Larimer children atop the escritoire. He picked it up and unfastened the back of the frame. A folded paper fell out.

      "I forgot how good you are," Kitty said.

      "People often hide things in something that has personal meaning to them. I have a miniature of Mel and our children on the desk in my study."

      "With something hidden in the back?"

      "I've been known to employ it that way." He unfolded the letter.

      Kitty moved to read over his shoulder.

      Thursday night

      My darling,

      Only a few hours, and I can't get you out of my head. I know lovers can't exist in a bubble. I know we can't, in particular. But everything outside seems so much less important compared to what we share. How can I pretend to the world that nothing has happened when you are my world? Good God, look what you've done to me. Perhaps if I felt less, I could say more. Or say it more clearly.

      I will manage somehow to get through my day. But I won't feel alive again until I see you.

      "Whether or not Annabel Larimer is an agent, she appears to have a lover," Kitty said.

      "She's a widow."

      "A widow who thought it important to conceal a love letter." Kitty scanned the contents again. "A lot of rather good poetic allusion but not many facts. No date, save 'Thursday night.' Perhaps he was her lover while she was married, and she's kept the letter for years."

      "Concealed in a portrait of the children she shares with her late husband?"

      "Not everyone is as squeamish as you, Malcolm. Perhaps she thinks of them as her own children, not her husband's. I can understand that."

      "Or perhaps the affair is more recent and she's concealing the lover's identity for his sake, not her own."

      "Because he's married?"

      "Or because there's some other risk. In which case, there could be a motive for her attack."

      Kitty raised her brows. "But that doesn't—"

      "We're not just investigating the Goshawk, Kit. We're in the midst of an investigation of attempted murder."

      "You think Annabel Larimer's lover attacked her and then jumped out of the window?"

      "Not necessarily. Though a lover would be one person she might have admitted secretly."

      "In the middle of the day?"

      "People have been known to have trysts in the middle of the day," he said, before he could think better of it.

      Kitty's mouth curved in a faint smile. "A point."

      "But more important, a secret love affair could offer a host of motives—a wife or another lover of his, a rival for Annabel's own affections. Or if Annabel shared secrets with the lover, someone wanting to silence those secrets."

      "So we're back to spies."

      "Possibly."

      Kitty studied him for a moment, as though he were a text that held a hidden meaning. "You're very good at investigating."

      "I've had time to hone my talents. Such as they are."

      "Don't underrate yourself, Malcolm."

      "Simple statement of fact." He put the letter in his pocket.

      "Are you going to share it with Roth?"

      "I'd protect Annabel's privacy, but finding whoever attacked her comes first."

      Kitty's brows drew together. "You're going to tell him about the Goshawk?"

      "We have to, Kit. Besides, why should the search for the Goshawk be secret?"

      "Don't Bow Street runners report to your home office?"

      "You think the home office don't want the Goshawk to be discovered?"

      "I think that while Britain is officially neutral about the situation in Spain, they see King Ferdinand as an ally. An ally they helped put in power. Palmerston as good as said so last night. Tell me Carfax wouldn’t put pressure on the home secretary, and the home secretary wouldn't put pressure on Bow Street."

      Memories shot through Malcolm's mind. "I won't attempt to tell you anything of the kind. It's happened in the past. But Roth hasn't bowed to the pressure."

      "He must be a remarkable man."

      Malcolm moved to the door and reached for the handle. "He is."
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      Raimundo O'Roarke turned his teacup in his hands, as though secrets he couldn't fathom were hidden between the violet flowers and twining green leaves.

      "Violence is always a shock." Mélanie picked up the teapot and refilled their cups. "In an odd way, it's rather a relief that it is. I would hate to ever take it for granted."

      Raimundo—they might not be on first-name terms but she couldn't think of him as O'Roarke—met her gaze across the sofa table. "This is scarcely fit for you. We've none of us been thinking. You could—"

      "My dear Mr. O'Roarke. We may have only just met, but you must have seen enough to realize I'm not shocked by violence. I nursed the wounded in the Peninsula and at Waterloo."

      Raimundo regarded her for a moment. "You're Spanish."

      Mélanie kept her fingers steady on the milk jug. She was so accustomed these days to acknowledging the truth of her past that it was a bit of a shock to have to return to the role that had once defined her. "My mother was Spanish, my father French." That part was true. "My family sought refuge there after the Revolution." That part wasn't.

      "I'm sorry."

      "I had a happy childhood." That part was true as well. "The war was difficult for my family." As was that. "But the past years have been difficult for everyone who loves Spain." And God knows that was.

      Raimundo took a quick drink of tea and then grimaced, as though it had scalded his throat. "My father has long believed the solution is to stay out of politics. But I found that impossible."

      "So did your uncle."

      "You know him?" Raimundo returned his cup to its saucer. "Oh, of course you must, as your husband does."

      "He's a close friend of my husband's family." Which was also the truth, if it didn't begin to explain what Raoul O'Roarke had been and still was to her.

      "Surprising a Radical, such as he is, is on such close terms with a family in the British beau monde. But then, he spent a great deal of time in Ireland. Far more than I did." Raimundo snatched up his cup, as though looking for a refuge. "It's an odd thing, meeting someone who knows a close family member far better than I do myself."

      It was also an odd thing sitting across from the nephew of her former lover, who also happened to be her husband's father, while her husband was searching for clues with his own former lover, but she couldn't say any of that. They were going to have to tell Raimundo that Raoul lived with them, at some point, but she needed to confer with Malcolm first. "Family can be complicated. I scarcely know some of my own relations in France and Spain." Yet another truth.

      Raimundo wiped a trace of tea from his cup. "My father's always called him dangerous."

      "Your uncle? I'm not surprised."

      "You aren't? I mean, knowing him as you do—"

      "He's a brilliant man of whom I'm very fond. But he'd be an impossible challenge to one trying to stay out of politics."

      "I met him once or twice. He was kind to me. Gave me advice about what to watch out for in the field." Raimundo stared into his teacup. "Odd after my father was so set against his politics that we ended up, more or less, on the same side."

      Only of course they hadn't been on the same side at all during the war. But were now in the new landscape of Spain. "Sides have a way of shifting." Mélanie took a drink of her own tea. "Especially in Europe in the past two decades."

      Raimundo shook his head in disbelief. "I was looking forward to coming to England because it would be quieter."

      "I've learned life is very rarely quiet. My husband and I undertake investigations," she added.

      "Yes, I've heard. That is—"

      "You've heard the stories but can't quite credit them."

      "No, of course not. I told your husband—"

      "But you can't quite believe a woman could be so involved in adventure?"

      "No. That is—You're obviously a lady, Mrs. Rannoch."

      "Be wary of the obvious, Mr. O'Roarke. As I said, a lot changes in the midst of a war."

      She took a sip of tea. He did the same and stared into the cup again. "I seem to be offered a cup of tea every time I turn round here. Just as I was by my British friends during the war. I confess I still can't see the allure."

      "I couldn't either, for a long time. But now it makes me think of home." It had been a surprising comfort whenever she grew homesick the six months they'd spent in Italy. "You must have spent time in Lisbon," she added.

      "Yes, that's where I got to know the Larimers."

      "And Mrs. Ashford."

      "Though she wasn't Mrs. Ashford yet." He turned his cup in his hands.

      "I understand her cousin Victor Velasquez worked with the guerrilleros," Mélanie said.

      "Yes, we met through Victor. It was a dangerous time. K—Mrs. Ashford—saw more danger than one would wish for any gently bred woman. But Annabel never seemed part of any of that."

      "She was married to a soldier."

      "But wives don't—"

      "That depends upon the wife."

      Raimundo met her gaze across the sofa table. "As I said, I've heard stories about you, Mrs. Rannoch. Even if I found some of them hard to credit, I know how capable you are. Not that Annabel wasn't—isn't. But she always seemed an island of calm in a mad world."

      Mélanie took a sip of tea. Speaking of hard to credit, she found it hard to credit that he was quite as disingenuous as he appeared. Or perhaps that was her, finding it hard to see simplicity in anyone who was even remotely connected to Raoul.

      "I keep thinking it's all a terrible misunderstanding," Raimundo said.

      "There may well be misunderstanding. But I don't think Annabel is an accidental victim. The crime appears too planned."

      He nodded.

      "You can't think who?" Mélanie asked.

      For a moment she'd swear she caught a flash of calculation in his gaze. Then he shook his head. "No. Nothing at all." He took another sip of tea, as though seeking refuge behind the violet-flowered rim of the cup. "But then, I hadn't seen her for years."
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      Jeremy Roth surveyed the sitting room. "I think you've deduced it quite accurately. The attacker snatched up the paperweight, probably from the escritoire, and hit her from behind, then escaped out the window." He eased up the sash, which Malcolm hadn't liked to do before Roth arrived. "Dark threads. As you noted." He held them to the sunlight. The thread gleamed in the light. "From a good fabric, it appears." He leaned out the window. "You can just see part of the print of a boot. There, in the corner, by the broken stalks."

      Malcolm joined Roth at the window. They were alone in the sitting room. Mélanie had gathered the others in the morning room across the passage. Malcolm looked where Roth was pointing in the shadows. The print left by the edge of a boot heel showed among the broken flower stalks. "So the attacker seems to have at least worn men's clothes."

      Roth nodded. "Add to that that the attacker was several inches taller than Mrs. Larimer and the strength required—I'd say it's nearly certain we're looking for a man. A little under six feet. Able to strike a hard blow and climb out a window and down a wall. Which doesn't narrow it down very much. Did she have enemies?"

      "Not that we've been able to determine so far."

      "She wasn't—"

      "An agent? Not so far as I knew. Mrs. Ashford has information that suggests otherwise, but we haven't been able to get any corroboration."

      "What about your cousin?"

      Roth was a good friend. And his comment was a reminder of the complications with Raimundo O'Roarke. "He doesn't know—"

      "That he's your cousin? Yes, I assumed as much."

      "We hadn't met until today. Raimundo fought in the Peninsula, but he wasn't an agent, as far as I know. Apparently he knew Mrs. Larimer and her late husband and just happened to call today."

      "Do you believe that?"

      "The footman's account tallies with Raimundo O'Roarke's calling and discovering Mrs. Larimer after the attack."

      Roth pulled an envelope from his pocket and tucked the threads into it. "She was attacked when you were coming to see her. Who else knew you were calling on her?"

      Malcolm's mind had already gone there and he'd been sifting the evidence. "Laura. Addison and Blanca. We hadn't even told Raoul, because he was gone before we came down this morning. We hadn't told Harry and Cordy either. Simply because we hadn't seen them."

      Roth tucked the envelope back into his pocket. "And Mrs. Ashford?"

      "I don't know whom she may have told. Though she isn't the sort to lightly confide information."

      Roth watched him for a moment. "You know her well?"

      Malcolm hesitated. Jeremy was a good friend. They were not the sort for personal confidences, but thanks to their work they already knew a great deal about each other. Still, there were key things Jeremy didn't know. Such as that Malcolm's wife had been a French agent. "I knew her fairly well eight years ago. She's been in the Argentine since."

      Roth nodded, no doubt as usual seeing a great deal more than he let on. "Have you looked at Mrs. Larimer's things?"

      There were things they might have discovered that he'd have kept from Jeremy. But the love letter didn't fall into that category. As he'd told Kitty, it might provide a motive for the attack. "I found a love letter hidden in the back of a miniature on the escritoire in her study. She appears to have or have had a lover. And to have been at pains to keep the affair secret."

      "That could be significant. You didn't recognize the handwriting? Mélanie didn't?"

      Malcolm hesitated again. But Roth would learn. Silly to keep it secret. "Mélanie didn't search with me. Mrs. Ashford did."

      Roth's gaze remained steady. "So Mrs. Ashford is an agent?"

      "She was during the war."

      "If I've learned one thing from you lot, it's that people can't leave off being agents. What did she want with Mrs. Larimer?"

      "Damn it, Jeremy, you're too good."

      "I understand if you can't tell me. I'm used to it."

      "She's looking for an agent from the Peninsular War called the Goshawk. Yes, I know. Code names."

      "And she thought Annabel Larimer was the Goshawk?"

      "No. At least, no one's suggested that, and I think Annabel was in Lisbon too much for the timing to work. But Mrs. Ashford thought Mrs. Larimer had information about the Goshawk."

      "And you still think Mrs. Larimer wasn't an agent?"

      "I'm not sure what to think."

      "You haven't looked at the bedchamber yet?"

      "No. Geoffrey's been with her since we moved her up there."

      "We should look. You'd better get Mélanie. It's a wonder she let you search the study without her. She'll never put up with being kept out longer."
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      "Your restraint is remarkable," Malcolm murmured to Mélanie as they climbed the stairs to the second floor.

      Mélanie smiled at her husband. "Practicality, darling. And I had an interesting talk with your cousin while you and Kitty were searching. His father told him Raoul is dangerous."

      "Ha. Hardly surprising. Or even untrue."

      "And he seems quite fond of Annabel Larimer."

      "And?" Malcolm asked.

      "He appears quite disingenuous. Perhaps it's me. Perhaps I jump at shadows. Perhaps I can't credit anyone remotely connected to Raoul being so what he seems on the surface. But I can't rid myself of the sense that there's more to him than we're seeing."

      Geoffrey looked up when they came into the bedchamber. "You want to search."

      "Do you mind?" Malcolm asked.

      "On the contrary. For my patient's sake, we need to learn the truth as quickly as possible." He glanced at the bed. Annabel lay still beneath the embroidered coverlet, her chest moving rhythmically. "She'll be safe with you, and in her present condition you can't disturb her. I'll take advantage of the chance to get up and move about a bit."

      Mélanie looked round the room. It was papered in a blue trellis pattern with simple white moldings. The furniture was painted white as well, which gave the small room an airy feel. Chintz curtains and muslin subcurtains were looped back from the windows. A framed cross-stitch sampler hung on the wall, perhaps the work of a child of eight or nine. A framed drawing by a younger child hung beside it.

      Malcolm went to the writing desk and Jeremy to the wardrobe. Mélanie took the chest of drawers. Jeremy and Malcolm could be a bit squeamish about going through a lady's underclothing, though they tried to hide it. She lifted out layers of chemises and drawers, habit shirts, tippets, and neckerchiefs. The clothing of a woman who dressed modestly but not without style and who used accessories to give her gowns a different look. Nothing hidden between the layers of muslin and linen. She went to the dressing table. One jewel box that held a strand of pearls, a string of jade beads, several pairs of gold earrings that looked as though they might have been bought in Portugal or Spain. Lip rouge and violet toilet water, but not nearly as many cosmetics as Mélanie herself had. Her gaze fell on a trinket box. She opened it to find a collection of hair ribbons and jeweled hairpins. A surprising jumble given the neatness of the rest of Annabel's things. A couple of handkerchiefs were below, the sort embroidered with colorful thread that were to be found in the marketplace in Lisbon. Mélanie picked them up and found a book with clasps below.

      "A journal?" Malcolm crossed the room to stand beside her.

      Mélanie pulled a pin from her hair, picked the lock, flipped through the pages. Strings of letters met her gaze. Neat lines that told volumes about the woman who lived in this pretty, tidy, innocuous chamber. "Better than that. A codebook. We still may not know who attacked Annabel Larimer or why, or if she knew anything about the Goshawk. But it seems she was an agent."
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      "Can you tell what the codes say?" Roth asked.

      Mélanie shook her head. "Not without the coded documents to decode."

      "Do you recognize them?" Roth said.

      "No," Malcolm said, "at least not from what's in the book. Carfax uses several codes I devised but he used a number of others as well. Damn Carfax."

      "Are you sure she was a British agent?" Roth asked in a neutral voice.

      Malcolm met Roth's gaze. His tone was almost too neutral, Mélanie thought, observing the two men. It took design to reveal nothing. "I'm not sure of anything," Malcolm said. "But if she was an agent, it seems by far the likeliest that she was working for Britain. Also, she apparently knew about the Goshawk, who was a British ally. All of which means I'm going to have to talk to Carfax."

      "Darling, scarcely a month goes by when you don't have to talk to Carfax," Mélanie said. In truth, at times since the events of last winter, she'd suspected her husband was concerned about his former spymaster and glad of the excuse to check on him, though she knew Malcolm would never admit as much.

      "That doesn't mean I have to look forward to it," Malcolm said. "Though it was probably inevitable once we started hunting for the Goshawk. And of course it gives us a whole new set of avenues for who might have attacked her."
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      Kitty scanned Malcolm's face. Mélanie and Roth were talking to Raimundo while she and Malcolm conferred by the window. "Well?" she asked.

      "You were right."

      Kitty's fingers closed on a fold of chintz curtain. "Annabel knows about the Goshawk?"

      "There's no way to be sure of that. But she was an agent."

      "For Carfax?"

      "I'm not sure yet. I need to talk to him."

      Kitty's gaze shifted over his face. "You don't trust me."

      "Don't be ridiculous, Kit. You're an agent. I'm an agent. Of course we don't trust each other. Not with everything. I don't trust my own wife with everything."

      "You didn't used to be so blunt." Kitty's voice had an edge that might have been admiration.

      "I was a lot younger when you first knew me. One can only hope I've grown."

      Her gaze locked on his for a moment. "Are you saying I did this to you?"

      "A number of events and people did." Malcolm touched her arm. "I'm not the man you knew, Kitty. Which is probably a very good thing for all of us. Myself included."

      She drew a breath. When she finally spoke, he thought she might have changed her mind about what to say. "You're going to see Carfax?"

      "God help me, yes."

      "You'll tell me what you learn?"

      He smiled. "Some of it."
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      Mélanie accompanied Malcolm into the passage. "I should stay at least until the children get back and your guards are in place. You need to see Carfax at once."

      "With luck I can break the news and see how he takes it." He looked at her for a moment. Her gaze was calm and steady in the shadowy light of the passage. But then he'd seen her with that gaze in the midst of gunfire. "You're sure you're all right?"

      "Darling. Why wouldn't I be?"

      Because he was leaving her with his ex-lover and with her ex-lover's nephew, who was also his cousin. He couldn't very well say that, and, given the various things Mélanie had faced, it was probably foolish to cavil at it in any case. He drew her towards him, out of view of the door from the sitting room, and kissed her, holding her against him for a moment.

      "I'll see you here or in Berkeley Square," he murmured into her hair.

      "Dearest. We're only talking an hour or two." But she pressed her head against his shoulder for a moment before she let him ago.
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      "Malcolm." Lord Carfax continued perusing the document in front of him as Malcom entered his study. "Quite like old times." He made a note at the bottom of the page he was scanning and reached for the sheet beneath. "What's responsible for this pleasure?"

      Malcolm walked up to the desk. Carfax's study had smelled the same since he was a boy. Of ink and leather and an unmistakable whiff of intrigue. "I thought you'd want to know one of your agents was attacked in broad daylight."

      "One of my—" Carfax looked up from the papers. His brows drew together. "Not Oliver—"

      "No," Malcolm said. Carfax actually looked worried, which was something of a relief considering Oliver was his son-in-law. His son-in-law whom Carfax had set to spy on Malcolm and Carfax's own son David and their other friends. "Annabel Larimer."

      Carfax sat back in his chair. "Someone attacked Philip Larimer's widow?"

      "In her own home, not much after noon, with her servants in the house."

      "Is she all right?"

      "She's unconscious. Blackwell says she may or may not regain consciousness, and if she does, it's not clear what condition she'll be in."

      "Good God. Are the children all right?"

      "They're unhurt. They were out with their governess. I'm not sure one can possibly say they're 'all right' with their mother in this condition. At the time I left, they hadn't yet learned what had happened." Malcolm regarded Carfax for a moment. "My compliments, sir. I knew the Larimers fairly well, and I had no notion Annabel was working for you."

      Carfax pushed his spectacles up on his nose. "Possibly because she wasn't."

      Malcolm dropped into one of the straight-backed chairs before the desk. "Doing it much too brown, sir."

      "My dear Malcolm. Why would I lie to you about the identity of one of my agents?"

      "Any number of reasons." Malcolm studied his former spymaster. How did Carfax always manage to sit with the light at his back? "Annabel was an agent. We found a codebook in her bedchamber."

      Carfax picked up his pen and twirled it between his fingers. "Interesting. You didn't know she was an agent? You saw them more than I did."

      "No. I had no notion of it."

      Carfax examined the nib of the pen. "I suppose she could have been a French agent—my dear Malcolm, surely we can dispense with the pretense now that both our thoughts didn't run in that direction—but one wonders how they might have recruited her."

      "Blackmail. We've used it often enough."

      "True. I don't deny the possibility." Carfax leaned forwards and returned the pen to his tooled leather blotter. "Larimer, thank God, wasn't placed to reveal a great deal of information, but it would still be embarrassing. Though I doubt she could have done the damage Mélanie did. On the whole, though, I think it unlikely the French recruited her through blackmail. Always risky to have an agent who resents one. Not that one can't feel resentment even from agents whom one has known since childhood."

      "Thank you, sir."

      "Only stating facts. And while she could have been working for the Spanish—any number of Spanish factions—there's no obvious connection there either." Carfax sat back in his chair again and tented his fingers. "But given your friendships and connections, you should be well aware I didn't run the only British network in the Peninsula."

      Malcolm frowned at the man who always seemed to have so much at his fingertips. "What are you suggesting?"

      "You may be overestimating my reach. Not that it's ever foolish to do so. But I'm sure your father would tell you that even seemingly allied networks don't always share intelligence with each other. Certainly not when it comes to the identity of agents."

      "So you say." Malcolm pushed back his chair. He wasn't sure he'd begun to get the truth from Carfax, but he'd probably got all he was going to for today.

      "I hear Kitty Ashford is in London," Carfax said, as Malcolm got to his feet.

      Christ. Malcolm dropped back into his chair. But of course this had been inevitable from the moment he walked into the study. From the moment he saw Kitty last night. "Yes. We saw her last night at Emily Cowper's. I was quite surprised."

      Carfax adjusted the earpiece of his spectacles. "I imagine it can't but be awkward."

      "My work with Kitty is in the past. As is my work for you."

      Carfax reached for a cooling cup of coffee on the desk beside his papers. "The past has a way of intruding. Though I imagine the fact that it occurred before your marriage helps. And sometimes actually confronting a ghost from the past makes it easier to see that that ghost no longer holds sway."

      Malcolm studied his spymaster for a moment. The man who, among other things, had once been the lover of Malcolm's mother, Arabella Rannoch. Malcolm had learned the truth the past winter. So had Carfax's wife. Did Lady Carfax question her husband's feelings for Arabella? Were Carfax's feelings for Arabella more complicated than he had admitted?

      Carfax took a sip of coffee, quite as though he wasn't aware of Malcolm's thoughts. Which Malcolm didn't for a moment believe to be the case. "I don't imagine being an agent is in Mrs. Ashford's past, whatever else may be. I imagine she'll try to draw you into Spain. Though, given your father's involvement, I suppose I can't expect you to stay out of it."

      "As you say, sir." Malcolm pushed back his chair again.

      "It stays with you, you know," Carfax said. "Whatever else happens in one's life, you're never really free of it."

      Malcolm turned back from the door. "What? The spy game?"

      "No." Carfax returned his cup to the desk and blotted a spattered drop with his finger. "One's first love."
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      The Larimer children stared at Mélanie with solemn eyes. These were children who had been through losing their father and, no doubt, countless family friends. The death of a parent wasn't to them the unimaginable eventuality it was to most children. Even to Colin and Jessica, for all the risks their parents regularly ran.

      "If Mama dies, we'll have to go live with our Aunt Dimity," said Benjamin, aged eight. "She doesn't like children making noise in the house, and she hates dogs."

      Timothy, six, kicked one foot against the leg of his chair. His feet didn't quite reach the floor. "Maybe we could live with Aunt Violet. She has a pony."

      "She has four children of her own," Benjamin said. "She won't want us."

      "She likes us."

      "It's not about that, silly. She doesn't have enough bedrooms, and it would be too expensive."

      "No one," Mélanie said, "is convinced that your mother is going to die."

      "But she might, mightn't she?" Catherine, eleven, moved to stand behind her brothers and met Mélanie's gaze over their heads.

      "It's possible," Mélanie said. "Dr. Blackwell is very good at taking care of people. He's going to do everything he can to ensure that she recovers."

      "Can we stay here?" Benjamin asked. "For now, at least? We need to be here if—when she wakes up."

      Mélanie had been thinking about that. Children, in her experience, felt better close to their parents, even when the parents were ill. The guards Malcolm had engaged could be counted on to protect the house, and the children might be safer here than elsewhere, if whoever had attacked Annabel tried to make them pawns. "I think so," she said. "I'll have a word with your governess."

      "We won't get in the way," Catherine said, arms round her brothers. "And we can help look after her."

      "I'm sure you won't, and I'm sure you will," Mélanie said. "Your mother is fortunate to have such wonderful children. She has a lot of reasons to recover as soon as she possibly can."

      "That doesn't mean she will," Benjamin said.

      Mélanie met his direct blue gaze. The constant dilemma with children. Wanting to be honest without crushing hope. "No, but she's a strong woman. That will help."

      The governess, Miss Bentley, a young woman in her late twenties with a direct gaze and a kind smile, had hung back while Mélanie talked to the children, but now she hurried forwards to comfort them. Mélanie got to her feet. In the home they knew, with Miss Bentley and the rest of the staff, the children would be in as good hands as possible.

      A hand plucked at her arm. It was Jeanie, the second of the maids, who had been at the park with Miss Bentley and children. "Excuse me, ma'am." She hesitated.

      "Yes?" Mélanie gave an encouraging smile. "Is there something you'd like to tell me? Perhaps we could go into the next room?"

      Jeanie gave a quick, jerky nod. She looked to be a few years younger than Bridget, with light brown hair and a shy smile. In the adjoining room, she paused, fingers twisting in her skirt. "Bridget said you were asking about people Mrs. Larimer knew, which of course you would, and how there was no one unusual."

      "And you know of someone unusual?"

      "No. That is, I don't know that one would call it unusual, but it was certainly—unexpected. It was Thursday last. Miss Bentley's afternoon off. I went to the park with Mrs. Larimer and the children. The children were sailing a new toy boat in the Serpentine and I was close to make sure none of them tumbled in—Master Timmy's come home dripping wet more than once. Usually Mrs. Larimer's right in the midst of things, but she sat down on a bench with her book. At one point I looked back and I saw a gentleman walking towards her. She got to her feet and went to meet him, and they stood in the shade of one of the trees. As though they were trying to hide in sight as it were."

      A common trick of spies. "Go on," Mélanie said. "Had you seen him before?"

      "No, I'm quite sure not." Jeanie met Mélanie's gaze, less shy now. "I watched a bit—I didn't want to pry, but I wanted to make sure she was all right, and I confess I couldn't help but be a bit curious."

      "Of course. Anyone would have been."

      "I don't know about that. My mum says I'm always poking my nose in where I shouldn't and it'll get me in trouble in service, but you can't help caring about people you spend so much time with, can you, ma'am? That is—"

      "I know precisely what you mean."

      "In any case, I don't think this man was—I'd swear there wasn't anything you could call romantic between him and Mrs. Larimer. They were standing quite close together, but not in that way, if you know what I mean."

      "I understand," Mélanie said. "There could be many other reasons for a man and woman to meet."

      Jeanie's straight dark brows drew together. "Yes, well, whyever Mrs. Larimer and this man were meeting, it didn't seem like a happy meeting."

      "They quarreled?"

      "No, they didn't seem to, not precisely. They looked very serious, but not as though they were disagreeing. I saw the gentleman put his hand on her arm, as though to comfort her, but she shook him off. Then she walked towards the Serpentine and called out to the children. The gentleman stood watching her for several moments. Then I glanced at Mrs. Larimer. When I looked back for him, he'd disappeared."

      "What did he look like?" Mélanie asked.

      Jeanie's brows knotted more tightly. "Tall. Not old but not very young either. Brown hair, I think, though it was hard to see with his hat and his standing in the shadows mostly. When the light fell across his face I could see his eyes were very blue. His shoulders were a bit hunched, perhaps because he was so tall. He had a nice smile, but there was something that made it seem he was laughing at the world. Oh, and he kept one arm a bit close to his side. As though perhaps it pained him. I've seen men do that who were injured in the war."

      "So have I," Mélanie said. But she struggled to keep her voice even.

      Because Jeanie had just given a very accurate description of Harry Davenport.
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      Malcolm pulled the watch Mélanie had given him for their second Christmas together from his coat pocket. His interview with Carfax had taken less than a quarter hour. Mel would almost certainly still be at Annabel Larimer's. He needed to make more inquiries, but he wanted to talk with his wife first. And see if the Larimer children had returned.

      When he reached the Larimer house and let himself in, it was clear the latter had occurred. A hoop, a red scarf, and a small blue coat that had not been there before rested on a chair in the hall, a little haphazardly, as though they had been tossed there. Malcolm went quickly up the stairs. He met Mélanie coming down the first-floor passage.

      "Darling. Thank goodness." She took his hands and drew him into an embrasure by the stairhead. "I don't think Annabel was working for Carfax."

      "She wasn't, according to Carfax. I'm not entirely sure I believe him."

      "I do," Mélanie said. "Because it seems she was working for Harry."
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      Malcolm found Harry Davenport in the Berkeley Square garden, running races with his younger daughter Drusilla and Jessica, while the older children were inside doing lessons with Laura.

      "Daddy!" Jessica ran over to the gate as Malcolm approached the square garden.

      Malcolm swung her up in his arms. "Who’s winning?"

      "We are!" Jessica said.

      As though to prove the point, Drusilla jumped on her father and tried to topple him. Harry went down with a mock groan. "I capitulate." He pushed himself up on his elbows and brushed strands of grass from his face. "I need to talk to Malcolm for a bit. You can strategize your next attack."

      The girls, both pinked-cheeked with exertion, dropped down on the paving stones with their dolls while their fathers retreated to one of the black metal benches in the shade of the plane trees.

      "It never fails to amaze me," Malcolm said. "How quickly they go from racing about to playing princess."

      "I think they’re always princesses," Harry said. "Just princesses who race about. Just like I see you go from climbing walls to playing chess. But you’re always an agent or investigator."

      "I’m a lot of other things too."

      "As are they." Harry shot a look at him. "Something up?"

      "Is it that obvious?"

      "Fair to middling. Especially after last night. No need to tell me any of it if you don’t wish to."

      "There’s a great deal I want to tell you. But the personal can’t take precedence." Malcolm glanced at their daughters, now arranging a house for the dolls at the base of one of the plane trees, then looked back at Harry. "Mel and I encountered an attempted murder today."

      Rare surprise shot across Harry’s face. And something else that just might be hurt at not having been part of an investigation. "My word. You always work fast, but usually I’m at least close to keeping up with you."

      "You couldn’t have known about this. Kitty Ashford made a request of me last night. I had to tell Mel before I told anyone else."

      "Of course."

      "You knew Kitty was an agent?"

      "Mmm. I had an inkling."

      There was a great deal to be said about Kitty, but it would only sidetrack them at this point. "Because of Kitty, we called on Annabel Larimer this morning. To find she’d been attacked."

      Surprise again filled Harry’s face. And cold rage. "She’ll recover?"

      "Blackwell hopes she will. He can’t be sure."

      Harry’s hand closed on the arm of the bench. "Dear Christ."

      "Harry." Malcolm looked into the gaze of the friend with whom he’d strategized missions. Decoded documents. Collapsed in the mud at Waterloo. Paced the floor with feverish children. "Did Annabel work for military intelligence?"

      Harry returned his gaze without blinking. Their daughters’ shouts carried on the air. "There was never a time to tell you. Not during the war. And afterwards, her past seemed her own business."

      "Of course." A dinner party shot through Malcolm’s memory. Harry and Cordy at the table, along with Annabel and Philip. Harry had been sitting next to Annabel. Odd how different things could seem in the light of new information. "I haven’t told you the names of anything like every agent I worked with."

      "What happened to her?" Harry asked, his mouth taut.

      Malcolm told him quickly, omitting the Goshawk for the moment.

      "My God."

      "Did you know Raimundo O’Roarke in the Peninsula?" Malcolm asked.

      "Only by name, vaguely. I do recall Annabel mentioning meeting him, but only as part of a general report on what she’d been doing. Whom do you have posted as guards?"

      "Jack Spencer. Tom Higgins. Lucy Fairley. Tom Fairley and George Grosvenor as alternates. And Geoff vouches for the nurses we have on call. She couldn’t be safer. And if we moved her we’d risk more damage to her head."

      Harry gave a crisp nod, though he looked as if he was still fighting an inwards battle with himself not to go straight to the Larimer house.

      "Harry." Malcolm watched his friend. He could read Harry’s face as he could those of few people, though he was somewhat less confident of his abilities than he’d been a half hour since. "Mrs. Larimer’s maid saw you talking with her by the Serpentine a week ago."

      Harry lifted a brow. "Of course. I remember the girl noticing us. Not that there was any particular need for the meeting to be secret. But it was a long time since Annabel had sent for me."

      "She was your agent."

      "She reported to me."

      "Are you saying you recruited her?"

      Harry stared at the branches of one of the plane trees for a long moment. "Not precisely. She came to me. Took me aside at a card party I’d been fool enough to agree to attend. At first I thought she had dalliance in mind, and even at my most cynical I wasn’t quite so far gone. Or quite so over my wife, however estranged we were at the time. But Annabel told me she’d got close to Don Diego Martinez. You knew him?"

      "I met him once or twice when I was liaising with guerrilleros he worked with." Malcolm hesitated. Jessica’s and Drusilla’s bright chatter carried on the breeze. "By close, you mean—"

      "They were lovers," Harry said without hesitation. "Annabel didn’t mince words about it. She said with my history she expected I wouldn’t approve of a faithless wife, and I said on the contrary it wasn’t mine to judge what went on in any marriage. I didn’t press for details, obviously, but I gathered that Martinez had initiated the relationship. Annabel and Larimer had lost a baby and it had pulled them apart, as seems to happen far too often." Harry’s gaze clouded. Losing a child was a hell no parent could help but fear. It happened all too often. They had all been remarkably fortunate. "Piecing together bits and pieces I learned then and in subsequent months, her marriage hadn’t been a love match to start with and had deteriorated. She was unhappy and looking for escape. At the time I told her that I assumed she had her reasons for telling me about Don Diego. That was when she told me she’d discovered her lover was passing intelligence to the French."

      Malcolm let out a whistle. Diego Martinez had been a powerful leader among the guerrilleros who were opposed to the French. "Good God."

      "You didn’t know?"

      "Not a rumor."

      Harry shifted his shoulders against the bench, gaze on the girls. Drusilla was binding a hair-ribbon bandage round her doll’s leg, while Jessica appeared to be feeling for her doll’s pulse. "I hadn’t heard anything either. But Annabel said she’d seen a footman slip a paper into Martinez’s pocket while they were dancing. She wondered if he had another mistress. While he was sleeping she went through his things. She didn’t find a love letter, but she found a coded paper. She copied it out and showed it to me. I confirmed it was what she suspected. When I said I was sorry she was in the middle of this, she asked if I thought Martinez had sought her out because she was a British officer’s wife. I said it was possible, but she shouldn’t blame herself. She couldn’t have known. She told me not to talk twaddle, that she was furious with him for using her, and of course she felt she should have known. Then she asked me if the papers were helpful. I said very, which they were. At which point she offered to continue the relationship so she could gather more intelligence from Martinez." Harry met Malcolm’s gaze and lifted a brow.

      "She was brave."

      "And I took advantage of her bravery."

      "It was a brilliant opportunity. Any self-respecting agent would have done the same."

      "Which makes you uncomfortable."

      Jessica was pressing a stick against her doll’s arm. Malcolm suspected she was pretending to remove a bullet. "I think my wife and sister—not to mention your wife and my aunt and my father’s wife—would say a woman should be able to make her own choices about the risks she runs."

      "Oh yes. I wasn’t thinking of that."

      Quick slices of memory shot through Malcolm’s brain. A dispatch box he should have been more careful to lock. A carelessly dropped comment. A confidence he shouldn’t have shared, even with his wife. Especially with his wife. "Martinez was working for the enemy."

      "And being betrayed by a woman he loved, or at least had feelings for. You aren’t the sort to let which side he was working for matter."

      "No. But I’m also keenly aware that any spy is fair game."

      Harry watched him for a moment in the shadows of the tree branches with that gaze that was like a lancet. "So you’re not sorry for Martinez. But you’re a bit shocked I was running an agent who was gathering information in the bedchamber."

      "I had Rachel Garnier gathering information on the French."

      "Rachel worked in a brothel when you met her. Annabel was an officer’s wife."

      "I don’t think that should make a difference."

      "Nor do I." Harry hesitated. "It’s a line a lot of us have crossed. Not something I’m particularly proud of, but perhaps having done so myself made me more willing to take Annabel up on her offer."

      "Or perhaps you simply had the wisdom to see that she was a woman in need of an outlet for her energies."

      "Or the ruthlessness of one determined to win at the game, however lacking I was in conviction. In any case, I agreed with her suggestion. I didn’t tell anyone else. Partly to have a care for her reputation. These things do tend to get out, and Philip Larimer’s fellow officers might have taken offense on his behalf. Partly because I liked to run my agents myself. Nothing like layers of protocol to complicate a mission. In any case, we went on for a time with her bringing in excellent intelligence. Then one night I was drinking alone in a tavern, when she sent word to tell me Martinez was dead."

      Malcolm studied his friend. "I remember Martinez died. I was out of Lisbon."

      Harry shot a look at him. "You were fighting for your life."

      It had been March of 1813. He'd run afoul of a French patrol, failed to duck quickly enough, and taken a bullet to the chest. He'd recovered consciousness in a camp bed in a farmhouse to find himself looking at the remarkable smile of the wife he was still coming to know. Addison had fetched Geoffrey Blackwell from Lisbon, and Mel had persuaded him to bring her as well.

      "Martinez was set upon by brigands," Malcolm said. "At least, that was the story."

      "It was a bit more complicated. He died during a tryst with Annabel. In a lodging house in a seedy part of Lisbon. According to Annabel, he got up from the bed, thinking she was asleep, and went to speak with someone in the adjoining sitting room. Annabel slipped from the bed and went to the door to listen. She heard a cry and a thud. When she went into the room, she found Martinez knifed to death on the floor and no sign of the attacker. She sent for me and searched the rooms while she waited. I arrived in response to her summons, searched for clues myself, got rid of the body. Moved him several streets over, made it look like an attack. Covered up any connection to Annabel. Pretty thoroughly, I think."

      "Knowing you, I’m sure it was thorough." Malcolm studied Harry’s face while their daughters’ happy shouts carried on the breeze. "Who do you think killed him?"

      "I don’t know. I didn’t have the benefit of investigating with you at the time. I didn’t think like an investigator. And, I confess, my first concern was to protect Annabel. She was sure Larimer didn’t know of the affair, but I’m not quite so sanguine. He could have guessed at the truth and gone to confront his wife and her lover."

      "Most men who do so confront the wife and the lover."

      "He might not have meant to kill Martinez. If things escalated, he could have run when he realized what he’d done."

      "Martinez's slipping from the bed sounds as though he had an appointment to meet whoever it was."

      "Yes, if it was Larimer, he’d have had to set that up somehow. It’s not the likeliest scenario, just on those grounds. It’s possible Martinez’s colleagues got wind that he was selling intelligence to the French. It’s also possible the French got wind that we were getting intelligence from him and thought he was a loose end."

      "Do you think they had got wind of it?"

      "I didn’t have anything like concrete evidence. But Annabel said he’d been nervous in the past fortnight. At the time I was focused on protecting Annabel more than learning who killed Martinez. But now someone has attacked her—"

      "Quite." Malcolm kept his gaze steady on his friend. "Why did she send for you last week?"

      Harry frowned as though turning over possibilities in his own head. "Of all things, she wanted to know if I knew who the Goshawk was." Harry watched Malcolm’s reaction. "You aren’t surprised."

      "Not entirely. Although the reason we called on Annabel was because Mrs. Ashford thought Annabel already knew who the Goshawk was." Malcolm told Harry what Kitty had told him about her mysterious source connecting Annabel and the Goshawk. "Had Annabel ever mentioned the Goshawk to you before?"

      "Never," Harry said. "I always thought the Goshawk was something of an overblown legend, which is what I told Annabel. Then she asked me if I thought Martinez might have known anything about the Goshawk."

      "Could he have?" Malcolm said.

      "Possibly, if the Goshawk was Spanish, as is assumed. But one would think then he’d have betrayed the Goshawk to his French handlers. Which is what I told Annabel. For some reason, that made her go quiet. When I asked her why the questions, she said she’d heard someone speculating about the Goshawk recently at a party and it made her wonder, but she didn’t suppose it mattered now. Then she asked me who knew she’d been reporting to me. I told her the truth. That I’d kept it between the two of us. That as far I knew, the only other person who was aware she’d been a British agent was Josefina Lopes, who’d been her maid in Lisbon. Difficult to have any secrets from one’s maid or valet, and Josefina proved adept at passing messages. And at far more than that. She reminds me a bit of Blanca. After Martinez died and Annabel stopped spying, Josefina left Annabel’s service and went to work for me directly as an agent. After the war, I helped her get passage to Britain. She sings at Vauxhall now."

      "Did Annabel see her?"

      "Yes. That day in the park, I asked Annabel when she’d last seen Josefina. Annabel said she’d talked to Josefina, that Josefina said she’d told no one else, and Annabel believed her. She kept pressing me about who else knew. I said I couldn’t swear no one else knew, but they hadn’t heard it from me. I hadn’t even told my wife. Or my closest friends." He cast a glance at Malcolm.

      "Mrs. Larimer didn’t believe you?"

      "I'm not sure. I asked her why it was so important. If she was in some sort of trouble. If anyone was talking to her about the past. Annabel said she could take care of herself. I said, of course she could, but in the years since Waterloo I’d learned assistance never came amiss. That was when she pulled away from me and walked over to the maid and the children." Harry’s knuckles whitened on the arm of the bench. "Damn it. I knew something was wrong. I should have—"

      "You’re farseeing, Harry, but you couldn’t have known she’d be attacked."

      "No, but I was quite sure she was in trouble. I meant to talk to her again, but I wanted to give her time. Annabel was always a supremely capable woman. I told myself she could look after herself, that she’d seek me out if she needed help. It didn’t occur to me the danger could be so immediate and visceral. But it probably should have done." Harry’s brows drew together. "If Annabel was attacked because she knew something about the Goshawk and she learned that from Martinez, one has to wonder if that’s why Martinez was murdered six years ago. Though, if whoever it is thought Martinez had told Annabel something, they waited a long time to try to silence her."

      "Perhaps they didn’t see her as a threat until we were going to talk to her."

      Harry shot a look at him. "You couldn’t have known, Malcolm."

      "No. It doesn’t stop me from playing ‘what if?’ either." The girls’ game of hospital seemed to have changed into a play. Jessica’s doll had a jeweled cloak on, Drusilla’s a feather scarf. Malcolm caught a strain of Papageno’s aria.

      He turned his mind back to the new mystery Harry had brought up. "There’s another option, of course."

      Harry met his gaze across the bench. "That Annabel killed Martinez herself? I may not have thought like an investigator at the time, but even then it occurred to me."

      "Could she have?"

      "She’d have had to take him by surprise. But if anyone could do that, it’s a lover. She had blood on her clothes from bending over him—not surprising. She’s fairly tall and from the angle of the wound I think she could have made it. There’s no obvious motive—if he’d discovered her and confronted her, he’d have been on his guard, and I think it would have been difficult for her to pull it off."

      "Perhaps she thought he was about to discover something."

      "Possibly. She was very angry at him when she learned he was using her to spy. But that was months before he was killed, and once she started spying herself, she took her job very seriously. Also—I’m quite sure someone else had come in and searched the rooms while Annabel was summoning me. A disturbance in the dust and some threads of fabric that didn’t come from her or Martinez."

      Malcolm gave a faint smile. "Tell me again that you hadn’t yet learned to be an investigator?"

      "You’d have been more systematic about it."

      "What do you know about Annabel’s life in London?" Malcolm asked.

      "Not a great deal. After Martinez’s death, she wasn’t particularly positioned to gather intelligence. To her regret, she told me. She said it was enough to tempt her to another indiscretion, and I think she wasn’t joking as much as it seemed. Occasionally she’d overhear something she thought I might find useful and let me know, but I didn’t see her nearly as much after Martinez’s death, even when she was still in the Peninsula. Then we pushed the French out of Spain, and I was gone myself. I saw her once or twice in Brussels before Waterloo, and in Paris after Waterloo. I’ve seen her from time to time in London but mostly in company. In one of our few rare private exchanges she told me she was glad my marriage had undergone such a transformation and that it was almost enough to give her hope. But in that case, I think she might have been being more ironic than it seemed on the surface."

      "We found a love letter," Malcolm said. "Hidden in the back of a miniature of her children on her writing desk. No date and no signature. Impossible to tell if it’s from a current lover or one from years ago. Possibly even before she was married."

      "One doesn’t tend to hide away a single letter from a current lover. Not unless it’s particularly significant."

      "A good point." The sound of Jessica clapping for Drusilla’s doll’s performance echoed over the garden. "She asked you who knew she’d been an agent. So, somehow the past had resurrected itself. But she wasn’t sure of the source. Someone was following her? Blackmailing her?"

      "Blackmail was my first thought," Harry said. "She wouldn’t have wanted her children to know about the affair with Martinez, obviously. I couldn’t think what information people might want from her at the time. And whatever she was concerned about was apparently tied to the Goshawk, but I fail to see why the Goshawk’s identity would be the cause of such concern now. Helpful to the rebels if the Goshawk would re-emerge on their side perhaps, but to a degree that the Royalists would go to great lengths to stop it?"

      "One never knows what groups will take it into their heads might be important. But no, it doesn’t seem likely. Not unless there’s more about the Goshawk than we know." Malcolm waved at Jessica. She held up her doll’s arm to wave back. "In light of the attack, it seems more likely something had made her think Martinez was killed because he knew about the Goshawk, and whoever had been behind the attack might suspect she had the same information."

      "Quite." Harry’s mouth was grim. "If Martinez had learned who the Goshawk was and was going to expose him to the French, that might have led allies of the Goshawk’s—or the Goshawk himself—to kill him. Harder to see why those same people would attack Annabel now. Not when she’d been working against Martinez herself." Harry’s gaze went to their daughters. Jessica was trying to make one of the doll hats stay on her own head. Drusilla was giggling. "I’ll talk to Josefina. If she’s performing tonight, I suppose that means going to Vauxhall. God, the places our work takes us. I haven’t been to see her enough. Though I’ve seen her more than Annabel. Less guilt, perhaps, about the way I had Josefina spying for me."

      Malcolm frowned. "You’re right about Rachel. My using her to spy for me is little different from your work with Annabel. I suppose if I thought about it at all—which I didn’t, not nearly enough— I told myself she was deceiving paid clients, not men with whom she had a personal relationship."

      "Henri Rivaux started out as a paid client. Now he’s her husband. Sandy Trenor and Bet Simcox started out that way."

      "You’re right. I was focused on the immediate objective."

      "As one has to be, on the eve of battle. And you didn’t yet know Mélanie was spying on you."

      Malcolm met his gaze. "That’s why I love you, Davenport. Ruthless honesty."

      "I’ve heard you do the same yourself."

      "The only way to confront such a situation. And yes, knowing the truth about Mel does make me view things differently. But it doesn’t change the fact that I was having Rachel gather intelligence doing something I wouldn’t do myself." Malcolm frowned at his hands. "I hate the idea of human relationships being manipulated."

      Harry stretched an arm along the back of the bench. "I wouldn’t have claimed it as a virtue, but I suppose I can at least say I wasn’t asking Annabel to do anything I hadn’t done myself." He regarded Malcolm for a moment. "I assume you know that."

      "I don’t make assumptions. But, yes, I’m not surprised."

      Harry shrugged. "It's a tool of spycraft. Part of the challenge. Part of the allure. Though I don't expect you to understand that."

      Malcolm watched his friend in the shadows of the overhanging branches. "So sure we're different?"

      "In some ways. I don't think you ever gave up on humanity to the extent I did."

      Malcolm gave a short laugh. His gaze went to his daughter as he thought of the man he had been and the wonder of the man he was now. "Speak for yourself, Davenport. Don't you think it took an overall bleak outlook to work for Carfax?"

      "I think you were always trying to make a difference. Long after I was reduced to playing a game. In some ways, not so different from the games my wife was playing at home. And I think disillusionment and restlessness had a lot to do with it for me, as well as for Cordy."

      "Which is another way of saying you were far more clear-sighted about what we were doing."

      "Perhaps. But I went on doing it." He shot a look at Malcolm. "I’ll even confess to missing it at times."

      Malcolm met his friend’s gaze. "So will I. Mostly out of Mel's hearing. Because I know how much she's missing it herself."

      "You held on to more of your integrity than most of us, Malcolm."

      Malcolm shifted his position on the bench. "Or, in other words, I wasn't as good an agent."

      "You were a brilliant agent. But I don't think you could have supported it without losing your humanity. We all came dangerously close to losing our humanity. Perhaps O'Roarke more than any of us."

      "And he's still an agent." Malcolm stared at the shifting leaves overhead. "Which, I suppose, means it's an active question how much of his humanity he's managed to hold on to."

      "It's different now."

      Malcolm swung round to look at Harry. The confirmed cynic. Who Malcolm sometimes thought was the greatest romantic of all of them. "Is it? Or does it just seem that way because we’re off the front lines?"

      "O’Roarke isn’t hiding behind a pose of detachment anymore."

      "No. We know how much that detachment was a smokescreen." Malcolm had called his father a fraud in his attempts to appear uncaring. "And I’ve tired of people telling me I don’t know him and can’t trust him. But it doesn’t change the fact that he’s facing muddied decisions every day."

      Harry scraped a boot toe over the gound with uncharacteristic discomfort. "There’s something else about the Martinez business. Martinez was working with the Cantabrian guerrilleros. From some of the dispatches Annabel copied, and I decoded, it seems his handler was working with that band of guerrilleros as well."

      Malcolm stared at his friend. "You think Martinez was reporting to O’Roarke."

      "I didn’t at the time. I didn’t know Raoul was a French agent at the time. But putting together the pieces in retrospect, I’m quite sure."

      Jessica’s voice, singing her own version of the Queen of the Night’s aria, carried on the breeze. Some things seemed so inevitable, why did he never expect to confront them? "I’ve known Carfax to get rid of troublesome assets without a blink," Malcolm said. "I’d be a fool not to think O’Roarke did the same."

      "I’d say you’d be a fool not to realize there’s a lot Carfax would do that O’Roarke wouldn’t, based on what we know now. Still, if O’Roarke had learned we were on to Martinez, he’d have had to realize Martinez would pose a danger to his other assets."

      "To Mel."

      "Quite. And to the cause. I could imagine O’Roarke moving against him. It doesn’t mean he did. Though, if he was behind Martinez’s death, I can’t see his being behind the attack on Annabel."

      "Nor can I," Malcolm said. He could be almost certain of that. Almost. "And then we have Raimundo O’Roarke's showing up right after she was attacked."

      "That hardly casts suspicion on Raoul. As I understand it, he hasn’t been on speaking terms with his family for years."

      "No. But it’s part of a puzzle I’m damned if I can make sense of."

      "How much does Mrs. Ashford know?" Harry asked, voice carefully neutral.

      "About Annabel? More than she’s telling, I think. She’s never really explained her source for Annabel's having information about the Goshawk. But I think she’s telling the truth that she didn’t know Annabel well. She wanted Mel’s and my help talking to her."

      Harry watched him for a moment. "It goes without saying that I’m here to listen if you ever need it. I confess, though, that for all the experiences we’ve shared, it’s uncharted territory for me."

      "What?"

      "Confronting the ghost of a first love. No, I suppose that’s not true. I did, in Brussels. But I didn’t have to worry about what my wife thought. Given that my wife and my first love are one and the same."
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      Kitty, Mélanie had to admit, was excellent with the children. She pulled out a book of fairy tales and read to them and had even Catherine laughing as she did various voices and added fanciful embroidered details.

      "Children are resilient," Roth said, as he and Mélanie left the schoolroom where the children were with Kitty and Miss Bentley.

      "Wonderfully so. They'll manage if their mother recovers. If she doesn't—" Mélanie frowned down the passage. Scenes from her own childhood danced in her memory. "One learns to cope. But the scars remain."

      Roth nodded. He was raising his own sons without their mother. But losing both parents was very different from losing one.

      "There's little more to be learned here today, I think," he said. "I've questioned all the household, and we've searched thoroughly. But I'll stay until the guards Malcolm engaged arrive." He hesitated a moment, gaze going to the door of Annabel's bedchamber. "One gets to know a victim in the course of an investigation. So often I'm filled with regret that I couldn't do more. To have the victim alive, and in danger, gives one hope. And adds to the fear of failing."

      "You're not the sort who fails, Jeremy."

      "We all do, sometimes. Difficult to untangle the threads of an investigation. Sometimes the pieces aren't there."

      They moved to the stairhead and started down the stairs to hear voices from the passage below. Bridget and Gregory and a woman's voice Mélanie didn't recognize. Mélanie and Roth reached the first-floor landing to find a tall woman in a lavender traveling pelisse and bonnet standing with Bridget and Gregory. "But I don't understand. Annabel just—"

      She broke off and looked up at Mélanie and Roth as they descended the last of the stairs. She had blue eyes and light brown hair and delicate features that bore a marked resemblance to Annabel's own. "Who are you and what's happened to my sister?"

      Bridget's gaze darted to Mélanie. "Mrs. Durbridge. Mrs. Larimer's sister. " It wasn't usual for servants to introduce the upper orders to each other, but convention had fallen by the wayside, as so often happened in investigations. "Mrs. Rannoch and Inspector Roth."

      "I've just come from Shropshire," Mrs. Durbridge said. "I hear my sister is ill? There's a doctor here?"

      "I'm afraid your sister was attacked," Mélanie said. "I'm so sorry, there's no way to say this easily, but we have every hope she will recover. Perhaps we could go into the sitting room. Bridget—"

      "I'll make more tea," Bridget said.

      "The children—" Mrs. Durbridge took a step towards the stairs.

      "They're fine," Mélanie assured her. "They're upstairs with Miss Bentley."

      As they moved to the sitting room, Roth exchanged a quick look with Mélanie, ceding it to her to tell the story. A matter of both class and gender, perhaps. Mrs. Durbridge sat bolt upright on the edge of the settee and listened in silence, blue eyes wide with shock, straight brows knotted with concentration. "Dear God. Someone broke into the house—"

      "Your sister may have let the attacker in," Roth said. "Though he—we believe it to be a man—appears to have jumped from the sitting room window."

      "So you think it was someone she knew." Mrs. Durbridge gripped her hands, still gloved, tightly together in her lap. Her voice held a note of horror, but not, somehow, the shock Mélanie would have expected.

      "Do you know if your sister had any enemies?" Mélanie said.

      It was a usual question of relatives in an investigation and usually met with flat denial, even if the person in question had in fact had a number of enemies. But Mrs. Durbridge's brows drew tighter together. She pulled off her gloves and then reached up to tug loose the ribbons on her bonnet. "I came to London because I had a letter from Annabel. I don't make the journey often. My husband is a vicar, and there are so many things to be done in the parish, fêtes and bazaars and visits to the hospital. And if it's not that, one of our four children always seems to be recovering from an illness or sprains an ankle or breaks an arm."

      "I only have two," Mélanie said. "But I know precisely what you mean."

      Mrs. Durbridge lifted her bonnet from her head. She had honey brown hair, several shades paler than Annabel's, and smooth where Annabel's was wavy. "Our youngest is getting over the mumps, but my husband insisted I come when I got Annabel's letter last week. She asked me to promise Tom and I would look after the children should anything happen to her."

      Mélanie exchanged a quick glance with Roth. "Did she say why?"

      "No. It was so odd. Annabel was always a very sensible person, for all she's much more adventurous than I am. When Philip died she didn't seem particularly concerned about the children only having one parent left. I couldn't make out if she was ill or feared some danger, but Tom and I agreed something was wrong and I needed to talk to her. If I'd come sooner—"

      "People always say that when there's a tragedy." Mélanie leaned across the tea table to put a hand on Mrs. Durbridge's arm. "One can never know what might have happened. The important thing is you're here now. And we have every hope that your sister will recover. We need to learn who did this to prevent any further danger to her or her children."

      "Yes, but—"

      Mrs. Durbridge broke off as Bridget came in with the tea. She asked Mélanie to pour and then took a grateful sip of the sugar-laced tea Mélanie gave her. "Annabel could always take care of herself. I used to tell myself that, which was reassuring because she would take risks I never would, from climbing the trees in Mr. McTavish's orchard to slipping into one of the squire's parties uninvited to going off to Lisbon in the midst of a war. I always suspected more than half the reason she married Philip was because he was a soldier and offered a life of adventure." She bit her lip.

      "It's all right," Mélanie said. "It's the sort of detail we need to know. And you must know your sister better than anyone."

      "Not really." Mrs. Durbridge curled her hands round her cup. "I mean, when we were girls I suppose we were confidantes, in a way. We were the only two in the nursery and schoolroom, after all. But it's more than ten years since she married Philip and went to live abroad. And even when they returned to England, we didn't see them that much. They were in London and we were in Shropshire. We wrote regularly, but our lives were so different. Annabel and I were always so different. I used to think it was because our mothers —" She broke off.

      "Mrs. Larimer is your half-sister?" Mélanie said in the silence that followed.

      "No." Mrs. Durbridge set her cup down, as though suddenly afraid it might burn her. "From my earliest memories she was my sister. We shared a nursery, the world knew us as sisters. We called our parents Mama and Papa. I was fifteen before I learned the truth, and I've trained myself not to speak of it. And in truth, I told myself it didn't matter. That Annabel was my sister in every way that counted. But I think you need to know. Because it could have something to do with whatever's happened to her." She clasped her hands in her lap. "Mama told us when I was fifteen and Annabel fourteen. Annabel was actually the daughter of my mother's cousin Catherine. Neither of us had ever met Catherine, because she had died young, but we knew she and my mother had been very close, almost like sisters. She always referred to her cousin as our Aunt Cathy. Aunt Cathy had made a very advantageous marriage to a young barrister with prospects. He received a knighthood before they had been long married. She died only a few years later. What we didn't know was that she had died in childbirth." Mrs. Durbridge hesitated a moment. "She already had three children, but this baby was not her husband's."

      Mrs. Durbridge clasped her hands together. Her fingers closed on her own wedding band. "It's a common enough story. She had an unfortunate indiscretion and the baby could not possibly be her husband's. She went away to have the baby in secret. My mother went with her, with the plan for Mama to bring back the baby as her own. Which she did. She said Papa knew about the plan, and they both thought of Annabel as their daughter from the moment she was born."

      "Did your mother know who Annabel's biological father was?" Mélanie asked.

      "No. At least she told Annabel and me she didn't know, though there was money he had provided for her, which Annabel came into on her twenty-first birthday. When Mama told us the story, Annabel was quite grown up about it and said his identity didn't matter because she knew who her father was. Later I asked her if she really meant that. She said she knew who her real parents were and she hoped I didn't mind sharing them. To which I said, 'Rot, of course you're my sister.' Then Annabel said she was sorry she hadn't met the woman who gave birth to her, but she didn't think much of a man who got a young woman with child and abandoned her, so perhaps it was as well she didn't know the man who had fathered her. We didn't talk about it much after that. Mama made it clear we weren't to speak of it outside the family. She didn't want gossip to hurt Annabel's prospects. Once, a couple of years later, when Annabel was having one of her rebellious moments, Annabel said perhaps she was more like her biological parents than anyone credited. But even then I don't think she really was trying to find her father. She never asked any questions that I knew of."

      "What about her mother's husband?" Mélanie asked. "How much did he know?"

      "According to my mother, he didn't know any of it," Mrs. Durbridge said. She drew a sharp breath. "She said he was busy with his work and thought Aunt Cathy and Mama had gone off to the country. He went on to a very distinguished career. He's chief justice of the common pleas now."

      "Sir William Collingwood," Mélanie said. "I didn't realize."

      "He's in London and moves in different circles from us, but we saw him occasionally growing up. He remarried after Aunt Cathy died and has quite a large family, but his three older children are our cousins." Mrs. Durbridge drew a breath. "Though, of course, they're actually Annabel's brothers and sister."

      "Do they know the truth?" Mélanie asked.

      "No. At least Mama said they didn't, and they've never given any indication that they do. Annabel said she couldn't think of them as anything but cousins."

      "Was anyone in your aunt's biological family left who might know about Mrs. Larimer's parentage?" Roth asked. "Parents, siblings?"

      Mrs. Durbridge reached for her tea. "Aunt Cathy's mother—Annabel's grandmother—had died when Aunt Cathy was young. Her father was still alive when Annabel was born, but not by the time Annabel learned the truth. Aunt Cathy had one brother, our Uncle Clarence. Mama said he didn't know about Annabel. Annabel said he already felt like our uncle so it didn't really make a difference. I did once or twice catch her asking him more about Aunt Cathy. But from his manner on answering her, I'd swear he didn't know. Doesn't know."

      "Do you have any reason to think she might have been wondering about her father more recently?" Mélanie asked.

      Mrs. Durbridge's brows drew together. "No. She hasn't said anything about it. But then, I hadn't seen her since July. Do you think her parentage has something to do with why she was attacked?"

      "You did," Mélanie said. "It's why you told us."

      Mrs. Durbridge took a quick sip of tea. "It's a secret. The one secret I knew Annabel had."

      "Were there others you suspected but weren't sure of?" Mélanie asked.

      Mrs. Durbridge's shoulders straightened, pulling at the seams of her pelisse. "That's an odd question. Why should I suspect my sister had secrets?'

      "I think we all wonder it from time to time about the people we're close to. A fleeting thought, perhaps, but then, in the wake of a tragedy like this, those imaginings gain substance."

      Mrs. Durbridge curled her hands round her cup. "I told you Annabel and I were very different. She married Philip and went off to follow the drum. Or at least to live abroad. I married a curate who was fortunate enough to become a vicar. Of course we shared babies and colic and scraped knees and fevers and we wrote to each other about all those things. But I don't know a great deal about her life since she left home."

      Mélanie reached for her own tea. "Philip Larimer died some time ago. Do you have any reason to think your sister had been interested in another man in that time?"

      Mrs. Durbridge drew a breath, but she did not, as Mélanie half expected, protest that her sister "had been a respectable woman." "If so, she didn't confide in me. When we were girls we shared those sorts of secrets. But when one is grown up things become more complicated."

      Mélanie exchanged a look with Roth, then got to her feet and retrieved the letter Malcolm had found. "My husband found this concealed in a picture on Mrs. Larimer's desk. Do you have any idea who might have written it? Or when?"

      Mrs. Durbridge scanned the letter quickly, frowned, read it again. "You think she received this recently?"

      "We have no way of knowing when she received it," Mélanie said. "It could go back to before her marriage. Or even during her marriage."

      Again, Mrs. Durbridge did not betray the shock she might have. "It's not Philip's handwriting. But I suppose you already know that. As a girl, she was smitten by a young officer stationed in the village. I don't think this is from him either." She smoothed the paper. "I said I thought Annabel married Philip at least in part because he offered a life of adventure. Or seemed to. She wasn't unhappy. She was fond of him. But I don't think her affections were engaged the way mine were when I married Tom. The way mine are." She flushed, fingers gripping the letter.

      "There are many reasons for marrying," Mélanie said. "And whyever one marries, one's affections can proceed in different ways afterwards."

      "She never told me—" Mrs. Durbridge drew a breath. "She never put it into words or in her letters. But a few years after she went to the Peninsula, she made some comments about being unexpectedly happy. Then, about a year ago, we were watching our daughters play and she said her hopes for Catherine were different now. That she had a glimmering of what marriage might be if one loved the person. She wasn't talking about Philip, but she also wasn't talking about the present. I almost asked her if there had been someone in the Peninsula. There was a time when I would have asked her. But being apart all those years leaves its mark, however much one writes. And confidences seem more weighted as one grows older." She looked from Mélanie to Roth. "Surely if it was someone in the Peninsula—"

      "Many people in the Peninsula are back in London now," Roth said. "I fought there myself."

      "Yes, but what she hinted at was definitely in the past. At least, it seemed to be a year ago when we spoke." A spasm of horror crossed Mrs. Durbridge's face. "You think she was attacked by a man she loved?"

      "It could have been because of their involvement without his being the attacker," Mélanie said.

      "It's a dreadful thought. But, on the other hand, if it was someone connected to her father—why attack Annabel because of whoever had fathered her?"

      "That would depend on who her father is," Mélanie said.

      "I've always assumed her father was married," Mrs. Durbridge said. "Though I suppose he may not have been, at least, not then. Aunt Cathy wasn't in a position to marry him. I could see his wanting to keep the secret, but why would he or anyone attack Annabel over it?"

      "There could be any number of reasons," Roth said. "If her father knew about her, there could be an inheritance involved. You said he settled money on her."

      "Yes, but he never met her or our parents."

      Mélanie leaned forwards to refill the teacups. "You don't know that for a certainty. They didn't know his identity, but if he settled money on Annabel, he very likely knew or guessed what had become of her. He could have received reports, could even have managed to see her without any of you knowing who he was."

      "Good God." Mrs. Durbridge stared at the muslin subcurtains as though the gauzy depths might reveal some clue to the man who had fathered her sister.

      "Even if he never met your sister, he may well have been aware of her," Roth said. "He settled money on her, so he must have been a man of some means. It's certainly possible he also left her an inheritance. In which case, his other heirs may have seen her as a threat."

      Mrs. Durbridge stared at him. "You mean her half-brothers or sisters."

      "Perhaps. If her father had other children."

      Mrs. Durbridge shook her head. "I can scarcely make sense of this happening to Annabel at all. And if it was done by someone connected to a man she loved, or her biological father—"

      "Very often crimes are committed by someone close to the victim," Mélanie said. "But there could be other reasons." Such as Annabel's having been an agent, but Mélanie wasn't quite ready to share that with Annabel's sister yet.

      Not until she learned what Malcolm had learned from Harry.
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      Malcolm found his spymaster father in the Berkeley Square library playing peep-a-boo with Malcolm’s four-month-old half-sister. "Laura and the children are still doing lessons—" Raoul broke off and stared at Malcolm. "Good God, what's happened?"

      "You could say it's been an eventful morning." Malcolm stopped to stroke a finger against his sister's cheek. She had both her hands curled round the blanket and the gaze she fixed on him was bright and direct. Her fuzzy cap of hair glinted red like Laura's, but she had gray eyes. Like Raoul's. Like Malcolm's own.

      "Laura said you and Mélanie went on an errand with Kitty Ashford," Raoul said.

      "Yes." Malcolm dropped into a chair across from Raoul and Clara. "There wasn't time to tell you. I—needed to talk to Mel first, and you were gone early this morning."

      "No need to explain."

      There were a number of things Malcolm would like to say to his father about Kitty Ashford, but this wasn't the time for it. "Perhaps not, but you may be in the middle of it. Kitty wanted us to go with her to see Annabel Larimer. Mel and I knew her a bit in Lisbon. Annabel was there with her late husband Philip."

      "Yes, I met them once or twice," Raoul said.

      Malcolm wondered if he caught a faint flicker in his father's gaze or if his imagination was conjuring a bear out of a bush. With Raoul it was hard to detect the truth even if there was a truth to detect. "Did you know Kitty was an agent?" Malcolm asked.

      Raoul hesitated, as though weighing an array of possible words and the traps they might hold. "I'd worked with her cousin Victor Velasquez in my assumed role as an ally of the guerrilleros."

      "And actually worked against him. And against Kitty."

      "Quite." Raoul met Malcolm's gaze without flinching. "I met her first before she married Ashford. When she was still based with Victor's guerrillero band. I spent a night in the camp to liaise with Victor and some others. Kitty had just returned from a mission. I didn't hear all of the report she gave, but I heard enough to be very impressed."

      Malcolm hesitated. "I told her you're my father."

      A smile broke across Raoul's face. "I'm glad."

      "She doesn't know about you. About your work during the war. At least, I hope to God she doesn't. It would be awkward if she found out. To say the least."

      "Not as awkward as it would have been before the pardons."

      Malcolm's aunt, Frances, had managed to secure pardons for Raoul and Mélanie from the prince regent the previous January, without the regent's knowing precisely what he was pardoning them for. It was an amazing gift and the only reason Malcolm felt safe living with his family in Britain. But he sometimes worried it made Raoul and Mel relax too much. Malcolm fixed his father with a level gaze. "Kitty wanted the Bonapartists out of Spain. She also wanted the Bourbons out. I'd have called her a reformer. We had that in common. But she was an anti-Bonapartist first."

      "Point taken," Raoul said. "I won't make a confession to her. She's very good at what she does, but I'm quite confident we can keep the secret."

      "That's precisely what I told Mel. I wish I could feel as sanguine as I think I managed to sound."

      "There are no certainties," Raoul said. "But we're better prepared than most for a host of eventualities."

      Malcolm shifted in his chair. He still didn't really know how much Raoul knew about what Kitty had been to him, personally or as an agent. So much he wanted to say, so much he feared to say, and this wasn't the time for any of it. "Kitty's working with the Spanish rebels now."

      "So we're all on the same side. That makes things easier."

      "As long as the past stays in the past. That's why Kitty wanted to see Annabel Larimer." He went on to recount the rest of the day, holding back no details. Raoul listened in silence, Clara cradled in the curve of his arm. "Is Annabel Larimer going to be all right?" he asked in a tight, even voice when Malcolm finished.

      "Blackwell isn't sure. She has three children."

      Raoul's fingers tightened on Clara's blanket. "Dear Christ."

      Malcolm watched his father. He could read Raoul enough now to swear the shock and anger were genuine. "Was Diego Martinez working for you?" Malcolm asked.

      "Yes."

      "You admitted that awfully easily."

      Raoul gave a crooked smile. "You'd already worked it out for yourself." He hesitated. "I'm sorry. It's one more layer of things you'll have had to keep from Kitty Ashford."

      Malcolm stared at his father. "I keep thinking we're past it. The war, the divided loyalties. But we never will be, will we?"

      Raoul gave a wintry smile that somehow managed to be tinged with warmth. "You should know better than to think one can forget the past. Or more importantly that one would want to. It's brought us to where we are now."

      "Where I, for one, am happy to be." Malcolm studied his father. "Did you recruit Diego Martinez?"

      "No, he came to us." Raoul rocked Clara in the curve of his arm. "To one of my agents who vetted him and then set up a meeting with me. In a wine cave in the Cantabrian Mountains. Martinez was sampling the wares before I got there, though he gave a coherent account of himself. He was looking for money. Which can be challenging in an agent, as one can lose their loyalty to a higher bidder. On the other hand, emotional conviction can muddy the waters. Cause people to take unnecessary risks. Or turn on their head and send them in another direction. Especially in Spain, with people with similar goals for Spain seeing different paths to get there."

      "Martinez didn't have goals for Spain?"

      "Martinez had goals for himself. But he had reliable intelligence, though I worried he was a bit impulsive. He passed along quite a bit of decent information, and we were able to funnel disinformation through him."

      "You were working with the guerrilleros yourself. You must have been able to pass along disinformation."

      Raoul met Malcolm's gaze without blinking. As a spymaster he'd had his own elaborate cover, and the people with whom he'd been embedded had been Malcolm's allies. People like Kitty and her cousin Victor. "Very true. But I was always a bit of an outsider. Martinez was from an established family, and he was a military officer. He had connections I didn't."

      "Did you know about his affair with Annabel Larimer?"

      "Yes." Raoul again spoke without hesitation.

      "Did you orchestrate it?"

      Raoul raised a brow.

      "Don't pretend you'd be too squeamish to do so. It's the sort of thing I might have set up myself. I had Rachel Garnier gathering intelligence from her clients."

      Raoul tucked the blanket more closely about Clara. Malcolm could read that look. There was something about the vulnerability of children that made one keenly aware of one's own flaws and compromises. "It's certainly the sort of thing I did orchestrate. But in this case, Martinez thought of it on his own. He was quite proud of himself. I remember his telling me, over another stolen cup of Rioja, in another wine cave. I admit to having had concerns, because from what I'd seen, I suspected Annabel Larimer had a keener understanding than he did himself."

      "Did you know she was spying on him?"

      "Not for a certainty. I'd begun to have my suspicions."

      "She was reporting to Harry."

      Raoul's fingers froze on the folds of pink wool. "Good God. And yet, that makes a certain amount of sense." His gaze narrowed, with the look of an agent analyzing a shifting situation. "I'd realized we were losing information through Martinez. I wasn't sure if someone was spying on him or if he was a double. Triple, I suppose. That's why I went there that night."

      "You—" Malcolm studied Raoul. Funny, it was only when he realized how used he'd got to seeing him as a father that it was a shock to see the look of an agent on his face. "You were the one who searched the room the night of the murder."

      "Harry noticed someone had searched?"

      "Harry's very thorough."

      "Yes." Raoul smoothed a crease from the blanket. "And I was evidently sloppy."

      "I wouldn't say that. Harry didn't know who had searched." Malcolm watched his father for a moment.

      "I followed Martinez that night," Raoul said. "From his rooms in the Alfama to the lodging house. It was a damp night. He took a circuitous route. He wasn't bad at fieldwork. But I'm quite sure I managed to follow him without his noticing."

      "Did you know he was meeting Annabel Larimer?"

      "No. I suspected he might be. I got inside the building in the guise of an elderly man who had lost his key and managed to get into an adjoining room. I had no desire to overhear a tryst unless absolutely necessary. But when I listened at the door panels, he wasn't with Mrs. Larimer. And it didn't seem to be a tryst at all. He was talking to another man. They were speaking in Spanish, but from the other man's accent I suspect he was English. I didn't recognize his voice. Not then and I couldn't place it later. Despite spending some time trying. Subsequent events made it of particular note, but the subject of their conversation would have been enough in and of itself." Raoul shifted in his chair. "By the time I was positioned to overhear, they were in the middle of their talk. But it was soon clear they were discussing an assassination."

      Malcolm kept his gaze steady on his father's face. "Of whom?"

      "For the longest time I couldn't tell. They weren't using names. Not surprising, perhaps. Then I realized their target was the Goshawk."

      Malcolm stared at Raoul. Years in espionage—not to mention years in this family—had accustomed him to the way events twisted and turned and connected and doubled back on each other. He was suspicious of coincidence, but he was used to connections. Still—"Are you saying that this Englishman whose voice you couldn't recognize was working for the French, but was unknown to you? And that no one had apprised you of a plot to kill the Goshawk? Or that Martinez was really a triple, working with a British agent? In which case, why the devil were the British trying to kill someone apparently on their own side?"

      "An excellent question. Though, at the time I was more concerned with learning who Martinez's mysterious English friend was. When he left, I followed him." Raoul stroked his fingers against Clara's cheek. Clara closed her eyes and snuggled back into his arm. "The rain had worsened. He was clever at shaking pursuit. Cleverer than Martinez. Still, there's no excuse for my having lost him."

      "It happens to all of us."

      "It was a damnable time for such a miserable failure. I went back to the lodging house where Martinez had been meeting Mrs. Larimer. From the commotion, it was clear something had happened. I slipped inside the building. I was dressed to blend in."

      "And did so impeccably, I have no doubt."

      "At least I didn't fail, as I had in my pursuit. I quickly realized Martinez was dead. I searched the room while Mrs. Larimer was sending the landlady's son after Harry. Though I didn't know it was Harry at the time." Raoul met Malcolm's gaze. "Martinez was dead when I searched."

      Malcolm nodded. "Did you discover anything?"

      "Someone had come in and left through the window. A man, I'm quite sure. At least, someone dressed as a man, judging by the boot tracks in the dust and some threads of fabric that came from a man's coat. An expensive man's coat, I'd judge."

      "Was there time for the Englishman with the bad Spanish accent to have doubled back and killed him?"

      "I think so. Barely. Though the motive is questionable. He and Martinez certainly parted as allies, from what I heard. I couldn't find any further evidence. I made myself scarce before Mrs. Larimer's contact—Harry—arrived."

      "And then? I assume you searched Martinez's rooms in the Alfama?"

      "How well you know me. Yes, that was partly why I left. I got rid of anything that could connect him to us. I found some love letters from Mrs. Larimer, but nothing that showed any connection to the Goshawk."

      "You must have had questions."

      "Martinez was dead, which did end my concerns about leaking intelligence, but yes, I had more questions than ever. I put out some feelers about the Goshawk. I got nothing in response. No one who knew who the Goshawk was, no one who seemed bent on eliminating the Goshawk. I couldn't find any evidence that Martinez was a triple. For a long time I guarded my back more closely than usual because I wasn't sure if Martinez might have betrayed me to our mutual associates. But he doesn't seem to have done so. Or if he did, they didn't act on it."

      "Do you think French agents could have killed him?"

      "Without my knowledge?" Raoul raised a brow. "Possible, but not likely. My own abilities and network aside, if he'd been a triple and French intelligence had wind of it, someone either would have wanted to warn me or to tweak me on my mistake. Or both. I wondered about his own people. Or about a lover's quarrel."

      "With Philip Larimer? Or Annabel?"

      "Either was a possibility. But if Annabel Larimer killed him, there was still someone else in the room."

      "Yes, that's what Harry said." Malcolm shifted his weight from one foot to the other. "Kitty says she had reliable intelligence that Annabel Larimer knew the Goshawk's identity. I was skeptical, but less so after she was attacked. I'm even less skeptical now. Do you think Martinez knew who the Goshawk was, from what you overheard?"

      "Yes, though the discussion was vague enough not to be entirely conclusive."

      "Annabel Larimer recently asked Harry if Martinez could have known who the Goshawk was. Suppose she was concealed and also overheard his conversation about killing the Goshawk?"

      "And then killed Martinez to protect the Goshawk? In which case, why didn't she tell Harry that night?"

      "Not easy to confess to murder, even to a handler. Though, if she were that concerned about the Goshawk, enough to kill, you'd think she'd have found a way to warn Harry. And there's the fact that you and Harry are both sure someone else broke in. And that someone attacked her today. Likely to keep the Goshawk's identity secret. What else did you learn after Martinez died?"

      "Not a great deal. I assumed someone connected to Mrs. Larimer moved the body." He raised a brow.

      "Yes," Malcolm said. "Harry did."

      "Very efficiently. I tidied away loose ends of my own. I tried to learn more about the plot round the Goshawk and who Martinez had been working for, but eventually I had to get back to work. We were in the midst of the war. Time went on. The Goshawk continued to be a thorn in our sides, with no rumor of even an attempted assassination."

      Malcolm nodded again.

      Raoul held his gaze. "You don't believe me."

      "Martinez was an agent who was leaking information. Putting your cause and your people in jeopardy. You'd overheard a conversation in which he was plotting murder. Either he was working with your own people behind your back or he was a triple."

      "So you think I doubled back and killed him? That I was the man who sneaked in and out of the room?"

      "Tell me you wouldn't wonder the same in my place."

      "By no means," Raoul said. "I'd be disappointed in you if you didn't consider it. But I've told you, I'm not a murderer."

      "I'm not sure one would even call it murder."

      "A death is a death. I don't believe in killing. And morality aside, I wanted more answers about Martinez. I didn't even know for a certainty he was a triple. You don't think I'd have liked to know who the Goshawk was?"

      "A point. But if Martinez was a triple, he could have exposed you at any point. He could have put others' lives at risk. Mel's life, perhaps."

      He saw the inwards flinch that ran through Raoul. "Mélanie's life was always at risk. She was good at taking care of herself."

      "Did she know? About Martinez?"

      Raoul's fingers stilled on the lavender folds of Clara's blanket. "She was away on a mission when Martinez started working for me. I never told her about him. When he was killed, she'd left Lisbon because you'd been wounded. By the time she was back in the city, I'd more or less given up the search. If she'd heard anything about the British being involved, I knew she'd tell me. If not, it seemed safer for her to be out of it."

      "What would you have done to Martinez? If you’d known for a certainty that he was a triple."

      "Fed him false information. Cut him out of useful intelligence."

      "And if you couldn't?"

      "Paid him to get lost. Or exposed his double dealing to his own people."

      "You have all the answers."

      Raoul drew a measured breath. "Would I kill in a fight? Absolutely. In battle? War is deplorable, but I've done it. Do I bend my conscience?" He looked down at his baby daughter for a moment. "Far more than I care to admit. As far as murder? There are some situations I'm glad never to have faced. But even at my most driven, I've tried to hold on to some shreds of belief."

      Malcolm looked into the gaze of the man who was one of the greatest influences on his life. Who meant more to him than he'd ever let himself put into words. "I know that."

      "But you aren't sure." Raoul regarded him, a faint smile playing about his lips, half ironic, half regretful. "It's damnably hard to be sure. Of anything or anyone. And particularly of someone who's a spy and has betrayed you more times than either of us could count."

      "I trust you. I've told you that." Because not to trust Raoul would make their lives unthinkable.

      "But that doesn't stop the questions. We all live with the fact that we may lie to each other." Raoul leaned forwards, holding Clara carefully, hesitated, then touched his fingers lightly to Malcolm's arm. "You have one of the keenest minds of anyone I know, Malcolm. I'm afraid in this case you'll have to work it out for yourself." He settled back. "Meanwhile, I'll do anything I can to help you. Anything you want me to do."

      "Don't talk rot, O'Roarke." Malcolm pushed aside questions he had no time for and wasn't sure he wanted to answer. "Of course I want your help. I damn well need your help. And Harry's. We all have pieces of this puzzle. And it's even more complicated. Annabel was discovered by her footman bringing in a caller. The caller was still there when we arrived. He's Raimundo O'Roarke."

      Genuine shock filled Raoul's gaze. He didn't even try to contain it. "I heard today that he was in London. I thought I might meet him. But God knows, not like this."

      "He knew the Larimers in the Peninsula."

      "Not surprising, perhaps. Though of all the people for him to know—

      "How well do you know him?"

      Raoul hesitated, and Malcolm could see him making much the same calculations Malcolm himself had done over Kitty. There was much to be shared that they hadn't said to each other, but this wasn't the time for it. "Not well. My brother and I were already estranged by the time Raimundo was born. But I met him a few times during the war. I believe his father had warned him against me, but he was very polite."

      "I told him I knew you, that you were a family friend. But not that we're cousins. I wanted to talk to you first, and, to own the truth, I couldn't figure out how to work my way round to it. But he's going to have to know. Enough people in London know or guess that he'll hear it from someone else, if not from us."

      Raoul nodded.

      "There's one other thing." Malcolm hesitated. "It seems when Kitty was working with Victor's people, before she married Ashford, she and Raimundo were rather close."

      Raoul raised his brows. "Well, that's another complication I didn't foresee. She worked with him?"

      "To a degree. She said he wasn't an agent."

      "He wasn't, so far as I know."

      "What did you make of him?" Malcolm asked. For all he might have been questioning Raoul's possible actions a few minutes before, he trusted Raoul as he trusted few people.

      "Fundamentally decent and not the sort for deception. I tried to give him some advice and tools that would help him survive the war."

      "Could he know anything about the Goshawk?"

      "He could know anything about any number of things, in theory. But he doesn't strike me as the sort for secrets. Of course, he might be very, very good at deceiving others."

      "I doubt he could deceive you."

      "I wouldn't be so sure. I don't know him well. For that matter, I can't claim to know my brother well." Raoul looked down at Clara for a moment. "As you know, I was inclined to stay away from my family in the early years."

      "From parts of your family. For that matter, at the same age I crossed the Channel to get away from mine." Though his brother Edgar had followed him to the Peninsula and it hadn't exactly improved their relationship. Yet another complication he was going to have to confront. Edgar and his wife were due back in Britain any day now. A damnable time for a reunion Malcolm wasn't sure how to manage.

      "I'll talk to Raimundo," Raoul said. "And try to explain the family situation."

      "Not an easy task."

      Raoul gave a dry smile. "The O'Roarke family have their oddities. But in some things they're fairly conventional. One of the many reasons I never fit in."
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      Mélanie and Kitty descended the steps of the Larimer house. Geoffrey's nurses and Malcolm's first shift of guards were in place. The children were settled with Miss Bentley and their aunt Violet, as reassured as possible. Raimundo O'Roarke had gone back to his hotel and Geoffrey had gone to look in on other patients, promising to return in a few hours. Roth had left to speak with neighbors and confer with his constables. It had plainly been time for Mélanie and Kitty to leave as well, and since Kitty was at the heart of the investigation and would of course want an update from Malcolm, Mélanie had suggested they return to Berkeley Square together.

      They walked some distance along the pavement in silence, past neatly swept front steps, shiny doors, window boxes with flowers. Houses as cheerful and innocuous as Annabel Larimer's had seemed a few hours before. "We'd have been in the way if we'd stayed longer," Kitty said. "But it feels odd to suddenly be in the midst of such everyday trivia. As though we spent the past few hours in another world."

      "The shock of everyday life." Mélanie tugged one of her gloves smooth. "Though we're still in the midst of the investigation."

      Kitty cast a glance back over her shoulder.

      "Malcolm's guards are excellent," Mélanie said. "She'll be safe, at least."

      "Yes, I know. Malcolm wouldn't have left himself otherwise. It's just difficult to walk away from the center of a problem."

      "We don't actually know where the center of the problem is. I'm hoping Malcolm's learned more."

      They walked in silence for a few more paces. A breeze had come up, sharp with the bite of oncoming autumn. Kitty turned her head and regarded Mélanie. "There's no denying this is awkward. You're very kind."

      Mélanie smiled into the cool green gaze of her husband's first love. "I'd be a poor wretch if I wasn't kind to someone Malcolm cared about."

      "Which in itself is kind. Not all women are so sanguine about their husbands' pasts."

      "Unless one marries out of the schoolroom—which isn't something I'd wish for my children—one knows one's partner has a past."

      Kitty glanced across the street. A woman in a print dress and straw hat, probably a governess or nursemaid, was walking with girl of about eight wheeling a hoop and a boy a few years younger pulling a wagon. "I've wondered about you ever since I heard Malcolm had married. I confess I thought you'd be different. I'd heard you were the toast of the beau monde."

      Mélanie laughed. "These days we don't go out much at all. At least, not in society."

      Kitty turned her gaze back to Mélanie and gave the smile of a woman who knew precisely how to take in the cut of Mélanie's gown and the angle of her hat. "Oh, you're as lovely and as stylish as I imagined. I may have spent almost a decade in Argentina, but I know how to recognize Paris fashions. You didn't even look in the mirror when you put your hat back on and it couldn't be arranged more perfectly. But you're far more approachable. Thank goodness. I couldn't quite picture Malcolm with a flawless society beauty."

      "Malcolm would go mad. He cares for society less than I do. Though we learned to navigate it in the diplomatic corps."

      "I imagine you were brilliant at it."

      "Hardly." Mélanie put a hand to her hat as a gust of wind rippled past. "I enjoyed it more than he does, though."

      "And probably kept him from seeking permanent refuge in the library. Or going mad." Kitty regarded her for a long moment, face shadowed by the deep brim of her own bonnet. "I was relieved seeing the two of you together. To realize it was a love match."

      "You're sharp-eyed." Mélanie adjust her other glove. "A lot of people consider us terribly cold. They think I married Malcolm for his position or Malcolm married me to protect me. The latter of which isn't far off."

      "Whyever he married you, what he feels for you now is abundantly plain to one who knows him. Or knew him. And though I can't claim to know you, I hope you'll permit me to say it's quite apparent that you feel the same."

      "I'd be distinctly concerned if you thought otherwise." Mélanie considered the other woman for a moment. She was beautiful, that had been apparent from the moment they met, though Mélanie knew conventional beauty wasn't enough to catch Malcolm's attention. There was a magnetism about her that instantly drew the eye and kept one's attention, quite apart from her fine features and brilliant eyes. The sort of thing that gave an actor an indefinable quality on the stage. But even that wouldn't have been enough for Malcolm on its own. She'd seen him with beautiful women. Magnetic women. He obviously wasn't blind to beauty but nor was he particularly swayed by it.

      But there was an irony in the curve of Kitty Ashford's mouth, a humor in her brilliant green eyes, that suddenly made what had caught and held Malcolm's interest crystal clear. What might hold his interest even now. "I've wondered about you as well. Not you in particular, obviously. I didn't know your name until the ball. But I knew Malcolm must have loved someone. And knowing Malcolm, I knew she must have meant a great deal to him."

      "And you probably wondered how I could have let him go."

      "I wouldn't presume."

      They stopped to nod to two ladies laden with shopping parcels descending from a carriage and climbing the steps of a house. Kitty tilted her head to one side, deepening the shadows across her face. The silk that lined her bonnet turned her eyes emerald green. "I think it's as well that I did. He's happy. It makes me happy to see that. In truth, it was a happy surprise to see him with such an optimistic take on the world. Living in Britain, where he swore to me he'd never return. A great deal has obviously changed in the past eight years. Because of you, I think."

      Mélanie bit back a laugh of bitter irony. So much had changed. Not all for the better. Though perhaps mostly so, on the whole. More than she'd have thought a year and a half ago. "A great deal has changed for both Malcolm and me, I think. Partly because of each other. But not entirely."

      Kitty's mouth twisted. "I don't think I made him very happy."

      "I don't think the circumstances did, which is a rather different thing."

      "I should have known how seriously he took things. Known there was no future for us and we'd only be hurt. But I let myself enjoy the moment."

      "I've done that myself, at times in my life."

      "I knew my life couldn't change. But I should have thought of what I was doing to his." Kitty's hands closed on her elbows. "I'm glad Malcolm has children. He told you about the baby?"

      "Yes. I'm so sorry."

      "It was a loss. A loss I mourned, despite knowing it made our lives easier." Her fingers tightened on the pomona green silk of her spencer. "I know he thinks I couldn't bear to turn my back on society and face scandal. And there's some truth to that. I don't think of myself as conventional, but I've never been one for bold defiance either. And it's harder for a woman than a man. But I also know he wouldn't have been happy if we'd gone off together. Not the way we'd have had to live. Cut off from everyone. Unable to pursue his career. He'd have gone mad."

      Mélanie had thought the same when they'd gone to Italy. It hadn't proved true. Not precisely. God knows she was glad to be back in Britain, but they could have made their lives in Italy work.

      "Besides, at the time I didn't think he really wanted to marry," Kitty said. "Or to live as though he were married."

      "I don't think he did when he married me either. At least, he didn't think he'd be good at it. He warned me of as much when he proposed. People do things in the midst of a war that they'd never do in rational society. And sometimes those risks turn out for the best."

      Kitty nodded. "To be honest, I didn't want to leave the war either. Didn't want to leave off being an agent. You must have felt that yourself. Though I don't think you've ever made the compromises I did."

      Thank God for all her training and the sheer instincts honed by years of maintaining her cover. "I think every spy knows what it is to make compromises."

      "To a degree, perhaps. Some are more single-minded than others. Malcolm never understood my single-mindedness. Or perhaps it's that he's incapable of compromise."

      "Or that he didn't believe in his cause the way you believed in your own."

      Kitty raised a brow. "We had the same cause."

      "You're Spanish. Malcolm's British. And he came to question what his country was doing in Spain."

      "You're very tolerant considering you're a Spaniard yourself."

      "I learned long ago that I couldn't expect Malcolm and me to see everything the same way," Mélanie said truthfully.

      "The secret to a happy marriage, perhaps. Not that I would know. My own could be called anything but. I don't think I'm really cut out for marriage. Or for compromise. It doesn't sound as though Annabel Larimer was either."

      "No." Mélanie frowned, recalling Violet Durbridge's description of her sister. "I didn't know her well. She was very kind but she seemed quite quiet and decorous. I begin to think I didn't know her at all."

      "I knew her even less well," Kitty said, "but I had the same impression. I obviously woefully underestimated her. But then, all agents need some sort of cover. If Annabel Larimer was that good at maintaining hers, she was a very good agent indeed."
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      Malcolm reached across the distance between his chair and Raoul's chair to touch Clara's cheek. "If Annabel Larimer knew who the Goshawk was, not only did she not tell Harry six years ago, she didn't tell him when she questioned him a few days ago. Even though she was afraid. Which makes one wonder—"

      He broke off as the library door clicked open. He looked over his shoulder to see his wife and former mistress come into the room side by side. They might have been out paying calls, save that their taut expressions told otherwise. "You've learned more?" Malcolm asked.

      Mélanie paused inside the library door, holding her hat by its rose satin ribbons. "Annabel Larimer's sister appeared after you left. It seems Annabel's parentage is mysterious. Which could or could not be significant."

      She set her hat and gloves on the library table. Kitty did the same. Mélanie perched on the arm of Malcolm's chair. Kitty sat in a chair close enough for conversation, not so close as to intrude. Everyone was managing the forms very well. After all, they were all civilized adults. Investigations could bring odd groups together.

      "I've just been updating Raoul," Malcolm said. "But it sounds as though you need to update us."

      Mélanie explained the visit from Annabel's sister, Violet Durbridge. "Mrs. Durbridge is going to stay at the house with the children and Annabel," Mélanie concluded. "So she'll be able to answer further questions. It's difficult to be certain, of course, but I truly don't think she knows who Annabel's biological father is."

      "Talking of unconventional families," Malcolm said. "Most families have their quirks when one digs beneath the surface. At the moment, it seems likeliest the attack on Annabel had to do with her work in Spain and the Goshawk, in which case her parentage is entirely irrelevant to what happened. But it's possible the clues to her attack lie in her parentage, and it's the Goshawk that's irrelevant."

      "The Goshawk is hardly irrelevant," Kitty said.

      "Not in the grand scheme of things, perhaps," Malcolm said, "but our priority has to be learning who attacked Annabel and preventing another attack."

      "That's Malcolm," Kitty said with a faint smile. "Never forgetting the human factor. No." She put up a hand. "Of course I want to protect Annabel. I may not have your fine-tuned scruples, but I'm not heartless. I don't see, though, why one precludes following up on the other." She looked at Raoul. "You realize what the Goshawk could mean in Spain right now, don't you?"

      "I think the most important thing in Spain right now is waking people up to the conditions about them," Raoul said. "But I'm not unaware of the power of symbols. And I haven't been above making use of them in the past."

      "You've always seen the bigger picture," Kitty said. "That clearly hasn't changed. Though I confess it's odd to see you with a baby asleep in your arms."

      "My dear Mrs. Ashford. Given the developments in your own life, I'd hope you'd have learned that holding a child in no way stops one from using one's brain in all manner of ways."

      "And thank God for a man who'll admit to it." Kitty leaned forwards to look at Clara. "She's adorable. I told your wife earlier. I'm glad to see you so at ease with her. But then, you're at ease in any number of situations. Did Malcolm tell you about Raimundo?"

      "Yes." Raoul's easy voice gave no clue he knew he was talking to someone who had been on the opposite side during the war. "I'll speak with him and see what I can learn. Though I scarcely know him."

      "I probably know him better than anyone in this room," Kitty said. "Oh, devil take, I'm sure I do. No sense prevaricating, I already told Malcolm. Raimundo and I were rather close for a time when I was working with Victor's band of guerrilleros. I didn't, of course, know his connection to Malcolm. Not then, or later when I met Malcolm. He doesn't have Malcolm's subtlety."

      "You think he just stumbled into the middle of this?" Mélanie said. "He comes across as quite disingenuous, but talking to him I had a niggling sense that there was more beneath the surface."

      "Not everyone in the O'Roarke family—whether or not they go by the name O'Roarke—is quite so complicated," Kitty said.

      Mélanie met Kitty's gaze with an easy assurance. "Yes, I did consider it might be my imagination running on because of the associations."

      "Your imagination doesn't tend to do that." Malcolm subdued the impulse to reach for his wife's hand. It might look like too obvious a show of solidarity.

      "I suppose we both have reasons to let personal views cloud the situation," Kitty said.

      "Quite." Mélanie smiled in perfect agreement. And yet, Malcolm had the sense he was watching a white-gloved duel.

      "His simply happening to turn up is coincidental," Malcolm said. Of course, so was Kitty's simply turning up at Emily Cowper's ball. "Kit," he said, "who was your source for the intelligence that Annabel knew something about the Goshawk? I didn't want to pry before, but now everything to do with Annabel is a matter of some moment."

      Kitty smoothed her hands over her lap. Her gown was barely creased. That was one thing she and Mel shared—the ability to emerge from adventures looking almost untouched. "An agent I worked with in Argentina. He called himself Francisco Gerard, though I don't think that was his real name. But then, we all have people we've worked with on missions who only know us by aliases. He'd worked in the Peninsula. He didn't share a lot of details with me, but a year or so ago we were talking about the situation in Spain now, and I said the right event or person could be a catalyst. I asked if he knew anything about the Goshawk. He said he had no idea of the Goshawk's identity, but that he had reason to think a woman named Annabel Larimer did. He couldn't or wouldn't tell me more. But he's not the sort to throw out idle hints."

      "Harry says Annabel recently asked him if he thought Diego Martinez knew the Goshawk's identity," Malcolm said. He brought Mel and Kitty up to date on his discoveries from Harry and Raoul.

      "Annabel Larimer seems to have been quite a fascinating woman," Kitty said. "She's wasted living quietly as a widow in London."

      "Assuming that's what she really is doing," Mélanie said.

      "Apparently Harry hasn't seen her much more than we have in recent years," Malcolm said. "If—"

      He broke off as the door opened again, this time to admit Jeremy Roth. "Valentin said I should show myself in," he said. "I know you don't stand on ceremony these days."

      "By all means." Mélanie smiled and gestured him to a chair.

      Roth advanced into the room, pausing to smile down at Clara. "I swear she's grown in—how long is it? A week? But then, they do at that age." He dropped into the chair Mélanie had indicated but did not immediately volunteer more information.

      Kitty gave a faint smile. "You aren't sure how much to say in front of me. Malcolm said you were brilliant and trustworthy, and I see he was right. Trust is a wonderful thing, but I quite understand it only goes so far, even between old friends."

      Malcolm found himself smiling. "Thank you, Kit. I'd expect quite the same from you."

      "I only ask that you let me know any pertinent details."

      "Of course."

      She regarded him for a moment, a smile playing about her lips. "Reserving the prerogative to define pertinent for yourself."

      "Quite."

      Kitty turned to Mélanie. "Mrs. Rannoch. I owe you thanks for any number of things today. Your hospitality is the least of them. I can't tell you how I appreciate everything."

      "We count on seeing you again soon," Mélanie said. "And, in the circumstances, don't you think you should get round to calling me Mélanie? There's nothing like an investigation to send formality out the window."

      "I quite agree. And to own the truth, it's a distinct relief not to be called Mrs. Ashford. Raoul. Don't get up and disturb the baby. I'm sure I shall see you soon. Inspector Roth. Thank you for putting up with another civilian in your investigation."

      "We may have only just met," Roth said, "but it's quite apparent you are anything but a civilian."

      Malcolm saw Kitty to the door. In the hall, she paused and looked up at him in the midst of drawing on her gloves. "We need to work together, Malcolm. I may be after the Goshawk. But I want to find who attacked Annabel Larimer as much as you do. You're too sensible to let the past cloud the issue."

      "The past is in the past, Kitty. There's no need for it to intrude on the present."

      Save, of course, that it had shown him just how much they could be at odds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Roth looked up at Malcolm as he came back into the room. "I'm sorry. But I wasn't sure—"

      "Quite right." Malcolm returned to his chair beside Mélanie. "What have you learned?"

      Roth fished his notebook from his greatcoat pocket and stared at it for a moment. "Evans, one of my constables, made the rounds of the houses in the area round Mrs. Larimer's to see if anyone had seen anything remarkable." He thumbed through the pages of the notebook. "Evans got a few vague accounts of a gentleman glimpsed in the street about eleven who may be the person who called on Mrs. Larimer and attacked her, but no descriptions beyond a tan greatcoat and a beaver hat. Not even a positive on hair color. And no one actually saw him go into the Larimer house, so we can't even be sure of that. But a nursemaid a few doors down said she was walking with the family baby about midday on Thursday last, and a saw a woman going into Mrs. Larimer's. Matching this up with Bridget's and Gregory's accounts of callers, it seems this was a Mrs. Musgrave, whom they report calling on Thursday. Someone neither of them had seen before or since, though they said it wasn't odd for Mrs. Larimer to have friends call from her time abroad whom they hadn't seen in the past. The nursemaid remembers a bit more, because the woman stopped to admire the baby. The nursemaid describes her as very pretty, with honey-colored hair, not tall, but very direct. And when she bent over the baby, the nursemaid noticed her a pin she was wearing. It was unusual, so she took note of it. Silver, shaped like a bat, with green stones for the eyes."

      Roth looked up from the notebook and met Malcolm's gaze. Malcolm drew in his breath. Because his sister Gisèle had just such a pin. He knew it well, for he had given it to her. And while she was undercover, she could wear it when she wanted him to be able to trace her.

      "Given your sister's role with the Elsinore League," Roth said, "I thought it was best to keep the information confidential."

      "I'm grateful for it," Malcolm said. "Not that I have any reason to think Kitty has anything to do with the League. But we've learned we can't rule out anyone's being their agent. And given Gisèle's situation, we can't be too careful."

      The Elsinore League were an organization of powerful men, begun at Oxford over three decades ago. Malcolm's putative father, Alistair Rannoch, had been one of the founders and leaders. Their cover was as a hellfire club, and they certainly indulged themselves enough to actually be one, but their real aim was to arrange affairs in Britain and the world to advance their own interests. Malcolm's mother, Arabella, had made it her mission to uncover their secrets and drew Raoul into her quest. The past winter, Malcolm's sister Gisèle had uncovered information about the League and put herself undercover as an ally of theirs, for reasons Malcolm still did not fully understand.

      Malcolm scrubbed his hands over his face. "Gelly never met Annabel, so far as I know. If she went to see Annabel it almost certainly means the League have an interest in her."

      "Could Mrs. Larimer have been working for them?" Roth said.

      Malcolm met his friend's gaze. "As I said, we've learned not to discount anyone's being their agent. But we have no clue that Annabel was."

      Roth frowned. "Mrs. Larimer was a spy in the Peninsula. What does the League have to do with Spain now?"

      "Very little, so far as we know." Raoul shifted Clara in his arm. "They're dedicated to advancing their own interests, at home and abroad. Those could involve Spain, but haven't tended to. At least, as far as we've been able to discover. And we've been able to discover quite a bit. They've operated in France a fair amount, especially before and just after the Revolution. But they don't seem to have played a large role in the Peninsular War."

      "But considering they want to preserve a status quo favorable to themselves, they might not like the idea of the Bourbons falling in Spain again," Mélanie said.

      "No, I wouldn't think they'd like it," Raoul agreed. "Whether or not they'd feel threatened enough to intervene is another question."

      "You think they sent Gisèle to learn about this Goshawk?" asked Roth, who now knew so many of their secrets it was a wonder they kept any from him.

      "Even granted there's a lot we don't know about Gelly's work with the League, she seems a surprising choice," Malcolm said. "But whyever she went, she meant to leave a message for us. Which is a good thing, because I'm going to have to talk to her."

      Roth nodded and tucked his notebook back into his pocket. "I'll leave that to you. I've torn up the page with the notes about Mrs. Musgrave's brooch. And I don't think Evans realizes it's anything remarkable."

      Malcolm touched his arm. "You're a good friend, Jeremy."

      Roth smiled. "I'll keep you updated. Like Mrs. Ashford, I trust you'll update me as you can."

      "Far more than we will Kitty, truth to tell." But not with everything. Roth knew that and accepted it. And he was far less likely than Kitty to pry into secrets Malcolm wanted to keep hidden.

      Laura came into the library accompanied by Valentin with a tea tray. Roth stayed to drink a quick cup of tea before making his departure.

      "I'll send word to Gisèle," Malcolm said, when he had seen Roth from the house. "I didn't want to say this in front of Kitty or even Jeremy, but Harry's going to look for a contact at Vauxhall tonight. A singer who was Annabel Larimer's maid in Spain and then worked for Harry as an agent. It's not a bad place to meet Gelly if she can be there."

      "Best if we go as a group, perhaps," Raoul said.

      "Yes, that's what I'm thinking." Malcolm perched on the arm of the chair Mélanie was now occupying. "I sent a message to Fanny and Archie. We'd all raise brows if we go there, but if Fanny drags us there as part of a large party it will seem quite unremarkable."

      "Vauxhall." Laura leaned forwards to reach for her teacup. "Do you know, I've never been? Not surprising, I suppose. I was only in Britain at five and fifteen, and then when I returned as an adult I was a governess."

      "And your employers obviously didn't take you out enough or show you enough of the city," Mélanie said.

      "My employers were very generous. I was trying to avoid encountering anyone I knew from my old life. I spent my days off in lending libraries and museums, and, as I recall, I declined your invitations to accompany you more than once. And since I've stopped having to hide, there seems to have been rather a lot going on."

      "You have a genius for understatement, sweetheart," Raoul said.

      "In any case, I know Vauxhall's not as popular with the ton as it once was, but I've always been curious. I confess to a quite unspy-like curiosity. Not to mention a more spy-like one."

      "That's good," Malcolm said. "We need to look as though we're bent on pleasure. Make no effort to disguise being there, then manage to wander off and get lost along the walkways. Which isn't such unusual behavior at Vauxhall."

      "It is for you," Mélanie said.

      Malcolm reached for her hand. "Not if I get lost with my wife."

      Mélanie smiled and twined her fingers round his own. "Are you going to talk to Carfax again? He may have more information about Annabel."

      "I thought of that," Malcolm said, lacing his fingers through his wife's own. "But I'm not sure I want Carfax to know we're hunting the Goshawk. Technically, Britain hasn't taken a side in Spain. Practically, I'm sure Carfax doesn't want the monarchy disrupted."

      "What I don't understand," Laura said, "is why the Goshawk's identity should be such a secret now. Assuming that's why Annabel Larimer was attacked, and the timing certainly suggests that it was. The Goshawk's side won the war. Why would it be so dangerous for the truth to come out?"

      "Why, indeed?" Malcolm leaned forwards and refilled the teacups. He glanced at Raoul. "Is there any chance the Goshawk was an elaborate French double?"

      Raoul raised his brows. "Any chance? It's always a possibility. But I never heard a whiff of it. And the Goshawk did real damage. If he—or she—was a double, it's difficult to see what we gained by it."

      Mélanie took a sip of tea and curled her legs under her. "Suppose the Goshawk was Spanish. He—or she—was an ally of the guerrilleros. And might not be viewed entirely with sympathy by the current Spanish government. Whoever it is hasn't come out in support of the rebels, at least not yet. So they may be trying to walk a fine line in Spain at present and not be drawn into the conflict."

      Raoul regarded her across the library. "Querida, are you suggesting my nephew might be the Goshawk?"

      Mélanie returned his gaze. "I just met him today. But I spent hours with him and half an hour with him alone. I'd say he might be capable of it. As I said when Kitty was here, I kept having a sense there was something he was holding back."

      "If he was, Kitty didn't know." Malcolm dropped an arm across Mélanie's shoulders. "Despite being his lover. Though I, of all people, should understand how possible that is. Of course, it's always possible she did know but didn't want to tell us. I've never had illusions that she tells me everything." He looked at his father.

      Raoul turned his teacup in his hand. "Raimundo struck me as having a good mind when I met him during the war," he said. "I wouldn't have thought he was unconventional enough for such a mission. But perhaps it's not so very unconventional after all. His father was trying to stay out of the war. That might have made Raimundo do things secretly. He might have then realized the power of a secret identity. Still—perhaps I'm simply hesitant to admit I didn't see something so important in someone related to me by blood. But it feels off to me."

      "Suppose the British were running the Goshawk operation," Malcolm said. "Perhaps they—we—didn't want their Spanish allies to know the truth after the war."

      "Why not?" Mélanie asked. "The British weren't shy about trying to change things in Spain. Any more than the French were," she added.

      Malcolm gave a faint smile. "No. But suppose the Goshawk wasn't just helping the guerrilleros. Suppose he—or she—was extracting information and giving it to the British. Allies spy on allies. And there was plenty of British frustration with the guerrilleros."

      "And vice versa," Raoul said. "You're suggesting Carfax may have been running the Goshawk?"

      Malcolm's mouth tightened. "I think it's possible. If the Goshawk was an invention of Carfax's, then I can imagine a number of reasons Carfax might not want the truth to come out now."

      "Darling," Mélanie said, "are you suggesting Carfax may be behind yet another murder—attempted murder, that is?"

      "Just because he proved innocent of one is no guarantee he isn't capable of it. In fact, we all agreed he was last January. For that matter, I know for a fact he's had people killed."

      "All because Annabel Larimer was going to talk to us and perhaps reveal the Goshawk's identity?" Mélanie frowned. "I'd think he'd have had to be quite worried indeed about what she might reveal. If he trusted her as an agent, you'd think he'd have trusted her to keep secrets. I know he respects our abilities, but I'm not sure his respect goes that far."

      "A point," Malcolm acknowledged.

      Laura reached over to tuck the blanket round Clara, whom Raoul was still holding. "And then there's the fact that someone was plotting to have the Goshawk assassinated six years ago. And apparently didn't succeed."

      "At least, not then," Mélanie said. "I suppose that could be the reason the Goshawk dropped from view a year later. Though it seems odd for anyone to have assassinated him or her just as the war was leaving Spain."

      "I wonder—" Laura stroked her fingers against Clara's cheek. "When someone has a secret identity, it's relatively easy for more than one person to act under that name. Suppose the Goshawk was killed not long after Raoul overheard the plot. Someone else could have started operating in the Goshawk's name."

      "Suppose that was the point of the assassination," Mélanie said. "To put someone new in as the Goshawk. Although it's difficult to see why. The Goshawk's actions and goals don't seem to have shifted."

      "It's an intriguing thought either way," Malcolm said. "It opens up options on who the Goshawk may have been. And it certainly doesn't preclude its having been Raimundo."

      "I'll try to find him this afternoon," Raoul said. "He needs to learn about Malcolm's place in the family, and I'll see if I can detect any secrets he may be keeping. Though given that the two of you aren't sure, I don't hold out high hopes."

      "False modesty doesn't become you," Malcolm said.

      Raoul put Clara in Laura's arms, touched his fingers to his daughter's cheek and then his wife's, and pushed himself to his feet. "It's not false modesty in the least. It shows how very highly I think of you and Mélanie."

      As Raoul stood, the door opened yet again. This time, Valentin came into the room. "Forgive me, but you've had a caller. One I think you'd want to see. It's Captain Rannoch."

      "Good God." Malcolm got to his feet as his brother came into the library.
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      Edgar bounded forwards with his usual quick good humor. "Good to see I can take you by surprise sometimes, brother mine." He clasped Malcolm's hand as Malcolm moved towards him, then turned to Mélanie. "Sorry for barging in, Suzanne—Mélanie, that is. I keep forgetting you've gone back to your childhood name."

      Mélanie laughed. She had, in fact, gone back to her true name, though the story was that her parents had called her Mélanie as a child. And, in fact, Suzanne was her actual middle name. "I answer to both. In truth, I often don't notice the difference, I'm just aware that someone is talking to me."

      Edgar grinned. "I'll try to catch up. Not always good with change. We caught a good wind across the Channel and decided to come straight to London instead of spending a night in Dover. Lydia's putting the house to rights and driving the staff mad, and she suggested I walk round and pay my respects at once. Mostly to get me out of her hair, I think."

      "Of course you aren't barging in." Mélanie took Edgar's hands and lifted her face for his kiss on her cheek. "You know Raoul O'Roarke, of course. And you knew Laura in Paris before she was Mrs. O'Roarke."

      Edgar bowed to Laura and shook Raoul's hand. "My felicitations to you both. Wonderful news."

      His voice was still easy, but not entirely without strain. Edgar had never been an actor. He, too, had known Raoul from boyhood, though he'd never been as close to him as Malcolm. How much he'd guessed about Raoul's relationship to Malcolm was something Malcolm wasn't sure of. They hadn't talked about it as boys—Malcolm hadn't properly admitted it to himself at that point. And Malcolm hadn't had a chance to tell Edgar since he'd learned the truth. There was a great deal he hadn't a chance to tell Edgar. That he hadn't wanted to put in writing. That, truth be told, he'd wanted to put off discussing.

      "Thank you." Raoul's response as he clasped Edgar's hand was far easier than Edgar's, but probably had even more layers.

      "It's wonderful to see you, Captain Rannoch," Laura said, cheerfully looking past the fact that she'd been a governess when he last saw her, which was how they all had decided to play it.

      "And," Mélanie said, "in Laura's arms is Miss Clara O'Roarke."

      "Good God, one forgets how small they are." Edgar smiled down at Clara.

      Malcolm watched his brother looking down at his sister and realized how very much there was he had to try to say to Edgar, as soon as possible, and how very ill equipped he was to say it.

      "I'm just on my way out, as it happens," Raoul said. "It seems to be a time for family reunions. I need to go see my nephew. I'm sure we'll see you again soon, Captain Rannoch."

      Edgar laughed. "When did I stop being Edgar?"

      "You're quite grown up now. Hard to call you 'Rannoch' when that's what I call your brother."

      Actually, it was a long time since Raoul had called Malcolm anything but Malcolm, but saying so would also complicate the picture.

      "I think Edgar will do," Edgar said. "In any case, I look forward to seeing you as well."

      "And Laura and I were just about to go up to the children," Mélanie said. "I know they'll want to see you, but we'll let you and Malcolm catch up first."

      Mélanie exchanged a look with Malcolm before she and Laura left the room. Partly an expression of solidarity but also a reminder that there were issues he had to address. Mélanie could be ruthless with herself. She was much easier on him, but there were things she didn't let him forget. Which was a very good thing, though it could also be damnably uncomfortable.

      Malcolm regarded his brother as the door clicked shut behind Mélanie and Laura. He and Edgar were much the same height, but otherwise not much alike. Edgar had thick fair hair, a sunny expression, and an easy grin. Malcolm's first friend. A bulwark in early boyhood against the oddness of their family. Who was now almost a stranger. "It's good to see you, Edgar."

      "Seems an age, doesn't it?" Edgar's voice was light again, but with the same sense of strain tugging beneath. "But then, we've both changed. Living abroad, both of us, but in different places. Seems damned odd to be back in London, I can tell you." Edgar looked out the window at the Berkeley Square plane trees they'd once climbed as boys, just beginning to turn an autumn gold. "You seem to have settled in very well."

      "It's taken time."

      "Still can't get over how you've taken to living in this house. Of course Suz—Mélanie quite transformed it." Edgar tossed his gloves down beside his hat and flung himself into one of the Queen Anne chairs. Thank God he still had the ease of one who had grown up in the house. "Talking of changes, can't get over seeing O'Roarke as a husband and father. And looking so comfortable with the role. I knew he'd married, of course, and about the baby, but you still could have knocked me over with a feather when I came in and saw him looking so domestic."

      "He's certainly changed. Though not in essentials, I think." Malcolm moved to the other Queen Anne chair. It was tempting to start with Raoul, because in some ways that seemed easiest. But there was something else that needed to be addressed first. "There's a lot I need to tell you, Edgar. A lot that's happened since I last saw you. A lot that I couldn't put in writing."

      Edgar raised a brow. "You haven't been able to put half your life in writing since you went to work for Carfax. Though I assume you can't put it into words, either."

      "This isn't about espionage. Not directly." Malcolm regarded his brother. "I've become quite good friends with Sandy Trenor."

      "Marchmain's second? I saw him the last time we were in London, at some party or other. He seems a likable lad."

      "Remarkably decent. And with a good head on his shoulders. We were already friends when I learned his mother had been close to Alistair."

      "She—" Edgar stared at Malcolm. "Oh. God. Another. But what does that—"

      "About the time Sandy was conceived."

      Edgar continued to stare at him. "Good God. Are you saying Sandy Trenor is our brother?"

      "Your brother," Malcolm said gently.

      Edgar returned his gaze. They had never, Malcolm realized, quite verbalized it between them. "You have to have known," Malcolm said. "Or at least guessed. I did from an early age. I almost told you more than once. But I don't think I ever really put it into words with anyone. Not until I told Mel."

      Edgar flinched. "Suspecting isn't the same as—"

      "No, I suppose not. But for me, suspicion became reality." Malcolm watched his brother for an interval longer. As boys they'd been close, at least as playmates. Now there was so much of the fabric of his life Edgar didn't know. But somehow Malcolm had sensed that the truth about Sandy led into the truth about Raoul. "O'Roarke's my father."

      Edgar glanced away for a moment, looked back and met Malcolm's gaze. "I wondered—That is, I can't say I ever guessed, ever let myself fully put it into words, either. But I know how close you were to him growing up. He was always kind to me, but it was different with you. And now, with his living with you—"

      "Yes. I've known for almost two years now." Malcolm hesitated. "I'm sorry."

      "Sorry you didn't tell me sooner?"

      "As I said, I didn't want to put it into writing. And the last time you were in Britain I had only just learned and was still adjusting to it myself." Not to mention adjusting to the fact that his wife had been a French agent, and Raoul's lover. "But I meant sorry about Berkeley Square. Dunmykel. My inheritance. Rightfully, it would be yours."

      Edgar gave a sudden grin. "You don't believe in all that, in any case."

      "Which gives me even less right to the inheritance."

      "That's not—" Edgar sat forwards in his chair. "Damn it, Malcolm, you can't have thought I'd be so poor-spirited as to hold it against you. In any case, when it came to Alistair, we were always allies. He can't really be said to have favored me." Edgar frowned. "I wonder what he thought of Trenor."

      "It's difficult to tell. Or even if he knew."

      Edgar kicked his booted foot against the chair leg. "Does Gelly know?"

      "About Sandy? Yes."

      "And about O'Roarke?"

      "I told her when she was in Italy for Aunt Frances's wedding."

      Edgar scraped his boot toe over the carpet.

      "She saw in Italy how close O'Roarke and I've become. Aunt Frances knows. There was no way I couldn't tell Gelly."

      "Aunt Frances knows?" Edgar shook his head. "She's known from the first, I suppose."

      "Mama told her. Before I was born. Apparently Fanny used to write to O'Roarke about me."

      "You've learned a lot."

      "Once I had the basic truth, the questions followed."

      "And most of the family know."

      "I wouldn't say most."

      "Allie and Geoff?"

      "They were in Italy too."

      "Judith?"

      "She was in Italy as well. It would have raised more questions—"

      "Yes, I quite see." Edgar settled back against the high back of the chair. "You've seen them all more than you've seen me in recent months. Years."

      "You and Lydia have been away."

      "So have you and Mélanie, if it comes to that." Edgar scraped his toe over the carpet again. "The truth is we're not as close as we used to be. No sense in denying it."

      That was unusually blunt for Edgar. Malcolm shifted his position from one side of the chair to the other. "Our lives have gone in quite different directions. That doesn't change the fact that we're brothers and love each other."

      Edgar shifted his shoulders against the chair's high back. He'd always been slower to use words like "love." "I forget sometimes how far apart we've grown."

      "I wouldn't say—"

      "For God's sake, Malcolm. You were always the one to confront hard truths. I'm sure it happens to others. Growing apart, I mean."

      Malcolm drew a breath. "I went away."

      "To Italy?"

      "No, to the Peninsula, ten years ago. I know that didn't help."

      "I was in the Peninsula myself."

      "But I cut myself off. I was miserable and sick with myself and thought I was no good for anyone I cared about, but it didn't solve anything. And it made things worse for the people I'm close to. I'm sorrier than I can say."

      "You didn't—" Edgar looked into Malcolm's eyes, his own very open yet at the same time unusually hard. "It started before, Malcolm. I have a share in that."

      That brought up a tangle Malcolm had never fully understood. Shifts in their relationship that were wrapped up in their mother's death, though he couldn't directly tie Arabella to them.

      "In any case, I'm glad to know the truth," Edgar said. "I'm pleased you're happy with it. As you said, I don't know that it changes anything. Alistair's still the man we thought he was. As to Sandy Trenor—you'll always be my brother. Far more than I can imagine his ever being. But I'd like to get to know him."

      "You'll like him. He has an open temperament like you. Odd in two sons of Alistair's. But then, I've always refused to believe bloodlines determine who we are."

      "It always comes back to politics with you, doesn't it? No, you make a good point." Edgar waved a hand. "Given our bloodlines, it's probably a good thing for both of us and Gisèle that we don't think they define us."
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      The angle of Raimundo's head and the set of his shoulders were familiar even several paces down Rotten Row. Familiar from their few meetings during the war, but also from his resemblance to his father. Patrico held his shoulders in that same slightly stiff way, as though a sword rested across them. Raoul watched his nephew a moment longer, then touched his heels to his horse and cantered forwards. A fair number of riders were out and a few carriages and pedestrians on the walkways, but nothing like the press that would be found a bit later in the afternoon at the fashionable promenade hour.

      "I trust you'll forgive the intrusion." He reined in beside Raimundo. "I called at your hotel and they said you'd hired a horse and gone riding."

      "Sir." Raimundo's hands closed on the reins, but he kept his grip steady. "I knew I might encounter you in London. Under the circumstances, it didn't seem appropriate to call."

      "You are clearly a diplomat, my boy."

      Raimundo met Raoul's gaze, his own direct. "I'm not my father. Whatever people's differences, it makes no sense to me for them not to speak to each other. Particularly when they share ties of blood. I told my father I had no intention of avoiding you when I left Spain."

      "And no doubt received a stern warning."

      Raimundo gave a faint smile. "Let’s say we let the matter drop rather than coming to any sort of agreement." He relaxed his hands on the reins. "I must offer you my felicitations. I hope to pay my respects to the new Mrs. O'Roarke while I'm in London."

      "Thank you. Laura would be pleased to meet you."

      "And I understand I have a new cousin."

      Raoul felt himself smile despite the ground he was navigating. "Clara will be delighted to meet you as well. Though you'll have to interpret based on her smiles. I have a stepdaughter Emily who is my daughter in all the ways that matter. She is also very intrigued at the idea of having a cousin." Raoul hesitated, gaze on the shade-dappled path before them. "You have another cousin as well, who is already known to you. That's partly why I wanted to speak with you without delay. Malcolm Rannoch is my son."

      Raimundo's hands jerked on the reins. "I beg your pardon?"

      "You may have heard rumors about Arabella Rannoch and me."

      "I—" Raimundo swallowed. "On occasion. But—"

      "My relationship to Malcolm wasn't as generally known as my relationship with his mother was. I'm not sure your father knows. But it's more or less an open secret now. Certainly not anything Malcolm or I try to hide. Malcolm didn't feel it was his place to tell you, though. Especially given today's events."

      "I can quite see that." Raimundo adjusted his grip on the reins. "From what I saw of Rannoch today, I'm proud to call him cousin. I'm glad you're on such good terms."

      "We live with the Rannochs, actually. That is, Laura and the children do, and I do when I'm not in Spain conducting activities that must continue to drive your father mad."

      "I'm no revolutionary, but I'm far from being in total agreement with Father about Spain." Raimundo hesitated. "If you've just seen him, Rannoch must have told you about the attack on Mrs. Larimer today."

      "I was shocked."

      Raimundo nodded, jaw tight. "I couldn't settle to anything when I went back to my hotel. The Rannochs and the man from Bow Street—Inspector Roth—assured me there was nothing more I could do, but I couldn't go on as though it were a normal day. So I went riding. I hoped it would clear my head. But now that I'm here, it seems rather heartless." He glanced round at the riders in glossy beavers and velvet habits, the lacquered curricles and phaetons, the pedestrians with parasols and walking sticks.

      "It's difficult to escape horror. But not wrong to feel the impulse to do so. And you'd be of no help to Mrs. Larimer sitting brooding in your hotel room. You're more likely to remember something of use if you clear your head, as you say." Raoul adjusted his hands on the reins. "As you must know, Malcolm and Mélanie investigate crimes of this sort. I help them at times, as does Laura. I gather Mrs. Larimer was a friend of yours."

      "I can't claim to have known her well, but, yes, we were acquainted. That's why I had called on her. To offer my greetings and my condolences on her husband's death. I still can't believe what I discovered."

      Raoul watched his nephew's seemingly open face, dappled by shadows from the branches above. Mélanie had said she thought there was more to Raimundo than there appeared to be, and Mélanie had excellent instincts. "Did you know she was working as an agent for the British?"

      Raimundo's eyes widened. "Good God. No." He hesitated. "I know that's your business, but she seemed the last person to be involved in deceit. That is—"

      "Spying is deceit. No sense in denying it. And the people who are best at it seem the most unlikely to deceive."

      "Did you work with her in Spain?"

      To Raimundo, Raoul would have been an ally of the British. An ally of the Spanish guerrilleros, and therefore his own ally in opposing the French. "No," Raoul said. "I didn't know until a few hours ago. Malcolm told me. Apparently he and Mélanie discovered it in their investigation of Mrs. Larimer's things."

      "They went through her things—"

      "They need to learn who attacked her. They can't ask Mrs. Larimer herself."

      "No, I quite see that." Raimundo frowned at the tree branches ahead, a tangle of green and gold leaves. "I'm quite out of my depth in intrigue, I fear."

      Or he was giving a very good impression of being so.

      Raimundo glanced down the pathway. "Is that Lord Palmerston?"

      The quick return to politics took Raoul by surprise. Palmerston, he saw, was indeed up ahead, talking to the Countess Lieven. "Yes, it is. I didn't realize you knew him."

      "I don't," Raimundo said, "but he's been pointed out as someone I should talk to about Spain. Can you introduce me?"

      "Certainly. He's a good friend of Malcolm's, but I know him as well."

      Raoul touched his heels to his horse. It made sense for Raimundo to talk to Palmerston. But he couldn't but wonder if political strategy as much as shock had sent his nephew to the park this afternoon. Raoul found the younger man surprisingly difficult to read, even though this was his brother's son.

      Perhaps especially because this was his brother's son.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Mélanie was halfway up the stairs to change for the evening when she heard the door open below and saw Raoul walk into the hall, returned from his call on his nephew. "We're definitely going to Vauxhall," she said as he climbed the stairs. Harry had confirmed that Josefina Lopes was performing that evening, and Gisèle had confirmed, in a quick exchange of coded messages passed through a coffeehouse, that she could meet Malcolm. "Harry and Cordy are going to bring Livia and Drusilla here for the night."

      Raoul nodded. He moved with his usual crisp decisiveness, but his brows were drawn in the sort of look she remembered from when he'd received conflicting intelligence reports. "Did you talk to Raimundo?" she asked.

      "I found him in Hyde Park. I agree with your assessment. I can't shake the sense that there's more to him beneath the surface, but I'm damned if I can make out what. Perhaps not surprising, given that I can't really claim to know him."

      "I used to wonder about your family," Méalnie said, as they started up the rest of the stairs. "But then in those days I had this ridiculous illusion that one could break free of the past."

      "Given your own past, I think that was more a survival skill than an illusion," Raoul said.

      "Perhaps. I thought personal ties didn’t matter. Or at best they were a temporary indulgence. I thought you’d mastered the technique of not having them, which was something to emulate."

      "Querida—" Raoul paused on the first-floor landing. He put out a hand and touched her cheek lightly. "Among the many things I have to regret, apparently I set a terrible example."

      "I’d have said you were telling yourself the same thing at that point, but you weren’t really at all. You had Malcolm. You had Arabella."

      "I had you. Surely you knew that."

      "Yes. That is—I thought you put other things first."

      "To a large extent I did."

      "And personal connections were simply expendable?"

      "You know it was never that easy."

      Mélanie studied him, scenes from the past playing out in her head. "I do now."
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      Blanca picked up the curling tongs. "You need something more elaborate for Vauxhall."

      "It's not a masquerade night," Mélanie said.

      "No, but with all those colored lights and shadows, you need something out of the common way to stand out."

      "I'm not particularly aiming to stand out."

      "You are to keep your cover. If you were going out for an evening of pleasure you'd want to stand out. You're still known as one of the most stylish women in Mayfair."

      These days Mélanie often left her hair tumbling down her back and just pulled back the front, but a night like this called for Blanca's artistry. She'd done Mélanie's hair for Emily Cowper's ball, but she was creating an even more intricate arrangement tonight. Blanca coaxed another side curl into place and paused to study the effect. "Do you want to talk about it?" she asked, meeting Mélanie's gaze in the looking glass.

      Given the events of the day, Blanca could be referring to a great many things, but Mélanie didn't pretend not to understand. Blanca had only seen Kitty Ashford for a few minutes this morning, but that and what she had probably asked Addison would be enough. "With everything else that's happened, it's hardly worth dwelling on," Mélanie said.

      Blanca wound the tongs round another length of hair. "I've never met a former lover of Addison's. But I don't think I could avoid dwelling on it if I did. For all I don't have the least doubt of how he cares for me."

      "Perhaps it's just as well we're so busy," Mélanie said.

      "Which means you have to work with her." Blanca set down the curling tongs on their cushioned mitt.

      "As well perhaps that I get to know her."

      Blanca surveyed her work and stuck another pin into the elaborate knot of hair at the back of Mélanie's head. "She's not what I'd have expected. I thought Mr. Rannoch's first love would be quieter. Less spirited."

      "Why?" Mélanie was startled into swiveling her head round to look up at her friend.

      Blanca's brows drew together as she adjusted a coil of hair. "Ladies of the beau monde usually are."

      "Cordy isn't. Or Laura. Or Lady Frances or Emily Cowper."

      Blanca turned Mélanie’s head back towards the mirror. "Something kept Mr. Rannoch and whomever he loved in the past from being together. I suppose in my head I blamed her lack of adventure."

      "Whatever went wrong between them, I don't think it was owing to Mrs. Ashford's lack of adventure." In fact, Kitty's thirst for adventure might have led her not to go to Italy with Malcolm.

      Blanca fluffed the side curls round Mélanie's face. "Addison wouldn't tell me a great deal. He admitted he thought Malcolm had loved her, but he said he didn't know the details."

      "I don't think Malcolm would share them easily. Even with Addison."

      "No, they aren't the sort for those types of confidences." Blanca stuck an extra pin into Mélanie's hair. "I don't think Addison approved of her."

      "Addison worries about Malcolm. I expect he was worried about what would happen to Malcolm if things didn't go right."

      Blanca made another adjustment to the pin. "Addison liked you from the first. I don't think Mrs. Ashford would have made Malcolm happy."

      Mélanie drew the seafoam silk of her dressing gown closer round her throat. "I don't think anyone really knows what she'd have made Malcolm. Including Malcolm himself."
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      Laura watched in the dressing table looking glass as her husband bent over the cradle to scoop up their daughter. He had come into the room from his call on Raimundo while she was dressing for Vauxhall. She paused in the midst of fastening the second of her blue topaz earrings. "What is it?"

      "Am I that transparent?" Raoul settled Clara against his shoulder.

      "No." She glanced down at the earring. The blue stone shimmered in the lamplight. He'd sent the pair to her in the early days of their relationship when the gift had given tangible shape to something she'd still feared wasn't real. She looked back at her husband holding their daughter, remembering those even earlier days in Newgate when she'd been testing him out, searching for vulnerabilities. "I'm still learning to read you. But I can tell when something's troubling you. At least, some of the time."

      Raoul circled the room jiggling Clara, which made it hard to see his face. Which may or may not have been deliberate. "It's just an odd thing. To realize one cares about what one is suspected of doing."

      She fastened the second earring, her gaze still on him in the looking glass. "You mean when you've made it a point for nearly the whole of your life to make people think you were capable of a great deal you'd never really do?"

      "Ah—" Raoul stopped, the light spilling over his shoulder, Clara in the curve of his arm. "Just so."

      Laura turned round on the dressing table bench. "It's not unusual for a father to care about what his son thinks of him."

      "We're hardly a typical father and son in that regard."

      "And it's perhaps especially important when the trust is hard won." She got to her feet and went to his side. "Malcolm knows you. He saw you clearly before you ever meant to let him do so. But he's your son. He knows how to evaluate a situation. He knows people make hard choices. He knows to be cautious."

      "And God knows I've given him reason to be so, especially when it comes to me." Raoul looked down at Malcolm's little sister and touched his fingers to her tiny fist. "It's a wonder that he trusts me at all. Or thinks that I have any limits."

      Laura tilted her head back and scanned her husband's face. "What does he think you've done?"

      "Killed an inconvenient agent. He seemed quite matter-of-fact about it. One could say it wouldn't be any worse than things I have, in fact, done. Odd, I suppose, where we all draw lines."

      "Darling." Laura put a hand on their daughter's back and reached up to kiss him. "I know you. And so does Malcolm. If you didn't have clear lines, you wouldn't agonize so much when you cross them."

      He gave a twisted smile. "I'm a bit old to be wanting my son to be proud of me."

      "I don't know that one's ever too old for that." She threaded her fingers through his gray-streaked brown hair. "We know secrets are inevitable in this family. Perhaps doubts are as well. It doesn't mean we can't get past them."

      "No." Raoul shifted his arm beneath Clara. "And I seem to have quite lost my pose of ironic detachment. Whatever was left of it." He looked down at her, taking in her gown, silver net over turquoise satin. "You're ready for Vauxhall."

      "I confess I'm quite looking forward to—"

      "Getting out?"

      "Having a mission."

      "Ah." He smiled. "I know the feeling."

      She held out her arms. "I'll take Clara. You need to dress."

      "I haven't talked to you about Raimundo," Raoul said, as he shrugged out of the coat he'd worn riding.

      "You saw him?"

      "Riding in Hyde Park. A very conventional setting for a talk that was anything but." He stripped off his neckcloth and started on his waistcoat buttons. "I told Mélanie that like her I'm not entirely sure what to make of him. On the surface, he seems a fairly conventional man with a keen understanding. At times I had a sense I might be up against a façade. But I may be jumping at shadows."

      Laura settled Clara against her shoulder. "You don't tend to jump at shadows."

      "I also haven't had to confront my family in recent years." He pulled his shirt over his head. "I realized today I've said almost nothing to you about Raimundo. Or about his father—my brother. I haven't told you much about my family at all."

      Laura cupped a hand behind Clara's head. "You needn't unless you want to. Oh, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't curious. But what matters is what we're building together. It's up to you what you want to share or not. God knows I know the past can be painful territory to explore."

      Raoul took a clean shirt from the chest of drawers and pulled it over his head. "For a long time I told myself I could live without ties. Or at least without admitting to them. I've learned how wrong I was." His head emerged from the folds of linen, his hair rumpled in a way that reminded her of Colin. "I think you're right that the ties we form ourselves are those that often matter most. My brother and I are very different. But he's still my brother. Still part of my past, even if he seems unlikely to be part of my future, given our different views."

      "You have friends with different views. Lord Weston. You even are on somewhat civil terms with Carfax."

      Raoul smiled. "True. But I think there's something about a sibling that makes it harder to get past differences." He began to do up his shirt cuffs. "I wish you could have known my mother. She was rather remarkable."

      "Yes, I thought she probably was."

      He raised a brow.

      "Someone raised you with respect for women's intelligence."

      "She did give me that. Mostly by example. I don't know what she'd make of the man I am now. But I'm quite certain she'd like you."

      "I expect she'd be concerned about my making you happy. Parents usually are."

      "No." He fastened the second cuff. "She could read me with devastating acuteness. She didn't find a lot of joy in her own marriage. But she had the wit to recognize it when she saw it. And the sense to value it." He reached out to cup Laura's cheek. "She'd know you make me happier than I have any right to be."
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      Malcolm closed the door to the night nursery, where the children were having supper with Blanca, and leaned against the panels. "I don't know where to begin."

      Mélanie was sliding her arms into a gown of rose-colored satin with crystal beading at the neck that sparkled in the light from the tapers on her dressing table. "It would be an understatement to call it an eventful day. It's a long time since we've had one with quite so many twists and turns. I confess a part of me quite relishes it."

      He watched her, the candlelight sliding over the bones of her face, features he could trace from memory. "And to think at the start I thought investigating with Kitty would be the greatest challenge we faced."

      "It was certainly something new for us." She tugged the gown over her shoulders. "Do you mind helping with the strings? I sent Blanca in to the children."

      Malcolm moved to his wife's side and began to do up the strings on the back of her gown. "You're amazing."

      Mélanie laughed and leaned back against him, then turned round, her hands against his chest. "How many times have you not balked at my investigating something with Raoul?"

      "That's a bit different. Kitty isn't your mother."

      She gave a strangled laugh. "No, thank goodness."

      "You know what I mean. You walked on eggshells until my own relationship with O'Roarke shifted."

      "As I recall, Raoul kept getting tangled up in everything we did."

      "Which was probably inevitable given how tangled our lives are, and a good thing or we'd never have sorted out our relationships. But actually I wasn't thinking of that so much as your playing nursemaid to Raimundo while Kitty and I investigated."

      "That took fortitude, I confess." She smiled as she said it, but he could read his wife's smiles enough to know it had taken more fortitude than she was admitting to. "Thank goodness Jeremy brought me back into things. But all other things aside, it wasn't a bad thing for me to get to know Raimundo."

      Malcolm reached behind her to do up the last of the strings. "You really think there's more to him than meets the eye?"

      "I think there may be, as I said to Kitty. He has a quick mind. He seemed genuinely shocked by the attack on Annabel, but he was trying to put the pieces together. Asking the right questions. He reminds me a bit—"

      "Of O'Roarke?"

      "Of you. Though you remind me of Raoul at times."

      "O'Roarke's assessment agreed with yours. Though he also says he doesn't know Raimundo enough to be sure he isn't deceiving him." Malcolm frowned at a print of Prospero and Miranda. "Has Raoul ever talked to you about his family?"

      "Just the occasional fragment." Mélanie moved to her dressing table and picked up her diamond earrings. "Mostly making it clear he was estranged from them." She fastened the first earring. "If anything, he'd have talked to you more. They're your family too."

      "Ours." He moved behind her and set his hands on her shoulders. "You're my wife, sweetheart."

      "Something I'm hardly likely to forget, darling."

      "Odd." Malcolm smoothed a strand of hair back from her face and tucked it into her hairpins.

      "What is?"

      "The things we share and the things we don't. I know remarkable details of my parents' relationship. Far more than many people do whose parents are conventionally married, I suspect. But I know next to nothing about my father's parents or brother or why he's estranged from them. At least, from his brother. He does mention his mother occasionally."

      "Yes. I think he was quite fond of her." Mélanie fastened her second earring, then fastened a diamond and garnet pendant he'd given her round her throat, peered at her reflection, reached for the rouge pot and added a touch more color to her cheeks.

      For a moment, Malcolm was content to do nothing but watch her. Almost seven years and she still took his breath away. But as she set down the rouge and reached for her gloves, he forced his mind back to what had to be said. "I asked O'Roarke. About Diego Martinez. About the fact that he'd have had every reason to get rid of Martinez. Including the fact that Martinez could have been a threat to you."

      "To Raoul's entire network." Mélanie pulled on the first glove. "What did he say?"

      "That he's capable of killing in a fight, but tries to hold on to some shred of belief. And that ultimately I'll have to work it out for myself."

      "That sounds like Raoul."

      "In the end, I don't suppose it really matters." Malcolm looked back at the print. Miranda was gazing at Prospero with utter trust as he gestured towards the tempest he had conjured. She placed an extraordinary amount of trust in her father.

      "Doesn't matter?" Mélanie's voice held a rare note of surprise.

      "Even if Raoul did have Martinez killed, I don't think he tried to kill Annabel Larimer. So whatever happened with Martinez isn't really relevant."

      "Except that if Raoul didn't kill Martinez, whoever did kill him may well be behind the attack on Annabel. So he'd be muddying up the investigation by lying to us." Mélanie smoothed the fingers of the second glove with unwonted care. "There was a time I'd have said Raoul wouldn't cavil at killing an agent who posed a danger. I'm not so sure now. But I am fairly sure he wouldn't muddy up an investigation by lying to you. At least, not without more vital cause than this."

      Malcolm met his wife's gaze and felt a smile break across his face. "That's my Mel. While I've been going round in ethical circles you've gone straight to the heart of it. Raoul's capable of a lot. But not of denying who he is. At least, not without cause, and I can't see the cause at present."

      She touched his face. "It's more complicated for you. You want to see him a certain way."

      "I don't want to see him as other than he is."

      "And he keeps warning you not to build up a false image of him."

      He reached for her hand and laced his fingers through her own. "Would it bother you? If it were true?"

      Her brows drew together. "I'd have thought not, five years ago. Even a year ago. I used to think I didn't know his limits. But now—I'm not sure if it's that he's changed, or that my view of him has, or that I've changed myself. But—yes. It would bother me more than I'd care to admit."

      Malcolm nodded. "We've all changed. But we're still living in a world that can put us on different sides."

      "Not so much now. We all want to find the Goshawk. And whoever attacked Annabel."

      And the search for those answers could take them in a host of different directions. But there was no point in worrying until they had more information. "Vauxhall," Malcolm said. "Practically the last place I thought to spend the evening when I woke this morning."
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      Strings of glass lamps danced in the breeze, sending a wash of crimson, violet, gold, and indigo over the crowd on the walks below, glinting off spangles, crystals, and jewels. The shadows lent a sort of equality, Mélanie thought, blurring the distinction between real and paste jewels, between members of the beau monde out for a raffish adventure, servants and tradesmen on a precious evening out, and those seeking to earn money, whether by cutting purses or acquiring a new protector. Or both.

      "God," Harry murmured. "I haven't been here in years."

      Cordelia looked up at her husband. "I didn't know you'd ever been here."

      He slid his arm round her. "I wasn't entirely a recluse before we married."

      Cordelia leaned against his shoulder. "There was a pageant to celebrate Vitoria. I came to that. I—"

      "It's all right," Harry said. "You don't have to say who you came with."

      She looked up at him with a steady gaze. Cordy was fearless. "Actually, I came alone. That is, with friends, but not—I was with a large party. It seemed wrong, somehow, to do anything else on a night celebrating a battle you'd fought in, whatever the state of our marriage."

      Harry tightened his arm round her. "You have more finely turned scruples than I do, sweetheart. Though I rather shudder to think what they'd have done with a pageant celebrating the hell of any battle."

      "Yes, I imagine you'd have disliked it excessively. I thought it in rather poor taste myself, and that was before what I saw at Waterloo."

      Their little party were wandering down the gravel walkway in couples. A bit like a moment towards the end of A Midsummer Night's Dream, Mélanie thought, her hand curved round Malcolm's arm.

      Lady Frances cast a glance up and down the walkway. She was wearing a sapphire diadem and a particularly fine pair of diamond earrings that glittered in the lamplight. "The evenings we used to have here. I could scarcely look round without seeing half a dozen acquaintances. I've barely seen one tonight. I remember when it was far more fashionable."

      "So do I," said Archie.

      Frances looked up at her husband. Her gown had a low square-cut neck and a high-standing lace collar that gave her something of the look of Queen Elizabeth. "We must have been here on some of the same nights. So odd to think of that."

      Archie lifted her hand to his lips. "We must have been a number of places on the same nights. And I was too foolish to take advantage of it."

      Frances smiled. "As was I."

      "I suppose you've been here," Laura said to Raoul.

      "Mmm?" Raoul was looking up and down the walkway as though scouting enemy terrain for the best advantage. "Oh, yes. It's always been a good place to arrange meetings. No, not that sort of meeting, sweetheart. Bella did drag me here a few times. But that was mostly for spy purposes as well."

      "Mostly."

      "I wasn't always entirely driven by being a spy."

      "That's rather a relief, sweetheart."

      Malcolm was also scouting the path and the avenues and grottoes off to the sides, all the while holding Mélanie's arm and keeping his gait and posture that of someone bent merely on a night of pleasure. "We have more than an hour," he said. "We should go to our box. Make a show of being here purely for the amusements."

      "Anyone who knows us might be pardoned for being suspicious," Harry said.

      "That's why we're all here." Frances unfurled a fan of ice blue silk that matched her gown. "I had a nostalgic desire to revisit the scenes of my youth—brought on by my new motherhood and the fear that I was past frivolity—"

      "Ha," Archie said.

      "And so my doting husband arranged this evening out and prevailed upon you all to accompany us. We've given enough hints that anyone noting our movements should be aware of the story."

      "Hiding in plain sight," Raoul said. "Always a good strategy."

      They proceeded down the avenue to the colonnade round the main grove and their allocated supper box. A bottle of champagne was already chilling on the table. "I needed to keep in character," Archie murmured. "And I thought we could all do with it. Damn sight better than the usual punch."

      The orchestra were just starting up again after a break. It was a long time since the days when Handel himself had performed at Vauxhall, but the music was more than passable. They disposed themselves about the table. Waiters arrived with plates of thinly sliced ham and beef, watercress salad, iced cakes, and ratafia biscuits.

      A petite, dark-haired woman with coffee-colored skin and brilliant eyes moved in front of the orchestra and began to sing a Spanish song while playing a guitar. She wore a red dress and a black lace mantilla in her hair.

      "Josefina Lopes?" Cordelia asked.

      Harry nodded.

      Cordelia took a sip of champagne. "She's pretty."

      "Yes, she is," Harry said. "She might have caught my eye if I hadn't still been obsessed with my estranged wife."

      "Cordy!" A man with a flushed face and a shock of dark hair stopped beside their supper box, eyes wide with shock.

      Mélanie watched Cordelia draw an imperceptible breath, then watched the mask that was part of any role, whether in society or espionage, settle over her friend's exquisitely groomed features. "Lord Fenchurch. How agreeable. It's been an age."

      "Didn't think you frequented Vauxhall these days."

      "I don't, as a rule. But it's a different matter when my husband wants to attend." Cordelia smiled at Harry and slid her gloved hand through the crook of his arm.

      "Davenport." Fenchurch blinked in confusion. The scent of brandy wafted off his breath, but Mélanie didn't think that was the only cause of his disbelief.

      "Greetings, Fenchurch," Harry said. "I know I wasn't much one for Vauxhall in the old days. But our friends got up a party." He proceeded to introduce the rest of the table. Fenchurch nodded and murmured greetings and acknowledgements to those he was acquainted with and those to whom he had been introduced. "Must go, meeting friends," he murmured. "Enjoy your evening."

      He lurched off down the line of boxes, nearly colliding with two waiters and a trio of ladies with plumed headdresses.

      "A little more champagne?" Harry picked up the bottle and refilled Cordelia's glass.

      "Have I told you you're wonderful, Harry?" Cordelia said.

      "Not the sort of thing one grows tired of." He refilled the others' glasses and returned the bottle to its cooler.

      "It was a flirtation at Ascot," Cordelia said. "Nothing more." Her brows drew together. "Looking at him now, I can't understand how it was ever even that."

      "One grows bored," Frances said. "Really, I think boredom is responsible for more liaisons than lust and champagne combined."

      Cordelia's gaze had followed Fenchurch down the line of boxes. "He's talking to the Carwells. I do hope he hasn't got his eye on Imogen. She was flirting madly at the Austrian embassy last week, and Peter couldn't have been more oblivious."

      "Peter Carwell is preparing a debt relief bill to bring before the House when the new session starts," Malcolm said. "When I saw him at Brooks's last week he had ink on his hands and his cravat was half in his coffee cup. I think he was about to nod off in his chair."

      "Well, if he wants to keep his wife, he should try at least to do the nodding off in her bed," Cordelia said. "That might help keep her in it." She continued to frown. "I like Imogen. She has a wicked sense of humor and a wonderful ability to laugh at herself. She was quite besotted with Peter when they married."

      "Sometimes that makes it harder for a marriage to work," Frances said. "But not always." She glanced at her own husband.

      "For what it's worth," Malcolm said, "from what I saw of Carwell in the early days of the marriage, I'd say the feeling was quite mutual."

      Cordelia looked at Malcolm. "I know her husband's probably trying to do great things, and she should understand, but it can be damnably hard to be patient. Perhaps it would help if he tried explaining his work to her."

      "An excellent thought," Malcolm said. "I don't know Carwell well, but I'll try to convey it. I've learned, though, that one can rarely fix the relationships of others."

      "It is tempting to try, though," Cordelia said. "I hate to see people make mistakes. I've made so many myself."
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      "Harry." Josefina spun round on her dressing table bench and ran towards Harry with outstretched hands as a stagehand held aside the curtain into her dressing room. "I thought I glimpsed you in the audience," she said, smiling up at him, "but I couldn't quite believe it. I thought you loathed Vauxhall."

      "Loathe's a bit strong, but it's not exactly my preferred sort of entertainment." Harry took her hands and lifted them to his lips. "Your performance was brilliant, though."

      Josefina laughed. She might be the toast of Vauxhall now, but she had the same laugh she'd had as an agent in the rough and tumble of the war, easy and unforced. "No need to flatter."

      "I'm not. You have a lovely voice and the ability to hold an audience. I've always thought performers make good agents, but I suppose agents also make good performers."

      "That's one way of putting it." Josefina drew back to look up at him. She was such a vivid presence, he forgot how tiny she saw. She was made up for the stage with heavy blacking and rouge, her hair was dressed in elaborate curls, and she wore a blue silk dressing gown foaming with ivory lace. But the smile and the glint in her eyes were those of the determined agent he'd strategized with in Lisbon garrets and Spanish mud huts. She studied him for a moment. "That was your wife next to you, wasn't it?"

      "Yes, that was Cordelia." He didn't think he'd ever mentioned her to Josefina in the Peninsula, but of course she'd have heard the gossip.

      Josefina's gaze remained steady on his face. "You look very happy. Not at all like the man I knew in the Peninsula, if you'll permit me to say so."

      "Since when have you ever needed permission to say anything, Josefina? And I'm not the man you knew in Spain. Thank God. I think my wife and daughters would say I'm much easier to live with. Or, at least, they would if they'd known me then."

      "I'm glad. That is, I'm glad you're happier. You deserve it."

      "Not half so much as you do. I'm glad to see your voice being appreciated."

      Josefina gave a wry smile. "It's as much that they consider me exotic. They've spread rumors about my being a 'Moorish princess,' which is errant nonsense if one knows anything of the history of Spain, let alone Portugal."

      In reality, Harry knew, Josefina's mother had been born the daughter of slaves from Sao Tomé, where Portugal had a colony, and her father had been a Portuguese sailor who had brought her  mother back to Lisbon. Like Britain, Portugal had abolished slavery at home but not in its colonies. Britain had at least abolished the slave trade, which Portugal and many other countries had not yet done. But cousins of Josefina's might well still be enslaved in plantations in the West Indies, and the owners of those plantations might be among those applauding Josefina at Vauxhall.

      Josefina's gaze moved over Harry's face. "This isn't a social visit, is it?"

      "Didn't you see me with a large party enjoying ourselves?"

      "Yes, it looked like excellent cover."

      He laughed. "I only hope others are easier to deceive than you."

      "Perhaps others don't know you well enough to know what to look for." She took his hand and drew him over to a flowered chintz settee draped with a black-fringed Spanish shawl. Bits of costume hung from clothesline strung across the ceiling, musical scores were stacked amid the pots of cosmetics on her dressing table, on the arms of the settee and the low table before it, and in a basket on the floor, but overall the room was very tidy, as he remembered Josefina's apartments always being. Quite different from the elegant chaos of Manon Caret's dressing room, the only other theatrical dressing room he was really familiar with.

      "I have half an hour until I'm on again," Josefina said. "I have a bottle of wine about somewhere. Or I can make tea or coffee?"

      "Thank you, no." Harry sank onto the settee beside her. "It's good to see you. If—" He broke off as his gaze fell on a silver rattle half hidden by a sheet of music.

      Josefina smiled. "I have a little boy. One last month. His father plays the violin in the orchestra and composes songs for me. And yes, we're married. Over a year before Miguel was born. Vauxhall doesn't like to publicize it, as being a wife and mother apparently makes me appear less of a temptress. I told Lucian—my husband—that I don't see why I can't be both."

      "My felicitations," Harry said. "Being a parent is a wonderful thing."

      A smile broke across her face, the smile of one still discovering the wonder of her child. "Yes, it is." She smoothed the folds of dressing gown. "I should have written. When I married Lucian, when Miguel was born. But Vauxhall didn't like me to make much of it, as I said—"

      "I should have been in closer touch. Should have come to see you sooner. I was in Italy for much of last year, but that's no excuse for being out of touch."

      Josefina shrugged with the matter-of-fact insouciance he remembered well. "It's all right. We're all making new lives for ourselves, in different ways. We can't dwell in the past."

      "No, but we can hold on to our friends from it."

      She touched his hand. "We'll always be friends. But I imagine your years in the Peninsula aren't a time you like to be reminded of."

      "Oddly enough, I find I'm more and more comfortable with the memories the happier I am with my life in the present. I'd like you to meet Cordy and our daughters and our other friends. I'd like to meet your husband and son and have Miguel play with Livia and Drusilla. I'm glad circumstances have brought us back together. But you're right, this isn't purely a social visit. I have news of Annabel. Concerning news." He told her about the attack on Annabel Larimer. Quickly, because there was no other way to do it.

      Josefina went pale. "Madre de Deus."

      "And yet, you don't look entirely shocked." Harry had watched her closely as he told the story.

      Josefina fingered the silk tie at the neck of her dressing gown. "I saw Senhora Larimer a fortnight ago."

      "Yes, she told me she'd come to see you. To ask who knew about her work in the Peninsula?"

      "No. That is, we did talk about that, but that wasn't why she came to see me. And I was the one who sent for her."

      Harry sat forwards. "Go on."

      Josefina spread her hands over her lap. "I don't know if I ever told you about the necklace? The one Senhor Martinez gave to her the night he was killed?"

      "Red and gold glass beads in a black lacquer box." Harry could picture it clearly. "She showed it to me that night. There wasn't anything remarkable about it. I asked her if she wanted me to get rid of it, but she said she'd see to it."

      "She brought it home with her," Josefina said. "She told me perhaps it was foolish, but she couldn't bear to throw away a dead man's last gift. She gave it to me and told me to do what I liked with it." Josefina rubbed her arms. "I never liked to wear it, but I didn't feel right throwing it away either. And I was practical enough to know if I were ever in dire straits I could sell it. So I kept it packed away. I hadn't thought of it in years. Then last month we—Lucian and Miguel and me and my parents—moved from our lodgings to a small house. Vauxhall's quite happy with how things are going and they increased my salary. I was unpacking a box I hadn't opened since we left Lisbon, and I found the necklace, still in its black lacquer box. I was staring at it, trying to think what to do with it, when Miguel toddled over and picked it up. I tried to take it back and he tugged, the way children do, and it went crashing to the floor. It broke apart. That was when I saw there was a paper hidden inside the frame."

      Harry swore. "I should have broken the damn thing apart myself the night Martinez died."

      "There was no reason to think he'd have been giving a secret message to Senhora Larimer. And the box had been pulled apart and glued back together. It was very well concealed."

      Harry kept his gaze steady on Josefina's face. "Did you read it?"

      "I looked at it." Her own gaze was equally steady. "It was in code. I could have tried to break the code. But it wasn't intended for me. So I sent for Senhora Larimer."

      "How did she react?"

      "She was shocked. Well, if she had any reason to think anything was hidden in the box, she wouldn't have given it to me. She said something about the past always surprising one. She took the paper with her, but she left the box and the necklace with me. I assume she decoded it, but that would have been after she left."

      "Did she give you any hint of what she thought the paper might contain?"

      Josefina shook her head. "But then, Senhora Larimer was always like that. She was a kind mistress. Very considerate. She shared her work for you with me without hesitation. But there were other things she held close. In some ways, she treated me less like a maid than many mistresses. But in other ways, I knew her less well than many other maids I know knew the ladies who employed them." She hunched her shoulders, as she might have against the wind in the Spanish mountains. "I was curious, of course, but I had no notion she was in danger of being attacked. I had thought the past was behind us."

      "The past is rarely behind, for an agent. But I confess I too thought Annabel had more or less escaped it."

      Josefina leaned forwards to tidy the stack of musical scores. "Her life seemed quieter after she stopped working for you. In truth, that's why I left her service. After a taste of a life of intrigue, I couldn't bear to go back to being just a lady’s maid. When I told her that, she said she quite understood. She confessed she felt the quiet herself. But she said she had to do what was best for her children and that meant making a life with her husband."

      "Who do you think killed Martinez?" Harry asked.

      "I told you at the time I had no idea."

      "And with six years to reflect?"

      "I'm sure Senhora Larimer didn't."

      "Because you trust her?"

      "Yes. No, I know you'll tell me trusting is too simple." Josefina tucked the edges of the scores smooth and sat back, hands folded in her lap. "I can't swear Senhora Larimer wasn't capable of killing. But I am sure she'd have felt the guilt of it afterwards. However justified she might see it, even if she could call it self-defense. She might not have shared things with me, but one can't keep that sort of guilt from the person who does one's hair and dresses and undresses one. I'd have noticed something even if I hadn't known the reason. She was troubled after Senhor Martinez's death. But not by guilt."

      Harry nodded. "You're right, I do think trusting is too simple. But your judgment is very astute. So, if not Annabel, then who?"

      Josefina looked down at her locked fingers. "Senhor Larimer wasn't the sort to put up with his wife being unfaithful. If he'd known."

      "Did he know?"

      Her brows drew together again. "In some ways, after Senhor Martinez was killed, things were easier between them. Perhaps because Senhora Larimer didn't resent his behavior as much, with her own to reflect on. She seemed to have lost her illusions, but at the same time to be determined to make it work. It's not the marriage I'd want." She touched her wedding band. "I know that more now I'm married myself. But it worked, after a fashion. Yet, sometimes I'd catch him looking at her—not with anger, but as though she wasn't the person he'd thought she was. I don't know that he knew about Senhor Martinez, but I think he at least knew something. Knew that their marriage wasn't the same."

      "Do you think he killed Martinez?"

      Josefina drew in and released her breath. "Senhor Larimer had secrets. Well, obviously, he had affairs he was attempting to keep secret from his wife. I can't precisely say I saw guilt in him. But if he'd killed his wife's lover, I'm not sure he would have felt guilty. Especially if he'd learned the lover was also spying for the French. And I'm not sure I could read him as well as I could read Senhora Larimer."

      "You're a very astute judge of people, Josefina. It's part of what made you such a good agent."

      "It's rather essential for a lady’s maid, as well."

      "Did Annabel ever say who she thought killed Martinez?"

      "No. She was white-faced when she came home that night. She said the French must have learned he was betraying them. But I had the oddest sense she wasn't entirely sure of that. That there was more she wasn't telling me."

      Harry nodded. He too had had the sense there were things Annabel was holding back about Diego Martinez's death. "Did Annabel ever mention the Goshawk?"

      Josefina started. "What does the Goshawk have to do with this?" And yet she sounded more surprised that Harry knew to ask about the Goshawk than surprised that the Goshawk might be connected to Annabel.

      "I'm not sure, but some people believe Annabel knew his identity. Did she talk about the Goshawk to you?"

      "Not precisely. But once, at a party, I heard people speculating about the Goshawk and Senhora Larimer got the oddest look on her face. For a moment, I was sure she was hiding a secret. Then that night, when I was brushing her hair, she said it was odd all the fuss people made about 'sad Tom.' I asked whom she meant, and she just shook her head and said she'd said too much. I've always been sure she was talking about the Goshawk."

      "Who do you think 'sad Tom' could have been?"

      "I don't know. I wracked my brain going over every gentleman I can think of named Tom or Thomas or Tomás. I think Major Clifton's given name was Thomas but I couldn't imagine him as the Goshawk."

      Nor could Harry, picturing the corpulent Major Clifton, who was devoted to port and cards and did his best not to stir from Lisbon. "Even if his entire persona was a façade, I don't think he was away enough."

      "Yes, precisely. And the Gordons had a coachman named Tomás, but he wasn't out of Lisbon enough either. Of course, I didn't know the given names of a number of gentlemen who frequented the house. But I couldn't think of anyone who made sense. I almost asked her that night, but I couldn't quite." Josefina shook her head. "It's odd, I think I'd have asked you, for all I worked for you as well."

      "I'd say you worked with me," Harry said. "There are different types of employment."

      Josefina met his gaze. "I told you Senhora Larimer treated me more like a friend than other ladies I know did their maids. But I wouldn't precisely say we were friends. Not then. It was different with you. Not that I'd say we were friends—"

      "No?" Harry sat back on the settee. "I would. Not that I'd precisely have admitted to having friends at the time. But I confided in you as much as anyone. I trusted you as much as anyone."

      "You didn't see me as different. That is, of course we were different—"

      "You were a much nicer person than I was."

      Josefina shook her head. "You always say that sort of thing. The truth is, you were one of the kindest people I'd ever met. Not the least because you tried to hide the kindness." She frowned again. "Senhora Larimer didn't tell me about Senhor Martinez. Not at first. Before she was spying."

      "But you guessed."

      "I'd seen them together. I knew she'd come in late or slip out of the house. She was happier, more excited. More restless too, in a sort of giddy way. And then, one night, she smashed a vase and cut her hand. That must have been when she learned he was working for the French. I remember bandaging her hand and her telling me it was a dangerous thing to trust anyone. That you could never be sure of a person's motives. It was after she went to work for you that she took me into her confidence. She said she'd need my help, and that she suspected I already knew about Senhor Martinez. And then, oddly, she seemed to come to life in a very different way. And she was less restless."

      Harry nodded. "She was a natural agent. As were you. Did she ever talk about her family?"

      "She'd share news from her sister. She said that as a girl she couldn't wait to get away from Shropshire, but now she rather missed it and wondered if her sister was happier in her vicarage than she herself was living abroad. And I remember when she got the news that her father had died. She said 'He'll always be my father.' I said 'Yes, you'll always have him with you.' And she said, 'Quite,' in a way that made me think she'd actually been talking about something else."

      All of which fit with what Mélanie had told him about Violet Durbridge's account of her sister's parentage. "Was there anyone else she wrote to?" Harry asked. "Besides her family?"

      "A few friends, I think. People she'd grown up with. Officers' wives who had gone back to Britain. Senhor Larimer's family. She didn't seem particularly close to them, but she'd send news of the children."

      Harry nodded. "We found a love letter hidden in a picture. I don't think it was from her husband or from Martinez. Do you know who it could be from?"

      He was prepared for denial—there were a number of years Josefina hadn't worked for Annabel, so even if she were willing to share her former mistress's secrets, she might not know—but Josefina hesitated, not with uncertainty but with consideration. "I can't be sure. She held things close, as I said. When I was her lady’s maid, I never suspected anything before Senhor Martinez. But after I stopped working for her, I'd come back to see her and the children when I was in Lisbon. She liked to hear about my work for you. She knew there were details I couldn't share, but she said she could live through my adventures—to which I replied, a lot of those adventures were cooling my heels in a wine cave or a dusty tavern waiting to deliver a message, but that's another story. In any case, a few months after Senhor Martinez was killed, I found her mood remarkably changed. Her smile was brighter. Her eyes more brilliant. She laughed more. Not even the way she had during the beginning of the affair with Martinez. That seemed more a reckless gamble. This time she seemed—happy. She seemed like someone in love." Josefina touched her wedding band again. "I didn't understand love then as well as I do now, but I could see it."

      "Do you know with whom?"

      "She didn't tell me. And I didn't ask. We were friends, after a fashion, by then—more so than when I'd been her maid—but not friends who ask those sorts of questions. But we were walking in the plaza one afternoon with the children and a gentleman stopped to speak with us. He didn't say a great deal. No more than many other gentlemen might. He was very careful not to so much as touch her hand or brush against her skirts. Almost too careful. But there was something in the way he looked at her and the way she looked at him. I was quite sure he was the reason she'd been looking so happy."

      "Was he a soldier?" Harry asked.

      "Not an English soldier. He was Spanish."

      "Do you know his name?"

      "Oh, yes," Josefina said. "O'Roarke. Raimundo O'Roarke."
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      "Davenport. What are you doing at Vauxhall? Thought you were tied to your wife's apron strings these days."

      Archie smiled into Reginald Pomfret's florid face. "That sounds quite agreeable, actually. But I don't think Fanny would care for it. She is quite particular about her independence. She's here, as it happens."

      "Wandered off, has she? That's the risk with a woman like that."

      Archie adjusted his walking stick in his hand. Josefina Lopes had left the stage and Harry had gone off to speak to her. Malcolm and Mélanie had gone to their meeting with Gisèle. The rest of them were wandering about the grove to reinforce the impression that everyone was simply exploring on an evening of pleasure and entertainment. Archie let his gaze linger for a moment on Frances, who was a short way off talking with two acquaintances. "On the contrary. I know perfectly well whom she's going home with."

      Reggie gave a rough laugh. The glass of brandy he carried tilted in his hand. "So long as you don't worry about what she does before you go home."

      "Oddly enough, I don't."

      Reggie snorted. "You're either a complacent husband or a besotted fool."

      "Oh, I'm quite besotted." Archie felt himself smile. "But I don't think I'm a fool."

      Reggie's gaze settled on Archie's face, steadier than it had been before. "Dashed fine woman, Frances Dacre-Hammond."

      "Yes," Archie said. "She is."

      "I should say Frances Davenport, that is." Reggie coughed. "Not sure I ever properly offered you my felicitations, old fellow. You're a lucky man to have won her."

      Archie had known Reggie Pomfret for some three decades. They had first met at Oxford, where they'd run vaguely in the same circles. They had played whist together, greeted the dawn in the same gaming hells, run horses against each other at Newmarket and Ascot, once or twice pursued the same opera dancer. Pomfret was a surprisingly good judge of wine. They'd shared numerous bottles of claret. Often at Elsinore League gatherings, for Pomfret was also a member of the League, though hardly an insider. Archie had been reporting on the League since Arabella Rannoch had recruited him three decades before. Reggie Pomfret wasn't the man Archie would expect the League would send to check up on him now. Still, one could never be sure.

      "Thank you, Reggie," he said, "I am lucky. I wonder at my good fortune every day."

      "And you're a father. Should have felicitated you on that as well. Can scarcely remember when my own were babies, but it's a bit of excitement."

      "It's quite remarkable," Archie said with truth.

      "Enjoy it. More agreeable now when they're cooing in the nursery and playing on the drawing room carpet than later, when they're asking for new gowns or getting sent down from Eton and Oxford." Reggie cast a glance round the shadowy avenues. Plenty of people within sight, but no one within hearing. "See here, Davenport. What's going on with the League?"

      "You're asking me?" Archie shifted his weight on his walking stick. "My dear Reggie, as you yourself pointed out, I've succumbed to domesticity. If Fanny hadn't been pining for a reminder of her old life, I wouldn't be here tonight. I'm a laughingstock among the League. And too content with my life to care."

      "You'll never be a laughingstock, Davenport. And the League always took you more seriously than they did me. Don't know why I ever bothered, really, except the parties were agreeable, and the secrecy seemed to give me some caché. Tried to stay out of the rest of it. But damned hard to do so now. Fellows looking daggers at each other. Beverston and Carrick both asked if they could count on my support and I can't figure out for what, or for or against whom. What the devil's going on?"

      "I don't know," Archie said with truth.

      Pomfret scowled at a tree, turned fantastical by the red and purple lights above. "Say what you will about Alistair Rannoch, at least it was clear who was running things in his day. Now I can't make out who's pulling the strings."

      Which pretty much put Pomfret on the same footing as Archie, the Rannochs, Raoul, and their other friends. "Not unusual for there to be a power vacuum after the loss of a strong leader."

      "Damn, Archie, this is a club, not a country."

      "Similar principle."

      Reggie shook his head. "Tempted to turn my back on the whole thing. But then I think about what they have on me." He cast another glance round to make sure no one was within earshot, and took a step closer to Archie. "I mean, no one's ever threatened to use any of it, but we know what they do with information. Stupid to think they wouldn't turn on their own."

      "In point of fact, they have," Archie said.

      "Quite. Eldest son's standing for Parliament. Second daughter's about to make her début. Can't afford a scandal." Pomfret peered at Archie as though Archie held the map to a mysterious land. "How did you manage to walk away?"

      "I wouldn't say I walked away so much as that the League were relieved to wash their hands of me when I married Frances." Or wanted to keep him within view. "I'm hardly living their sort of life now."

      "Wouldn't mind a bit more quiet myself. Though I'm not sure Maria wants me at home. And White's gets a bit tiresome." Reggie took a drink from his glass of brandy. "What the devil do you think they're after? Never could keep up with some of the plots."

      "I don't know," Archie said honestly.

      Pomfret stared into his glass for a moment. "Don't know how it happened," he said, voice lowered, "because you know how closely the League guard secrets, but I swear someone from the outside is running things." He looked up from the glass and met Archie's gaze. "Someone new."

      "What makes you think so?" Archie tried to keep his voice casual.

      "There are whispers. It's not clear who's behind things, but it's clear someone is, and it's not any of Alistair Rannoch's inner circle. The ones who used to run things. Not Glenister or Beverston or Carrick. How an outsider got such power—" Reggie hunched his shoulders. "Always thought the League were a bit of lark. Used to laugh at the plots I couldn't follow, like some play that went above my head. The thing is now—Davenport, I think they're dangerous."
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      "Laura."

      The voice drifted on the breeze with the scent of candles and snuff and Parisian perfume. Laura looked round to find herself staring into a pair of familiar blue eyes.

      Will Cuthbertson. Who had once provided much-needed escape from the disastrous tangle of her life and to whom she had perhaps meant more than she had realized. Though he had certainly been keeping his own secrets.

      He closed the distance between them. His smile was easy and remarkably open.

      "I didn't know you were back from France," Laura said.

      "A month since. I've sold out. Spent a fortnight with my brother and his family, then came up to London to look about. Vauxhall's not a place I'd have expected to find you."

      "In truth, it's my first visit. We came with friends who got up a party."

      Will stopped a few feet off, a comfortable distance away that did not intrude. "I heard you'd married."

      "Last April." She kept her voice steady and conversational. "I'm Laura O'Roarke now."

      "I'm glad. That is, I assume—I presume, I suppose—that it's the man you told me about. The man you didn't think you'd be able to marry."

      "Yes." Thank goodness Will had confronted the situation head on. "Circumstances transpired in our favor. We have a second daughter. I'm far more fortunate than I deserve."

      "I would never say that." Will watched her a moment. "I remember your dancing with him at the Lydgates'. I was a fool, I think, not to see what was before me."

      "We were trying so hard to be discreet." A relief, in a way, to be able to address it directly. "I couldn't talk about it. Not then. Later, in Italy, we were more open." She drew the gauzy folds of her shawl about her shoulders. "I never meant to hurt you, Will."

      He gave a faint smile, the sort one gives at a bittersweet memory. "You were worth it. And I wanted your happiness."

      "I'd never have made you happy. I'm much too much of a rebel." At least, that was what she'd assumed when she still thought Will to be the fairly conventional man he'd seemed when she'd known him in India. Before she'd learned he'd been an agent for Carfax.

      "I wanted to make your life easier," he said.

      "But what I needed was to sort out what to do with it."

      "Have you?"

      "I'm starting to."

      Will nodded. "There's a lot to be said for the right marriage, I imagine."

      "Yes. But that's only part of sorting it out." And Raoul was wise enough to understand that, while she wasn't sure Will would have been.

      "I've had a lot to sort out, myself," Will said. Events just over a year ago had freed him and others from their work as part of Carfax's network. "I feel freer of the past than I have in years. And yet, at times it still intrudes." He hesitated. "Harry Davenport is one of your party, isn't he?"

      "Yes, along with Cordelia and Harry's uncle and Lady Frances and the Rannochs." Laura studied her former lover. Harry and Will had known each other in the army. It wasn't entirely surprising for him to ask about Harry. And yet tonight her senses were keyed to incongruity. "Will? Did you come here to find Harry?"

      Will cast a quick glance about the trees, then took a step closer. "I came here to find any of you. You investigate with the Rannochs, don't you?"

      "And the Davenports." Laura kept her gaze steady on Will. During their affair, she'd thought him remarkably easy to read. Now, for all she believed his feelings for her had been real, she still wasn't sure how much of a role his work for Carfax had played in their affair. Which made everything about the past—and everything he said to her now—questionable. "Will—did you know Annabel Larimer?"

      Will released his breath. "What do you know about Annabel?"

      "I know she was attacked today. I suspect that's why you want to talk to Harry."

      "Safer to talk to you."

      "Do you trust me?"

      He gave a twisted smile. "I should probably ask you the same question."

      "I think we have to trust each other." Odd to be talking this way. More openly, in some ways, than when they had been lovers. "But I suppose I'm surprised—before, you seemed quite focused on protecting me."

      "Perhaps we've both learned to see the other more clearly." His smile was unexpectedly sweet. And seemingly open.

      "What do you know about Annabel Larimer?"

      Will cast another quick glance about, then took her arm and drew her to the side, into the shadows of the spreading tree branches. "I suppose Davenport's told you she worked for him?"

      "Yes. He said no one else knew."

      "That's more or less the case, officially. Carfax suspected."

      "But surely—" She did sums in her head. "You were still in India when she was working for Harry."

      "And hadn't heard of either of them. It was after I came back. When I was in England before Waterloo. Carfax wanted me to seek out Annabel when I went to Brussels in the run-up to Waterloo."

      Laura shook her head. "Carfax wanted you to spy on a British agent?"

      "A military intelligence agent. You know different networks don't always communicate."

      "But at that point, she wasn't really an agent anymore, was she?"

      "That's one thing Carfax wanted me to find out. How active she still was. And what she knew about Diego Martinez."

      "You mean Carfax had you looking for who killed Diego Martinez? More than two years after he was murdered?"

      "Martinez's death was still a mystery. Though Carfax thought the French were behind it."

      Which meant Laura's husband. Who had been rueful about his own son's suspicions in that regard only a few hours before. "But he wasn't sure."

      "Carfax is rarely sure of anything."

      "And it was important enough to him, right before Waterloo, that he tasked an agent to get close to Annabel Larimer?"

      "I was surprised too. Carfax said whoever was behind Martinez's death could have implications for the war."

      "How?" Laura asked.

      "He didn't elaborate. Except that Martinez was working for the French and the British were spying on him. Through Annabel Larimer. Who was working for Harry Davenport."

      "Harry didn't kill Martinez. I'm quite sure of it." Possibly more sure than she was that Raoul hadn't been behind it, which was something she really didn't want to ponder at the moment. "Could Carfax have been behind Martinez's death?" she asked.

      Will's gaze narrowed in honest consideration. "If so, he didn't tell me. Truly. I wouldn't hold that back from you. You know what I think of Carfax, and Carfax would be the first to admit it wouldn't be the first time he'd had a troublesome agent killed. But if he was behind it, I don't see why he'd have had me investigating."

      "He might have wanted to find out what Annabel Larimer knew about his role in Martinez's murder."

      "Perhaps. Perhaps I'm flattering myself that Carfax would have been concerned about what I might uncover. In any case, in those days I followed his orders more or less without question."

      "And so you sought out Annabel Larimer." She hesitated, because what an agent might do in seeking to get close to someone comprised a number of possibilities. After all, didn't she have the same suspicions about the reasons Will had sought to get close to her?

      "Yes." Will drew a breath. "I didn't necessarily intend—Annabel was lonely, I think. I don't know that she loved Martinez ever, but obviously her marriage hadn't been what one would wish. She said she missed her life during the war."

      "From what I've learned about her just today, I think she missed being an agent."

      Will met her gaze, in a direct way he wouldn't have in the old days when they were both, to a degree, hiding behind roles. "Yes, I imagine she did. And I was mourning your death. Your supposed death. You could say Annabel and I were both in search of solace, though neither of us could confide in the other about what we were grieving."

      "And it's one of the oldest and most obvious ways for a spy to gather information."

      Will didn't look away, though she saw the recoil in his eyes. "That wasn't why—"

      "Can you be sure? Any more than you can be sure of why you began our affair?"

      "Damn it, Laura—" Will put out a hand then snatched it back. "I make no claims to heroism. But that's not why I—"

      "No? You knew you needed information about the Elsinore League. You knew my father-in-law was one of the leaders. You couldn't have forgot that when we met, when we spoke, when we—anything else."

      He flushed unexpectedly in the colored lamplight. "I never told Carfax—"

      "About our affair? No, I can believe that. But are you really saying you never sent him any information you gathered from me? I must have let things slip, even without your trying to draw them out."

      Will went silent. She could see the memories flitting like ghosts through his eyes.

      "My dear." Laura put out a hand and touched his wrist lightly. "It's entirely possible for a spy to fall in love in the midst of a mission."

      "Did your husband tell you that?" Will drew a sharp breath. "Sorry."

      "No. He might well have done. But I worked it out for myself. Did Annabel know what you were really doing?"

      "No. That is—" Will dug a hand into his hair. "I didn't think so at the time. I hadn't seen her in years. Not since she and Larimer left Paris. We knew what we were to each other and what we weren't. We said our farewells and wished each other well. Dangerous to write, and I think we both knew there was no sense in drawing things out. When I heard Larimer had died I sent the sort of polite letter from a friend that would rouse no suspicions if it fell into the wrong hands, and she replied in kind, saying she quite understood my life was very different now. Which I took her to mean she had no expectations of and no wish for anything to resume between us now her husband was gone. So I was shocked last week to receive a message in her hand asking me to meet her."

      "Where?"

      "At the British Museum. She didn't want me to call at the house. I knew something was wrong. Annabel is a strong woman. It would take a great deal to shake her. In that, she reminds me of you. She was very direct. She asked me who else knew about her work in the Peninsula, almost without preamble. I stared at her. For a moment I honestly wasn't sure what work she meant. Annabel laughed despite her fear and said did I really think she hadn't seen through me all those years ago?" Will gave a twisted smile. "That was chastening. Though, knowing Annabel, perhaps I shouldn't have been surprised. She seems the epitome of a decorous officer's wife, but she's quite remarkably matter-of-fact. In that, she also reminds me of you."

      "Though hardly in being a decorous officer's wife. Or even seeming to be one. Go on."

      "When I started to apologize, she said not to be silly, that without my mission we might never have met and she'd quite enjoyed our time together. There was no sense in worrying about what had brought us together now. Save that she needed to know who knew about her past as an agent."

      "She asked Harry the same question."

      "I told her very few people, as far as I knew. I asked why it mattered now. She wouldn't tell me. But obviously she was afraid of the past coming to light."

      "Did you tell her Carfax knew?"

      "Yes, though I added that presumably she already knew that, if she knew I'd been working for him."

      "Did she seem afraid of him?"

      Will frowned. "She said Carfax was not a man to be trifled with. She seemed aware he could be a threat. But I don't think he was the threat she was worried about."

      "Even so—as I said at the start, if Carfax was behind Martinez's death and thought Annabel Larimer knew—"

      "Why now? I told him four years ago that I didn't think she knew." Will glanced away for a moment, as though seeking answers in the shadows of the branches. "I'd have sworn I was free of illusions, where Carfax is concerned. But perhaps I can't bear to think that a man I worked for—a man I respected, however I came to resent his hold over me—could do that to a woman like Annabel. A British agent."

      "An officer's wife."

      "I suppose so. Yes."

      "So you'd prefer he confined his killing to the French?"

      "Damn it, Laura, you have to admit there's a difference."

      "There's a difference. I'm not sure it changes the line that's being crossed. Did Annabel ever mention the Goshawk to you?"

      Will's eyes widened. "You think Annabel had something to do with the Goshawk?"

      "Someone does."

      "No, she never mentioned the Goshawk. She talked about Martinez quite frankly. How she couldn't forgive him at the time, but now she'd always be grateful to him, because without him she'd never have had the chance to be an agent. That she understood his betrayal more, now she'd been an agent herself. She said she often puzzled over who had killed him. That she felt she should have been able to do something because she'd been there. But she couldn't arrive at the truth or even a plausible theory."

      "Do you think—" Laura began.

      "Laura?"

      Laura turned round at the sound of her name to see her husband approaching them. One of the French agents Carfax thought had killed Martinez. Whom Will had just defined as the enemy in a way a British agent never would be to him.

      Raoul hesitated a little way off, taking in the scene before him. Wondering, she thought, if she needed him or if he were intruding.

      "Sweetheart." She held out her hand to him. "You remember Colonel Cuthbertston, don't you?"

      "Of course." Raoul closed the distance between them and held out his hand. "It's good to see you, Cuthbertston. I didn't know you were back in Britain."

      "O'Roarke." Will clasped Raoul's hand. "My felicitations. Laura is plainly very happy. Which matters a great deal to me."

      "And to me." Raoul's hand settled at Laura's waist.

      "Colonel Cuthbertston knew Annabel Larimer in Brussels," Laura told Raoul. "We've just been discussing her." She looked at Will.

      "Of course," Will said. "I meant to share the information with all of you."

      Laura told Raoul about Will's involvement with Annabel. She left their actual affair a bit unexpressed, though she knew Raoul would read between the lines.

      "We keep coming back to Martinez's death and the questions round it in investigating the attack on Mrs. Larimer," Raoul said. "Carfax seems to be more involved than we realized."

      Will's mouth tightened. "I told Laura I can't see Carfax's being behind the attack. I could be wrong. If there's anything I can do—Annabel was—is—a friend." He drew a rough breath.

      "I understand," Raoul said.

      Will met his gaze for a moment. "Thank you."
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      "Fanny. By all that's wonderful."

      The loud voice assailed Frances's ears as she turned from speaking with Lucy Beresford. Good God, Teddy Carstairs. He'd had that same braying tone as an undergraduate, though he'd quite lost the golden-haired, lithe-limbed looks that had made his lack of understanding tolerable in their youth. She turned round to see him with Mathilda Jennings on his arm. Mattie was a widow, as Frances had been until recently, and they had run in the same set for over two decades. A bit of a surprise to see Mattie with Teddy. She'd used to have more discriminating taste.

      "You're a sight for sore eyes," Carstairs said. "Out on the town again, what? Knew you wouldn't stay immured for long."

      Frances gave him a smile with all the sweetness of Vauxhall's excellent lemon ice. "I'm out with my husband."

      Carstairs slapped his thigh and let out a laugh. "Well, that's a new one."

      "Yes, but I enjoy this husband's company. Really, there'd have been no reason to marry him otherwise." Well, except for the fact that she'd been with child, but she'd have found some other way to manage that if she hadn't been head over heels in love with Archie. She knew better than to tie herself to the wrong man again.

      "It sounds deadly dull, my dear," Mathilda said.

      "Actually, it's quite delightful." Had she really said that? More, had she meant such ingenue-ish words?

      Mathilda shook her head. "You'll grow bored. I've never known you not to grow bored with a liaison."

      "One of the reasons Archie and I decided on marriage. At a certain point, it seems so much more stable."

      Mathilda raised her overplucked brows. "You can't tell me you want to be stable, Fanny."

      "Mattie, darling, define stable. My life with Archie is anything but dull."

      "My dear." Mathilda cast a glance at Carstairs, the sort of look with which people exchanged sympathy for their friends who had gone hopelessly astray, and unfurled her fan. "You scarcely go out anymore."

      "On the contrary. We dine with friends frequently, and we were at the Tavistock and Covent Garden only last week. But it's quite amazing how fascinating small babies are. I'd quite forgot."

      "Fanny darling. You are far gone."

      "Delightfully so." And oddly—or not so oddly—it was the truth. She was rather enjoying Vauxhall and this journey into her youth, but she'd be ready to go home before too much longer. The babies would be awake and want a feeding and she felt the pull of time by the fire with Archie.

      Mathilda tilted her head to one side. "I don't know whom I have a harder time picturing happily settled in domesticity— you or Archie Davenport. What do you think, Teddy?" She looked up at Carstairs.

      "By God, it's difficult to choose." Teddy pulled a quizzing glass from his overly padded coat and made a show of looking through it. "But I'd say Fanny. If anyone were going to tempt Archie into domesticity, I can see Fanny doing it."

      "Hmm." Not surprisingly, Mattie did not seem best pleased by this accolade to Frances—Fanny could have warned Teddy of as much. "I wouldn't count on a man like Archie Davenport's being content with dawdling in the nursery and dining with friends once the novelty wears off."

      "Archie," Fanny said, "is an excellent father."

      "That doesn't necessarily make him an excellent husband. Have a care, Fanny. You know gentlemen have more options than we do as we age. Of course, if you want to retire from the field while your husband enjoys the town, that's quite your own affair."

      "I haven't retired from anything," Frances said. And then she realized that that wasn't entirely the case.

      "Excellent. Knew you'd come to your senses," Teddy said.

      "At least not anything that my husband hasn't," Fanny said. Poison. Why was she letting these two get under her skin?

      "Fanny dear," Mattie said, with a sympathy that actually sounded genuine. "One doesn't tie one's life up neatly with happily-ever-after outside of a lending-library novel, you know. And one certainly doesn't at our age. Though I admit I can see it would be a temping delusion."

      "I make no claims for myself," Frances said, "but Archie is far too complex to exist in a lending-library novel. And if our marriage is a delusion, it's a delusion I can remain happily lost in for the rest of my life."
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      "I can't believe we're at Vauxhall," Malcolm said. "The things I do for my sister."

      Mélanie tightened her grip on his arm as they made their way down the hedged gravel walk. Malcolm turned his head sideways to look at her. Colored lanterns danced overhead and sent rainbow sparks off the jeweled pins in her hair. "You have to admit it's excellent cover, darling," Mélanie said.

      A throaty laugh sounded from the other side of one of the hedges. "As a married couple we stick out absurdly," Malcolm muttered.

      "The shadows are almost as good as masks. And you have to admit it's more intriguing than Almack's."

      "You have me there. Archie's champagne was better than the Almack's punch, too."

      "And there is a certain thrill."

      Malcolm paused for a moment and looked down at his wife. "I hope you're talking about espionage. If you mean anything else, we don't need the props."

      Mélanie laughed and reached up to kiss him, which might have been partly for cover in case they were observed. "No, dearest, you're quite right. Still, there's something about being alone in a place where being alone is a scandal, rather than in the security of our bedchamber—"

      A hand grabbed Malcolm from behind. Malcolm spun away and dealt his attacker a blow to the jaw. He turned round to see that another man had grabbed Mélanie. Mélanie jerked away and gave her attacker a kick to the groin. The man doubled up on the gravel. The other man grabbed Malcolm by the shoulders. Malcolm leaned forwards and flipped the man over his head. Mélanie had a knife at her attacker's throat. "Who are you?" she demanded.

      "You're in over your head," the man gasped in a voice with east London accents.

      "I rather think that applies more to the two of you." Malcolm put a foot on his attacker's chest. "Whom are you working for?"

      "If you know what's good for you, you'll stay out of the Larimer business. This is only a warning."

      "It doesn't seem to be working very well," Mélanie said. "On the other hand, we might be able to pay you better than your employers."

      Malcolm saw something flicker in the man's gaze. A split second later, a third man hurtled into Malcolm from behind. Malcolm staggered and spun to parry a blow. The man he'd been standing on tried to spring up. The three of them went down on the gravel in a tangle, hitting Mélanie and her captive. Mélanie's captive seized the chance to push away from her knife.

      The three attackers scrambled off down the avenues in three different directions. Malcolm and Mélanie ran after the man who was closest. "I could have used my knife," Mélanie said. "But I didn't want to actually cut anyone's throat."

      "And too much chance of someone grabbing it in a fray," Malcolm gasped as they rounded a corner.

      They were gaining on their quarry. He cast a glance over his shoulder, turned a corner, and ran into a curtained pavilion.

      "What the devil?"

      A man emerged from the pavilion, shirttails untucked, breeches unbuttoned, face flushed, dark hair disordered. Oh, God, it was Fenchurch, Cordelia's erstwhile flirt. Malcolm pushed past him only to be confronted by a lady, her fair hair falling about her face with abandon, the white stuff of her gown slipping down over her arms. "Mr. Rannoch!"

      "Mrs. Carwell." It was not the first time Malcolm had found the wife of one of his colleagues in a compromising situation. "I beg your pardon. If you'll excuse me—"

      But another man seized Malcolm from behind. "By God, what are you doing with my wife—Rannoch?"

      Malcolm spun round to find himself looking at Peter Carwell, whom he had last seen with ink on his fingers and his cravat dunking in coffee at Brooks's. "Carwell. I assure you—"

      "It wasn't Malcolm." Mélanie was beside them, somehow positioned as though she had been standing next to Imogen Carwell all along instead of running up with Malcolm. "It wasn't anyone. Only a tiresome accident with the punchbowl and we were trying to clean poor Imogen's gown and then the curtains blew open at just the wrong moment—"

      "Most distressing." Cordelia was there as well, materialized from the shadowy paths in a stir of gauzy green drapery and sparkling brilliants, like Titania in a forest glade. "But I do think we have the damage repaired." She did up the top string on Mrs. Carwell's gown, which was somehow back in place about her shoulders.

      Carwell looked about as though confused by the trio of ladies, who somehow lent verisimilitude to his wife's story. Or, rather, Mélanie's story, as Imogen Carwell looked as though words had quite deserted her. Fenchurch had disappeared, probably the most sensible thing he had done in a long while.

      "But I was sure I saw—" Carwell began.

      "So easy to see things that aren't really there, at night." Mélanie adjusted the pins in Mrs. Carwell's hair, miraculously turning its disorder from disheveled to fashionable in a few seconds. "How easily is a bush supposed a bear."

      "A bear—"

      "I'm so sorry, Peter." Imogen Carwell stepped forwards. Malcolm thought Cordelia had given her a small push. "I didn't mean to give you any distress."

      Something about the quaver in her voice as she said that last rang true. Or perhaps that was the romantic in Malcolm wanting it to do so.

      "I was so distressed about my gown," Imogen continued, "and truth to tell, I didn't think you'd notice I was missing."

      "How the devil could I not notice?" Carwell demanded.

      "You have to admit you've been rather preoccupied lately."

      "Yes, but—"

      "Always a mistake to be so caught up in work one forgets to notice one's wife," Malcolm said. "Speaking as one who has frequently made that mistake with my own wife."

      Carwell met his gaze and for a moment Malcolm thought he caught a flicker of understanding. Maybe an understanding of something Carwell could not quite acknowledge to himself. "There's a waltz starting. I came to ask you to dance, Imogen."

      Imogen Carwell's eyes widened. "Goodness, Peter—"

      He held out his hand. "Dance with me?"

      She clasped his hand in her own. "Of course, darling."

      "Well, that may be one good thing to come out of this," Cordelia said, watching the Carwells move off down the walkway, heads close together. "I saw Imogen slip away from their supper box, and Fenchurch follow a short time later, so I went after them. How on earth did you find them?"

      "Chasing one of the three ruffians who attacked us," Malcolm said.

      "And escaped," Mélanie said. "But at least we helped the Carwells."

      "What did the ruffians want?" Cordelia asked.

      "To warn us, they claimed. Off investigating the attack on Annabel."

      "Good God."

      "If someone was willing to attack Annabel, it's not surprising they were willing to attack us." Mélanie smoothed the shoulders of her gown.

      "No, but it's surprising they thought it would work," Cordelia said. "Obviously, whoever is behind it doesn't know you."
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      Malcolm stepped into a curtained grotto. Mélanie had gone off with Cordelia. He needed to see Gelly alone, and he and Mélanie had created enough cover by wandering off. He didn't think the ruffians would attack again tonight, having made their point as much as they could. But better on the whole for him and Mel to separate for cover.

      The grotto was lit by a single red-glass lamp which revealed a velvet-covered bench, a small round table, and two straight-backed chairs. As well as a shadowy figure wrapped in a domino that might be black or midnight blue.

      "The things I do for you, Gelly."

      Gisèle put back the hood of her domino. "You have to admit it's a good place to lose oneself." She glanced round. "I always used to want to go to Vauxhall as a girl. Aunt Frances brought us a few times, but I always thought it would be more of an adventure as an adult. It's not as glamorous as I imagined. Though it is rather fun."

      "Someone just attacked me. And Mélanie."

      Gisèle took a quick step forwards, her domino fluttering back to reveal a dark blue silk gown beneath. "Are you both all right?"

      "Only bruised in spirit because we managed to lose them. In fairness, I think they may have followed us here, so we might have faced them if we'd met in more innocuous surroundings." Malcolm studied his sister. "Why did you call on Annabel Larimer last Thursday?"

      "She's a friend of yours, isn't she?" Gisèle took another quick step forwards, into the light that danced overhead from the crimson lamp. "That's why Tommy wanted me to go. He said I could use being your sister as an excuse."

      Tommy Belmont had been a fellow attaché and agent of Malcolm's in the Peninsula and Vienna. He had also, Malcolm now knew, been recruited into the Elsinore League some time ago. And he in turn had recruited Gisèle. Or thought he had. "Why did the League want you to call on her?"

      Gisèle's brows drew together. "It was odd. Tommy said they wanted to find out how much she knew about her parentage. That the people she claimed as her parents weren't her real parents. When I asked who her real parents were, he said he didn't know. I said I didn't see why she'd talk to a stranger about that sort of thing, and Tommy said I could find ways to draw her out. After all, I knew a lot about ambiguous parentage, and I'd just learned who my own father was. I still thought it was a bit of a stretch. But Mrs. Larimer was very kind to me. I used an assumed name when I called, but then I told her who I was. I said I was in London very quietly for a brief visit. In truth, she seemed happy to be reminded of her time in the Peninsula. She said she'd always liked you and Mélanie and that she envied you your marriage. That she couldn't believe how you managed to lead such adventurous lives, yet still have a happy marriage. I said I thought it only worked because you were adventurous together. Then I said it was the more remarkable as we hadn't had much of an example of connubial bliss growing up. That, like many in the ton, we'd come to terms with our parentage being uncertain. I wasn't going to go much further in trying to draw her out. I wanted to look as though I was going along with Tommy's request more than actually accomplishing it. But to my surprise, she brought Raoul up. She asked if it was true he was your father. I said he was and you were very fortunate to have your relationship more or less in the open. Then I said I'd recently learned who my own father was, though I didn't mention his identity. That was when she admitted to me that she didn't know who her father was. She seemed almost relieved to speak of it. But that was as far as it went. As I told Tommy, I'm inclined to think she really doesn't know more."

      "Are you saying her father is a League member?"

      "That was my suspicion. Tommy said he didn't know, only that her parentage was significant. And so did—"

      "So did who?" Malcolm scanned his sister's face. "Julien St. Juste?"

      St. Juste, an agent for hire whose past connected both to Carfax and to Arabella Rannoch, Malcolm and Gisèle's mother, could be called Gisèle's mentor in espionage. But Gisèle shook her head. "No. Julien said he didn't know anything about Mrs. Larimer."

      "Beverston?"

      "No. He didn't even talk to me about Mrs. Larimer."

      Malcolm set his hands on his sister's shoulders. "Gelly, who are you working with directly, besides Tommy?"

      She glanced to the side with a shrug of impatience. "Beverston sometimes, I told you. Tommy acts on his orders, though Tommy would deny it's so simple. No one else directly."

      Malcolm looked at his sister's determined face. She was a brilliant agent. He was still coming to terms with just how good. But even so, he could tell when she was holding something back.

      Gisèle stepped out of his hold. "Stop looking at me like that, Malcolm. Not everyone is a cipher."

      "Not everyone, perhaps. But a large percentage of our family and acquaintance are. What happened after you told Tommy about Annabel Larimer?"

      "He was frustrated, but not overly surprised, I think."

      Malcolm held his sister with his gaze for a moment. "Someone attacked Annabel this afternoon. She survived, though I don't think it was the attacker's intention that she do so. She's unconscious. Geoff isn't sure if she'll wake up or not."

      "Oh, God." For a moment, the self-possessed agent before him was his worried little sister. "I liked her. Her children—"

      "Yes, I know. Her children are being cared for. But if they lose their mother, their lives will never be the same." He scanned her face. "Tommy didn't give you any hint he or others in the League meant to attack her?"

      "No! Malcolm, you can't think I wouldn't have warned you if I knew an innocent person was about to be attacked."

      "Innocence can be hard to define."

      "You know what I mean. How can you be sure the League are behind the attack?"

      "I'm not sure of anything. But the League's interest in her makes me suspicious."

      "But it doesn't make any sense. Tommy seemed to believe me when I said I didn't think she knew about her father. So there'd be no reason to kill her to keep a secret she didn't know, if that's what this is about. And if they thought I was wrong and she had more to tell them, killing her would lose the secrets forever."

      "Unless someone got her to talk and then attacked her."

      "Is that what you think happened?"

      "At this point, I have no theory of what happened. Have you heard anyone mention the Goshawk?"

      "Another code name?"

      "From the Peninsular War."

      Gisèle shook her head. "No. But Spain's of interest to the League. Spain and the past. Going back to the war, which I suppose isn't surprising."

      "What about the war? The League didn't play a great role in it."

      "I think they were more invested than we realized. Tommy likes to say there were fortunes to be made."

      "From what? Selling weapons? Looting treasure from the Spanish?"

      "Both, I think. Beverston was invested in a munitions factory. So was Thurmond. Probably others as well. And you know the League have always been interested in collecting art treasures. It started with Fa—Alistair and Glenister."

      Malcolm had identified a number of pieces in the collection he'd inherited from Alistair that had been taken in the looting during the war, particularly after Vitoria, and returned them to their rightful owners. But there were some he hadn't been able to identify and others he suspected he didn't know had been acquired illegally. "And that's important now?" he asked. "Are they concerned about a possible rebellion in Spain?"

      "Beverston is. He doesn't like instability. He said we could have revolution spreading all over the Continent again if we weren't careful."

      "Good God. He sounds like—"

      "My father. I know," Gisèle said. "They're much alike. It's rather ironic Carfax is such an enemy to the League and yet he agrees with them on so many things."

      "One of the reasons I've never wanted to share our intelligence on the League with Carfax."

      "Very wise." Gisèle fingered a fold of her cloak. "But I think there's more to Spain than worry about a rebellion. I haven't heard nearly as much about the situation in France or anywhere else. Spain or something in Spain matters to them."

      "Have they connected Annabel Larimer to it?"

      "You mean because her husband was a soldier?"

      Malcolm wasn't quite ready to share with his sister that Annabel had been an agent. "She lived in the Peninsula for many years."

      "I haven't heard anything to connect their interest in her to their interest in Spain. Save that the two are occurring at the same time." She pulled the domino tighter about her. "So many threads to keep track of. Sometimes it feels like playing two different chess games at once."

      Malcolm put a hand on his sister's arm. "Gelly—"

      "I'm all right, Malcolm. It's easier when I can see you more. Easier and harder. Ian's walking. He said 'dada' quite clearly. I don't know when he'll say 'mama' and I suppose I'd quite deserve it if he never does. But I think he's happy. And as safe as we can make him. Sometimes safety's more than wrapping someone up in cotton wool. You helped me learn that."

      "If I've helped you at all, I'm immeasurably grateful."

      "You help me more than you know, Malcolm." She smoothed the folds of the domino. "Edgar and Lydia will be in London soon, won't they?"

      "They arrived today, actually. I haven't seen Lydia yet, but I saw Edgar." Malcolm looked at his sister for a moment.

      "Oh, God. Did you tell him about me?"

      "No. I realized it's too much of a risk. Edgar's always been too honest to keep secrets."

      "Thank God. He'd think I've gone mad."

      "I think he'd be more likely to think I'd gone mad."

      Gisèle grimaced. "Because he'd think you should be able to control me."

      "I have no illusions that I could. And I wouldn't want to.'"

      Gisèle gave a sudden smile. "You're wonderful, Malcolm." She put her hand over his own and went on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. "Keep safe."

      "You do the same, sister mine."

      "Of course." She stepped back and squeezed his shoulder. "I have so much to keep safe for."
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      "Sometimes I think I'm a horrible person," Cordelia said, her arm linked through Mélanie's own. "I feel dreadful about what's happened to Annabel Larimer. But there's something about tonight that makes me feel quite alive."

      "The contradictions of an investigation," Mélanie said. "And it's some time since we've had an adventure quite like this. I'm not sure what's more novel, being out in this society or being attacked."

      Cordelia paused and looked up at her. "Not a bad night for you and Malcolm to have an adventure together."

      Mélanie met her friend's gaze. "No. Though I'm not sure I'd admit it to anyone but you."

      "We all have different ways of reclaiming our partners when we feel the past intruding," Cordelia said. "I think going to a secret meeting and fending off an attack is healthier than most."

      "You're a wonder, Cordy."

      "I just have a lot of experience with complicated relationships." Cordelia looked at Mélanie a moment longer, her gaze wide and candid. "I don't imagine everything was easy this afternoon, having to cope with the results of the attack on Annabel Larimer with Malcolm and Kitty Ashford. To own the truth, I don't know how you did it. I'm in awe."

      "Much easier, in some ways, to investigate a crime scene with one's husband and his former lover than to sit down to tea and try to make conversation." Though, even to Cordy, Mélanie wasn't going to admit just how hard it had been to watch Malcolm leave the room with Kitty when they went to investigate Annabel Larimer's things.

      "Easier, but not easy," Cordy said.

      "She's quite brilliant," Mélanie said. "I like her."

      "Which can make it harder."

      "Yes, I suppose it can." Because she could imagine Malcolm being happy with Kitty Ashford. Certainly in the moment, and maybe for longer. "On the whole, though, I prefer it to disliking her," she said, as they continued down the avenue. "Then I should have to be constantly holding my tongue round Malcolm. And I should be convinced there was something wrong with me, because I can't imagine Malcolm loving someone disagreeable."

      "You're very sure he loved her."

      "Cordy, darling. Can you imagine Malcolm with a woman he didn't love?"

      Cordy's brows drew together, dark lines against her pale skin in the blue light of the lantern above. "No. You're right. More so even than Harry. Not that—" She shook her head.

      "I very much doubt Harry's ever loved any woman but you."

      "I can't be sure of that. I've never asked him. It would seem terribly intrusive, somehow. And I don't suppose it matters. What matters is what we have here and now, not how we got here." She cast a glance about. A throaty laugh came from another of the pavilions off to the side. "Even if at a place like Vauxhall, it seems particularly challenging to forget the past."

      "Perhaps it's more important to make peace with it than to forget it."

      "You're brilliantly sensible as always, Mellie."

      "Easy enough to say it. More complicated, as I'm finding, to put it into practice. But honestly, given what Malcolm puts up with, I haven't any right to complain."

      "I certainly don't, given what Harry put up with only tonight."

      They turned round a bend in the allée to be greeted by a cry of surprise.

      "Mélanie. Cordelia. I can't believe we're seeing you two nights in a row."

      Emily Cowper stood before them, her white-gloved hand curled round Lord Palmerston's arm, her dark head pressed close to his shoulder.

      "It was Lady Frances's idea," Mélanie said. "Or rather, Archie's, because he thought Frances was feeling too cooped up at home and Vauxhall would remind her of her salad days."

      "It is fun, for a lark," Emily said. "Especially with the right company. Harry thought it would help me recover from a night of hosting a ball, and he was quite right. Though I'm at the point with this pregnancy where I feel quite indecently well." Her hand curved round her stomach for a moment and she smiled up at Palmerston.

      Palmerston returned the smile. Mélanie was quite sure he was the father of the baby Emily was carryng and very likely of two of her other children as well. His fingers tightened round Emily's with easy intimacy. A moment such as married couples often shared, but more challenging for those not officially a couple, even when their affair was an open secret. There was something to be said for the privacy of Vauxhall.

      Palmerston turned back to Mélanie. "I met a friend of yours today. Or, I should say, a relation of a friend. A Raimundo O'Roarke, who I believe is Raoul O'Roarke's nephew. In fact, he got his uncle to introduce us in the park this afternoon. Wanted to discuss the situation in Spain. Like the charming Mrs. Ashford. People don't seem to quite grasp that the Secretary at War is burdened with administrative duties, not foreign policy decisions."

      "But perhaps they've grasped that you take a keen interest in foreign policy," Mélanie said.

      Palmerston shot a smile at her. "Perhaps."

      "I know as a Whig it really isn't any business of mine how the Tories arrange their offices," Emily said, "but Harry really ought to be foreign secretary."

      Palmerston laughed. "Tell that to Castlereagh."

      Emily shook her head. "If I weren't in the Opposition, I could work behind the scenes for you." She looked at Mélanie and Cordelia. "It's such an odd thing, being on opposite sides from a man one is attached to."

      "Yes," Mélanie said, "I would think it would be." She turned to Palmerston. "What did you make of Raimundo?" She was genuinely curious. Palmerston was a good judge of people.

      Palmerston's eyes narrowed. "An interesting man, your friend's cousin. He came across as having a good understanding, but perhaps slightly naive. But I had a sense there was more to him that I couldn't quite discern. Perhaps the naiveté was a skillful pose to get me to talk. He was at pains to make it clear that while he believes in change in Spain, he's no Radical like his uncle. He asked me what I thought of the Spanish ambassador. Then your friend Mrs. Ashford joined us."

      "Kitty Ashford joined you in the park today?" Mélanie tried to keep the surprise from her voice.

      Palmerston hesitated.

      "Oh, don't be silly, Harry," Emily said. "It's quite understandable if a pretty woman sought you out in Hyde Park."

      Palmerston caught her free hand in his own and lifted it to his lips. "Actually, it was Raimundo O'Roarke she sought out. Apparently, they're old friends."

      "Yes, we saw them both today as well," Mélanie said. "I didn't want to disrupt a pleasant evening with disturbing news, but we discovered that Annabel Larimer, a friend from the Peninsula, had been attacked in her home."

      "Good God!" Emily said. "Is she going to be all right?"

      "She's unconscious. Geoffrey Blackwell isn't sure if she'll wake up."

      "How dreadful," Emily looked up at Palmerston. "I don't believe I know an Annabel Larimer. But you look as though you do, Harry."

      Palmerston gave a faint smile, though his brows were knotted. "Spare your suspicions, my own darling. She's a war widow. One of my duties is to handle pensions. I've met her, but I don't know her well. A terrible tragedy. And, I must say it's odd that neither Mrs. Ashford nor O'Roarke mentioned it today."

      "Yes," Mélanie said, "it is."

      Emily looked from Mélanie to Cordelia. "That's why you're really here. You're investigating."

      "We're here because of Frances and Archie," Cordelia said. "They're wandering about the gardens themselves."

      "Don't worry," Emily said, "your secret is safe with us, isn't it, Harry?"

      "Safe as the Bank of England," Palmerston assured her. But he continued to frown and Mélanie couldn't shake the sense that the news about Annabel Larimer had shaken him for reasons she couldn't yet articulate.
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      After Emily and Palmerston moved off, Cordelia was claimed by childhood friends. Mélanie, who wanted to see whom else they might encounter, followed another twisting path. Her senses were even more keyed to the smallest rustle or shift of the shadows in the colored light. Once she stopped, sure another attack was coming, only to realize she was working out a strategy to use against a squirrel. She moved on and saw a faint shift in the purple-tinged light. Faint enough to be caused by the wind. She almost believed it was, until—

      "Fancy meeting you here."

      The mocking voice echoed softly through the darkness. She could make out a dark figure on the path before her, where she'd swear there had been no one a few moments before. Something about the angle of the way he held himself betrayed his identity long before she could make out his features.

      "Julien. It's rather endearing—if wholly out of what I would have called your character—that you're so concerned about Gisèle, but doesn't Gelly get annoyed by your tagging along?"

      "Who said I was here because of Gisèle?" Julien St. Juste detached himself from the shadows and moved to where the spill of lamplight turned his pale gold hair purple. "I don't like to miss out on the fun. I like seeing you in action. You handled those ruffians quite handily, by the way. As did your husband, I must confess."

      "Who were they?"

      "I don't know." Julien glanced towards a grotto to one side, "I wish I'd been here with you in other circumstances. We could have quite amused ourselves."

      "Dream on, Julien. What do you know about Annabel Larimer?"

      "I danced with her once at a ball in Lisbon. I was disguised as a rifleman. She was a good dancer. And her husband didn't appreciate her nearly as much as he should have done."

      "She was attacked today."

      Julien's gaze flickered. "I hadn't heard."

      "The League are interested in her."

      "Yes, I know, thanks to Gisèle. Something about her parentage, which made me think it's another tiresome scandal they want to blackmail someone with."

      "Would it really be such a scandal? Someone having an illegitimate daughter raised as someone else's child? It sounds rather commonplace for the League."

      "Yes, I did wonder about that. The father must be someone who doesn't want his marriage disrupted. There are people who are particular about that sort of thing. Perhaps his wife holds the purse strings. The only other explanation I can think of is that her father is someone particularly powerful. Royalty or the equivalent. But in either case, if she doesn't know the truth herself, I fail to see why the League would attack her."

      "Precisely."

      "Which leaves you with a would-be killer who's someone other than a League member. And the League still in the midst of things. Good thing you and Rannoch and the others like complicated puzzles."

      Mélanie moved sideways, trying to get a better view of his face in the shifting purple light. It made him look rather royal, which was an annoying image for Julien. Especially because, at times, she had wondered if it might be true. "What are you doing here, Julien?"

      "I told you. I enjoy seeing you in action. I like to keep track of the unfolding drama. Dramas." He examined his nails. "I flatter myself that sometimes I've been able to help."

      "False modesty doesn't become you, Julien. You know perfectly well you've been able to help. It doesn't move me any closer to trusting you."

      "A sad thing that, cara. We used to work together so well."

      "That's a matter of definition. But, however we worked together, I never trusted you. I can't believe you ever trusted me."

      "That, again, is a matter is definition, cara. I trust you more than most people I could name. For that matter, I trust your husband more. I'm less sure about O'Roarke, but even he outranks a number of others." Julien tilted his head to one side. "Speaking of trust, how are you coping with Kitty Ashford?"

      Mélanie resisted the impulse to pull her satin cloak round her. "What do you know about Kitty Ashford?"

      "That she's in London." Julien smoothed a crease from his own domino. "That she was seen going into your house today, and leaving it with you and Malcolm. I assume, now, to visit Annabel Larimer, though I didn't know that before. Oh, you mean, what do I know about her and Malcolm? What I can infer from events and gossip in Lisbon eight years ago."

      "I suppose I should have known." She kept her voice easy. Somehow, the fact that Julien had known about her husband's first love before she did stung more than it should have done.

      "Yes, you probably should, or at least should have guessed. But I imagine you have a lot on your mind." Julien watched her for a long moment, while the purple shadows shifted over him like the folds of an imperial cloak. "I don't suppose it's easy. However sure you are of him now."

      "You, of all people, should realize everyone has a past, Julien. I certainly do."

      "Yes, but it's easier to acknowledge the concept than to sit down and drink tea with the past. Not to mention being involved in an investigation with them. You are, aren't you? I assume Malcolm's told you Kitty was an agent."

      Yet one more thing Julien had known before her.

      She felt Julien's gaze on her face. It had an odd quality that might almost have been called kindness. "She's a quite brilliant woman," he said. "But I can't imagine, even if it had lasted, that she'd ever have been to Rannoch what you are."

      "Thank you, Julien. I'm well aware of what my husband and I share."

      "But a bit inclined to overcompensate because you can't but feel guilty about the reasons you married him."

      "I don't indulge in guilt, Julien."

      "I've seen your conscience at work, my sweet."

      "Julien." Mélanie opened her eyes very wide. "I didn't know you knew what a conscience was."

      "Intellectual curiosity, cara." He stepped across the distance between them and touched her cheek in a way that was oddly unlike his usual flirtation. "From what I've seen of Kitty Ashford, she's more ruthless than Malcolm, and perhaps more than you. Maybe even more than O'Roarke. Have a care."

      "I always do, Julien."

      "But don't be so busy trying not to resent your husband's former lover that you forget she's also a very formidable agent. I don't think she's any threat to your marriage. What else she may be a threat to is an open question."

      He was a hand's breadth away from her. Almost as close as he'd been in the brief time they'd been lovers. She knew him so well in some ways, ways that went far beyond the carnal. Yet so many of the basic facts of his life remained shrouded in mystery. "What do you know about Kitty Ashford, Julien?"

      Julien took a step back. "Let's say I've crossed paths with her."

      "In the Peninsula?"

      An ironic mask closed fover his face. "We were both there."

      "Are you saying there's more to the reasons she's in Britain than she's confided in Malcolm?"

      "I don't know what she's confided in Malcolm." Julien examined his nails again, though surely the light was too dim for him to see anything. "But I do know she called on Carfax two days ago. Did she tell Malcolm that?"

      Mélanie met Julien's gaze. She'd told Cordy that she liked Kitty. She'd almost added that she wasn't quite sure she trusted Kitty, but that had seemed too negative. Now she had proof that Kitty was apparently not to be trusted. And she was going to have to tell her husband. Who, whatever he might say, she was sure trusted Kitty far more than he'd admit. Or at least wanted to do so.

      "I'll have to ask him," she said.

      "Do," Julien replied.
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      "Well," Mélanie said. "I suppose it's a sort of relief that I wasn't wrong to sense that Raimundo was holding something back. Though I certainly didn't guess what."

      "Nor did I." Raoul shook his head. "I seem to be slipping."

      They were all gathered in the Berkeley Square library, still in their Vauxhall finery, sharing whisky and updates. "Raimundo may not be an agent, but he's adept at keeping secrets," Malcolm said. "His having been Annabel's lover explains why he called on Annabel when he was in London. It explains the letter she kept. It's understandable he didn't tell us. He struck me as the sort who'd be very careful of a lady's reputation. It doesn't seem his having been Annabel's lover would have anything to do with the attack. I suppose it could give him a motive to have attacked her if the affair had ended badly or if she knew secrets about him, but that doesn't fit with her keeping the letter or with the sort of relationship Josefina seems to have thought they had. And we still have the fact that he discovered Annabel after the attack along with Gregory, which just logistically makes it very challenging for him to have been the attacker. But his showing up on his former lover's doorstep almost the moment she was attacked does raise questions."

      "His being Annabel's lover doesn't rule out his being the Goshawk," Harry said.

      "No," Malcolm agreed. "If he was, the affair could explain how Annabel knew the Goshawk's identity."

      "Though it's a bit harder to forgive Raimundo's being silent about it if he is, once he knew the Goshawk was connected to the attack on Mrs. Larimer," Raoul said.

      "And it now seems almost certain that Kitty's source was right and Annabel did know the Goshawk." Malcolm frowned.

      "I know," Harry said. "I've been going over every Tom and Tommy and Thomas and Tomás I knew in any way in the Peninsula. None of them seems an obvious fit."

      "It couldn't be Tommy Belmont, could it?" Cordelia asked.

      "That might explain Carfax's turning on the Goshawk," Malcolm said, "but Tommy was in Britain for a whole summer the Goshawk was active."

      "There's Tommy Walgrave," Harry said. "He's innocuous enough that I wasn't entirely aware of where he was, when. But there have to be any number of Spanish and Portuguese possibilities." He looked at Raoul.

      "Dozens," Raoul said. "Tomás is as common a name as Thomas. Don Tomás San Mateo might be a possibility. He went back and forth between two different guerrillero groups which he could have used as cover for his work. I knew a very able scout named Tomás Vargas who certainly had the wit for it, but I doubt he could have got away enough in secret to carry out the missions. And we don't know for a certainty Tom even refers to the given name. It could have been someone with the surname Tompkins or San Tomás or Thompson. And it could certainly be someone none of us ever met. It could also have been some sort of code name. So it doesn't rule out anyone not named Tom or Tomás or Tompkins or any of the alternatives."

      Laura leaned against the sofa arm, Clara in the curve of one arm, chin cupped in her other hand. "Will couldn't have been the Goshawk. He was in India when the Goshawk was active. But, thanks to him, we know Carfax was interested in Diego Martinez's murder as recently as Waterloo."

      "And, unlike Cuthbertson, I'm not nearly as ready to assume Carfax wouldn't have tried to have Annabel Larimer killed if he thought she was in his way," Malcolm said.

      "Because you think Carfax had Martinez killed?" Harry asked.

      "If Carfax knew Martinez was selling information to the French I don't doubt he might have had him killed," Malcolm said. "He'd have seen it as an efficient way to end a leak."

      "Yes, you made it clear you thought any spymaster would think that way," Raoul murmured.

      "But Harry and Annabel Larimer were getting information from Martinez," Cordelia said.

      "The perils of multiple intelligence branches," Raoul said. "We know Carfax knew about Annabel and Martinez by Waterloo. We don't know that he knew it when Martinez was killed."

      "Or he might have known and not been happy I was running a rogue operation," Harry said.

      "But what about the man Raoul overheard plotting with Martinez about assassinating the Goshawk?" Cordelia said. "Wasn't he British?"

      "He seemed to be," Raoul said. "Which doesn't prove he was a British agent." His whisky glass sparked in the light as he turned it between his hands. "Just as I did at the time, I keep coming back to three options, all of which puzzle me. That the British were trying to have the Goshawk killed, which means they were turning on someone who was an ally. And that Martinez was a triple. If the guerrilleros were trying to get rid of the Goshawk, the scenario raises the same questions. Or someone on the French side was trying to get rid of the Goshawk, making use of an agent I was running but without telling me."

      "Martinez left a coded message for Annabel the night he was killed," Harry said. "That could support that he was a triple working for the British. But if Annabel knew and was working with him, you'd think she'd have checked the necklace box for a message. Not to mention that she didn't say anything to me. And the same would apply if Annabel were actually working for the French and working with Martinez that way."

      "What if Martinez was a triple working for the British, but Annabel didn't know it?" Mélanie said. "What if they'd just turned him? And the message to Annabel was some kind of warning? Though one has to wonder why he didn't simply tell her in person that night."

      Archie shifted Francesca in the curve of his arm. He and Frances had left the babies in Berkeley Square during their Vauxhall excursion. "Perhaps Martinez had to hide something quickly that night and made use of the box for Mrs. Larimer's necklace, assuming he could retrieve it later."

      "Good theory," Harry said. "But whatever was in that paper, it seems to have got Annabel asking questions about the Goshawk and who knew she'd been an agent in Spain."

      Malcolm took a drink of whisky. "Martinez could have hidden the paper after the talk Raoul overheard about assassinating the Goshawk. In which case, it could be orders involving the assassination."

      "From the British or French?" Frances said.

      "Either. I'm far from certain Carfax wouldn't have ordered the Goshawk's assassination. What if Carfax set up the Goshawk? What if he thought the Goshawk had become too powerful a symbol and he couldn't control him anymore?"

      "But what would Carfax have been afraid of the Goshawk's doing?" Mélanie asked. "There were already plenty of Spaniards working for a Spain different from the one Carfax wanted. The Goshawk could fire the popular imagination, but it's hard to see his—or her—being able to stand up to the Bourbons with the British army behind them. A lot of very committed Spaniards couldn't do that."

      "True," Malcolm said. "But I don't think David, Simon, Oliver, and I were much of a threat at Oxford a decade ago dreaming of remaking the world. And our dreams bothered Carfax enough that he recruited Oliver to spy on us."

      "For an astute man, Carfax is inclined to overestimate the power of anyone he sees as a Radical," Raoul agreed. "One could say it was flattering, save that it's damnably uncomfortable. Not to mention dangerous."

      "There's the possibility that Carfax wanted the Goshawk killed so he could have someone else take his—or her—place," Mélanie said.

      Harry took a drink of whisky, eyes narrowed, as though he were scouting terrain. "If Carfax was trying to have the Goshawk assassinated, then presumably he wasn't behind Martinez's murder, given that Martinez was being tasked with killing the Goshawk. Unless the whole thing was some sort of elaborate plot to entrap Martinez."

      "I thought of that," Raoul said. "But if the point of asking Martinez to kill the Goshawk was just to set up a secret meeting so Martinez could be killed himself, one would think the man I followed—and lost—would have killed Martinez before he left."

      Harry nodded. "And Carfax wanted Cuthbertston to find out what Annabel knew about Martinez's death. So either Carfax was behind it, or wanted to protect someone else who was behind it. Or he wanted to learn who was behind it, and the answer was of such moment he tasked an agent with it two years later, on the brink of a major battle."

      Malcolm looked at Raoul. "Could Carfax have known you were there the night Martinez was killed?"

      Raoul gave a wry smile. "Much as I pride myself on my ability to evade pursuit, it's always possible someone saw me that night. And that that person was an agent for Carfax. Particularly if the man I overheard talking to Martinez about killing the Goshawk, the man I later followed and lost, was working for Carfax. Which, given the case you've made, I admit is possible, though I still don't think it likely."

      Malcolm took a drink of whisky. "If Carfax knew you were there and Carfax didn't have Martinez killed, he might think you were the killer."

      "Given that my son wondered as much, and I'm not entirely sure my wife didn't"—Raoul cast a brief glance at Laura; Laura met his gaze without blinking—"I imagine Carfax's thoughts would have gone in that direction. But I'm not sure why those suspicions would have made Carfax determined to learn what Annabel Larimer knew, two years later. Given the exigencies of the war, I moved on from the question of who killed Martinez, and why, within a few months, and Martinez was my agent. I certainly didn't have time to dwell on his murder in the weeks before Waterloo. I can't work out why Carfax was."

      "Suppose we're looking at it backwards," Cordelia said. "Suppose Carfax wasn't trying to learn who killed Martinez, he was trying to protect whoever did kill him. Or who he thought killed him."

      "It's a good thought," Harry said. "But just as it's hard to see what Annabel would have to fear now if she was the one who killed Martinez, it's difficult to see what another of Carfax's agents would have had to fear."

      "Is anyone in Martinez's family powerful in Spain now?" Laura asked.

      "Not particularly," Raoul said. "He has a cousin who's a minor clerk in the foreign ministry."

      "Whether or not the message hidden in the necklace box was intended for Annabel, presumably she decoded it and it prompted her to seek me out," Harry said. "Asking questions about the Goshawk, and who knew about her past in Spain."

      "And those same worries made her write to her sister about looking after the children if anything happened to her," Mélanie said. "Presumably she was afraid of whoever killed Martinez or whoever was trying to kill the Goshawk. Or both."

      "And yet she didn't feel able to tell me." Harry's voice had an edge like iron.

      "Is there any chance you could find the coded letter?" Cordelia asked.

      "We searched the house carefully," Mélanie said, "but we can look again."

      "Annabel had good instincts," Harry said. "And I trained her to memorize sensitive information and burn it. I doubt we'll find anything."

      Malcolm got up and picked up the decanter to refill the whiskies. "There's something we're missing. Something that made Martinez's murder relevant at Waterloo and makes it still relevant now. Which may have to do with whoever wanted him to kill the Goshawk. And why. Even if Carfax had Martinez killed and Annabel attacked, I admit it's hard to see why he'd have suddenly decided she was a threat now."

      Mélanie looked up at Malcolm as he refilled her glass. "Something else happened tonight. I saw Julien. After you went to talk to Gisèle."

      "Christ." Malcolm's fingers tightened on the etched crystal. "Though I suppose it's a wonder he hasn't turned up sooner, with everything that's been going on."

      Mélanie kept her gaze steady on her husband as the candlelight bounced off the cut glass. There were always layers to talking about Julien. "Apparently he knows Kitty."

      "He—" Malcolm started to laugh.

      "Darling?"

      "Well, it's hard to think of what other response is appropriate." Malcolm refilled Laura's glass. "Where did he meet her?"

      "In the Peninsula, I think. As so often, Julien wasn't specific. But he knows you worked with Kitty. He knows she's in Britain and that she called on us today, and we left Berkeley Square with her. He didn't, rather to my surprise, know about the attack on Annabel Larimer. But he said—" Mélanie took a sip of whisky. The jolt of fire did nothing to steady her nerves. "He said Kitty called on Carfax yesterday."

      "She—" Malcolm's gaze locked on her own.

      "Julien could be lying," Mélanie said. "But—"

      "But it's difficult to see why." Malcolm refilled Raoul's glass, as though willing his fingers to be steady. "Of course, we don't know what his endgame is, as usual. But St. Juste actually hasn't lied to us that much."

      "That we know of," Mélanie said.

      Malcolm refilled his own glass and took a measured sip. "If Kitty is working with Carfax—"

      "Meeting him doesn't mean she's working with him," Raoul said in a quiet voice.

      "No, but she didn't tell me about it last night or today."

      "She probably knew how you'd react, darling," Mélanie said.

      "Because it makes me distrust her."

      "Precisely."

      Malcolm returned the decanter to the drinks table and clunked it down. "With reason."

      "Possibly. We don't know enough."

      "We know some things." Malcolm returned to the settee where he'd been sitting beside Mélanie. "We know Kitty worked for Carfax. I don't know why I assumed she stopped."

      "Because she's working against Carfax's interests in Spain now?" Mélanie said.

      "Or that's what she told me." Malcolm took a swallow of whisky. "Kitty and I disagreed on tactics. But I thought we both wanted a different Spain. On the other hand, that didn't stop me from working for Carfax for a very long time."

      "You had a certain loyalty to Carfax," Mélanie said. "Do you think Kitty does?"

      "Kitty likes to win. And she's willing to make compromises to get there. Carfax might be one of those compromises."

      "Did Julien St. Juste work with Mrs. Ashford?" Cordelia asked.

      "I don't know," Mélanie replied. "With Julien it can be difficult to differentiate between allies and enemies. But he seemed to know her reasonably well." Julien's warning about Kitty echoed in her head, but she couldn't possibly give voice to it. Not even with Malcolm suspecting Kitty. Perhaps especially not with Malcolm suspecting Kitty.

      "Mrs. Ashford is determined to find the Goshawk, from what you say," Harry said. "So if she were working for Carfax, that would seem to prove Carfax didn't have Annabel Larimer attacked to keep her from talking to Mrs. Ashford about the Goshawk."

      "A good point," Malcolm said. "But Carfax could be the one who set Kitty looking for the Goshawk. Damn it, Carfax could be Kitty's trusted source, who told her Annabel had information about the Goshawk. Kitty gave me a story about an agent in the Argentine, working under an alias, who was her source, but I'm not at all sure I believe her. And as you say, none of it explains who attacked Annabel. Or why."

      "According to Palmerston, Kitty came upon him and Raimundo in the park after Raoul left," Mélanie said. "I doubt that was coincidence."

      "No," Malcolm agreed. "Kitty must have wanted to talk to Raimundo away from us. Palmerston told you he thought there was more to Raimundo than met the eye. That seems to be everyone's impression. Except Kitty. Which makes me strongly inclined to think Kitty wasn't telling us everything about her past with Raimundo O'Roarke. Yet another reason to talk with him."

      Cordelia looked at Mélanie. "Did you have a sense there was more Palmerston wasn't telling us about his own acquaintance with Annabel Larimer? More than simply her being a war widow who got her pension through the war office?"

      "Yes," Mélanie said. "Of course knowing Palmerston, it's entirely possible they had a romantic entanglement that has nothing to do with the rest of the mystery. But it would be worth talking to Palmerston again. When Emily isn't present."

      Archie stretched his bad leg out in front of him. "The League's interest in Mrs. Larimer's parentage is interesting. The obvious assumption is that her father is a League member. Or it could be someone the League want a hold over."

      "Which faction in the League?" Laura asked.

      "An excellent question," Archie said. "I never thought of Reggie Pomfret as particularly acute, but I'm intrigued by his sense that an outsider is pulling the strings in the League."

      "Is that even possible?" Frances asked.

      "I wouldn't have thought so." Archie took a drink of whisky. "But with the League holding everything so close, in a way it would be easier for an outsider to make inroads. Many of the rank-and-file, like Pomfret, wouldn't even know."

      "Who?" Laura tucked the blankets closer about Clara. "Who on the outside could get past Beverston and Glenister and the other leaders?"

      "Glenister never took the League that seriously," Archie said. "He was powerful because he and Alistair had been cronies from their school days and started the League together. But Beverston was always engaged in political maneuvering in the League, as he was maneuvering in Parliament. Difficult to imagine his allowing someone else to move in."

      "What if it was someone who knew something to his disadvantage?" Cordelia asked.

      "A League member being blackmailed?" Archie gave a wry smile. "There's a poetic justice in that, given how much they employ blackmail themselves. But they tend to be very careful. Especially men like Beverston."

      "Beverston's obviously still in a position of power, from what Gelly reports," Malcolm said.

      "He could have formed an alliance with this outsider Pomfret suspects is pulling strings," Archie said. "Or Pomfret could be wrong."

      "And then there are the people who attacked you tonight," Cordelia said, looking from Mélanie to Malcolm. "Presumably hired by whoever attacked Annabel Larimer? The League?"

      "As Gelly said, the League's interest in Annabel's parentage is difficult to reconcile with that," Malcolm said. "If Annabel did know something, they'd have wanted to discover what it was. If she didn't, she wasn't a threat. If she was a possible pawn because of whoever her father is, they'd need her alive."

      "The attack sounds a bit heavy-handed for Carfax," Harry said.

      "And I'd like to think he'd know such tactics would only intrigue Mel and me, instead of warning us off," Malcolm said.

      "Unless that's what he was trying to do," Mélanie suggested.

      Malcolm's eyes narrowed. "I wouldn't put anything past him. But it's not quite the style he's employed in the past. Of course, Carfax might quite like to try something different to shake us up. I'm going to need to talk to Kitty. And to Carfax, presumably."

      They continued in this vein for some time, but in the end the party broke up with more questions than theories. Fanny and Archie went home with the twins secure in their baskets. Harry and Cordelia were spending the night, as Livia and Drusilla had spent the evening in Berkeley Square and were asleep in the nursery. Malcolm, Mélanie, Harry, Cordelia, Raoul, and Laura were in the hall about to take candles and go upstairs, when the bell rang.

      "Fanny and Archie must have forgot something." Mélanie moved to the library, looking for a dropped toy or blanket.

      Malcolm had moved to open the door. She heard the creak of the hinges and then an indrawn breath from Cordelia or Laura. Mélanie turned round to see her husband standing stock-still. Beyond him, she saw a glossy black silk hat, sleek dark hair, and a keen gaze, familiar but not glimpsed for some time. Lord Glenister. Malcolm's godfather. Alistair Rannoch's best friend. One of the founders of the Elsinore League.

      "Malcolm." Surprise shot through Glenister's voice. Which might be odd, given that they were in Malcolm's house, save that of course Glenister wouldn't have been expecting Malcolm to open the door himself.

      "We sent the servants to bed hours ago," Malcolm said, stepping back and holding the door to admit Glenister to the hall.

      "You—"

      "We do things a bit differently now."

      Glenister stepped into the hall and removed his hat. He nodded to Mélanie, Laura, and Cordelia, and then to Raoul and Harry, quite as if they were meeting conventionally in a drawing room or ballroom and weren't all on opposite sides in an unacknowledged conflict that was becoming more and more open. "I seem to have interrupted a party."

      "We've just returned from Vauxhall," Mélanie said. "The Davenports are staying with us."

      "I'm sorry," Glenister said. "I know it's late. In truth, I thought it might be easier to call late. I didn't care to be seen."

      "Yes, calling on us will hardly enhance your reputation," Malcolm said. "In society or politics."

      "That's not what I meant." Glenister stopped and regarded Malcolm, hat in his hands. Elegantly dressed, with the same insouciant bearing as always, yet suddenly he resembled a schoolboy asking for a favor. "I need your help, Malcolm."
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      Malcolm would have said he was prepared for surprises from Lord Glenister. But a plea for help still caught him off balance. "I don't know what I can do for you, sir, but I'm happy to talk."

      "We'll go up," Mélanie said. "We should check on the children, in any case."

      Malcolm met his wife's gaze for a moment, about to protest. But Glenister, despite or because of his reputation as a roué, was less likely to talk in front of ladies. And, as Alistair's friend, he would naturally have issues with Raoul.

      Malcolm took a step towards the library. Glenister moved to follow him, but as the others moved to the stairs, he said, "O'Roarke?"

      Raoul paused on the bottom step, brows raised.

      "I don't believe I've offered you my felicitations. Or you, Mrs. O'Roarke. I trust you'll both be very happy."

      "Thank you," Raoul said. Oddly, for all the history, for all they knew about Glenister, it was one of those moments when Raoul seemed quite open.

      "We are," Laura said, one hand curled round Raoul's arm, Clara cradled in her other arm.

      Glenister gave a smile that also seemed quite open, his gaze going to the baby. "Your daughter is beautiful. Enjoy her. I find my grandson changes every time I see him."

      "Thank you," Raoul said again. "And we do."

      Glenister met his gaze for a moment and nodded, then followed Malcolm into the library.

      "Odd to see O'Roarke looking so domestic," Glenister said.

      "I've heard that a lot in the past few days." Malcolm struck a flint to kindle the brace of candles on the library table. "I wouldn't exactly say he's domestic. But he has changed."

      "Good to remember people can change. Even when they seem quite settled." Glenister set his hat on the library table. "He looks happy."

      "I'm quite sure he is."

      Glenister nodded, brows drawn together. "Funny, I don't tend to think about people being happy. People like O'Roarke, in particular. She's a lovely woman, of course, but—"

      "It's more than that." Malcolm moved to light the lamps as well.

      "Yes, I can see that," Glenister said. And to Malcolm's surprise, it really sounded as though he could.

      The second lamp flared to life. Malcolm studied his godfather. Glenister's hair, gray-streaked now, gleamed in the lamplight. It was as smooth and glossy as Malcolm remembered from boyhood. It had always seemed to him to be part of Glenister's imperturbable presence. A sang-froid nothing could shake. Even Alistair hadn't had quite that air.

      "What is it, sir?"

      Glenister began to remove his gloves, finger by finger. "It's good of you to see me, Malcolm."

      "When have I ever refused to see you, sir?"

      "You know what I mean." Glenister pulled the second glove from his hand. The fine leather gleamed in the lamplight as well.

      Malcolm raised a brow. "So now we're admitting the existence of the Elsinore League?"

      Glenister met Malcolm's gaze in the flickering light. "Let's just say we haven't been allies."

      "You and I haven't crossed swords directly. And you're still my godfather."

      "Can't recall that I've ever done very much for you."

      "You sent a very handsome writing case when I finished at Harrow. And a chess set when I came down from Oxford."

      "Did I?" Glenister set the gloves on the library table beside his hat. "I confess I don't remember."

      "You probably had a secretary pick them out. But at least you were aware of the occasion." Malcolm moved to the drinks trolley. "You still appreciate Islay malt, as I recall."

      "I may have an English surname but I have a Scots title. And two Scots grandmothers." Glenister gave a faint smile and dropped into one of the Queen Anne chairs.

      Malcolm splashed whisky into two glasses. "We saw Quen and Aspasia last week." Malcolm had grown up with Glenister's sons, who were slightly younger than he was himself. "And your grandson."

      For an instant the smile deepened. "Yes, Quen seems to be settling into fatherhood remarkably well. A former governess fifteen years his senior isn't the bride I'd have chosen for him, but she seems to be having a good influence. Sensible woman. And quite lovely."

      Malcolm raised a brow as he crossed to give Glenister one of the whiskies.

      "Good God, no," Glenister said. "I have no thoughts in that direction. I'm not as bad as you think me. Not quite. I'm glad to see Quen happy. And, as I said to the O'Roarkes, my grandson is a delight." Glenister took a sip of whisky. "No judge of it, but I think Quen's poems are rather good, too."

      "So do I." Malcolm moved to a chair opposite Glenister. Talking of people changing, Viscount Quentin, Glenister's heir, who had once looked to be following in his father's footsteps as a libertine dilettante, seemed to have settled into life as a husband, father, and serious poet. "And yes, your grandson is a charmer."

      Glenister took a sip of whisky. For a moment, his smile was that of an indulgent grandfather. "Odd how these things work out. I once despaired of Quen. But he seems to be turning out quite well. Val, on the other hand, is entirely too much like me."

      "You sound rather proud." Malcolm settled back in his chair.

      "Suppose I am, in a way. More than I should be." Glenister took another drink of whisky. "Alistair never appreciated you enough."

      "Yes, well, Alistair had an unaccountable difficulty with the fact that I wasn't his biological son."

      Glenister met his gaze. "If he had a scrap of sense, he'd have been pleased by what he had. I don't think you'd have held it against him."

      "No, I wouldn't." Though, would he still have seen Raoul as his father? Or would Raoul never have let himself grow close to Malcolm if Alistair had given any hint of wanting a father-son relationship?

      Glenister took another drink of whisky. "I wish you'd married Honoria."

      For a moment, Malcolm pictured Honoria Talbot, smooth pale blonde hair, brilliant blue eyes, finely arced brows, elusive smile. The idea of a future with Glenister's brilliant but quite conventional niece seemed as out of reach as the plot of an improbable novel, for all Malcolm knew many, including Honoria herself, had once expected something of the sort. "Honoria seems quite happy as she is. And I know I am."

      "Yes. I suppose so. That is, I suppose Honoria is, and I know you are. Mélanie is something quite out of the common way."

      Glenister was a roué of more than three decades' standing, but somehow the comment seemed to be about more than that. "Yes, she is." Malcolm regarded his godfather for a moment, then took a sip from his own glass. Alistair had liked whisky. One of the few things he and Malcolm had had in common. Though Alistair had preferred Highland malts. "What do you want, sir?"

      "I suppose it was obvious I wanted something, wasn't it?"

      "Given what you yourself noted about our recent relationship? Yes. Not to mention that you said you needed my help."

      "I did, didn't I? I didn't mean to admit it quite so readily." Glenister shifted in his chair. "Someone's trying to blackmail me."

      The words were spoken quickly and almost without inflection, almost as though Glenister thought he could reduce their power by not making too much of them.

      "Who—?" Malcolm asked.

      "I'm not sure."

      "Surely the League—"

      Glenister drew a breath. "I think the League are behind it."

      Malcolm stared at his godfather. "You think—"

      Glenister tossed down half his whisky. "Surely you've learned enough about us to realize we don't always work in concert."

      "Quite." Malcolm studied Glenister. For as long as he remembered, the marquis had seemed self-assured. Not as hard as Alistair, not as much of a schemer, but perhaps even more adept at letting life's troubles roll off his back. "Are you saying a faction of the League are working against you?"

      Glenister sat forwards in his chair, glass cradled in his hands. "I'm saying I'm the faction. The League have turned on me. Is that so hard to believe?"

      "In a word? Yes. You're one of the founders."

      "And founders can be turned on. I never had a taste for the complexities of the games your father—Alistair—and some others indulged in."

      Malcolm took a sip from his own glass. The story fit with Archie's account of his talk with Reggie Pomfret at Vauxhall. And with Gisèle's update on the League. But though Glenister might not have Alistair's subtlety, Malcolm wasn't ready to take him at his word. "Is Beverston behind it?"

      "No. I don't think so. He's part of it, but someone else is pulling the strings."

      "What do they want?"

      "They haven't made any demands yet. But I'd suspect my removal from power. Just like they tried to get rid of Weston. And Carfax."

      "Weston and Carfax are members of the government, not founding members of the League."

      "You don't believe me?" Glenister clunked his glass down on the table beside his chair. "Why in God's name would I make such a story up?"

      "To trick me into sharing information. To distract me. As cover for something else."

      "I don't play those sorts of games."

      "You play all sorts of games."

      "Not that sort." Glenister's fingers whitened on the chair arms. "For God's sake, do you think I'd come to you if the situation weren't desperate? I have no one else to turn to."

      "My dear sir. You're one of the most powerful men in London."

      "And all my friends are in the League."

      Malcolm set his own glass on the table beside his chair. "What do you want me to do?"

      "You saved Weston."

      Lord Weston's plight five months ago was one of the reasons Malcolm was wary of trusting Glenister. "How much do you know about Weston?"

      Glenister shifted in his chair. "I wasn't behind the attempt to blackmail him, if that's what you mean."

      "But you knew about it. And you didn't try to stop it."

      "We don't try to stop each other's ventures."

      "Until you became the target of one yourself." Malcolm reached for his whisky. "You said they haven't made a blackmail demand yet. How do you know they're trying to blackmail you?"

      "Because I can't imagine why else they'd have taken what they did."

      "Which is what?"

      Glenister shifted in his chair again. "A painting disappeared after a party at Glenister House three days ago. A small piece. A minor oil landscape by Mazo. Pretty, but not one of my finer pieces. Nothing else was taken. So I can only assume whoever took it knew what I'd concealed inside the matting."

      "Which is what?"

      "Papers."

      "What sort of papers?"

      Glenister snatched up his glass took a drink of whisky. "Does that matter? Surely, with my life, it doesn't take a lot of imagination to think of papers I'd find embarrassing."

      "With your life, things that would embarrass other men would be blinked aside by the beau monde. In truth, my mind rather boggles at what secrets might embarrass you."

      Glenister took another quick drink. "There are love affairs and love affairs. I presume I don't need to point out to you that one result of the sort of games our set has played for over a quarter century is that, despite the supposed rules about ladies not indulging in such games before they've provided their husband with an heir, not all heirs were sired by their supposed fathers."

      "With my own history, I could hardly fail to realize that." There was Sandy Trenor, as he'd had to explain to Edgar—God, was it only that afternoon? Malcolm almost mentioned Sandy, but he wasn't sure if Glenister knew, and if he didn't, Malcolm had no right to betray Sandy's confidence. "Are you saying the papers concern a child you fathered?"

      "Do you find that so surprising?"

      "That you fathered a child with someone else's wife? No. That it would be a subject of blackmail, rather than boasting? A bit."

      "I think perhaps you overrate my heartlessness when it comes to the women in my life."

      "Do I?" Malcolm took a drink of whisky. "I take rather a lot of stock of empirical evidence."

      Glenister didn't flinch from Malcolm's gaze, but for a moment Malcolm would have said what washed over the other man's face was shame. "It might depend on the woman. And her situation. And her family. Suffice it to say, I need to recover these papers. I am hoping you will assist me."

      "I don't see how I can without more information." Especially given the investigation into the attack on Annabel Larimer.

      Glenister tossed down the last of his whisky and stared into the empty glass for a moment. "I was fond of the woman in question. I could say I've been fond of every woman I've been involved with. I wouldn't precisely be lying, but I imagine you'd laugh. And, in truth, I confess I often haven't always—often—considered my mistresses as much as I should have done. Neither their feelings nor their reputations. But in this case—my feelings were engaged. More than they had been for some time. More perhaps than they've been since." He turned the glass in his hand. "It was over three decades ago. I wasn't yet married. When she told me she was pregnant, I confess I had mad thoughts about running off with her."

      As Raoul had had with Malcolm's mother. And with Mélanie. As Malcolm had had with Kitty. "You changed your mind? Or she wouldn't go with you?"

      "She thought about it. But she already had three children with her husband. She wasn't prepared to leave them. I make no pretenses about my own parenting skills, but I understood her response better when I had children of my own."

      "So she passed the child off as her husband's."

      "No." Glenister held his empty glass out to Malcolm. "Do you mind?"

      Malcolm took the glass and refilled it. Glenister took a deep drink, knuckles white round the etched crystal. It had the Rannoch crest. Alistair's crest. Much as Malcolm was tempted to try to erase all trace of him from the house, there was no doing so. He'd admitted at last it was folly to try.

      "Her husband had been away," Glenister said. "The timing wouldn't allow for him to be the father."

      For a moment, Kitty's voice eight years ago echoed in Malcolm's head. "You must have felt terrible."

      Glenister met his gaze. "You wonder how I could, in good conscience, get a woman in such a situation?"

      Malcolm took a drink of whisky. It burned his throat. "I understand anyone can find themselves in an uncomfortable situation."

      "She went away to have the child." Glenister's voice was flat, all feeling suppressed. "Her cousin agreed to raise it."

      "The cousin's husband knew?"

      "Yes. At least that's what my mistress told me. She and her cousin were close. And I promised money to provide for the child. Though I don't believe that's why they agreed. My mistress assured me they'd be good parents. I never met them. She told me it was better that way. They never knew my identity." Glenister took a drink of whisky. "She died having the baby."

      Impossible to be impervious to the raw sorrow that shook Glenister's voice, whatever the man's crimes. "I'm sorry," Malcolm said.

      "Her maid wrote to me." Glenister's knuckles whitened round the glass. "The maid was the only one who knew about me. The family gave it out that she'd died of a fever. The child survived. The cousin raised it, as agreed."

      "And the papers—"

      "Love letters she wrote to me. Foolish to have kept them, as I imagine Lord Weston and Lady Darlington would agree. And, given how the pair of them are smelling of April and May, I imagine they'd also understand how I couldn't bear to destroy the letters."

      Malcolm turned his glass in his hand. It was a compelling story, and Glenister told it with seemingly genuine pain. But the pieces didn't quite add up. "It's a sad story, sir. But also, sadly, not uncommon. As we discussed, you have a certain reputation, and no government career to be damaged like Weston or Carfax. While these letters might cause embarrassment and rouse unfortunate memories, I fail to see why they represent such a threat."

      Glenister drew in and released his breath. "Because my mistress's husband was a fellow Elsinore League member."

      Which perhaps explained why he hadn't yet used her name. "I see. But, given the games the Elsinore League played, the games they still play, surely not the first time that had happened, either."

      "No. But not all husbands have the same attitude to these things. There are men who would have accepted the baby as their own."

      "Alistair did, to his credit. Though I think it was largely to avoid the embarrassment the truth would have brought."

      "Most likely. And perhaps because, appearances to the contrary, I don't think he wanted to give your mother up."

      Malcolm met Glenister's gaze. His seemingly self-absorbed godfather had hit on something Malcolm was only just beginning to suspect himself. "Possibly."

      For a moment, Malcolm thought Glenister meant to say more. Then, instead, Glenister said, "At any event, in this case the truth probably would have meant a duel. Scandal for the woman I loved. Scandal can't touch her now, but it could still tarnish her memory. The duel could still happen. I suppose you could say that's no more than I deserve, but it's not something I welcome. And I have a case in the common pleas that could go badly. That would probably be doomed. Considering her husband is lord chief justice of the common pleas."

      Malcolm nearly dropped his whisky glass. "Your mistress was Lady Collingwood?"

      Glenister nodded. "His first wife. Cathy."

      The blood pounded in Malcolm's head. "And the child she bore—"

      "Cathy's cousin raised her." Glenister stared at the glass in his hands, "She was married to a Shropshire attorney. I was able to get reports from time to time, thanks to Cathy's maid. The girl seems to have had a happy childhood. She married an army officer. He died two years ago—"

      "And she's living in London with their three children. Her name is Annabel Larimer."

      Glenister's head shot up. "How the devil—"

      "I saw your daughter today, sir. I knew her in the Peninsula. I'm afraid she was attacked this afternoon."

      "Attacked—"

      Malcolm told Glenister briefly, omitting all reference to the Goshawk and merely saying he and Mélanie had gone with Kitty Ashford because Kitty had known Annabel in Lisbon and wanted to see her.

      The color drained from Glenister's face. In light of the connection to Annabel, Malcolm was questioning everything his godfather had said to him, but Glenister's shock certainly appeared genuine. "She'll recover?"

      "We hope so. The children are safe."

      "Who in God's name—"

      "We don't know. Her sister, who arrived just after, said Mrs. Larimer had seemed troubled recently. Perhaps fearful for her life. We thought it was most likely something to do with her time in Spain, but in light of what you've told me—who in the League knew of the affair?"

      "Alistair. No one living."

      "And whoever took the papers. If not before, they certainly know now."

      Glenister's brows drew together. "Even if Collingwood had learned the truth, I can't see him moving against Annabel."

      "No? Some men can't bear the evidence of their wives' infidelity. You yourself pointed out how Alistair felt about me."

      "But you were Alistair's heir, whom he had to acknowledge as his son. Annabel was raised with no connection to Collingwood. Collingwood has two sons and a daughter from his marriage to Cathy, and more children with his second wife."

      "I agree Mrs. Larimer's being raised by others makes it less likely. Though not impossible. You say you think the League are behind the theft of the papers. Do you think Collingwood orchestrated it?"

      Glenister ran a hand over his dark hair. "If Collingwood knew, surely he'd have moved against me. The whole threat of the letters is what might happen if he did learn the truth. Besides, though he's a League member, he's never been one of the most powerful. Not the sort to orchestrate something like this."

      There was also Gisèle's account of the League's interest in Annabel's parentage. This could account for that interest. But Malcolm couldn't mention it without exposing Gelly. Malcolm set his glass down and turned it on the satinwood of the table. "Tell me more about this party where the painting disappeared. Was it a League party?"

      "There are League members at just about every party in Mayfair. You must know that, by now."

      "You know what I mean. Was it a reception or musicale at which your nieces would be present, or the sort of gathering that gives the League their cover as a hellfire club?"

      Glenister gave a half smile. "No sense in prevaricating, I suppose. It wasn't strictly a League party, but it was a gentleman's gathering. By which I mean there were females present, but they would not be considered ladies. There was rather a lot of drinking. It made for a good amount of chaos, which makes it difficult to determine precisely what may have happened."

      Malcolm nodded. "Who do you think stole the papers?"

      "I haven't the least idea."

      "My dear sir. You're a number of things, but you're no fool. Did you have enemies there?"

      Glenister shrugged. "I imagine I have enemies everywhere. But nowhere near as many as your fath—Alistair did."

      "Which isn't saying a lot, considering Alistair was murdered."

      Glenister frowned, in a seemingly genuine effort of memory. "Beverston was there. Others in the League as well. But since I'm not quite sure of the current factions, I can't be certain of who is an enemy. I'm hoping you can discover that. I'm hoping, as I'm sure you realized, that you'll agree to recover the papers."

      "Because you're my godfather?"

      "I would hardly presume upon that, as I said on my arrival. Because you want to stop the Elsinore League as much as I do."

      "More, I would say. It's news to me that you want to stop them at all."

      "It changed when they moved against me."

      "Funny how that happens." Malcolm swallowed the last of his whisky. "I'll need a list of the guests. And access to your house."

      Something like hope leapt in Glenister's eyes. "So, you'll help?"

      "It may be connected to the attack on Annabel. And you're right. The enemy of my enemy is my friend. At least temporarily."

      "So we're friends now?" Glenister said.

      Malcolm regarded his godfather with a steady gaze. "It seems we are."
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      Mélanie pounced on Malcolm when he came up the stairs and dragged him into their bedchamber. Laura and Raoul were sitting on the sofa by the fireplace, and Cordy and Harry were on the bench at the foot of the bed, all still in their Vauxhall clothes. "You didn't seriously think any of us was going to be able to sleep, did you?" Mélanie asked.

      "No." Malcolm smiled. "I know you all too well."

      "So what on earth did Glenister say?" Mélanie pushed the door to.

      Malcolm dropped down in the green velvet armchair and told them Glenister's story about Annabel Larimer and the missing painting with the hidden letters that revealed she was his daughter, as well as his claim that the League had turned on him.

      Harry whistled. "Well, that certainly adds a new layer."

      "I suppose you've considered that he might be lying." Mélanie had perched on the arm of the chair and was leaning against him.

      "From the moment he walked in the door." Malcolm slid his arm round her and drew her against his shoulder. "But if that's the case, I'm not sure of his endgame."

      "Unless there aren't papers in this painting and he wants it for other reasons," Laura said. "Or there are papers, but they aren't to do with Annabel Larimer and he wants them for a different reason."

      "Quite," Malcolm agreed. "In which case, all the more reason to get our hands on the painting."

      "His story about Annabel's birth fits perfectly with what Violet Durbridge told Jeremy and me," Mélanie said. "I suppose it's barely possible he heard about the attack on Annabel and built a made-up story round her, knowing you wouldn't be able to refuse to help him if the papers were connected to Annabel. But he'd have to have also known the story of her parentage, which, according to Violet, almost no one did."

      "Except Annabel's father," Laura said. "If the father was another Elsinore League member, Glenister might have the story from him."

      "And his story about the League's turning on him was simply a fabrication?" Malcolm said. "Possible. His account certainly fits with the League's wanting to learn if Annabel knew the truth of her parentage. But if her father was someone else—another League member, or someone they're targeting—that could explain Glenister's knowing the story of her birth."

      "On the other hand, Glenister's telling the truth fits with what Reggie Pomfret said to Archie tonight, and with what we know about the League lately," Raoul said. "They do seem to be splitting into factions, and they've certainly employed blackmail."

      "And, though Glenister's one of the founders, he's never seemed the sort for elaborate plots." Malcolm frowned at the theatrical prints across the room. "And Pomfret said he didn't think Glenister was running things now."

      "But why would they move against Glenister?" Laura asked. "I can't claim to be privy to their inner workings, despite having worked for them, but I do know they've always seemed to show a certain amount of loyalty to their own. And, practically speaking, what can he do for them? Or to them?"

      "Expose their own secrets, perhaps," Malcolm said. "Even if his story is grounded in truth, I don't for a minute believe Glenister's telling me the full truth about what's in these papers he wants us to find. They may have to do with Annabel, but there's more to it than he's letting on. I don't think a possible duel and his lawsuit in common pleas would be enough of a threat."

      "You think this is all acrimony over a love affair?" Cordelia said. "Someone's angry over Annabel Larimer's parentage, whether Glenister is the father or someone else?"

      "No. At least, not solely. I think the League or a faction within the League have a long-term game afoot. I just can't see what the devil it is." Malcolm drew a breath. "I should talk to Gelly again. And we should talk to Collingwood. Who apparently is a League member, though his name isn't on the list we have."

      "It sounds as though Glenister is very sure Collingwood doesn't know about Annabel's parentage," Laura said.

      "Yes. And while there's a limit to how far I'm willing to go to protect Glenister, since we've agreed to help him I think we have a certain responsibility to keep his secrets. But we can tell Collingwood we're investigating the attack on his niece. I wouldn't say we know his niece is in fact his late wife's daughter. Not unless we get some indication that he knows the truth. Or unless it seems important in some other way. We want to smash as few lives as possible, difficult as that can be in an investigation."

      "We should see what Archie knows about Collingwood's possible role with the League," Raoul said.

      Malcolm nodded. "Meanwhile, figuring out what the League are doing is one more reason to try to recover Glenister's papers."

      "While at the same time investigating the attack on Annabel." Mélanie slid her hand into his.

      "That has to take priority." Malcolm squeezed his wife's fingers. He reached into his pocket. "Here's Glenister's sketch of the painting. It's crude, but it gives us a sense of what we're looking for."

      He passed the sketch round the room. Raoul's fingers tightened on the paper when he took it from Laura. "Odd."

      "What?" Laura asked.

      "It looks remarkably like a painting that hung in the O'Roarke house. A minor work by Mazo that had been in the family from the later days of Neil O'Roarke, who went to Spain in the time of Elizabeth. It could be a coincidence. Or a similar painting. But the French occupied a number of estates during the war. Including ours—my brother's, that is. They took a number of treasures with them when they retreated."

      "And the British collected a number of those from the wagons of Joseph Bonaparte's court after Vitoria," Mélanie said. "You think a British soldier took the painting and sold it to Glenister?"

      "Glenister collects art treasures. Like Alistair." Malcolm spared a glance for the Canaletto on the wall and the Cellini bronze on the escritoire. "And like Alistair, he isn't squeamish about where he gets them."

      "We need to talk to Raimundo, in any case," Raoul said. "About his relationship with Annabel Larimer. Perhaps—"

      Malcolm met his father's gaze. "Yes. Let's talk to him together."

      Raoul continued to frown. "Raimundo was Annabel's lover. And the secrets of her parentage—if that's really what's in this painting—may be concealed in a painting that belonged to the O'Roarke family."

      "Not to mention that he was Kitty's lover," Malcolm said. "And Kitty is in touch with Carfax. And sought Raimundo out today."

      "Quite," Raoul said. "I'm damned if I can make sense of it, but it's looking more and more as though Mélanie is right to think there's a great deal more to my seemingly guileless nephew than it appears."
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      Cordelia unclasped her diamond bracelet. It had been a gift from Harry in the early days of their marriage, when so much was wrong between them. But she cherished it as a reminder of how the past had been mended. And of the moments in the past that had allowed them to build a future. "It's odd."

      Harry, in the midst of unbuttoning his shirt cuffs, looked at her across their bedchamber in the Berkeley Square house and gave a crooked smile. "What?"

      "The man I caught a glimpse of tonight. The man you were before—" She smoothed the flower links of the bracelet. "Not before we met, obviously. But when we were apart. Because we were apart. If we hadn't quarreled, if I hadn't been such a fool with George, that man would never have existed."

      Harry gave a rough laugh and pulled his shirt over his head. "Which wouldn't be a bad thing. Not a man to be particularly proud of."

      "Don't, Harry." Cordelia went up to him and put her hands on his bare chest, crisscrossed with scars. When they'd first reconciled, he'd been quick to don a nightshirt and cover the scars, but to her they were beautiful. A reminder of how much they had almost lost and how much they had gained. "I've always known you were a brilliant agent. But I'm still surprised sometimes when I realize just how brilliant. Of course, I wish things had been different between us, but you can't tell me a part of you wouldn't regret never having become an agent."

      Harry looked down at her in the flickering candlelight, brows drawing together as though he were translating a text. "I learned things about myself. Many of which I don't particularly like. I also learned to question, which isn't a bad thing. I can understand Archie better. I met Malcolm and Mélanie. I don't regret any of that. God knows I don't regret where we are now."

      She scanned his face. "Perhaps I'm the one who's jealous. I can see the lure of a life of action."

      His hands came up to cup her elbows. "There's a lot of waiting, Cordy. A lot of surveillance work. A lot of combing through wastebaskets for fragments of code. But you'd have been good at it. And yes, I admit the lure of the adventure."

      She smoothed his hair off his forehead. "I'm proud of you."

      He caught her hand and pulled it against his mouth. "That almost makes it worth it. But it doesn't make the emptiness of those years go away. Or my distaste for many of my actions. I told you once not to see me as an illusion."

      "I don't. However appealing you are as a spy, that's not the man I fell in love with. I fell in love with the scholar I translated Latin with. The man I tramped through mud looking for potsherds with. The man I laughed with at the breakfast table. I'd have loved you if you'd never been an agent, darling."

      Light shot through his eyes, as though the candle flames had all brightened at once. "Cordy, that's—"

      She reached up, pulled his head down to her own, and kissed him. "That's the truth, my love."
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      Raimundo O'Roarke was drinking coffee in his room at Mivart's Hotel when Malcolm and Raoul called on him early in the morning. Mivart's was a common haunt for those from the Continent, so it probably wasn't a surprise that Raimundo was staying in the hotel that had once been Raoul's only home in London. Still, the striped upholstery and fringed curtains evoked memories. Looking at Raimundo, wrapped in a blue-and-black patterned dressing gown over a pristine shirt, waistcoat, and breeches, it was difficult for Malcolm not to remember his interview with Raoul at Mivart's just after Malcolm had learned the truth of Mélanie's past. Difficult to think he had had that angry confrontation with the man who was at his side now. His father. Not to mention, one of his closest friends.

      Raimundo looked between them. "Uncle Raoul. Rannoch. Is there news about Annabel?"

      "Blackwell sent word this morning that she's stable, but no sign of waking yet," Malcolm said. "But, yes, there is news about her, of a different sort."

      "Come in. Coffee?" Raimundo gestured into the room. He was the picture of concern and faint confusion. Just what one would expect from one on the fringe of the situation.

      "Thank you," Raoul said, rather to Malcolm's surprise. But then it put them all on a footing of friendship, which was probably a good thing.

      Raimundo looked between them again as he handed them the cups. "Seeing you together now, it seems so obvious you're father and son. It's a wonder I didn't notice the resemblance yesterday."

      "You weren't looking for it," Raoul said, accepting a cup of coffee. "It's amazing what can hide in plain sight when one doesn't expect to see it."

      "Yes, I suppose so. I confess I'm not used to looking for secrets." Raimundo handed Malcolm a cup and returned to the sofa where he'd been sitting. Malcolm and Raoul moved to the two straight-backed chairs facing him. A father and uncle sharing coffee with his son and nephew. An easy situation that was anything but.

      Malcolm took a sip of coffee. "We talked to Josefina Lopes yesterday."

      "Who?" Raimundo asked, after only the briefest hesitation.

      "I believe you met her at least once in Lisbon. She was Annabel Larimer's maid, and she and Mrs. Larimer remained in contact after Miss Lopes left Mrs. Larimer's service. Miss Lopes remembers meeting you one afternoon in the plaza with Mrs. Larimer and the children."

      Raimundo leaned forwards to refill his own coffee cup from the service on the low table between them. "I'm afraid I don't remember. But then as I told you, I didn't know the Larimers particularly well, and I knew Philip Larimer better than his wife."

      "Miss Lopes was under a somewhat different impression," Malcolm said. "She's quite sure you and Mrs. Larimer were lovers."

      Raimundo's hand jerked, spattering coffee on the lace cloth and the glossy wood of the table. "By God, Rannoch—"

      "Are you saying it isn't true?"

      Raimundo righted the coffeepot and drew a rough breath. "We're talking about a lady of impeccable reputation—"

      "We're talking about a lady who was brutally attacked yesterday," Raoul said. "Any detail of her life may be relevant."

      Raimundo pressed a napkin over the spattered coffee.

      "Miss Lopes was under the impression you made Mrs. Larimer very happy," Malcolm said in a gentle voice.

      "Oh, God." Raimundo looked away, a raw note in his voice that hadn't been there before. "I can deny so much, but—"

      "Yes, it's odd the things one can bring oneself to lie about," Raoul said. "And the things one can't."

      Raimundo dragged his gaze back to meet his uncle's own. Malcolm knew the power of those looks of Raoul's. For someone who held his feelings close, when he shared he could be damnably hard to hold out against. "I suppose I should have known better than to try to lie to two spies."

      Malcolm regarded his cousin. "You did it very capably. But it seems there's a lot you didn't tell us."

      "Damn it, Rannoch. A gentleman doesn't share those details. I was thinking of Annabel's reputation."

      "And we are trying to protect her life."

      "What was between Annabel and me had nothing to do with her being attacked."

      "You can't possibly be sure of that," Malcolm said. "In an investigation, any detail can uncover other details. And any secret can help keep vital information buried."

      Raimundo folded the soiled napkin into squares. "I know I didn't attack her. No one else knew of our involvement."

      "You can't possibly be sure of that," Raoul said. "Josefina Lopes at least suspected."

      "You think she attacked Annabel?" Raimundo demanded.

      "It doesn't seem likely," Malcolm said.

      "Well, then. Larimer's dead. Even if Josefina talked, even if Annabel confided in someone, even if someone else had learned the truth in any way at all, I can't think of anyone it would drive to attack Annabel."

      "That doesn't mean such a person doesn't exist," Raoul said. "As Malcolm pointed out, you have no idea how things can ripple to impact events."

      Raimundo pushed himself to his feet, strode to the window, and gripped the window ledge for a moment. "Look, Rannoch. Uncle Raoul. You're both spies. You deal in secrets more than I do. Haven't you ever kept a secret to protect a woman you loved? Even though you knew others might want the information?"

      It seemed an almost rhetorical statement. And yet—the potential reverberations sent a chill through Malcolm like a Highland January. He didn't risk so much as a glance at Raoul, but he knew his father felt it as well.

      "It's true protecting those we care about and completing a mission are frequently at odds in espionage," Raoul said. "I think we can both understand why you kept your relationship with Mrs. Larimer a secret. But now we know, there's no need for further secrecy."

      "Tell us about your relationship with Annabel," Malcolm said. "We'll be as careful with the information as we can."

      Raimundo turned back from the window and gave a twisted smile. "Wise man. Don't promise total discretion when you can't guarantee it." He returned to the sofa and sat leaning forwards, hands loosely clasped. "I was in Lisbon in the spring of 1813. I knew Annabel. She was learning to read Portuguese and I recommended some books to her. Then one night she took me aside at a party and said she was in need of help. There was a man called Diego Martinez. I expect you both knew him."

      "A bit," Raoul said.

      "By reputation," Malcolm said.

      "He was selling information to the French."

      "And Mrs. Larimer was spying on him," Malcolm said. "She was with him when he was killed."

      Raimundo's brows rose. "You've learned a lot."

      "Not nearly enough."

      "Annabel wanted to recover a brooch she'd given to Martinez. When she realized I could access his things as a fellow guerrillero, she asked for my help. In truth, I think at first she trusted me because she had few options. Her contact in military intelligence was away."

      Malcolm nodded, wondering how much of the story he could verify with Harry.

      Raimundo picked up his coffee and took a sip, as though he wished it were something stronger. "Martinez's effects were still in British hands. It wasn't difficult to make up a story about why I needed to see them. I returned the brooch to Annabel. She was grateful. But that wasn't—she's a remarkable woman."

      "So you knew Annabel was an agent," Malcolm said.

      "I—yes. Damn it, I couldn't admit that to you yesterday without admitting the rest."

      Malcolm looked into his cousin's seemingly guileless blue eyes. "As I said, secrets beget secrets. It's hard for me to imagine Annabel Larimer's trusting you with this unless you were an agent as well."

      Raimundo shifted on the sofa. "I did a bit of fetching and carrying."

      "I've been known to call it that myself." Malcolm held his cousin's gaze. "You were a spy."

      "There was a war. Information is currency in war." Raimundo suddenly looked years older than he had in Annabel's sitting room. Or even in this interview, ten minutes before.

      Raoul regarded his nephew for a long moment. "You have formidable talents."

      "You can't know that. I never did anything as impressive as either of you, I can assure you."

      "It's not what you did or didn't do during the war. It's that neither Mélanie nor Malcolm nor I was sure of what you were."

      Raimundo gave a wry smile. "I thought Mrs. Rannoch was beginning to catch on. I was distinctly relieved when Rannoch and Mrs. Ashford came back into the room."

      "She thought that you were more than you seemed," Malcolm said. "And that you were fond of Annabel. But she wasn't sure of the full extent of either. My wife has rather extraordinary instincts in general."

      "Yes. My own instincts told me as much." Raimundo set his cup down, carefully aligning it on its saucer. "After I retrieved the brooch, we grew closer. We knew each other's secrets. I knew—I tried to avoid things developing further, for her own sake. Her life had enough complications. But she said she needed to get rid of the memory of what she'd had with Martinez, who may have only been after her for information. We both thought it could be brief, but it wasn't. Not on my side. Not, I think, on hers. We'd meet whenever I could get to Lisbon. Which was damnably infrequently. I do remember meeting her one day in the plaza with Josefina. It was one of the times I was able to see her with the children. I never got to know them as well as I'd like. Then Bonaparte fell. And she went back to England with her husband."

      "Did you stay in touch?" Raoul asked.

      Raimundo shook his head. "She asked me not to. I didn't want to burden her. I never thought to see her again. We said goodbyes that we thought were permanent. Then I got word that Larimer had died. I wrote, to offer my condolences. I knew it was too early for anything more. And her reply made the same clear. Besides, I could not easily leave Spain. But when I was sent to Britain—of course I had to see her." He hesitated. Some of his former uncertainty had returned. "Of course I had hopes."

      "And Mrs. Larimer?" Raoul said.

      "I don't know," Raimundo said in a tight voice. "I never got to speak with her. I had only written to say I would call." His hands clenched. "Damn it, sir, don't you think I had hopes? Don't you think I've been torturing myself about what she might have said? About the possibility that I'll never get to tell her? At the same time, if she'd just wake up, I'd give up any hope of a future with her."

      "She was worried recently," Malcolm said. "Worried her past as an agent would come to light."

      "Surely you don't think she was worried because of me?" Raimundo demanded.

      "Can you think of a reason she would have been?" Malcolm asked his cousin. Who had proven so very good at concealing the truth.

      "I'd never have betrayed her. Not that her having been an agent should have needed to be a secret now. She did great service to Britain. I could see her being worried about her relationship with Martinez coming to light. About her relationship with me. Because of the scandal, and particularly for her children's sake. But even that was less of a risk with Larimer gone."

      "Who did she think killed Martinez?" Raoul asked.

      Raimundo frowned. "She thought the French might have tumbled to his being compromised. Or that his own people had realized he was selling information to the French. She also wondered if the British had decided he was a liability. She said her spymaster said that wasn't it, that no one but he even knew about her and Martinez. She said she was inclined to believe him, but she couldn't be sure." He looked at Malcolm.

      "I know her spymaster," Malcolm said. "I'd stake my word he's telling the truth. It doesn't mean someone else among the British hadn't got wind of it and perhaps decided to get rid of Martinez."

      "Annabel didn't see anything that night. At least, that's what she told me, and I'd swear she was telling the truth." Raimundo gave a rough laugh. "I'm probably not the first agent to say that about an agent lover, am I?"

      "Nor the last," Raoul said. "Even if she didn't see anything, the killer might be worried she had."

      "But why come after her now? It's been years, and she hasn't said anything. And if she was worried recently about her past coming to light, that sounds like a threat she was aware of. She wouldn't have been aware of the killer being a threat. Not unless she lied to me and knew who he was."

      "Or unless she saw him as a threat for some other reason," Malcolm said. "Did Annabel ever talk about the Goshawk?"

      "No. I told you yesterday."

      "You told us a lot of things yesterday."

      "Fair enough. But that was the truth."

      "We're quite sure now that Annabel knew the Goshawk's identity."

      "If she did, she didn't share it with me. Surely you realize lovers don't share everything, especially when those lovers happen to be agents."

      Malcolm regarded his cousin. "What are you really doing in London?"

      "I told you." Raimundo straightened his shoulders slightly. "Mustering support for the rebels in Spain."

      "I know what you told me."

      "You think there's more to it?"

      "I think it's damnably hard to leave off being an agent. As both Raoul and I could attest. And my wife."

      "And I told you I was never an agent on the level of any of you."

      "I know what you told us."

      Raoul picked up his coffee. "There's something else. Not connected to Mrs. Larimer, obviously, but perhaps important. Do you remember a painting that hung in the family home? A small oil landscape by Mazo?"

      Recognition sparked in Raimundo's eyes. "Good God," he said. "Do you mean you've seen it?"

      "Someone I spoke with may have done," Raoul said in a voice that gave no clue to how important the painting might be. "Was it lost during the war?"

      "No. It was much earlier. I was never sure precisely what happened. I came home from school and noticed that the painting was gone. It had always been a favorite of mine. I asked Father what happened to it, and he nearly took my head off. Said it wasn't any business of mine."

      "Do you think he might have sold it?" Raoul asked.

      "Father selling off family art treasures? Does that seem like him?"

      "Not like the man I remember," Raoul said. "But I haven't seen much of him in three decades."

      "I don't think one would say he's changed. Not that I can claim to remember him three decades ago. But his dedication to the family remains. It's part of why he's so set against you. Sorry."

      "No need to apologize. Your father wants what's best for the O'Roarke family, and he saw—sees—my work as diametrically opposed to that."

      "I'm not sure he's right about that. And, in any case, I'm not sure one can justify thinking of the O'Roarke family at the expense of thinking about Spain and one's fellows. But then he wasn't happy when I joined the guerrilleros either. He's not happy I'm here. But even if one is driven by sheer self-interest, keeping one's head in the sand is no answer. If one doesn't take action, one becomes a pawn."

      "You've learned a lot," Raoul said.

      "Which doesn't answer the question," Malcolm said. "Why are you in London?"

      Raimundo set down his cup and crossed one booted foot over the other. "The rebels need support from the British government if they're to have hope of pushing out the Bourbons." He looked at Raoul. "I know you're working for that too. At the very least, we need the British not to intervene to prop up the monarchy. Or to support the French, if the French choose to intervene on the side of the Bourbons."

      "Very true," Raoul said.

      "Which is what my father thinks I'm doing here," Raimundo said. "And it would be reason enough to have made the trip. But there are others—such as you, sir—more ably suited to argue our case."

      "Thank you," Raoul said. "There's no need to waste time on flattery."

      "I'm not. I've followed your career very closely. I'd even go so far as to say you were an inspiration. Nothing like a relative who is willing to take action and who stands against the many frustrations of one's own parent."

      "That's rather remarkable, considering how little I knew you," Raoul said. "You seem to have done a great deal of thinking for yourself. As Malcolm said, what's your mission in London?"

      Raimundo took a sip of coffee. "The Spanish ambassador would be a powerful ally if we could persuade him to our side. I'm sure you'll agree, sir."

      "No question about it. But I fail to see how we might persuade him to such a course. He's shown himself loyal to the monarchy. And he's hardly a Radical."

      "But he's having an affair with the wife of a high-ranking British politician. Such information could be useful in persuading him to our side."

      "And you were supposed to persuade him?" Malcolm asked.

      "I was supposed to collect the information."

      "Interesting," Raoul said.

      "Who?" Malcolm asked. "Who is the lady?"

      "That is something I was supposed to discover. I had only just arrived in Britain."

      "Did Kitty know you were an agent?" Malcolm asked.

      Raimundo's fingers tensed a fraction on the handle of his cup. "Mrs. Ashford—"

      "Mrs. Ashford admitted your prior relationship to me while we were searching Annabel Larimer's study. You were lovers. Kitty was an agent. Did she know you were an agent?"

      Raimundo stared at him.

      "I worked with Kitty," Malcolm said. "In the interest of full disclosure, Kitty and I were more than friends for a time as well."

      Which was something he hadn't yet actually voiced to Raoul, though he was quite sure Raoul knew.

      Raimundo's eyes widened.

      "Awkward," Malcolm said. "But hardly the most shocking thing about today."

      "Kitty always was surprising." Raimundo shook his head. "I was an agent when we were involved. But not as much so as later. She was collecting information and passing it through me to my contacts. That's how we met. She didn't tell you?"

      "No. Did she know about you and Annabel?"

      "Not at the time. But yesterday—" Raimundo hesitated.

      "We know she sought you out in Hyde Park," Malcolm said.

      "She wanted to know what I was doing in London. And she told me you'd found a letter Annabel had concealed. She recognized the handwriting as mine. I told her what I've told you today. I told her Annabel hadn't said anything to me about the Goshawk." Raimundo leaned forwards. "None of this changes how I feel about Annabel. Or that I desperately want to learn who attacked her and protect her. I'll do anything I can to help you."

      "Including tell the truth, I would hope," Malcolm said.

      "Naturally."

      And yet it had taken Josefina's revelations to force Malcolm's cousin to do so.
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      "It's so good of you to call." Violet Durbridge welcomed Mélanie, Laura, Cordelia, and the children clustered round them and in their arms as though it were a social visit, though with less formality than she probably would have displayed at conventional times. "And to meet all of you." She smiled at the children.

      "We thought Catherine and the boys might welcome the distraction of company," Mélanie said, Jessica still in her arms. "But if not, one of us will take them to the park."

      "No, it's an excellent idea," Violet said. "Catherine and the boys are concerned for their mother, of course, but distraction is just what they need."

      She led the way up to the day nursery, where the Larimer children were gathered with Miss Bentley at the central table, attempting to do a puzzle. Their drawn faces brightened at the sight of the visitors. A quarter hour later, Mélanie, Laura, and Cordy returned downstairs with Violet, leaving a happy group settling in to a game of lottery tickets while the little girls investigated toys Catherine had pulled out.

      "They can't worry all the time," Violet said. "They want to play and then they feel guilty about it. Having visitors to entertain is just what they need to pull them out of themselves."

      "Geoffrey wrote this morning that there was no change, but Annabel seemed stable," Mélanie said.

      Violet nodded. "Her breathing is regular, which he says is good. She twitches sometimes, but she's given no sign of waking. He says that's not unusual and doesn't mean she won't wake."

      They had reached the first floor. Violet eased open the door to her sister's room. Two women sat beside the bed. Looking at them, it was difficult to make a distinction in their situations. Both were in their mid-thirties, hair pinned neatly back, dressed in serviceable print gowns. But the dark-haired woman Mélanie knew was a nurse engaged by Geoffrey, and the fair-haired woman was Lucy Fairley, who Malcolm had employed as a guard.

      Both looked up and nodded as Violet ushered the guests into the room.

      "She's peaceful," the nurse said.

      "Not even a whiff of any sort of disturbance," Lucy said.

      Mélanie moved to the bed and looked down at Annabel. Someone had unpinned and brushed out her brown hair, so it lay smooth and shining on the pillow round her. She looked younger and more vulnerable, lying against the expanse of white sheet. At the same time, the determination in the bones of her face showed through. One could see the girl in the Shropshire village who had been determined to break free of her setting. In many ways, her early life couldn't be more different from Mélanie's, but Mélanie could understand that girl. She thought back to her interactions with Annabel, circumscribed for the most part by social rituals like drinking tea and making conversation at a ball, both of them taking care to keep their masks in place. Dear God, she hoped she had a chance to get to know Annabel better.

      "I spend hours sitting at her bedside simply staring at her," Violet said. "As if willing it will make her wake up."

      "I do think it helps that you're there," Mélanie said. "If she's aware on any level, she'll realize you're beside her. But you can't drive yourself mad. For Annabel and the children you need to take care of yourself. Which I know is so much easier to say than to do."

      "Yes, precisely," Violet said.

      She took her three visitors downstairs without further speech, but once they were gathered in the sitting room, she looked between the three of them. "Is there news? I know you are investigating—"

      Mélanie smoothed her hands in her lap. But as they had agreed last night, secrets could do little good. "Had you ever heard Annabel mention Raimundo O'Roarke?"

      "No. But that's not surprising. He was very agreeable, but he said he hadn't known Annabel well."

      "It seems they may have been on rather closer terms than we realized yesterday." Mélanie kept her voice conversational.

      Violet frowned. Then her eyes widened in recognition. But she did not, to Mélanie's relief, prevaricate or attempt to deny it. "I'm not going to waste valuable time pretending to be shocked or trying to defend Annabel. It's clear you have to know her secrets if you're to protect her. As I said yesterday, I don't think she'd ever been madly in love with Philip, and she as good as admitted to me that their marriage wasn't ideal. And as I said, I wondered if there'd been someone else abroad. I couldn't ask her. But if it was Mr. O'Roarke, why on earth didn't he say so yesterday?"

      Why indeed? "My husband is talking to him," Mélanie said. "Along with Laura's husband."

      Violet's gaze shot to Laura. "Mrs. O—"

      "Yes, O'Roarke," Laura said, jiggling Clara in her lap. "Raimundo O'Roarke is my husband's nephew, though they haven't seen much of each other in years."

      "He seemed like such an agreeable man." Violet's brows drew together again. "You don't think—"

      "He'd have had no reason that we know of to attack your sister," Mélanie said. "And the timing of his arrival and his discovery of her alongside Gregory still make his being the attacker doubtful from a purely practical standpoint."

      "Yes, I can see that. I hate to think—I'd have said nothing could make her situation worse, but somehow I can't bear to think of her being betrayed by a man she loved. If—" Violet broke off as the door opened. "Oh, good, Bridget with the tea. I imagine we could all do with some."

      But though it was indeed Bridget, she was not holding a tea tray. A tall woman with red-gold hair in a dark green gown and hat stood behind her. "Mrs. Harley," Bridget said, curtsied, and withdrew. Clearly the visitor was someone Bridget had not felt she should announce before bringing in.

      "Gwendolen." Violet went forwards with hands outstretched.

      Gwendolen Harley seized Violet's hands. "Is it true? Is she—"

      "Annabel is alive, and we very much hope she'll make a recovery." Violet turned to her three guests. "My cousin, Gwendolen Harley. Our uncle Collingwood's daughter," she added, in case they hadn't put it together that Mrs. Harley was in fact Annabel's sister. "Mrs. Rannoch, Mrs. O'Roarke, and Lady Cordelia Davenport, Gwendolen. They're helping investigate what happened to Annabel."

      Gwendolen Harley drew a sharp breath. "Forgive me. I am quite overset by the news about Annabel."

      "It's entirely understandable," Mélanie said. "We can leave you and your sister to talk." Though of course she would have to work out a way to speak to Mrs. Harley later.

      "No." Gwendolen Harley took a jerky step forwards. She looked like a woman who customarily moved with controlled grace, now thrown completely off balance. "If you're investigating what happened to Annabel, you need to hear this." She moved to a straight-backed chair and seated herself. She was a striking woman with smooth skin and delicate features. Her gown, a heavy emerald silk trimmed with black braid, was obviously the work of an expensive modiste, and her bonnet was equally smart.

      "You're Ernest Harley's wife, aren't you?" Cordelia said. "We've never met, but I played with your husband's sister Cecily when we were girls."

      "Yes." Mrs. Harley folded her hands in her lap. "I know all your names, of course. I know you and your husband investigate crimes, Mrs. Rannoch. I confess to being intrigued by the stories I've heard at the dinner table or read in the papers. I never thought to find myself part of such an investigation."

      "It's a great shock," Mélanie said. "When had you last seen your cousin?"

      "Last week," Mrs. Harley said. She seemed to catch a flicker of surprise in Violet's gaze, for she glanced at her. "Yes, I know. Annabel and I didn't see each as often as you might expect for cousins who reside in the same city. But Annabel had been living quietly since Philip died, and Ernest and I always seem to be so busy with Parliament and all the invitations we can't decline—"

      "No need to explain," Violet said. "We've all grown up and developed our own lives."

      "It could be argued I should have done more." Mrs. Harley tugged at her gloves, lemon-colored kid with delicate ornamental stitching. "In any case, I was surprised when Annabel called on me last week. Annabel acknowledged it might be surprising she had come to see me, and said it was not a social call. She wanted my assurances I'd help the children should anything happen to her."

      "Good heavens." Violet half sprang out of her chair. "She wrote asking me much the same thing."

      Gwendolen met her cousin's gaze. "In retrospect, it's obvious she was afraid of something. But at the time I was merely surprised. I said of course I would, though I trusted there was no need to talk in such a fashion. Annabel said one could never know what might happen. Then she said—" Gwendolen's bare hands locked together, crumpling her gloves. "She said there was something she needed to make sure I understood, in case she wasn't able to explain it me in the future. That she'd thought it didn't matter, but she'd realized that for the children's sake it was important I understand my relationship to them. I said I hoped I wasn't such a poor creature as not to understand my relationship to my cousin's children. And she said—" Gwendolen drew the sharp breath of one teetering at the edge of an abyss.

      "It's all right," Violet said, in a voice that was tight and yet oddly gentle. "If you're going to say what I think you are, I already know. I've known for some time."

      Gwendolen's eyes widened. "How—"

      "Mama told Annabel and me. And I told Mrs. Rannoch yesterday. I presume she's told Mrs. O'Roarke and Lady Cordelia."

      Gwendolen's carefully plucked brows snapped together. "You told—"

      "I had to. Because it might have to do with what happened to Annabel."

      "Good God."

      "You realized that, didn't you?" Violet said. "That's why you're here."

      "How can you be so calm—"

      "I've had years to come to terms with it."

      Gwendolen turned her gaze back to Mélanie, Laura, and Cordelia. "Annabel told me we weren't cousins at all. That my mother—who she claimed was actually our mother—had died not from a fever but giving birth to her. To Annabel. Whom Aunt Leticia—Violet's mother—then took in as her own. It seems you have all accepted this, but I was shocked and horrified. It went against everything I had been told about my childhood. About my mother, whom I remember fondly, if not well. I called Annabel all sorts of liar and said how dared she make up such dreadful stories about my mother. When she tried to remonstrate with me, I asked her to leave my house."

      "Of course it would have been a shock," Violet said. "It was different for us, hearing it from Mama. What changed?"

      Gwendolen smoothed out her gloves and stared at the fine leather. "At first I told myself it was all lies. That Annabel was jealous. But then I had to confess to myself that Annabel had never seemed particularly jealous. Neither of you had, despite my brothers and my having a great many more advantages. And I couldn't really work out any reason why she'd have made up such a story, much as I tried. I still wouldn't admit to myself that it might be true, but the next day I went to see Margaret. My mother's maid," she explained to Mélanie and the others. "She stayed on as our nurse after Mama died. She lives with her son in Windsor now. I drove out to see her. I told her Annabel's story, hoping she'd tell me she'd been with Mama the whole time and it couldn't possibly be true." Gwendolen's fingers closed on the gloves. "Instead, she confirmed the story. She said she'd promised not to tell, but Annabel's knowing and telling me changed that. It wasn't right for sisters to be at odds. She wanted me to understand that Mama had loved Annabel's father very much but not so much she could bear to be away from my brothers and me. That's why she'd agreed to give Annabel up. She said more than anything, Mama would have wanted all of us to be close."

      Gwendolen forced her hands to unclench and tucked the gloves into her reticule. "I went to see Annabel again directly. I apologized. I said it would take some getting used to. Annabel said she quite understood. That there was no need to pretend we were suddenly more to each other than we'd ever been simply because of a biological fact. There was no need to start viewing her as a sister, she already had a sister." Gwendolen looked at Violet.

      "I'm glad she saw me that way. Sees me that way," Violet said. "But—"

      "I told her it was more than biology," Gwendolen said. "Our mother had loved us both, even if she'd died giving birth to Annabel. So that created a tie. Annabel said she wouldn't have thought I'd be so sentimental, which was a very Annabel thing to say, and which I suppose I deserved." Gwendolen looked down at her gloves, which she'd crumpled again. "I said I presume she thought it mattered for the children. That that was why she'd told me. That stopped her. She said yes. That she knew you"—Gwendolen looked at Violet—"and Tom would raise them, if necessary, but that it was important they have the rest of the family. And important I understand the truth, so I could help explain it to them one day if that were ever important. I asked her why on earth she was bringing all this up now." Gwendolen looked at Mélanie, Cordy, and Laura. "Annabel wasn't—isn't—in the least sentimental. I asked if she was ill. Annabel said not to be silly, she was just being cautious. Look at what had happened to Philip. I said Philip came down with a chill and he'd always had a weak chest, and she said one never knew what might happen. I tried to get her to tell me more, but she wouldn't. Then I asked if she was going to tell my brothers or if she wanted me to. And she said not yet. She had to think about it. But if I ever in the future thought they should know, I had her permission to tell them. I said we could always tell them together, and she said that might be possible. But she asked me not to tell Papa. She said there was no point in dredging it all up now and tarnishing how he remembered Mama." Gwendolen stared down at her gloves. "Papa scarcely ever talks about Mama. I always thought perhaps it was that he didn't want to disturb Juliana—my stepmother—or that he found the memories too painful. Or simply that he'd moved on in his life. In any case, I agreed. Annabel gave me a hug and left. That was the last time I saw her."

      "You can see her now," Violet said in a steady voice. "I imagine it would do her good."

      Gwendolen met her cousin's gaze. " I’d like to, But first—"

      She broke off as Bridget same in with a tea tray. While Violet poured, Gwendolen looked from Mélanie to Laura and Cordelia. "Do you think Annabel's parentage has anything to do with why she was attacked?"

      "You do," Mélanie said. "Or you wouldn't have told us."

      Gwendolen's fingers tightened on the saucer of the teacup Violet had just given her. "How could I not wonder? When it all happened so closely together. But isn't it more likely the attack on Annabel had to do with whatever she was afraid of?"

      "It seems so," Mélanie said. "Does either of you have any reason to think she had learned more about her parentage recently?"

      Violet and Gwendolen exchanged a quick look. "You mean who her father was?" Violet asked. "No. I told you yesterday she seemed to have no notion. Of course, I hadn't spoken with her in months."

      Gwendolen took a sip of tea. "When we were talking about being sisters"— she shook her head slightly, as though at this strange concept—"and it taking more than biology to make people siblings. I said she might have siblings through her biological father. And for a moment she got an odd look on her face. As though—as though that wasn't merely a concept. As though perhaps she was thinking of someone specific. I almost asked her then if she knew. But I was still adjusting to so much myself. And it felt an intrusion. Though, in an odd way—if Annabel had half-siblings on her father's side I'd feel a strange connection to them myself." Concern flickered across Gwendolen's face. "You think Annabel was attacked because of who her father was?"

      "But surely—" Violet set down her cup. "Surely we know whatever she was worried about had to do with her time in the Peninsula."

      "It seems so," Mélanie says. "But everything appears to be more interrelated than we thought yesterday." She took a sip of tea and found herself looking at her wedding ring. She knew, better than most, how valuable and dangerous secrets could be, how they could send waves rippling that smashed lives. She did not treat anyone's lightly. But as they'd said last night, protecting Annabel had to take precedence over keeping Glenister's secrets. She cast a quick glance from Laura to Cordy. She knew both were thinking the same, though they'd leave the decision to her.

      "Did Annabel ever mention Lord Glenister?" she asked.

      "Who?" Violet asked, with a confusion that appeared very genuine.

      Gwendolen's eyes widened. "Are you saying Lord Glenister is Annabel's father?"

      "Do you have any reason to think he is?" Mélanie asked.

      Gwendolen shook her head. "She never mentioned him. I know him a bit. That is, we've been to one or two large parties at Glenister House, and we've met him at other entertainments. He and my father are somewhat acquainted."

      Glenister and her father were in the Elsinore League together, but Mélanie wasn't ready to bring that up. "Do they seem to be on good terms?" Mélanie asked.

      "They aren't great friends, but I've never noticed any constraint between them. Papa takes his work very seriously. I've heard him call Glenister a dilettante." Gwendolen colored. In the heat of the investigation, she was talking in ways she no doubt never would as a careful political wife. "But Papa doesn't know about Annabel's parentage. So surely it wouldn't affect his relationship with Glenister."

      "We don't know for a certainty that he didn't know," Violet murmured.

      Gwendolen shot a look at her. "You think your mother was lying about that?"

      "No, but it's possible she was. Or he could have learned without her realizing it."

      Gwendolen's carefully plucked brows drew together. "Lord Glenister's children—"

      "Yes," Mélanie said. "They'd be Annabel's half-siblings. Viscount Quentin and Lord Valentine. Lord Quentin married recently and has a young son. He also just published a volume of poems."

      "I read them." Gwendolen reached for her tea again. "I quite liked them. I don't believe I've been introduced to the new Lady Quentin yet. I understand she used to be—"

      "A governess." Laura smiled and shifted Clara in her arms.

      "Yes, I knew there was something surprising," said Gwendolen, who seemingly hadn't the least idea Laura had once been a governess herself. "But I've heard it's a happy match. And Lord Valentine—"

      "Could be called more than a bit wild," Cordelia said.

      "So I've heard."

      "My husband grew up with both of them," Mélanie said. "We're quite close to Quen and Aspasia. I don't know Lord Valentine as well, but I wouldn't think either he or Quen would be shocked or disturbed at learning they have a sister. Both of them are well aware of the life their father lived. Lives."

      Gwendolen squeezed a wedge of lemon into her tea. "So you don't think they had anything to do with what happened to Annabel."

      "No, but we should talk to them," Mélanie said.

      "You mean they're suspects." Gwendolen's fingers tightened on the lemon peel. "I suppose we all are."

      "I mean they might have information," Mélanie said.

      "My dear Mrs. Rannoch, isn't it much the same thing? Secrets were swirling round Annabel. And one of those secrets led to her being attacked."

      "We don't know that her parentage had to do with why she was attacked," Violet said.

      "No," Gwendolen agreed. "But we also don't know it doesn't."

      "Did she say anything else to you when you saw her?" Laura asked. "Anything that might offer a clue to what she was concerned with?"

      "No—that is, when she got up to go, she said she shouldn't stay longer, she had to get the war office for an appointment with Lord Palmerston."

      Mélanie exchanged a quick look with Laura and then Cordy. That didn't contradict what Palmerston had said at Vauxhall, but it was also surprising he hadn't mentioned he'd seen Annabel so recently. "Did she say what about?" Mélanie asked.

      "No. I wonder—"

      Gwendolen broke off as the door opened again. Bridget ushered another guest into the room, a tall man with thin, sandy hair and sharp features.

      Violet drew a breath. Gwendolen's teacup rattled in her hand. She set it down and pushed herself to her feet. "Papa!"
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      "I confess your cousin has me quite at a disadvantage." Raoul took a sip from his tankard of stout. He and Malcolm had of one accord turned into a tavern when they left Mivart's and sought refuge at a table with high-backed benches, where they could talk in relative privacy. A buzz of midday chatter provided good cover. The smell of ale and aged cheddar and roast pies drifted in the air. "And for all his seeming candor, I'm still not sure how much of what we saw is a pose."

      "You truly didn't suspect?" Malcolm asked.

      Raoul shook his head. "We were working for opposite sides. Which Raimundo still doesn't know. Presumably. After what we just learned about my nephew, I wouldn't take anything for granted."

      "Had you heard about the Spanish ambassador and this high-ranking English lady?"

      "No. But that's not necessarily surprising. My Spanish contacts are mostly expatriates, not those at the embassy. And Fanny's a more likely source for beau monde gossip than I am."

      "So Raimundo could be telling the truth about that."

      "He could. But if he were going to make up a story to account for his presence here—"

      "That would be a likely one."

      "Quite. Difficult to prove that someone isn't having a secret love affair."

      "He was Annabel Larimer's lover." Malcolm pushed his own tankard about on the scarred wood of the table. "And an agent who worked with her. And the papers that supposedly hold the secret of Annabel's parentage were supposedly concealed in a painting that came from his father. I can't connect the pieces, but I also can't believe it's coincidence."

      "Hard to see my brother willingly giving up a family treasure," Raoul said. "Especially to someone British."

      "We don't know that he sold it or gave it to Glenister," Malcolm pointed out. "He could have sold it to someone Spanish or given it away, and then it could have been looted at Vitoria and found its way into Glenister's hands through an enterprising soldier turned art dealer."

      "True." Raoul turned his tankard between his hands. "But I have a hard time seeing my brother selling it or giving it away to a Spaniard either. Yet if it had been stolen, you'd think he'd have admitted that to Raimundo. There was obviously something about its loss he didn't want to discuss."

      "I need to ask Glenister where he got the painting." Malcolm took a drink of stout. It was a complex brew with a hint of a spice he couldn't identify. He looked at Raoul for a moment. "Raimundo poses a number of risks."

      Raoul gave a wry smile. "If he already knows the truth about me, he apparently hasn't revealed it. If he doesn't know it and does learn it, there's a limit to what he can do with the information in Britain."

      "In Britain." Malcolm shot a look at his father. It had been a luxury in so many ways to have him here for the past months. Raoul may have stayed in Britain for time with his youngest child, but it had also given Malcolm precious time with his father. Time in which he didn't have to worry about what might be happening to Raoul in the increasingly complicated landscape of Bourbon Spain.

      "The risk of discovery's always been there," Raoul said. "This just sharpens it a bit. Enough to keep me wary."

      "I hope to God you're always wary."

      Raoul grinned. "Trust me, I am. Positively cautious in my old age."

      "I don't know what's more laughable—that you're old or that you're cautious." Malcolm frowned at a knothole in the table. "What would your brother do if he knew the truth about your work in Spain during the war?"

      "Despair of me even more, I imagine." Raoul reached for his tankard and took a sip. "You've never asked much about my family."

      "You've never seemed to want to speak much of them." Malcolm regarded his father in the light of the swaying oil lamps that illumined the tavern. "And I suppose—they're important to me to the degree they're important to you."

      Raoul wiped a trace of stout from the side of his tankard. "I'd hardly say they're unimportant to me. But it seems so very long ago. My brother and I were estranged, or at least distant, before you were born, as young as I was then. He's fifteen years older than I am."

      "You have different mothers." Malcolm hadn't asked a lot of questions about Raoul's family, but he'd taken note of the few things Raoul had mentioned.

      Raoul nodded. "My father's first wife was a Spanish noblewoman. They had two surviving children, my brother Patrico and my sister Luisa. My father divided his time between Spain and Ireland, as O'Roarkes have done since the time of Elizabeth."

      This part of the story was familiar. Raoul's ancestor, Neil O'Roarke, had gone to fight in Spain in the late sixteenth century and had married a Spanish noblewoman. He'd acquired property in Spain through his marriage and from the grateful monarch, but he had also retained property in Ireland. Malcolm had known the story long before he'd known that Neil O'Roarke and his Spanish bride were his own ancestors as well.

      "It was on one of his trips to Ireland that my father, by then widowed, met my mother," Raoul continued. "By the time they married, my sister Luisa was married herself, and my brother Patrico was at school in Spain." He paused, his gaze fixed on the thick mullioned panes of the windows as he recast the past. "As I've told you, my mother was an only child. She was an orphan with a comfortable inheritance, living with an aunt and uncle, and the family were all telling her she needed to marry. She had a quick mind and a love of books, but few outlets for her creativity. She found Ireland confining. I think my father appealed to her as someone different, someone from the wider world."

      "As we've heard about Annabel Larimer and her husband."

      "Quite. Or my own first marriage. And as with Margaret and me, it was more or less a disaster from the start. My father had very definite ideas about what a wife should be. My mother stretched her wings more and more when she was free of her uncle and aunt's house. I think my father looked round and wondered whom he'd married. And she wondered how she could have found him interesting."

      "Not an easy household to grow up in."

      Raoul gave a faint smile. "It was far easier than growing up with Arabella and Alistair, I imagine. I remember quarrels when I was young, but mostly my mother kept me out of it. They didn't have ideological differences to the extent Margaret and I did, at least. My father tried to stay out of politics, though he thought my mother's ideas, and some of the writers and thinkers she associated with, were dangerous. She was Anglo-Irish, and they agreed to raise me Protestant—ironically, to preserve my ability to stand for Parliament if I ever wanted to." Raoul gave a dry smile. "Not that religion meant much to my mother, and it meant even less to me. She took to spending more and more time in Ireland or London or Paris. My father retreated to Spain. I lived with her and saw my father occasionally, when we went to Spain or when he visited. I saw my brother and sister even less. My father died when I was ten." His fingers tightened round the pewter of his tankard. "My mother died when I was fifteen, as you know. Unexpectedly, of a chill that settled in her lungs. I was at school, and by the time they sent for me I barely got a chance to see her."

      He paused. It was the most detail he'd ever given Malcolm about his mother's death, and Malcolm could tell what it cost him. "I'm sorry," Malcolm said. "It's never easy to lose a parent, and particularly hard when one is young."

      "You weren't much older when you lost Arabella. I at least had her through most of my childhood, though at fifteen I was far less grown up than I thought at the time. She left me a comfortable independence, as her own fortune had been settled on me. Patrico became my guardian. He was busy with Father's estates and had married recently and had a young family. He was quite content to pay my school fees and let me go my own way. And also content for me to go to the University of Paris. He was less pleased with the articles I began writing and the people I began spending time with. We had a blistering quarrel when I went to Spain the summer after my first year at university. I had all the arrogance of the young who think every idea they've discovered is theirs alone, and Patrico had all worry of a young father and landowner. We quarreled violently. He called me a bad influence on his children, and I assured him I wouldn't inflict myself on them further. I went back to Paris. He continued to put money in my bank account regularly and to pay my university fees. When I came of age, he wrote me a quite civil letter wishing me well and explaining the details of the inheritance that was now mine. At that point I had a son, though I could hardly tell him about you. After I'd been imprisoned in the Terror, I went to see him in Spain. He said my ideas were mad as ever, but we managed a more civil exchange. He sent his congratulations on my marriage to Margaret, and I think hoped it would, in his mind, steady me. I'm sure he was disappointed in the results. I stayed away after the Irish Uprising. I can only imagine what he thought of me. But I did see him when I was working in Spain during the war. He told me he was doing his damnedest to stay out of things. I assured him I'd stay out of his way. But by that time Raimundo had gone to work with a group of guerrilleros. Patrico was worried about him, said he was as hotheaded as I'd once been, that if I was a father myself I'd understand. To which, of course, I couldn't reply. But when he asked if I'd talk to Raimundo and keep an eye on him, of course I said I would. Though I said he was a grown man and I couldn't try to persuade him to do other than what he thought he must. Patrico said if I had a son I might try to persuade him from following in my own footsteps." Raoul shot a look at Malcolm. "Which is probably true."

      "Persuade, not stop."

      "Probably. I believe in letting people make their own decisions. But I'd have tried quite hard to persuade you. As I will with any of my younger children or grandchildren, should the situation arise."

      Malcolm thought of tiny Clara and then of Emily, Colin, and Jessica. "Dear God."

      "We have a few years before we have to worry about it. In any case, not being able to say any of this to Patrico, I told him that of course I'd do whatever I could for Raimundo."

      "Who was fighting on the opposite side."

      "As was my own son," Raoul said in an even voice.

      "You gave me some quite sensible advice about being an agent, as I recall." How often since he'd learned the truth had Malcolm recast those conversations during the war, first with anger, then with appreciation. "Advice that could apply whichever side one was on."

      "I hope so. It was meant that way." Raoul sat back on the bench. "I wasn't on as close terms with Raimundo, but I met him once or twice. I could hardly claim to a relationship when we hadn't had one for the first almost three decades of his life, but he was quite civil. I've seen him from time to time when I've been in Spain. And I had no clue to the man he revealed himself as today."

      "You didn't realize he's more like you than like your brother."

      "He's like himself. And a rather remarkable person."

      "Which complicates things. I need to see Glenister. And I still have to talk to Kitty." Malcolm drew a breath. Someone had lit a pipe. The smoke stung his lungs and curled like fog in the air. "How much did you know about Kitty and me eight years ago?"

      "About your affair?" Raoul asked. "I didn't know anything. Not while it was going on. You were discreet."

      Malcolm took a drink of stout. His hand was not quite steady. "I'm relieved to hear it. Though, since when has anyone's being discreet stopped you from gathering intelligence?"

      "I wouldn't—there are limits to my spying, hard as that may be to believe."

      "I believe it."

      Raoul gave one of his quick smiles that were at once a deflection and a window into his soul. "I didn't even know you'd gone on the mission with her to Don Ramón Castella. I was in Andalusia at the time."

      "But you knew Kitty was an agent."

      "I'd worked with her cousin Victor in my—assumed role as an ally of the guerrilleros. I met her first before she married Ashford. When she was still based with the guerrilleros. I spent a night in the camp to liase with Victor and some others. Kitty had just returned from a mission. I didn't hear all of the report she gave, but I heard enough to be very impressed." Raoul took a drink of stout. "I did hear rumors of the duel. You were remarkably discreet there as well, but those things are harder to hush up. Hearing that, knowing you and what it would take for you to fight a duel—I could guess at something close to truth." He drew a breath like sandpaper. "One of the many times I've been sorry I couldn't speak to you openly as a father."

      "It's not exactly the sort of thing one shares easily with a parent, however open the relationship."

      "No, I suppose not. I don't think I could ever have had such discussion with my father. I'm not sure about my mother—she was gone before I was old enough to have anything of the sort to discuss."

      "I wish I'd known her."

      "So do I. She'd have been proud of you. Perhaps more so than of me, though she was amazingly tolerant. And I suppose you could say she could understand compromise, her marriage being one. I think perhaps I'd have confided in her about Arabella, if I could have. Not easily, but at some point. Perhaps when I learned I was going to be a father."

      It was said in an easy tone that let Malcolm leave it at that or make more of it if he wished.

      "You should know the rest," Malcolm said. "I told Mel the night we first saw Kitty."

      "That's a bit different. There's no need—"

      "Yes, there is. You need to know because Kitty's an agent and this investigation involves Spain and impacts all of us, especially you. But more than that—I want to tell you because you're my father, and it's the devil of a tangle, and I could use your advice."

      "Well, then." Raoul gave a faint smile. "That's a bit different."

      Malcolm signaled for a potboy to refill their tankards and told his father about his affair with Kitty, their disagreement over the information about Don Ramón Castella's son, and her pregnancy. "I wish—" Malcolm hesitated, because having a father was still in some ways so odd. "I wish I could have talked to you. Even though you were on opposite sides, I expect you'd have seen her point about giving up the information being the pragmatic thing to do. The thing for an agent to do."

      "I confess, I'm not sure."

      "You've always been—"

      "Less quick to see the human cost than you? True enough."

      "I was going to say more focused on your objective."

      "It can amount to much the same thing. But however I might have handled the situation myself, I know what it is to go over a decision again and again."

      Malcolm nodded. "And I really wish I could have talked to you when I learned Kitty was pregnant. I don't think I handled it very well."

      "I don't know that there's an easy way to handle it. Certainly if there is, I didn't find it."

      "You managed to be a father to me," Malcolm said. "I'm not sure I would have been able to do so for Kitty's and my child if it had been born."

      "Different circumstances, perhaps." Raoul took a drink of stout and watched him for a moment. "One can be very happy in the life one has and still wonder about what didn't come to pass. I mostly regret that I ever married Margaret at all—for her sake and my own. But I do wonder sometimes about the child we lost. Who she or he might have been."

      Malcolm nodded. He reached for his tankard and stared into it for a moment. "Mel thinks I proposed to her partly to make it up to Kitty and the baby we lost."

      "Yes, I can see her seeing it that way. At least at first. I don't think it changes where you are now."

      "No. And I don't think she's right. But perhaps the whole thing did make me consider what it might mean to be a father. I'd never really thought about it before."

      "My dear Malcolm. You were very young."

      "You were younger."

      "And I hadn't thought about it before either."

      "I hope to God Colin doesn't—"

      "Yes," Raoul said with feeling. "So do I."

      "I loved her," Malcolm said. The words came out roughly, yet it was a relief to speak them, as he hadn't to anyone so far. "If she'd been willing to come away with me—I'd have stayed with her. I think it would have lasted, at least on my side. But I don't think—I don't think she was my Arabella. I don't think I'd have kept going back to her like that. I don't think it would have stopped me from loving Mélanie. Not if I'd been free. And God help me, perhaps even if I hadn't been."

      Raoul nodded, looked for a moment as if he might have been about to say more, but then remained quiet.

      "I wish I could make Mel understand," Malcolm said.

      "She'll work it out. It's a surprise—not that you had a past, but meeting that past. Knowing you, she'd have realized what Kitty must have meant to you even before she saw you together. Probably better, all things considered, for her to get to know Kitty."

      "Yes. Quite." It shouldn't bother him. He knew what was between him and Mel. It was so much less fragile than it had been. This was certainly something they could withstand.

      Raoul was watching him. "I don't think she'd ever reproach you, Malcolm."

      "No, I know that. I think I'm just afraid—that she won't tell me if she's bothered. And a part of me can't help wondering—You have to admit, a lot of people I'm close to have proved to have secrets."

      Raoul's mouth twisted. "A fair point. For what it's worth, I'm quite certain Kitty wasn't a double."

      "Thank God. I think I could handle it as a lover at this point, but as an agent I'm not sure I'd ever recover." He tossed down the last of his second tankard, started to push his way up from the bench, then sat back and looked at his father. "Has it been hard? Not seeing your family?"

      Raoul stared into the dregs of his tankard. "We were disconnected before we were estranged." As with the other rare occasions when he talked about his feelings, he seemed to be choosing his words with painstaking care. "So much of the time I've told myself I'm better off not having ties. That being alone was essential to the work I was doing. Lately I've learned that's not the case. Whatever the risk. I don't believe blood counts for a great deal, but my family are part of what formed me. And so, part of what I pass on to you and Emily and Clara. And Colin and Jessica."

      Malcolm stared across the table at his father. Close as they'd grown, this was a window into Raoul he'd never had before. "I didn't think about it until Colin. That line of connection from one generation to the next. From the people who formed us to the people we nurture. That's really not a question of biology. You'd have been part of that for me even if you weren't my father. You'd have been connected to Colin through me even if you weren't Colin's father."

      "You're Colin's father," Raoul said.

      "Talking about biology not mattering. Yes, I am. And you are as well." Malcolm sat back on the bench. "Raimundo seems as though he might welcome a closer connection."

      "So he does." Raoul swallowed the last of his tankard. "Assuming we can trust anything about him at all."
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      Sir William Collingwood inclined his head. "Violet. Gwendolen. Ladies. I came to inquire after Annabel."

      "Of course. Very kind of you, Uncle William." Violet waved him to a chair and introduced the other ladies. Cordy, who knew everyone in the beau monde, it often seemed, had met him. Mélanie had not, though she knew him by reputation, and nor had Laura. Collingwood exchanged punctilious greetings and listened with seemingly genuine concern to Violet's account of Annabel's condition.

      "I'm relieved to hear she's stable, at least. We must hope for the best." Collingwood's gaze moved to Mélanie. "I assume you and your husband are investigating the attack, Mrs. Rannoch."

      Given their notoriety for investigating, it was not exactly a surprising conclusion, but Mélanie was a bit startled Collingwood had addressed it so directly. "We're assisting Bow Street, yes. We knew Annabel in the Peninsula."

      "And you obviously have skills when it comes to investigation. I was relieved to hear you were involved. And relieved to find you here. I came to inquire after Annabel, but I also should speak with you. Perhaps we could have the use of one of the sitting rooms, Violet?"

      It was a question, but he spoke with the assurance of a man who was accustomed to commanding and having the world arranged to his liking.

      "Of course," Violet said. "You can use the small parlor."

      Gwendolen was staring at Collingwood. "Papa—"

      "I know you're concerned for your cousin, Gwendolen. So am I. I have some information I should impart to Mrs. Rannoch in private. I trust you will still be here when we are done."

      "Of course." Gwendolen's voice was back under control, but the gaze she fixed on her father as he moved to the door shimmered with anxiety. Her gaze shot to Mélanie. Mélanie gave a faint smile, meant to be reassuring. She wasn't going to reveal Catherine Collingwood's secrets to her husband. At least, not until she learned what Collingwood knew.

      Collingwood held the door open for Mélanie. "I'm relieved this hasn't been left to Bow Street," he said when they were in the parlor. "Relieved it's being handled by someone with discretion. For Annabel's sake. For the family's sake."

      "Jeremy Roth is an excellent Bow Street runner," Mélanie said.

      "I'm sure he is. But he's not—Better to have you and your husband involved, for any number of reasons. Your husband is a very capable man. I've regretted he's not a Tory. But when it comes to a lady's secrets, I imagine you have even more sympathy."

      Mélanie kept her gaze steady. It was quite logical Collingwood would think one woman would be sympathetic to another's secrets. There was no reason to expect he was remotely sensitive to the ironic undertones in his words. Still.

      "Of course, we don't wish to disturb Mrs. Larimer's life," she said, moving to a chair. "But protecting her life is even more important." She assumed it was Annabel's secrets he was talking about. Or she was going to pretend she did. Collingwood's having asked to speak with her alone raised all sorts of questions about how much he actually knew.

      Collingwood gave a dry smile. "Your delicacy in trying to spare my feelings is commendable, Mrs. Rannoch. But quite misplaced, as it happens. I knew Annabel was my wife's daughter. More to the point, I knew Cathy went away to have a child in secret. And I knew, or at least strongly suspected, she had a lover long before."

      Mélanie looked into Collingwood's sharp-featured face. It was set in impassive lines and the words were precisely spoken. He was a lawyer, after all. But she thought she caught something at the back of his eyes that was far from controlled.

      "No," Collingwood said, "I was not a complacent husband. Far, far from it." He moved to a chair and let himself into it with the precision of one keeping himself under iron control. "If you knew how often I've asked myself what might have been different if I'd acted differently. If I'd told her I knew and would accept the child and she'd stayed in London, would she have survived the delivery? I'd have taken the child on those terms. Accepted Annabel as mine. Because what I wanted, more than anything, was my wife back."

      The words were still precise. But the gnawing pain of betrayal underlay them. Something with which she was all too familiar. "And you thought—"

      "It grows on you," Collingwood said. "The realization that your spouse has other interests. Cathy was young when we married. I don't believe she ever saw me in a romantic light. I worked hard. I was often away from her. I remember coming back from the House late one night, meeting her as she returned from a ball. There was something about the glow in her eyes. A glow I'd never seen before. That I realized wasn't for me. I could tell she was happy. In a way I'd never been able to make her."

      "That must have been unbearable." Mélanie's voice was thick.

      "It was a reminder of how much my wife meant to me. At the worst possible time. Until then, I don't think I'd admitted to myself that I loved her. And I certainly couldn't admit it to her then. I had worked diligently to move us into the beau monde. Catherine had supported my efforts and now she was behaving according to the tenets of that world. We had three children, two of them sons. It occurred to me that she might well believe I had lovers of my own. A number of my friends did. Many of the couples we dined with lived on those terms. I remember watching her take a candle and go upstairs that night, feeling she was moving out of reach. I told myself the best thing to do was wait. The affair would run its course, and I'd have my wife back. Perhaps then I could woo her, as I should have long ago. I told myself I was avoiding the unpleasantness that would ensue if I confronted her. But the truth is, from the glow in her eyes, I wasn't at all sure whom she'd choose if I gave her an ultimatum." He stared across the room for a moment, gaze fixed on a pastoral landscape on the wall as though it were a window into the past. "It was a difficult realization. That though Cathy may have married me, she wasn't really mine at all."

      "Perhaps people never truly belong to anyone but themselves," Mélanie said. "I'm not sure I'd want to ask that of someone I loved. For him to belong to me. Or that I'd want the responsibility if he gave it to me."

      Collingwood turned his gaze from the picture and regarded her for a moment, as though she had started speaking a foreign tongue. "You're a surprising woman, Mrs. Rannoch. Most women want to be worshipped by the men they love."

      "I think what most women want, like what most men want, varies a great deal according to the person."

      "Perhaps. I'd be the first to admit I probably never understood Cathy at all. At the time, I buried myself in my work and told myself eventually we'd be back to what I called normal. I flattered myself I was doing the sophisticated thing. The mature thing." He gave a rough laugh, pushed himself to his feet, and took a turn round the hearthrug. "When Cathy told me she was going away for few months with her cousin Letitia, I knew what it must mean. I almost—" He slammed his hand down on the mantel. "I was so close to telling her I'd raise the baby as my own and there was no need to go away. In truth, I think it was my fear of confrontation more than anything that stopped me. An absurd sense that somehow putting into words something we both knew would make it more real."

      "Sir William—" Mélanie pushed herself to her feet and put out a hand. She found the urge to comfort welled up more and more during investigations, sometimes with unlikely subjects. "She was attended by a doctor where she was. You can't know that it would have made any difference had she been in London."

      He looked up from the cold grate to meet her eyes. "You're a kind woman, Mrs. Rannoch. What you say is true. It's also true I can't know it wouldn't have made a difference either." His mouth twisted. "Letitia didn't tell me the truth afterwards. I still remember the tears in her eyes when she told me about the supposed fever that had taken Cathy. The tears were genuine if the story wasn't. But eventually I got Margaret—Cathy's maid—to give me an account of what happened. I've always felt guilty about Annabel."

      "It would have been hard if your wife had to give her up. But as events transpired, she seems to have had a happy childhood."

      "Yes. So I told myself. She resembles Catherine. More than Gwendolen does. Or perhaps in different ways." Collingwood straightened his shoulders. "I didn't think enough about what it would have meant to Cathy to give her child up. I didn't think enough about any of it. And then, afterwards, I shut it off because there was nothing to be done."

      "A not uncommon response to tragedy."

      "Perhaps. I haven't made much of a success of marriage. I realized my feelings for my first wife too late. And having gone through the disaster with her, I wasn't going to allow myself to risk such feelings for anyone else. Which, I fear, has been rather unfair to my second wife."

      "Do you have any idea who her lover was?" Mélanie asked. "Forgive me, but the identity of Annabel's father could be of moment." Or rather, Collingwood's knowledge of his identity could.

      "I wondered, of course," Collingwood said. "From that first night I suspected the affair. I started seeing possibilities in every man I knew, every man I glimpsed Cathy with. But if I learned his identity, I wasn't sure I'd have the ability to stay quiet. So I shut my mind to the possibility. As I said, once I guessed about the affair, I buried myself in work, so I didn't see Cathy in company with other men much. There's a limit to how much I would torture myself." He frowned. "Surely—you think Annabel was attacked because of who her father was?"

      "It's possible there's a connection. We can't ignore it. She was fearful in recent weeks, and we're not sure why." Mélanie hesitated. It was one more secret, but he would need to learn it in any case. "She told your daughter the truth of her birth."

      "She told Gwendolen—"

      "Annabel wanted Mrs. Harley to know, for her children's sakes. Annabel's children's. Annabel was also most concerned that you not know, as she didn't want to tarnish your memory of her mother."

      "My God." Collingwood's face twisted. "That's rich. And that's like Annabel. If only—"

      "We have every hope that she'll recover. And I imagine she'd welcome talking to you about all of this."

      Collingwood passed a hand over his thinning sandy hair. "My dear Mrs. Rannoch. Annabel is a straightforward and brave woman, but surely you can't imagine she'd welcome talking about her mother with the man her mother betrayed."

      "No? You could tell her things about her mother that no one else could. And you loved her. I think that would mean a lot to Annabel."

      "If she recovers, I will certainly attempt to answer any questions she has. But—do you think what happened to her has anything do with her parentage?"

      "It's one possibility." She hesitated again. She didn't take anyone's secrets lightly, including Lord Glenister's. But Gwendolen and Violet knew about Glenister. And Collingwood knew Annabel was Cathy's daughter. That changed things. She was making the decision without Malcolm, but if she didn't tell Collingwood now, his daughter would probably tell him before she saw him again. If Collingwood was going to find out, she wanted to see his reaction. And if Collingwood already knew and was behind the plot against Glenister, she wasn't revealing anything. "How well do you know Lord Glenister?"

      Something flickered through Collingwood's gaze, quickly veiled by caution. "We're acquainted. You could say we move in somewhat the same circles, but we're not—forgive me, Mrs. Rannoch, I know Glenister is your husband's godfather, but my life is very different from his."

      Which made Collingwood's having been an Elsinore League member all the more surprising. Perhaps his joining the League had been part of his trying to be part of the beau monde. But as much as she was admitting, she wasn't going to admit she knew about the Elsinore League. Not yet.

      "I imagine you and your wife moved in the same circles as he did thirty years ago." She kept her voice gentle. She found herself, disconcertingly, seeing Malcolm and Kitty, leaving the room together the day they had found Annabel.

      "Yes, of course, we—" Collingwood broke off. His gaze fastened on her face as the pieces fell together in his eyes. "My God. Are you sure?"

      "Lord Glenister admitted it to my husband. He was concerned because some letters Cathy wrote to him disappeared recently."

      Not a flicker of recognition crossed Collingwood's face. His gaze seemed to have turned inwards, to his own younger self. "I don't know why I'm surprised. Glenister was always a handsome devil. A great success with the ladies. Far more romantic than I could ever hope to be. And that sort of wildness can be very appealing. It's what we always worry about our daughters being drawn to." His fingers curved into his palms. "I can't blame Cathy. I convinced myself long since that she was looking for something I couldn't give her. But Glenister—"

      "I'm the last person to defend him," Mélanie said. "His behavior in a number of cases, including this one, has been far less than admirable. But from what Malcolm told me, I believe Glenister really did care for Cathy."

      Collingwood's mouth twisted. "I'm sure he called it that. I'm sure he calls it that with all his women."

      "And it's a not uncommon ploy for a man to say it's different with a particular woman."

      Collingwood gave a harsh laugh. "Are you saying that's what Glenister said about Cathy? And you believed him?"

      "According to Malcolm, he did say it. Malcolm wasn't sure whether to believe him or not. But he didn't immediately discount it."

      "The bas—forgive me, Mrs. Rannoch." Collingwood ran a hand over his hair. "This isn't fit discussion for you."

      "My dear Sir William, I could scarcely take part in investigations if I could not discuss such matters. For that matter, I could scarcely participate in the gossip at almost any beau monde entertainment."

      Collingwood's gaze darkened. "Cathy was a girl fresh from the country when I married her. I was the one who aspired to the beau monde. I dragged her into that life."

      As Lady Frances said, School for Scandal was amazingly accurate. "You can't blame yourself, sir. You wife made her own choices."

      "My wife was a schoolgirl whom I brought to London and abandoned in an uncommonly vicious world. Glenister was a grown man who was at the heart of what makes that world so vicious. I swear, if I got my hands on him—"

      "Sir William—" Mélanie put out a hand. She really did not want a duel on her conscience. "As I said, I'm the last to defend Glenister. But think about your family. Your children and grandchildren. Your present wife and your first wife's memory. Trust me, Glenister isn't worth the risk of hurting them."

      Collingwood gave a twisted smile. "Don't worry. I wasn't the sort for pistols at dawn even thirty years ago. I'm certainly not now. And I'll do my best not to give way to my impulse to beat the man to a bloody pulp." His brows drew together. "You think Annabel's parentage—her being Glenister's daughter—has to do with why she was attacked?"

      "We aren't sure," Mélanie said. "It may have to do with her life in the Peninsula. But Glenister's being concerned about the secret of her birth coming to light at the time she was attacked is interesting timing."

      "Why the devil would Glenister be concerned about that?" Collingwood demanded. "I doubt she's his only by-blow, given the life he leads."

      "He seemed to be concerned about how you would react."

      "Me?" Collingwood gave a short laugh. "Thought I actually would challenge him to a duel? Glenister's probably a better shot than I am. He has more leisure for it. And he should know I'm not the sort for fisticuffs at White's, whatever my impulse. Or—" Collingwood's frown deepened. "Was he thinking of the common pleas suit? He doesn't know me at all if he thinks I'd use the law as an instrument of vengeance. I have a great deal of respect for the law. I've built my life on it. Perhaps at the sacrifice of other things, but all the more reason I won't change now. You aren't saying you think Glenister attacked her?"

      "Whatever my opinion of Glenister, there's no reason to think that. But it's possible enemies of his are trying to use Annabel against him."

      "Who the devil are Glenister's enemies? The man may lead a debauched life, but it's also a charmed one."

      He sounded entirely sincere. Which made the question of what Glenister was really afraid of in the papers, what the papers really contained, all the more interesting, as Malcolm said. Unless of course Collingwood was lying. He was an Elsinore League member, after all. At least according to Glenister.

      And if he was lying this convincingly, he was very dangerous indeed.
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      Malcolm found Glenister visiting his eldest son Quen (otherwise known as Viscount Quentin), Quen's wife Aspasia, and their baby son in their house in Half Moon Street.

      "I never thought to see Father so besotted," Quen said, taking Malcolm through the house to the garden at the back. "With a mistress, let alone an infant. I can't believe he ever dandled Val or me like this." But Quen's smile was easy as he said it, far easier than two years ago when his face had worn a look of brooding despair that had no doubt stirred romantic comparisons in the minds of numerous young ladies leaving the schoolroom. Which might have been amusing, save that Malcolm had suspected the despair was all too real.

      Quen opened a door to the garden. Glenister was on a blanket on the lawn with eleven-month-old Will, building a block tower. Quen's wife Aspasia sat in a chair nearby, watching with a smile, a book in her hand. She got to her feet as Quen and Malcolm came into the garden.

      "Malcolm. How nice." She took his hand and lifted her face to receive his kiss on her cheek. "Will is quite delighted with Grandpapa's way with blocks, as you can see."

      "I can't remember his ever playing with blocks," Quen said.

      "I doubt you remember when you were less than two, my love." Aspasia moved to Quen's side and tucked her arm though his own. She had once been governess to Frances's daughter Chloe and was fifteen years older than Quen, yet they looked content and comfortable together in a way few couples did. Malcolm had thought, when he heard of their betrothal, that they were unexpectedly suited, but they appeared even happier than he had expected. Mélanie would no doubt accuse him of not having enough faith in the strength of romantic attachments. To which he'd claim that she was the romantic between them, and she'd say "nonsense."

      Glenister looked up from his grandson, belatedly aware of Malcolm's arrival. "Malcolm." He started to push himself to his feet, then sat back as Will clutched at his grandfather's breeches.

      "No hurry," Malcolm said. "Master Will seems to have grown an inordinate amount, though I saw him little more than a week ago."

      "Fla," Will said with the air of one imparting great mysteries.

      "He's been saying that about everything," Aspasia said. "It just started yesterday."

      "I'll help with the tower, old chap." Quen dropped down on the blanket beside his son. "Let Grandpapa have a word with Uncle Malcolm. He'll be back soon."

      Malcolm stopped to admire the block tower and accept a sticky kiss from Will in the vicinity of his knee, then he and Glenister went into the parlor that was just past the door in from the garden. Glenister, seemingly in a hurry to talk, led the way to the first room available.

      "Annabel?" He shut the door, turned to Malcolm, and spoke in a quick voice. To his credit, it held a note that was distinctly parental. More parental than Malcolm recalled his being with Quen or his younger son Val.

      "There's no change, but Blackwell says she's stable."

      "The children?"

      "They're as well as can be expected."

      "Thank God." Glenister let out a gasping breath. "When I saw you come into the garden, I feared—"

      "I'm sorry," Malcolm said. "I didn't mean to startle you. But I need more information."

      "You have news? You must, or you wouldn't be here."

      Malcolm studied Glenister. For all the disarming picture he'd presented on the blanket with Will, Malcolm still wasn't at all sure he trusted him. "This painting. The one where you hid the papers that reveal your affair with Catherine Collingwood and Annabel's parentage. Where did you acquire it?"

      Glenister moved across the parlor and dropped down on a tapestry chair. Perhaps because his immediate fears had been allayed. Or perhaps as a form of prevarication. "Is that relevant?"

      "Anything to do with the painting may be relevant."

      "I told you, it wasn't one of my finer pieces. If you're suggesting its disappearance is simple art theft, there were a dozen finer pieces hanging in the same room, let alone round the rest of the house. It would make no sense to take this piece."

      Malcolm pulled another chair across the Turkey rug so he could sit facing his godfather. "It's a Mazo. Mazo was hardly an insignificant painter, leaving aside that he was Velazquez's son-in-law. But more to the point, do you think it could have been taken from the French baggage wagons by a British soldier after Vitoria?"

      Glenister shifted in his chair. "There are pieces hanging in a number of homes in Britain that were acquired at Vitoria. If British soldiers hadn't taken them, they'd be in French houses now."

      "I'm not interested in debating the ethics at this point, though I'm not sure stealing stolen property makes a theft any less a theft. But if there are original owners who feel the painting is rightfully theirs, that could give another motive for taking it."

      "Possibly. But while I make no pretense to say this about my entire collection, this particular painting came into my possession more than two decades ago. Long before Vitoria."

      Malcolm watched Glenister. He was adept at social games, but not so much at intrigue. Malcolm was sure he was hiding something. "Whom did you purchase it from?"

      "As it happens, I didn't purchase this particular piece at all."

      "Where did you get the painting, sir?"

      Glenister twitched his shirt cuff smooth. He'd removed his coat to play with Will and had left it outside. "As a matter of fact, Alistair gave it to me."

      Malcolm wasn't quite sure what he'd been expecting, but it wasn't that. "When?"

      "I told you. Over two decades ago."

      "What year?"

      "My dear boy, we're not all as young as you. Not an easy thing at my age to pinpoint an exact year."

      "Try. Had you come into the title? How old were your children?"

      "The boys were both in the nursery." Glenister's frown was quite believable, though Malcolm was sure he remembered more about the circumstances of his acquiring the painting than he was letting on.

      "Where were you staying? Who was your current mistress?"

      Glenister's mouth tilted in a quirk of acknowledgement. "I had just given the fair Latour her congé. So it must have been—'97. Early autumn."

      "Where did Alistair acquire the painting?"

      "I don't know." Glenister adjusted his other cuff.

      Malcolm sat back in his chair, studying Glenister in the light from the window. "Was Alistair in the habit of making presents to you?"

      Glenister drummed his fingers on the polished walnut of the chair arm. "I wouldn't say habit. We didn't exchange birthday and Christmas gifts, if that's what you mean. But we both had an interest in art. At times we'd see a piece we thought the other might like and make a present of it."

      "But you said this wasn't a particularly remarkable piece."

      "Not by the standards of our collections, no. I confess I was a bit surprised he chose it. I wondered if it was a piece Alistair had decided he didn't want for himself."

      "Why do you think he gave you a present at that time at all?"

      "Possibly because he had succeeded me in Hélène Latour's bed." Glenister frowned at a smudge on one of his highly polished Hessians. "But I fail to see why Alistair's having given me the painting is relevant, whatever his motives."

      "Because it seems the painting came from the O'Roarke family. Alistair's giving you a painting that was taken from the family home of a man he intensely disliked is interesting, to say the least."

      Glenister raised his brows. "He certainly never indicated it had belonged to the O'Roarkes. Perhaps that's why he gave it to me. Perhaps after Alistair acquired it, he learned it had come from the O'Roarkes and didn't like the association."

      "That's one explanation. It would have been more plausible if Alistair had acquired the painting after Vitoria along with other art treasures. How it got from the O'Roarkes' hands to Alistair's in the late '90s is more complicated, let alone how it could have done so without Alistair's knowing the painting's provenance."

      "It could have been stolen then and sold to Alistair."

      "It could." Malcolm regarded Glenister. "Even if you got the painting in '97, it was still years after Catherine Collingwood wrote you the letters. Why did you hide them then?"

      Glenister shifted in his chair again. "If you must know, a friend had had a blackmail scare. It woke me up to the prudence of concealing things."

      Which still didn't quite account for Glenister's panic over these particular letters. "And why did you choose the painting Alistair gave you as a hiding place?"

      "I'd recently acquired it, it seemed an innocuous piece that wouldn't arouse interest, and I wasn't particularly fond of it, so I was less worried about damage from removing the matting." Glenister frowned. "One of the Spanish O'Roarkes is in London, isn't he? Are you suggesting he might be behind the theft of the painting?"

      "Raimundo. The son of the current holder of the title. It's a possibility we have to consider."

      "But he wasn't at the party where the painting went missing."

      "It seems less likely than the League's being behind the theft," Malcolm agreed. "But we have to explore all the options."

      Glenister's frown deepened. "How well do you know Raimundo O'Roarke?"

      "Not well at all."

      "He's your cousin."

      "And my father is estranged from his family. He's only met Raimundo a handful of times. I hadn't met him at all until yesterday."

      Glenister pushed a hand through his hair as though in an effort of memory. "Yesterday, didn't you say Raimundo O'Roarke had called on Annabel just after she was attacked?"

      "Yes. He knew her in the Peninsula, so there's a good explanation." Malcolm did not see a reason to tell Glenister about Raimundo and Annabel's affair and Raimundo's having been an agent. Not yet. "But it's an odd coincidence, his calling on your daughter and the painting's belonging to his family, the painting in which the secrets of your daughter's birth are hidden."

      "You think he took the painting and found the papers and that's why he called on Annabel?"

      "Could he have made a connection to Annabel from the papers?"

      Glenister's eyes narrowed. "He might have been able to work out the Cathy in the letters was Catherine Collingwood."

      "But according to Violet Durbridge, very few people knew Annabel wasn't their parents' daughter by birth. And Raimundo O'Roarke may not even have known Annabel's maiden name. It seems unlikely, though not entirely beyond the realm of possibility."

      "That's hardly reassuring."

      "My dear sir. Nothing is reassuring about any of this." Malcolm shifted in his chair. "Raimundo says the painting disappeared some two decades ago. And that his father refused to discuss why or what had happened to it."

      "That fits with when I got it from Alistair."

      "And implies Alistair got it fairly soon after it disappeared. It doesn't account for how it got from the O'Roarkes to Alistair, or why Alistair gave it to you."

      "I fail to see any connection to the attack on Annabel. Or to the painting's disappearing."

      "Since we don't know why Annabel was attacked, and we can't even be conclusively sure why the painting disappeared, it's difficult to see what is connected to what."

      "It's your job, surely, to work that out. You're very good at it, from everything I hear."

      "I don't know about that. I do know it's a job I can't do if people withhold information."

      "I haven't withheld anything, Malcolm."

      "So you say, sir."

      "I have more wit than to ask for your help and then try to keep secrets from you. My God, aren't the secrets I've already shared with you enough?"

      "In this tangle, sir? I suspect they're only the beginning."
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      "Mélanie." Lord Palmerston came round the side of his desk in the war office in Horse Guards. "Three times in as many days." He took her hands and bent to kiss her cheek. "But why do I think you haven't ventured to Whitehall simply for the pleasure of my company?"

      Mélanie laughed. "You'd be reason enough, Harry, but in truth I need your help in our investigation."

      "Why am I not surprised?" Palmerston moved a stack of files off a shield-backed chair and drew it forwards for her. The room was crowded with papers—sheaves of foolscap, ledgers, folders, loose sheets. For all his pose of man-about-town, Palmerston took his work very seriously, Mélanie knew. Emily bemoaned the long hours he put in with both frustration and affectionate admiration.

      Mélanie sank into the chair and pulled off her gloves. "Last night at Vauxhall you didn't mention that you'd seen Annabel Larimer only last week."

      "Didn't I?" Palmerston pushed aside some files and perched on the edge of his desk facing her. "It didn't seem relevant. And truth to tell, I didn't want to give Emily any ideas."

      Mélanie looked directly into Palmerston's keen blue gaze. "Should she have ideas?"

      "My dear Mélanie, you wound me." Palmerston laughed. Then his face went serious. "All other things aside, if there'd been anything of the sort between Annabel Larimer and me, don't you think I'd have been even more upset than I was to hear such terrible news about an acquaintance?"

      It was a good point. Harry Palmerston was a lot of things, but he wasn't heartless. Still—Mélanie folded her gloves in her lap. "Why did Annabel Larimer come to see you last week?"

      Palmerston gave a wry smile and cast a glance round the office. "It's amazing what a complicated thing it is to get the correct payments into the correct hands. Until I agreed to take over the war office I had no notion what a tangle it was. I took it over chancellor of the exchequer, which I was afraid would be over my head. Not at all sure I wasn't over my head anyway."

      The different arms of British military administration were a tangle Mélanie was still sorting out after after almost seven years married to a British diplomat and MP. In broad terms, she knew the war office was responsible for military finances and also for answering for the army to the public and in Parliament. "I can't imagine your being in over your head, Harry," she said.

      "You'd be surprised." Palmerston gave a wry smile. "Mrs. Larimer's widow's pension had been delayed, and then the amount wasn't correct when we finally started paying it. I sat in this office with her, went over the ledgers, and assured her we'd get the matter sorted out. I wrote her a draft on my own bank in the meantime. She refused. I insisted. She walked out that door after reluctantly tucking the bank draft in her reticule."

      "Are you in the habit of giving bank drafts to widows in want of assistance?"

      "I wouldn't say habit. In this case, I felt our own errors had contributed to the problem. She has three children. And a lot of courage."

      "You know her considerably better than you implied last night."

      Palmerston swung his leg against the side of the desk. "I told you, I didn't want to put unnecessary thoughts into Emily's head." He gave a rueful smile. "Wishful thinking, perhaps. Emily's not the jealous sort. But given her condition you must understand that I particularly don't wish to see her distressed."

      "Of course." Emily had suffered a miscarriage the previous year, of a baby boy. Mélanie was quite sure Palmerston had been the father of that child as well, but for all their friendship she couldn't openly say so. "Did Mrs. Larimer say anything else that could be important?" she asked after a moment, her voice gentle.

      Palmerston's brow furrowed. "Just before she went out the door. She turned back and asked for my assurances that if anything happened to her, the pension would continue for her children. I assured her of course it would. It never occurred to me—"

      "No," Mélanie said, "it wouldn't have done. But she seems to have been concerned the past couple of weeks about what might happen to her children if she were gone."

      "I wish to hell I'd known—it doesn't seem I gave her at all the assistance she really needed."

      "She gave you no clue anything else was wrong?"

      "I've been going over every moment of our interview, but no—none. Do you have any idea who the devil did this to her?"

      "Some theories. Nothing definite yet. But she's well protected."

      He watched her for a moment, then nodded. "I won't ask for details, but you'll let me know if I can do more?"

      "Of course." Mélanie began to draw on her gloves. "I should go. I've left Laura and Cordy and the children in St. James's Park."

      Palmerston walked her out through a warren of offices filled with busy clerks, the air thick with the sound of scratching pens and the smells of fresh ink and musty paper. "Don't let that bit about being in over my head get about," he said with an assumption of his former raillery, though his gaze remained serious.

      "I wouldn't dream of it," Mélanie assured him.

      Palmerston nodded and lifted her hand to his lips.

      Mélanie tightened the ribbons on her hat and went out into the bustle of St. James's. Palmerston's concern for Annabel seemed genuine. He was her husband's friend. Her friend Emily's lover. Her own friend.

      But she was quite sure there was something about Annabel he wasn't telling her.
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      The family were not at home when Kitty called in Berkeley Square. "And I expect that truly means they're out investigating, rather than merely not receiving visitors." Kitty smiled at the footman. "No, I know you aren't supposed to say where they are."

      Interesting that Laura O'Roarke was apparently involved in the investigation as well. She was pretty, in a quiet, contained way that had none of Mélanie Rannoch's obvious glamour. But there was a glint in her eyes that hinted at a sharp mind, and she must have formidable powers—possibly including sorcery—to have turned Raoul O'Roarke into the relatively domestic man he appeared to be.

      The footmen returned Kitty's gaze directly, with a faint smile of his own. He had a keen gaze and spoke with a faint trace of an accent. French or perhaps Belgian. "I have no objection to saying so, Mrs. Ashford. The Rannochs don't stand on ceremony, especially in the midst of an investigation. They are out and I believe it concerns the unfortunate attack on Mrs. Larimer. The children are with them as well. That is, with Mrs. Rannoch and Mrs. O'Roarke and Lady Cordelia. I can't say when they'll return or who will return first, but you're welcome to come in and wait for them, if you like."

      "Thank you. That makes this much easier." Kitty moved past him into the hall and began to draw off her gloves.

      The footman led her down the black-and-white marble checkerboard floor and up the staircase to a room he called the small salon. "I'll have tea sent in, madam. Or would you prefer coffee?"

      "Tea, thank you. I've moved in British circles long enough to appreciate it."

      Kitty glanced round the room when the footman withdrew. Airy sea-green walls and white-painted moldings. Delicate furniture but nothing gilded or overly ornate. Some of the pieces were from the last century and much of the artwork on the walls even older, but the room had plainly been redone in the past five years. Mélanie Rannoch's creation. Not surprisingly, it was exquisite. And surprisingly comfortable. There was even a basket of children's toys under one of the pier tables. Nothing to find fault with, even had she wanted to do so. Which of course she didn't. She was much too much a mature adult and much too much at peace with her situation to have any such impulse.

      Kitty set her gloves down on a satinwood table beside her reticule. The painting over the mantel caught her eye. Mélanie Rannoch sitting on a bench in what might be the Berkeley Square garden, her little girl, then a baby, in her lap, young Colin leaning against her knees. Her straw hat was on the bench beside her, strands of hair escaped about her face. She was laughing with the children in a moment of unaffected joy. Surprisingly natural for a portrait, even by the standards of the day.

      Kitty knew somehow that it had been Malcolm's idea to have the portrait taken. He'd wanted this likeness of his family, here, where he could see it at any moment. A perfect moment in time captured. A moment of a happiness he'd once thought never to find.

      She glanced away, seeing not Mélanie and the children, but Malcolm as she'd first glimpsed him across Emily Cowper's ballroom. How often in the past eight years had she wondered if she'd feel the same tug? One glance had been enough to tell her he had changed. God knows she had done. She'd had no illusions it would ever be the same. But the tug of recognition was still there, the same one she'd felt in Sir Charles Stuart's library all those years ago.

      He hadn't been her first love. He certainly hadn't been her first lover. But it had been different, in some way she still could not define, from what came before and after.

      She looked back at the painting. Art could deceive, but she'd seen enough of Malcolm and Mélanie and their children to know the happiness wasn't an illusion. She wanted him to be happy. She'd thought that so often in the past years. In the privacy of her own thoughts, with no need to be generous, no need to pretend. But she could not deny now the pang she'd felt seeing him with his arm linked through that of his wife, seeing him turn his gaze to her with a love that was quite plain to anyone who knew him. To watch their gazes meet in the midst of the investigation, the way her own and Malcolm's had once done on a mission.

      Folly to recast the past. To question choices that had never really been open to choice at all. She'd known from the start that it was a brief moment's madness. Giving way to impulse as she had in the past, seeking solace in the moment, which was the only way really to survive in a crazy world. She'd told herself that he also knew it couldn't be more than a brief interlude. But a part of her had known he took it more seriously, that whatever their circumstances he couldn't see a relationship as transitory. She was more experienced in these matters. As tried as he'd been in so many ways, he'd been untried in others.

      She glanced round the room again. This house would never have been hers. They couldn't have lived in England. But they might have shared a home. It had been more tempting than she could possibly admit, even to herself, to run off with him. But even then she'd known that was no answer. One couldn't live on love. He'd have missed the life he'd left behind, the people he'd cut himself off from, however permanently estranged he might have thought he was. And even if he hadn't, if she were honest she would have missed a life of action. She wasn't made for sitting on the sidelines, however gilded the setting.

      She tucked a strand of hair into its pins and looked at the basket of toys. Her life wasn't unhappy. She shouldn't envy Mélanie Rannoch. Shouldn't wonder how she had somehow found happiness in the role of a political and diplomatic wife. Mélanie was an agent, but she'd been very young when she'd married Malcolm. Perhaps spying had never been as central to her as it had been to Kitty. As it had become long before Kitty met Malcolm. Folly to compare the seeming tranquility of Malcolm's marriage with what she herself might have known with him. Whatever they could have shared, she was quite sure it would not have been tranquil. She felt herself smile. That had always been part of the allure.

      She looked back at the painting. Colin looked to be about four in it. She could do sums. Mélanie had been three months with child when she and Malcolm married. Which meant their son probably wasn't Malcolm's. At least, Kitty wouldn't have though so. Wouldn't have thought Malcolm would take such a risk again, after what he and Kitty had been through, especially with an unmarried girl. But perhaps their own experience simply proved that passion could overwhelm sense, even in someone as controlled as Malcolm. God knows, however controlled he was, the passion was there. She'd seen it in his eyes when he looked at his wife. Seen it, and acknowledged a pang she knew she had no right to feel.

      Colin looked like Malcolm. The pale skin, the shock of dark hair, the sharp-boned features. Looks could be deceiving, of course. She'd counted that a blessing more than once. Had relied on it to make her own life work. And he would model himself on Malcolm, whom he plainly adored. Still—

      The door opened. She look round, expecting the footman with the tea, and instead found herself looking at her former lover.

      "I was going to call on you." Malcolm pushed the door to and leaned against it. His gaze settled on her face like a sword point. "Easier this way."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      Kitty pushed herself to her feet. "You can't imagine I haven't been on tenterhooks for information. And I know you're much too busy to have taken time to update me. What have you learned about Annabel?"

      "More on that in a bit." Malcolm advanced into the room and stood with his hands resting on a chair back. Confronting Kitty brought so many memories welling to the surface. "You didn't tell me everything when we met at Emily Cowper's."

      "My dear. No one tells anyone everything."

      His grip on the chair tightened. "What were you doing calling on Carfax, Kitty?"

      Kitty's eyes widened slightly, but she said, "I don't remember that you asked if I'd seen him."

      Malcolm fixed his former lover with a hard gaze. "Don't play games, Kit."

      "For heaven's sake, Malcolm, our lives are games." Kitty returned to her chair. "I knew Carfax would hear I was in Britain and have questions about what I was doing here. I thought it was best to confront him first. And to see what he knew about the Goshawk. Is that so surprising?"

      "No. But that you didn't tell me, when you told me so much else, is."

      "I know how you feel about Carfax, Malcolm. The feelings only seem to have grown stronger, from what I've seen in the last few days, but even eight years ago any connection to Carfax would hardly have engendered trust on your side."

      "Precisely."

      Kitty drummed her well-groomed nails on the polished wood of the table beside her. "Oh, do use your head, Malcolm. I needed Carfax's help. I needed your help. I did what was sensible to secure both."

      Malcolm folded his arms across his chest. "Kitty, when did you stop working for Carfax?"

      This time her eyes opened very wide. "When I left the Peninsula. Obviously."

      "I don't see what's obvious about it. Carfax would have found reports from the Argentine very useful. I don't know why I didn't think of it sooner."

      Kitty pushed herself to her feet again, waged against him like a duelist. "Malcolm. Darling. My political views may not always align with yours, but they certainly don't align with Carfax's. I told you I was working with the rebels in Argentina."

      "I know what you told me."

      "Malcolm!" Her voice sharpened. "Can you seriously think I'd have worked for the Bourbons? I wanted freedom. I just didn't want the French. I'm not going quite so far as to admit I'd have done things differently eight years ago—really what's the sense in refining upon the past?—but I told you I'm as sick as you at what we helped the British make of Spain. The Spain I'm quite sure Carfax wants to keep." She took a step towards him. "Do you know me so little you could think I'd want what Carfax wants?"

      Kitty had always been good at arguing passionately. He'd seen her argue just as convincingly to Don Ramón Castella. And in that case, he'd known the passion was as much strategy as conviction. "And if you thought you could manage Carfax by playing both sides?"

      Kitty twisted a gold bracelet round her wrist. "That sounds like a very dangerous game." She returned to her chair.

      He pulled up another chair and sat down opposite her. "You like dangerous games."

      She gave a sudden laugh, "You have me there." She settled back in her chair. "You have to admit Carfax is hard to break away from, even if one isn't precisely working for him. Knowledge is power. Why not put that knowledge to use?"

      "Does Carfax think you're still working for him?"

      "Not any more than he thinks you are, I shouldn't wonder."

      "I remind him all the time that I'm not. It doesn't seem to stick."

      "Well, then."

      Malcolm leaned back and crossed his legs. "What did you learn from him about the Goshawk?"

      "I didn't come right out and say I was looking for the Goshawk. I don't have any illusions that Carfax would want to help the Spanish rebels now."

      "But—?"

      "I sounded him out. He was at such elaborate pains to appear not to have an interest in the Goshawk that I'm quite sure he knows more than he's letting on."

      "You think he knows who the Goshawk is? Or that the Goshawk is a British agent?"

      "You can't tell me you've never wondered that yourself, Malcolm."

      "The thought has crossed my mind. Why the elaborate secrecy?"

      "Back then, because if the Spanish had got even a whiff of suspicion that the Goshawk was working for the British, it would have destroyed the Goshawk's credibility. We may have been allies, but the Spaniards I knew felt only marginally better about the British being in their country than about the French being there."

      "And now?"

      "Now, because he wouldn't want his creation used to unsettle the monarchy he worked so hard to restore."

      "Fair enough. That's much what I'd worked out myself." Malcolm regarded the woman he'd once been ready to spend his life with. "Did Carfax know Raimundo O'Roarke was an agent?"

      Kitty's fingers froze on the satinwood of the table. Good to know he could still put her in check on occasion.

      "I suppose I should have known you'd work that out," she said.

      "Yes, you should. Why didn't you tell me?"

      She folded her hands in her lap. "I wasn't sure what Raimundo was doing here. I wanted to find out first. You're not a Spaniard, Malcolm. Our goals may not entirely align, and I know perfectly well our tactics don't."

      "You told me about your relationship with him."

      "I knew you'd pick up on something between us. I had to give you some explanation."

      "So telling me you'd been lovers was safer than telling me he'd been an agent?"

      "Good God, yes. Telling you we'd been lovers was almost guaranteed to get you to stop asking questions."

      "You're diabolical, Kitty."

      "Thank you."

      Malcolm looked into those familiar, maddening green eyes. "You sought Raimundo out in Hyde Park."

      "Raimundo told you?"

      "Palmerston did. Raimundo confirmed it. Did Raimundo tell you why he was in Britain?"

      "This business with the Spanish ambassador."

      "Do you believe him?"

      Kitty raised a brow. "Will you believe my answer?"

      "I'm not sure, but I'd like to hear it."

      She gave a full-throated laugh. "I always loved you for your honesty, Malcolm. Even when it got in the way. I'm not sure if I believe Raimundo. He seems more complicated than the man I knew, even granted that the man I knew was an agent."

      "He claims he was just fetching and carrying."

      "It was a bit more than that. But not too much more, when I knew him. Now—he strikes me as having formidable talents."

      "High praise from you."

      "Or from you." She smiled.

      Malcolm found himself returning the smile and then realized how fully Kitty had diverted him from his suspicions when he'd entered the room. Would he never learn?

      "So I presume you also recognized Raimundo's handwriting on the love letter we found in the back of Annabel's picture of her children."

      "There's no way I could possibly deny that, is there? Even if I wanted to, which I don't particularly. Yes, I recognized Raimundo's hand. I wanted to talk to him about that as well."

      "To protect him?"

      "To get his side of the story. I couldn't very well have told you about that without telling you the whole spy business."

      "Fair enough. What did he say to you about her?"

      "That he helped her recover a brooch from Martinez's effects. That he never meant things to go in the direction they did. And—without his actually putting it into words—that he's head over heels in love with her."

      "Yes, that more or less tallies with what he said to O'Roarke and me. And what he didn't say. I agree his feelings for Annabel appear to run deep. Unless, of course, that's part of the act."

      Kitty frowned.

      "Don't tell me you hadn't thought of it," Malcolm said.

      "It's possible. I told you he strikes me as much subtler than the man I knew. I believe him about his feelings for Annabel, but I suppose if he's really brilliant at deception, I might be taken in."

      "That's quite an admission."

      Kitty put up a hand to tuck a curl into its pins. "We can all make mistakes. But while I confess I was playing for time when I said yesterday that I took Raimundo at face value, I do believe him about his feelings for Annabel."

      "Do you think he could be the Goshawk?"

      Kitty chewed on her lower lip in that way she did when she was mulling over a problem. "I didn't until I talked with him yesterday. As I said, he's more formidable than the man I knew." She hesitated. "It's possible."
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      Colin looked over at the Berkeley Square garden. "It's empty. Can't we go play for a bit?"

      "Play." Drusilla startled to hurtle off the pavement towards the garden.

      Livia caught her younger sister by the arms. "Please, Mummy?" she said.

      Cordelia smiled and scooped Drusilla up. "I'll take all of you. Mélanie and Laura will want to check if Uncle Malcolm and Uncle Raoul are back. You've been very good, and you haven't had much time outside yet today."

      "Excellent plan," Mélanie said. "We'll have Valentin bring out some sandwiches. You can have a picnic."

      "Will you come for the picnic?" Colin asked.

      Mélanie touched her son's hair. "That depends if Daddy's back and what he's learned."

      Colin nodded. He was used to the rhythm of an investigation.

      "I'll carry Clara," Emily said.

      Laura bent down to put the baby into Emily's arms. Clara stretched her small arms up. Laura bent to give her a kiss, and then she and Mélanie crossed to the house. Valentin met them at the front door.

      "Is Mr. Rannoch back?" Mélanie asked.

      "No, madam. That is, he was, but he's gone out again." Valentin hesitated the briefest fraction of a second and then continued as though determined to keep the words steady and normal. "Mrs. Ashford called while you were all out and waited for someone in the family to return. She and Mr. Rannoch spoke for a bit and then left together."

      "Of course they did." Mélanie matched Valentin's tone with—if she did say so herself—enviable aplomb. "I'm sure Mrs. Ashford had news for the investigation." She pulled off her gloves. "We've promised the children sandwiches in the garden. Can you see if Mrs. Erskine can put up a hamper? Mrs. O'Roarke and I can take it out to them."

      "Right away, madam." Valentin smiled in a way that offered comfort at the same time it denied there was any reason comfort should need to be offered.

      "We can go into the library until the sandwiches are ready," Laura said. "It's so odd not holding Clara. I'm not sure what to do with my hands."

      They moved across the hall to the library. The room in which they had most of their investigative counsels. Mélanie set her gloves and reticule on the library table. Folly to wonder which room Malcolm and Kitty had spoken in. And it didn't really matter.

      Laura watched her for a moment, as though weighing her words. "It's never easy."

      Mélanie turned and met her friend's gaze. "What isn't?"

      Laura gave a faint smile and set down her own gloves. "Confronting ghosts."

      Mélanie looked at the woman who had helped raise her children for almost three years. Who had become one of her closest friends. Who was technically Malcolm's stepmother. Which meant she was also married to Mélanie's former lover, which made Mélanie herself one of Laura's ghosts. "Laura—" What words were possibly adequate to encompass what she owed to Laura, how their lives had changed, what Laura's forbearance meant to her?

      "I didn't mean it that way," Laura said quickly. "You're much too familiar to be a ghost. Or, at least, to be a frightening one."

      "We've never really talked about it," Mélanie said.

      "Not in so many words. But I can't tell you how relieved I was when we got back from Maidstone to see that you weren't upset. Even before I consciously admitted to myself that you knew what had transpired between Raoul and me. Even before I let myself consider that it might be something that was going to continue."

      "I was so very happy to see you both happy. Malcolm was too."

      "It would have been understandable if you'd been jealous."

      "Yes, I thought I might be," Mélanie said truthfully. "Not of you, but of any hypothetical woman whom Raoul—"

      "Yes," Laura said. "I can quite see that. Human nature."

      "But I wasn't. Truly. Not more than the smallest sort of twinge that's probably inevitable."

      Laura smiled. "I knew the truth of your relationship with Raoul before there was the least romantic development between us. That made a tremendous difference. For all so much about him was a mystery, you were part of his past I understood. And much too much in the present to be a ghost."

      "Talking of being jealous."

      "Well, I might have been. If I hadn't been so very sure of what you were to each other and what you weren't. I'm quite egalitarian, you know. I don't need to reign over a man's affections. But I do need to be equal." She hesitated a moment, plucking at the fabric of her sleeve. "Arabella, on the other hand—Let's just say I do understand ghosts."

      Mélanie studied her friend. Something about the curve of her shoulder and the angle of her head held a vulnerability Laura didn't customarily let herself display. "I think he was a different man when he was with her."

      "Mostly I tell myself that. That our life is here and now, that I know what he feels for me, that the past doesn't matter. Then he'll refer to her as 'Bella,' and all of a sudden it comes washing over me. His life has been so complicated, and I've known him for very little of it at this point. And Arabella was so inextricably bound up in so much of it. I think she'll always haunt me, because I know she still haunts him."

      Mélanie stared at her friend. They each knew secrets of the other's life that almost no one else did. They had shared danger and exile. They trusted each other with their children. But those words, uttered in a controlled voice, were the most emotionally revealing speech she had ever heard Laura give. She put a hand on Laura's arm. Laura turned and gave her a quick smile.

      "I knew Malcolm had a past," Mélanie said. "I always wondered about it. It's easier in some ways to confront that past. To understand it a bit." She drew a breath, seeing Malcolm's gaze meet Kitty's in an instinctive understanding so similar to what she and Malcolm shared. "Easier in some ways, and harder in others."

      "I can see that," Laura said. "Imagining what it might be like if Arabella walked through the door." She touched her wedding band. "Events can pull us into the past. That's when I feel Arabella's presence the most. When Gisèle disappeared. All I could do was listen while Raoul combed through events that occurred long before I knew him. I could feel him moving away from me into the past. And it didn't entirely help that I knew that was precisely where he needed to be."

      "Raoul's heart is in the present, with you."

      "And Malcolm's is with you."

      "Yes. I do know that. I know how fortunate I am." Mélanie smoothed the chain of her bracelet. It was so delicate and she'd broken a link a month ago.

      Laura watched her. "But?"

      "You and Raoul have both been through so much. But you chose each other knowing the truth of your pasts. There's a lot to be said for beginning with honesty. Malcolm and I didn't. Malcolm didn't really get to make a choice at all."

      "You don't talk this way often."

      "No. Folly to dwell in the past." Mélanie pulled her fingers from the chain. She wore it every day. She was going to have to trust it wouldn't snap again. Or that it could be mended. "Mostly I'm focused on making things work in the present. And then, there aren't many people I can discuss it with."

      "Easier with Cordy, I should imagine. Less awkward."

      Mélanie smiled at her friend. Laura had a wonderful way of confronting what could be uncomfortable. "There's no denying that. But it's good to talk about it with you."

      "Whatever happened between Malcolm and Katelina Ashford, it ended long before he met you."

      "And it didn't end by Malcolm's choice."

      "For that matter, Raoul never chose to give up Arabella. He never did give her up." Laura folded her arms over her chest. "I don't use these words lightly. But you and Malcolm were made for each other. And I think you know that."

      Mélanie laughed. "You know just what to say. But I think if that's true, it's because Malcolm and I've grown together."

      "It's a bit more, I'd say. And I think my own husband sensed it from the first. Or we'd none of us be here now." She hesitated a moment. "Talking of giving people up, and choices."

      Mélanie swallowed, an unexpected lump in her throat. Because much as she knew Raoul, complicated as their history was, there were aspects of it she was just coming to understand. Like a picture obscured by layers of smoke and grime, slowly cleaned to reveal the image beneath. "I know what Malcolm means to me," she said. "And yes, now I can admit that he started to mean that to me long before I'd have acknowledged it, even to myself."

      "And what you mean to him."

      Mélanie touched her bracelet again. "I may be his wife, but I wouldn't be so presumptuous as to assume I know that."

      The door opened to admit Valentin again, but without the hamper. "Mrs. Erskine almost has the hamper ready," he said. "But you've had callers. Miss Simcox and Mr. Lucan. They say it's urgent."
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      Frances looked up from her writing desk. Francesca and Philip were in baskets beside her. "Malcolm. I thought you were busy investigating."

      Malcolm closed the door of his aunt's sitting room and leaned against it. "I am."

      Frances's finely arced brows drew together. "You think I can help you? I admit I quite enjoyed Vauxhall last night, and I wish I could do more, but I didn't know Annabel Larimer."

      "It's not about Annabel."

      "What, then?" Frances regarded him. "Don't look so grave, Malcolm. Surely at this point you realize there's very little you can't ask me. And certainly very little that would disturb me."

      Malcolm moved to a chair beside his aunt. "I've never liked to ask you about Alistair. Never felt the need to, for that matter. It's your past, and I have no particular interest in him."

      "Good heavens." Frances set down her pen. "What has Alistair got to do with this?"

      "I'm not entirely sure, but possibly a great deal. He did found the Elsinore League, which seem to be behind much of what is happening, even as they are tearing each other apart." Malcolm swallowed. He was treading on delicate ground. Ground he had treaded before with his aunt, but that didn't make it easier. Especially given the change in her circumstances. "I'm sorry. I don't imagine it's easy for you, either."

      "My dear Malcolm." Frances's faint smile appeared genuine and held a touch of mischief. "I've always found such matters easier to speak of than you do. Aside from the fact that it's much easier to discuss sordid details about oneself than to discuss them about the parental generation."

      "Now, of all times—"

      "You mean because of Archie?" Frances leaned down to rock Francesca's basket. "Actually, being with Archie allows me to look back on Alistair with rather more equanimity. I think he may have been the only man I loved before Archie, you know."

      "Yes." Malcolm said. "I thought as much." Odd to speak of such things with Frances. Odder still to do so so easily. He looked at the babies for a moment, then back at his aunt. "Do you have any memory of Alistair giving Glenister a painting in '97? A Spanish landscape."

      "I imagine Alistair gave Glenister paintings more than once. They could both go on and on about paintings. And sculptures and caskets and tapestries and lord knows what. Not that I don't enjoy art, and I can certainly appreciate it on my own walls as well as in a museum, but I can't imagine having this obsession with owning a particular piece. More of an obsession than I ever saw either of them show over a particular mistress."

      "It was a way of making a place for himself, I think, in Alistair's case. Though he did genuinely appreciate art, I'll give him that. I'm less sure about what drove Glenister. But according to Glenister, this painting wasn't a particularly fine one. He says he's not sure why Alistair gave it to him. Glenister hid papers in it." Malcolm went on to tell his aunt about Annabel Larimer's being Glenister's daughter.

      "Good God," Frances said. "I'm prepared for any scandal with Frederick Glenister, but not so much for his being at the heart of what sounds like a tragic romantic drama. Though, if his heart really was engaged, I suppose I shouldn't be surprised. Most people's are, at least once."

      "You didn't know?"

      Frances shook her head. "I barely remember Catherine Collingwood, I confess. A pretty thing. Danced and enjoyed herself, but I never heard any gossip. Not even when she died. The family covered it up well." She shook her head. "It's dreadful what an inconvenient pregnancy does to a woman. And to her children." Her brows drew together. "I had to very careful, you know, after George died. And I was, until Archie. Being in love made me careless. That and that I thought I was getting too old for the risk." She reached down to rock Philip. "More fool me. Two of them."

      "They're very fortunate in their parents," Malcolm said.

      "Archie and I are fortunate to have them. For that matter, I'm fortunate to have Archie."

      "I found Glenister at Quen and Aspasia's today and saw him with his grandson. He seems surprisingly besotted."

      "We can all adjust our priorities later in life. Probably a very good thing for him not to be under Alistair's influence. Frederick always had his moral lapses, but he was hardly Alistair's equal. Unaccountable that it was Alistair I fell in love with."

      Malcolm shifted in his chair. This was uncomfortable ground, but also ground he'd had time to think about. "I suspect Alistair was a different man with you."

      Her mouth curved in a faint smile that hinted at memories Malcolm didn't want to probe. "Perhaps. He wasn't as disagreeable as with some people, though God knows we quarreled."

      "Did he ever talk about getting art from Patrico O'Roarke?"

      "Good heavens, no. I'd have remembered that." Frances frowned for a moment in an effort of memory. "But he did once say—perhaps ten years ago, it was not long before Chloe was born—that Spain was proving surprisingly useful."
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      Sam Lucan settled back on one of the spindle-legged chairs in the small salon and took an appreciative sip of the brandy Mélanie had given him. "Well, this certainly beats meeting in a mud hut. Or even a wine cave."

      Sam, who had formerly gone by the name Sancho,  had dealt in weapons in the Peninsular War where Mélanie had first met him. She had helped Raoul settle Sancho in London after the war. Sancho—Sam—now dealt in other goods, the details of which Mélanie thought she was better off not knowing, particularly for the sake of her MP husband. But Sam had proved an ally on more than one adventure recently. And his lover Nan was the sister of Bet Simcox, Sandy Trenor's mistress. Mélanie had contacted Sam through Bet, who had brought him to Berkeley Square.

      "We're here to help," Bet now reminded Sam. She was sipping tea and looked quite at home perched on another of the fragile chairs, her gloves and reticule in her lap. It had taken some months to convince Bet she was always welcome in Berkeley Square, but she could now settle in with the ease of a friend.

      "Of course." Sam stretched his legs out. "Just can't get over thinking how well you've done for yourself, Mélanie, every time I come here."

      Mélanie took a sip of tea. "Believe me, so do I."

      "Well, if anyone deserves it, you do."

      "That's arrant nonsense and you know it."

      "After what you went through in Spain, and what you accomplished, and what you did for your friends? Name me another agent who deserves it more. Mind you, I haven't done badly myself. Especially with the new lodgings Rannoch helped us find. Nan says it feels positively respectable to be out of St. Giles. I told her we'll never be respectable so she needn't worry about it, and anyway, you're living in Mayfair and it hasn't changed you. Or Rannoch, from what I can tell. Decent man, your husband. Probably far too decent for the games we're all still playing."

      "Much too decent."

      Sam grinned. "He can take care of himself." He took another appreciative drink of brandy. "This is about Spain, isn't it? Everyone seems to be talking about Spain these days. Personally I'm glad to be out of it, though God knows it would be a good thing if someone could clean up the mess the war left. O'Roarke's still messing about there, isn't he, for all he's been playing domestic lately?"

      Mélanie stirred milk into her tea. "You know Raoul. I can't imagine he'd stay away from a revolution."

      "No. Hope that pretty wife of his understands who her real rival is."

      Laura had gone out to the garden with the picnic hamper, but following their talk about a partner's past it was an apropos comment. "I don't think Laura has any doubts about where Raoul's affections lie," Mélanie said. "And she's far too wise a woman to try to change him."

      "She's a bloody genius if she's worked out it's never a good idea to try to change a lover." Sam sat back in his chair. "What do you need me for?"

      "What do you know about the Goshawk?" Mélanie asked.

      "The Goshawk? Christ, that's going back. The Goshawk hasn't been active for years."

      "Some people would like to change that."

      Sam sat forwards. "Are you saying you know who he is?"

      "No. We're trying to find out."

      "For O'Roarke."

      "As part of an investigation. Raoul agrees the Goshawk's an overblown legend. But a legend that could prove useful."

      "Hmm." Sam turned his glass between his hands. "Always thought the Goshawk caused too much trouble. Dashing in and out, getting in the way of those of us trying to get on with the business of fighting the war. Or arming others so they could."

      "I don't entirely disagree. But there's something to be said for inspiration."

      "I'll take superior numbers or a good battle plan any day. Or, better yet, intercepted codes so you can avoid the battle entirely. But I suppose I can see how the Goshawk could be helpful. Funny though, your coming to me. I'd have thought you'd know. Or your husband would."

      "Why?" Mélanie set down her tea. "Sam, do you know who the Goshawk was?"

      "No. Not precisely." Sam took another drink of brandy.

      "Sam!" Bet said. "This isn't a time to draw out the drama. Tell Mélanie what you know."

      Sam frowned into his glass. "It was in late '12. I had a request for a shipment of guns. Not from one of my usual customers. A group of guerrilleros I worked with brought this man to me. Vouched for him but wouldn't say exactly who he was working for. He wanted a small shipment. Promised an exorbitant amount of gold. I met him in a tavern to make the delivery. He could pass for a Spaniard superficially, but I know an Englishman when I see one. At least, by that point in the war I did. Never occurred to me I would live here at the time, but—"

      "Sam," Bet said.

      "Yes, yes, I know, I'm getting to it. When I told him I could tell he was English, he didn't even try to deny it. I asked him why the devil he wanted the guns, wasn't their government keeping them supplied, he said these weren't for the army. I asked who the hell they were for, then. I mean, I may not have been as particular as I should, but I did like to know where my weapons ended up. He said not to worry, they were going to a village that needed to protect themselves. That sounded rum to me. First time I'd heard of anyone on any of the damned many sides we had in the war trying to protect anyone. I said as much. He said his master wasn't working for any of the sides, well, not precisely. We were deep into our second bottle of Rioja by then, and he got expansive. Said his master was clever, that the generals thought they could control him, but he ran rings round all of them. Kept dropping hints until I asked him straight out if his master was the Goshawk. Of course, then he denied it. But the denial as good as confirmed it in my mind. His master was the Goshawk. And he was a British officer."

      Mélanie stared at her former comrade. "You're sure?"

      "Why would I make this up? The man was English. He let slip he was a sergeant. His master reported to generals. I assumed Rannoch knew. Though I suppose British intelligence was as disorganized as French."

      "From everything I've learned from Malcolm, I have no doubt of it." Mélanie took a drink of tea. "Did you ever hear any rumors about Diego Martinez's death?"

      "Martinez? Thought he was killed by brigands."

      "People went to considerable lengths to make it look that way."

      "Interesting. I never heard any talk about Martinez. But then, I wasn't in Lisbon much. Hope you have better luck with other sources." Sam regarded her for a moment over the rim of his brandy glass. "When did you last see Julien St. Juste?"

      "Not long ago," Mélanie said. Sam was a friend, but she wasn't ready to share that she'd seen Julien at Vauxhall the night before.

      Sam held her gaze. "I always knew you liked to play with fire. Never believed marrying a gentleman and living in Mayfair changed that. But you could have knocked me down with a feather when we got here for O'Roarke's wedding to see St. Juste sitting among the guests. I can only assume you invited him to keep an eye on him."

      "Actually, Raoul invited him."

      "Never thought I'd say this, but I thought O'Roarke had more sense."

      Only last winter, Sam had been convinced Raoul had engaged Julien to undertake a covert operation against the British government, and Mélanie and Malcolm had both half believed him for a time. "A lot's changed," she said. "Julien's got tangled in our investigations and he's—"

      She almost said "a friend," except that was a laughable term to use for Julien. Wasn't it?

      "He was very polite at the wedding," Bet said. "Kind."

      "He talked to you?" Sam demanded.

      "Oh, yes. I dropped my reticule and he picked it up. Then he complimented me on how pretty it was, not in an insinuating sort of way but very kindly. And he told me not to be intimidated by the beau monde. That they were more approachable than they looked, or else too dull to matter. Then he looked over at Raoul and Laura—" She hesitated.

      "What?" Sam asked.

      "He asked if I thought it would work."

      "What did you say?" Mélanie said.

      "That they loved each other and of course it would. He smiled and said I was a romantic and it took more than love. Which of course it does, but not in Raoul and Laura's case, I don't think. I mean, they know each other, and they're from the same world, really." She hesitated again. "He looked over at you, Mélanie. He—"

      "Oh, lord, yes," Sam said. "St. Juste's been barmy about Mélanie for years."

      "Doing it much too brown, Sam." Mélanie took a sip of tea. "Julien St. Juste has never been barmy about anyone in his life."

      "Everyone has their own version of it. You mean something to St. Juste. Not sure what I'd call it. Not sure what he'd call it. But it's something I've never seen a hint of his feeling for anyone else. Doesn't make him any less dangerous. The man's a killer."

      Mélanie stirred more milk into her tea. "So are any number of other people we work with."

      "St. Juste's just better at it than most. And he has no loyalties."

      "I'm well aware of that."

      "Even to you."

      "I'm completely aware of that. More than most people about me, it seems."

      Sam shook his head. "You can take care of yourself, thank God. You're going to need to."

      "When has that not been true?" Mélanie said.

      They finished their drinks and talked a bit more about Spain, but Sam, to his own regret, had no more information to impart. When he and Bet rose to leave, Mélanie kissed his cheek. "We'd like to have you bring Nan next time. And Sarah."

      "We'd like that. Nan says thank you for looking after Bet."

      "Sam!" Bet said.

      "You're still her little sister," Sam said. "And Mayfair has its own dangers. As I'm sure Mélanie would be the first to tell you."

      Bet pulled on her gloves. "If you mean, I could get my heart broken, I'm too sensible for that."

      "No one's too sensible for that," Sam said.
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      Harry found Rupert Caruthers and Bertrand Laclos at home in Clarges Street. Talking of ghosts, Rupert and Bertrand shared the house with Rupert's wife, Gabrielle, and much of the time with Gabrielle's lover, Nick Gordon. A delicately balanced quadrangle which they all somehow managed to make work.

      Gabrielle was out with her and Rupert's son, Stephen, which was probably as well. Harry was fond of Gaby, but she wasn't a former agent. Rupert and Bertrand were in the library, both sitting on the sofa, several feet apart. But from the dent in the sofa cushions, Harry suspected Bertrand had had his feet draped across Rupert's lap when the footman knocked. What a thing it was to have to hide one's affections even in one's own household.

      "Harry." Rupert got to his feet. "We heard the news about Annabel Larimer this morning. We were wondering if we should call round in Berkeley Square, but we thought one of you would come to us."

      "Sensible, as always."

      Rupert was now an MP and one of Malcolm's closest colleagues, but during the war he'd been in military intelligence, like Harry. And Bertrand had spent some years undercover in Spain. Later he'd worked secretly helping Bonapartists and Royalists alike who needed to escape France, work he was still engaged in.

      Harry sat and told them briefly about the attack on Annabel Larimer, the Goshawk, and the questions about Diego Martinez's death.

      "Good God," Rupert said. "I had no notion Annabel Larimer was working for you. Of course I had no notion of most of what you did."

      Harry grinned. "No offense, old fellow. I kept to myself in those days. And I didn't want interference from the higher-ups." He looked at Bertrand.

      "Did I know about Annabel?" Bertrand shook his head. "No, though she always struck me as one who would be much more vibrant were she not determined to remain within her role for some reason. Which I suppose describes many spies. I never heard anything about the Goshawk, either. Though I've often thought it a bit ironic that I later started calling myself the Kestrel. Lack of imagination, perhaps."

      Rupert was frowning. Bertrand shot a look at him and voiced what Harry was also thinking. "Don't tell me you knew something about the Goshawk?"

      "Not precisely. Not anything remotely conclusive. But a sergeant I worked with claimed he knew. He was the sort who claimed to know a lot of things, so I didn't take much stock of it, and I thought the Goshawk was entitled to keep his secrets. But I remember the sergeant saying the Goshawk had a knack for not landing in the briars. Then he had a hearty laugh, as though at a private joke. Mind you, he was three sheets to the wind at the time, but I still wondered what it was about briars that was so funny. I wondered if the Goshawk's name could be Briers or Brierly or Zarza or some Spanish equivalent. But I couldn't match it with anyone I knew. And I had more pressing concerns than the Goshawk's identity." He glanced at Bertrand. Bertrand reached for Rupert's hand.

      "Do you know where the sergeant is now?" Harry asked. "What was his name?"

      "McIntosh. He was Scots, and I think he returned to Scotland after the war. But I can make inquiries. I wish I had more to tell you."

      "You've given me much more than I had when I arrived," Harry said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      "Oh good, darling." Mélanie looked up from fastening Berowne's lead as Malcolm came into the library. "I was hoping you'd be back before I went out again."

      "I saw the children in the garden with Cordy and Laura."

      "I was about to join them." Mélanie straightened up, the lead attached to Berowne's harness. "Valentin said you talked with Kitty." She almost didn't add that last, but not saying it seemed to draw more attention to Kitty than saying it.

      "Yes, I found her here when I came back. Kitty called for information."

      "Of course," Mélanie said.

      "Which was convenient, since I had to talk to her about Carfax and Raimundo in any case."

      While Berowne, confused that they weren't going out, wound between their ankles, the lead dangling, they shared updates. Mélanie told Malcolm about her interviews with Gwendolen Harley, Sir William Collingwood, and Lord Palmerston.

      "Mrs. Harley and Sir William seemed very genuine in their concern for Annabel," she said. "But Gwendolen Harley admitted she was very angry when Annabel first told her they were sisters. And Sir William obviously has very complicated feelings about his wife's affair. It’s odd, I keep remembering Emily and Palmerston at Vauxhall. They didn't precisely say her baby is Palmerston's, but they might as well have done. And I'm quite sure Lord Cowper knows it."

      "The Cowpers' relationship may not be the obvious definition of a happy marriage, but they certainly have found a way to make it work. I'm sure at times it isn't easy for any of them. Palmerston obviously cares for his children and he can't publicly own them."

      Unike Raoul, who at least could do so within the family, thanks to Malcolm. Mélanie bent down to pet Berowne. His lead was making red lines over the French tucks on her skirt. It looked disconcertingly like blood streaks on the fawn muslin. "Darling, you know how fond I am of Harry Palmerston, but I'm quite he was hiding something about his interview with Annabel last week."

      Malcolm grimaced. "Knowing Palmerston, you'd think if they'd been lovers he'd have said as much. On the other hand, if it was about whatever she'd learned from Martinez's coded letter, it's hard to see her confiding in him and not Harry Davenport."

      "Cordy and Laura searched for Martinez's letter or a translation while I was talking to Sir William," Mélanie said. "With no success. I think Harry's right that Annabel memorized the contents and burned it. And then after we got back to Berkeley Square, Bet brought Sam round." She disentangled Berowne's lead from her skirt and summarized her talk with Sam. "So at least we know the Goshawk was almost certainly a British soldier."

      "Which makes it all the more likely he was working for Carfax." Malcolm gave her a quick update on his conversation with Kitty. "She says she's not working for Carfax," he concluded. "Which I think is more or less true, though it doesn't rule out her cooperating with him. And I also don't rule out that there's more she isn't telling us about Raimundo. I walked her back to her hotel on my way to see Fanny. It gave us more time to talk about Raimundo."

      "It was the kind thing to do, in any case."

      "I can't say I learned more in particular when it comes to Raimundo. Save that Kitty seems to find him as much of a conundrum as we do. Which makes me more inclined to believe her. Which, of course, could always be why she's doing it." He frowned for a moment. Malcolm had always been able to stay ruthlessly focused on an investigation in the midst of the most complicated personal tangles. "She said now she couldn't rule out Raimundo's being the Goshawk. But Sam's account seemingly does. I wonder—"

      He broke off, as the door opened and Harry strolled into the library. "Glad you're both here," he said without preamble. "I have an interesting update from Rupert and Bertrand."

      He told them Rupert's story about Sergeant McIntosh and the remark about the Goshawk's escaping the briars.

      "I wonder if it's the same sergeant Sam talked to," Mélanie said.

      "It may well be," Malcolm said. "It seems we're looking for a British officer named Tom. Or Tompkins or Thompson or something of the sort. Which doesn't narrow it down too much. Someone whom Annabel Larimer thought of as 'sad.'"

      "It's a funny choice of words," Mélanie said.

      "It was Josefina's word," Harry  said. "Annabel may have been speaking to her in Portuguese, so it could be a translation.:

      "And somehow the sergeant connected the Goshawk to briar," Malcolm said. "But, like Rupert, I'm not getting very far with names with 'Briar.'"

      "Or another word that's like briar," Harry said. "Bramble, bracken—"

      Malcolm looked over at Berowne, who had dropped down in a patch of sun and was washing. "It's odd. You say Rupert said McIntosh is Scottish. And in Gaelic Rannoch means 'bracken.'"

      Mélanie stared from her husband to Harry. "Dear God, we're fools."

      "Probably," Malcolm said. "At least, I am. Why now, in particular?"

      "Bracken. Rannoch. And sad Tom. You're right. Annabel may have been speaking in Portuguese. Or she was speaking in English but Josefina translated it into her own language and then back into English when she told Harry. So the words got muddled." She went to Malcolm and took his hands. "It wasn't 'sad Tom,' it was 'Poor Tom.' Annabel Larimer must like Shakespeare."

      Recognition flashed in Malcolm's gaze before she finished saying it. "Oh, my God."

      "You don't think it's possible?"

      "No. I think I'm a bloody fool. And I have to talk to my brother."
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      Malcolm found his brother at Gentleman Jackson's Boxing Saloon in Bond Street, stripped to his shirtsleeves, sparring against his school friend George Plumtree. Edgar had been fonder of sports than Malcolm, and better at them. Funny, Malcolm thought, watching from the sidelines as his brother dealt a punishing right to Plumtree, it had never occurred to him how well that translated to a life of action. In some ways, Edgar was better suited to it than Malcolm was himself. Malcolm judged himself a passable fighter, but he didn't really enjoy it.

      Edgar, intent on his match, hadn't noticed Malcolm yet, leaning against the wall, but Jackson caught sight of him and inclined his head with a smile. Malcolm had sparred at the saloon to keep himself in shape while in London in the old days, before he had a family. Jackson, he recalled, had raised money for British prisoners in France and for a Portuguese village destroyed by the French. The latter being the same sort of people the Goshawk had helped.

      Plumtree went down to a devastating right hook. Edgar held out a hand to help him to his feet, then turned and at last caught sight of Malcolm. "Brother mine." He strolled over to the side. "Come for a bout? It's a long time since we sparred."

      "It is, indeed." Back to their days at Dunmykel, home from Harrow. "Not today. But I'll stand you a pint. I have something to talk to you about."

      For the briefest instant Edgar's eyes narrowed. Malcolm wasn't sure he'd even have noticed it before his talk with Mélanie about 'Poor Tom.' Edgar was very good at this. "Never say no to a pint," Edgar said with an easy smile. "Just let me change my shirt."

      A quarter hour later, Malcolm was ensconced in a high-backed bench at a nearby tavern, sharing a pint with his brother. Just as he had been with his father a few hours before. Funny how things worked out. Two years ago he hadn't even known Raoul was his father. A few months after that, he'd been sure he'd never trust Raoul again. Now he was closer to Raoul than to most people in the world. Whereas, looking across the table at his brother he felt he was looking at a stranger. But then, perhaps he'd always been closer to Raoul than to Edgar, even in childhood.

      "My compliments," Malcolm said. "When I went looking for the Goshawk, I never dreamed I'd find him so close to home."

      Edgar froze, his tankard a few inches from his lips.

      "Don't deny it," Malcolm said. "You've done enough sparring for one day."

      Edgar set the tankard down, spattering drops of ale on the tabletop. "How the devil did you work it out?"

      "Mel worked it out, actually. From Shakespeare."

      Edgar gave a shout of laughter. "I might have known it. How the devil—"

      "A reference to briars that led to bracken. And Annabel Larimer referred to you as 'Poor Tom.' That's what Edgar calls himself in disguise in King Lear."

      "Of course it is."

      Malcolm studied his brother. The bright blue eyes that seemed so guileless, the ready grin, the open smile. "The wonder is I didn't see it sooner. But I'll own I'm still in shock."

      Edgar sat back against the bench with a rough laugh. "Your shock says wonders about your opinion of my abilities, brother mine."

      "No," Malcolm said quickly. "Never that. But you're not an agent. At least, I'm not used to thinking of you as one."

      "As I said." Edgar gave a lopsided smile and reached for his pint. "You could always run rings round me at lessons."

      "It's not that." Well, not entirely that. "You've always been one of the more honest people I know, Edgar."

      "And you aren't? I can't remember the last time I caught you in a lie."

      The confidences Malcolm had made to Edgar in the Berkeley Square library only the day before, and the things he hadn't said—notably, the truths about Mélanie and Raoul—stuck in Malcolm's throat. "You can't be a spy without lying."

      Edgar took a drink of ale. "I mean when you aren't working."

      "Define 'not working.' I've never been able to do so." Besides, being an agent took a certain flexibility of mind. But he couldn't quite say so. Not in so many words. "You've always been very sure of how you see things, Edgar. I wouldn't have put it this way years ago, but I think questioning can help make an agent."

      Edgar gave another laugh, though this one was warmer. "Perhaps I have layers you didn't credit."

      Malcolm met his brother's gaze. He saw hurt in those blue eyes. Hurt and a certain combination of hardness and irony he hadn't glimpsed before. Had Edgar hidden the truth of who he was? Or had Malcolm been too set on seeing his brother one way? "We can get locked into seeing a person the same way, Edgar. I'm sorry."

      Edgar shrugged. "This wasn't a complicated mission in a lot of ways. Helping those who needed it, fighting for our side, ducking in where there was need, then getting out. More like the books I read than the ones you did. I suppose given our taste in reading matter, it's not surprising that that's the story I wrote for myself."

      Malcolm took a drink of porter. "I think you're underrating what you did, Edgar."

      "I'm used to being out-thought by you, brother."

      "In this case, you out-thought me entirely."

      Edgar shifted his position, glanced out the mullioned window for a moment, looked back at Malcolm. "I never set out to do it," he said. "It was something of a lark at first. We needed to retrieve information and do it unofficially. The disguise was my idea." He grinned. "I'll admit I said something about 'if my brother can do it, I can.' Once I got there, it was clear the village was starving. I couldn't not help."

      "A lot of people would have done just that. That is, not helped."

      "I brought food in using the same disguise. I was using a Goshawk's call to communicate with my batman, who was there in disguise as well. The villagers took to calling me the Goshawk. I thought I might be in trouble for striking out on my own, when I got back to headquarters. I was braced for a talking-to when my commanding officer called me in. But to my surprise, he said they were delighted with my enterprise. That the mission had gone off very well and was a great boost to morale. They wanted me to keep on being the Goshawk. Then he said someone from intelligence was there who wanted to talk to me. I should have seen it coming, perhaps, but it was a shock when a tent flap opened, and Carfax walked in."

      "Carfax." Malcolm clunked down his tankard. "You were working for Carfax?"

      "Well, yes. He ran British intelligence."

      "He didn't run military intelligence." Though Carfax had had other soldier agents.

      "I suppose you could say I was seconded. My commanding officer made it clear I was to report to Carfax. Carfax set up a system for me to communicate with him."

      Probably employing codes Malcolm had devised himself. "Who else knew?" Malcolm asked.

      "Not many. My batman. My commander. A sergeant assigned to help me."

      "Named McIntosh."

      "You've been busy. Yes."

      "You didn't tell Lydia?"

      "Good God, no. Look, Malcolm, I know you share things with Mélanie, but surely you realize my marriage is very different. Besides, Lydia and I weren't even betrothed when I was the Goshawk."

      "I thought you might have told her during your courtship."

      "Christ, Malcolm, even to you does it seem like the sort of thing one would discuss during a courtship?"

      "I rather think that would depend on the two people involved. Othello wooed Desdemona with tales of his adventures."

      "And look how that turned out. I would think it would take a very unique two people. Lydia never even really liked to hear details of army life. Besides—it seemed safer for her not to know. Safer for Lydia, and safer for keeping the secrets. Even in the early days, at my most besotted, I knew Lydia wasn't the best at keeping secrets." Edgar hesitated. "Carfax said specifically that he didn't want you to know."

      "Yes, I can see that. I don't know that I can necessarily argue with his choice. I wasn't involved in the mission, and family relationships can cloud issues."

      Edgar met Malcolm's gaze in the smoky air of the tavern. "I still remember the first time I saw you in Lisbon afterwards. It felt damnably odd not telling you. At the same time—" Edgar pushed his tankard from one hand to the other. "I can't deny a part of me enjoyed having a secret from you."

      Malcolm grinned. "It's all right, Edgar. It's entirely understandable you enjoyed having a secret from your brother. And you had every right to be proud of yourself. You left out one person who knew the truth, though. Annabel Larimer did."

      Edgar's brows drew together. "Yes, I was never more shocked than when she told me she'd worked it out. Apparently she'd been going through Diego Martinez's papers—You know about her and Martinez?"

      "And that Annabel was an agent spying on Martinez who was reporting to the French. Though I didn't know any of it until she was attacked and we began to investigate."

      "I didn't know until that day in the Peninsula when she came to me and told me about this report of Martinez's she'd decoded. Apparently Martinez described a man he'd figured out was working for the Goshawk who Annabel recognized as my batman from the description. She told me she didn't think Martinez had put the pieces together. But she warned me that he was a French agent, and I should be careful." Edgar stared into his tankard for a moment. "Philip Larimer was a friend. Not a close friend. Still—"

      "One never knows what goes on inside a marriage, Edgar."

      Edgar looked up quickly. "And that justifies anything?"

      "I was thinking of explaining, not justifying."

      Edgar shook his head. "I suppose I should understand. It's not as though my own marriage is bliss. But it was damned hard knowing what I did and facing Philip. Facing the two of them together. Philip was a good man." Edgar's brows drew together. "I suppose a part of me can't accept what she did to him. She was clever, obviously. Is, I mean. Brilliant. Did invaluable service to Britain. And of course I'm horrified at what happened to her—You think it has something to do with the Goshawk?"

      "It seems to."

      "But why? Why would anyone care it was me, at this point? Carfax and my commander wanted to keep it quiet during the war. They liked the mystery, and they said it played better if people thought the Goshawk was a Spaniard. But I can't imagine even they would care now."

      Malcolm curved his hands round his tankard. "Perhaps someone doesn't want the Goshawk to surface again."

      "But I couldn't. I mean, we aren't fighting in Spain now."

      "The same people are in need of help."

      "But it's not our war. I don't belong choosing sides in the midst of it." Edgar studied Malcolm for a moment. "Even you wouldn't do that, would you?"

      "Choose sides?" Malcolm took a drink of porter. Lighter than the stout he'd shared with Raoul but still complex. "More often, I'm all too aware of the problems with both sides. All sides."

      "I meant go against Britain's position," Edgar said. "You're still a British agent."

      "Actually, I'm not. I think even Carfax has grasped that."

      "You know what I mean. You're an MP."

      "In the Opposition."

      "Yes, but you wouldn't work with the enemy."

      "Actually, I don't think either side in Spain could be called the enemy." Leaving aside the fact that he could be said to be sleeping with the enemy.

      Edgar's brows drew together. "But it's not our place to take a position."

      "We're human beings. And citizens of the world."

      "We're British first."

      "I'd say we’re human first." Malcolm studied Edgar. Questions it had never occurred to him he'd have to ask about his brother clustered in his mind. "What would you do if someone asked you to resurrect the Goshawk now?"

      "You mean Carfax?" Edgar took a long drink of ale. "I'm still a soldier. I'd need to go along with it."

      "No, I mean the Spanish. You must have heard that the Spanish rebels would quite like to have Goshawk on their side. He could be a powerful symbol."

      Edgar returned his tankard to the tabletop. "You mean Kitty Ashford."

      "Among others."

      "I know she's a friend, but—" Edgar's fingers curled round the tankard handle. "Kitty's Spanish. If she chooses to support the rebels and go against her government that's one thing. I have to do what Britain decides to do."

      "You struck out on your own when you first helped the villagers."

      "That was different. I saw people who needed help."

      "Kitty would probably say all the people in Spain need help right now."

      "Yes, but—damn it, Malcolm, it's not the same. Helping one village wasn't going to disrupt international relations. Tipping the scales in Spain right now could. That's not my place, as a British soldier. Or a British citizen, for that matter."

      "Carfax would certainly agree with you."

      Edgar's gaze locked with Malcolm's across the table. "He's not wrong about everything."

      "Even I'll grant he has his moments. Though I don't know that I'd call this one of them. When did you last talk to him?"

      Edgar turned his tankard on the tabletop. "When he was in Paris in the spring. But we didn't talk about anything remotely to do with the Goshawk or espionage. After Toulouse, he said that on no account should the Goshawk be active in France. That would give away that the Goshawk wasn't Spanish. So the Goshawk's work was done, and Carfax was done with me. I'll confess I missed the adventure of being the Goshawk. But I didn't miss taking orders from Carfax. Don't miss it. To be honest, I don't know how you stood it, Malcolm. One can never be sure of what he's saying or what he wants."

      "Quite."

      Edgar tossed down the last of his tankard. "I'm done. I liked the adventure, but I'm ready to lead a dull life."

      "I think you gave up the chance to lead a dull life when you became an agent, Edgar. Or at least when you went to work for Carfax." Malcolm took a drink of porter. His own tankard was still half full. "Has anyone talked to you about the Goshawk recently? Or anything that hinted at the Goshawk?"

      Edgar shook his head. "We dined with Lydia's parents last night. Her youngest sister Celia wanted to talk about Waterloo. She asked if I'd really fought in my ball dress after the Duchess of Richmond's ball. She looked crestfallen when I confessed I wasn't even at the ball. I think I lost about ten points in the hero equation. That's the closest I've come to discussing anything to do with the war since we left Calais." He regarded Malcolm for a moment. "I may not have your subtlety, but I assure you I'd know if someone was trying to draw me out."

      "I don't doubt it. But people want the Goshawk. Annabel may have been attacked to keep the Goshawk's secret. If we're to learn who was behind the threat to Annabel, we can't keep your secret. You're going to have to make a decision about what to do with the Goshawk's legacy."

      "Easy enough. There's no Goshawk anymore."

      "I think you may find you can't control your creation, brother."

      "I've told you. I've made a choice."

      "Carfax's choice."

      "The only honorable choice."

      "Honor is a word open to many interpretations."

      Edgar frowned. "Is that Shakespeare?"

      "It's a play on a Shakespeare quote."

      "Your answer for everything, isn't it?"

      "No. But he does contain a lot of answers to human nature." Malcolm tossed some coins on the table. "I need to talk to our former spymaster."
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      Malcolm pushed the door of Carfax's study to behind him. "You recruited my brother to spy for you."

      Carfax lifted his brows. "The shock in your voice is worthy of the stage, Malcolm. I'm a spymaster. Recruiting agents is one of my jobs."

      Malcolm advanced into the study and stood in front of the desk across which he and Carfax had so often debated. "This wasn't just any agent."

      Carfax looked back at the document before him and scrawled something at the bottom. "Unless you had something to do with the mission, I'd hardly tell you when I recruited an agent." He turned the page over and made a note on the back. "And your reaction demonstrates why I certainly wouldn't tell you about recruiting your brother."

      "Of all the people to drag into this life—"

      Carfax set down his pen. "It's not the way you saw Edgar. But, given your family—especially what you now know of your family, both your parents, your sister—does it really surprise you that your brother became an agent?"

      "Edgar's not like the rest of us. Even before I knew the truth about Gelly, I realized the difference between them. Perhaps without being able to articulate it."

      Carfax sat back in his chair and reached for the cup of tea on a silver tray beside the ink blotter. "Or perhaps you simply didn't recognize the man your brother was."

      "No. I knew Edgar."

      Carfax took a drink of tea. "Surely you, of all people, realize it isn't as simple as knowing a person. Those closest to us can surprise us the most."

      "Edgar isn't Mel."

      Carfax returned the cup to its gilded saucer. "You don't think he's as complicated?"

      "I don't think he has the temperament for this life." Malcolm hooked the leg of a straight-backed chair with his foot, dropped into it, and fixed his former spymaster with a hard stare. "I'll never forgive you for dragging him into it."

      Carfax blew on the steam from his cup. "I think your father feels the same way about my recruiting you. Or did. Or would have, if we'd been on close enough terms one could talk about forgiveness. And yet he recently invited me to his wedding, which would imply, if not forgiveness, at least some sort of tolerance or rapprochement. Are you sorry you're an agent?"

      "I'm not Edgar."

      "No, but it's a fair question. You talk as though it's a life no one could be happy in. If you weren't an agent—"

      "I'd never have met Mel. I wouldn't have my children. How could I regret that?"

      "Quite." Carfax turned his cup by the handle. It had a picture of country hedges and a horse leaping a fence. A very British scene. "And for the rest—"

      "You've said often enough I don't have the temperament for an agent. That my scruples get in the way."

      "Very true. But you have a remarkable aptitude for it. It would be a shame if those abilities had gone to waste. It is a shame that they're going to waste now. Except for the fight against the League. Or when your father pulls you into something."

      Malcolm grinned despite himself. "Are you saying you want me to work with O'Roarke?"

      "I don't want you to get rusty." Carfax reached for the teapot, poured another cup, and put it in front of Malcolm. "We may need you in the future."

      "You haven't got me, sir." Malcolm made no move to pick up the steaming tea. "You aren't going to do so again."

      "So you say."

      Malcolm stretched his legs out. "Are you saying Edgar would have been wasted if he hadn't been an agent?"

      Carfax splashed some more tea into his own cup. "Edgar has definite talents. Not to the degree you do. He also doesn't, thankfully, share your tendency to question everything. There's something to be said for agents with a simpler view of the world. Though, like you, he does tend to see things through an emotional lens. He liked casting himself as a hero. He tended to let that role get the better of him. And, like you, he would sometimes strike out on his own."

      "Good for him."

      "He has a good mind, Malcolm. And he grew into his role. I don't think he regrets it."

      "Edgar wasn't made for duplicity."

      "Edgar's probably better suited to it than you are. You're much more inclined to question things. In any case, over-romanticized as the Goshawk may have been, he proved very useful."

      "And then?" Malcolm reached for the tea. "You cut him loose."

      Carfax blew on the steam from his cup. "There was a limit to the type of missions I could trust him with. And I couldn't risk it getting out that the Goshawk was British."

      "The Goshawk's still a powerful symbol."

      "Edgar won't let himself be used. I know he was always rather fond of Kitty Ashford, but he knows what's due to his country."

      Malcolm took a sip of tea. Carfax was trying to distract him. But—"You think Edgar was fond of Kitty?"

      Carfax reached for the milk jug. "I didn't spend much time in the Peninsula. And God knows romantic intrigues have never been my speciality except when I could put them to use. Which, I'll confess, is fairly often. But I'd have said your brother was head over heels in love with her."

      The tea bit Malcolm’s tongue, though it had had plenty of time to cool. "You think Edgar—"

      "Not my speciality, as I said. But I saw the way he looked at her."

      Malcolm set his cup down. It clattered against the saucer.

      "Surprised I noticed, when you didn't?" Carfax said. "But then, you were busy looking at Kitty yourself. It may be decades ago, but I have enough memory of first love to recall that one's siblings are the last thing on one's mind."

      "He never—"

      "Said anything to you? I don't imagine he would have done. She was a married woman. Edgar's the sort who takes those ties seriously. I imagine he considered her out of reach."

      Malcolm wasn't sure what was more bizarre, the idea of his brother in love with Kitty, or Carfax's expounding romantic insights. "Are you saying Edgar confided in you?"

      "Good God, no." Carfax took a swallow of tea, as though to wash the idea from his mind.

      Malcolm stared into his cup. "Do you think he knew—"

      "About your relationship with her?" Carfax sat back in his chair. "I can't say for a certainty, but I doubt it. Edgar may have a subtler mind than you credited, but he's still fairly straightforward in his thinking. And you and Kitty were remarkably discreet. I wasn't sure what was going on between you myself for quite some time, and you were both reporting to me."

      Little more than a year ago, Malcolm had sworn he would never work for or with Carfax again. When they fled Britain, he'd have called Carfax his greatest enemy. And yet here they were, discussing Malcolm's brother and Malcolm's former lover over tea. And not talking about the Goshawk, which of course had been Carfax's design in bringing up Edgar's supposed feelings for Kitty in the first place.

      Malcolm took a deliberate drink of tea. It was a sharp blend but beautifully balanced. "If you're so convinced of Edgar's feelings for Kitty, I wonder you're not even more concerned that she'll persuade him to resurrect the Goshawk."

      Carfax reached for his tea and held it negligently in one hand. "I told you, I trust that Edgar knows what's best for his country."

      "That's rather a lot of trust for you."

      Carfax took a drink of tea. "When it comes to what's best for Britain, I find Edgar considerably more trustworthy than you."

      "So you wouldn't have had Annabel Larimer attacked to stop Kitty and Mélanie and me discovering the Goshawk's identity?"

      "Considering that the Goshawk is your brother and you discovered his identity perfectly well, in any case, with Mrs. Larimer incapacitated?"

      "It wouldn't be the first time you've underestimated me."

      "I do learn from my mistakes."

      "Who do you think was behind the attack?"

      Carfax set his cup down and tented his fingers together. "I'd find the Goshawk's reemergence challenging. Particularly if he were known to be British. But others would find it far worse."

      "Royalists."

      "There are a number of Spanish Royalists in London."

      "I'm not surprised."

      "That there are Spanish Royalists in London?"

      "That you've just presented a theory that keeps you out of the equation. The only problem is it doesn't remotely account for the interest you've shown in the case. Or the lengths you just went to distract me from the Goshawk."

      "Oh, well," Carfax said, "I daresay you'll soon come up with a theory to explain that." He adjusted his spectacles again. "How much resemblance it will bear to the truth is another question entirely."
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      Mélanie was dodging between plane trees in the Berkeley Square garden in a game of "tag go seek" when she heard her husband's voice over the pounding of small feet and rustle of tree branches.

      "Well played, Emily."

      Emily had caught a fold of Colin's shirt. Colin grinned and put up his hands in a "caught me" gesture.

      Mélanie met Malcolm's gaze. He was leaning against the garden gate. His posture was easy, but she could see the shadows of his interview with Edgar in his gaze.

      Jessica ran to the gate. "Play, Daddy?"

      "Not just now, poppet." Malcolm opened the gate and scooped up their daughter.

      "We'll play more, Jessica." Cordelia held out her hand. "We definitely need another round, at least. Your parents need to talk for a bit."

      "Right. I dare anyone to find me." Harry flashed a look at Malcolm, then bent his attention to the game.

      Jessica grinned and ran over to Cordelia and Harry when Malcolm put her down. Malcolm and Mélanie walked over to one of the black metal benches to the sound of Colin, who was now "it," counting to ten in Spanish and then switching to French to get to twenty.

      "You were right." Malcolm dropped down on the bench beside her.

      Mélanie scanned her husband's face. She'd been anticipating this conversation for over an hour while playing with the children, wondering how Malcolm would react, wondering what she could say. "Edgar admitted it?"

      "Oh, yes." Malcolm sat back on the bench, arms along its back. "Didn't even try to deny it. May have been rather glad on some level to be able to take credit for his admittedly very daring exploits." He scraped the toe of a boot over the ground. "Hard to credit. Edgar’s being an agent. But perhaps not surprising in this family, as Carfax was quick to point out to me. I'm well served for my certainty that I knew my brother. I should have realized long since that people can surprise you."

      Mélanie scanned her husband's face. "Do you think—"

      "That we can tell him about you? No." Malcolm's voice was flat. "There are agents and there are agents. Edgar said himself that he was in it largely for the adventure. The fact that he was an agent himself would make him see you even more as the enemy, I fear."

      She nodded. Malcolm knew Edgar better than she did, but much as she liked Edgar, her underlying sense was that he was right.

      Malcolm pulled off his hat and dug a hand through his hair. "I said I was too busy with the investigation to deal with Edgar's return. I fear I've been too busy with my own concerns for the past decade and more to have the least idea of who my brother really is."

      "Or perhaps you just missed part of the picture. It's easy to do that." She hesitated, hearing her words reverberate through the garden and through the years of their marriage.

      To her surprise and relief, Malcolm smiled. "Oddly, I think I always saw you more clearly than Edgar. When I learned the truth about you, I never questioned that you were capable of pulling off what you'd done. I knew your abilities. I don't seem to have had a clue about Edgar's. Rather like Raimundo. Not that I think either of them is close to being your equal."

      "I wouldn't say that in the least."

      Malcolm watched Colin tag Drusilla. "Edgar was reporting to Carfax."

      Mélanie drew a breath as Drusilla’s giggles carried over the garden. "I didn't see that coming."

      "Nor did I. I went to see Carfax after I saw Edgar. He doesn't deny running Edgar as the Goshawk. He says there was no need to tell me. I can't argue with that." Malcolm watched Jessica stumble and Colin scoop her up. He seemed to be searching for words. Or perhaps hesitating about speaking at all. "Carfax also said Edgar was in love with Kitty."

      Mélanie controlled every impulse and kept her gaze steady on her husband. "Did you know?"

      Malcolm shook his head. "I hadn't the least suspicion. Edgar knew her, of course, but I can't even picture the two of them together. Carfax brought it up to divert me from talking about the Goshawk, I'm sure of that. I can't be certain he didn't make it up out of whole cloth just to distract me. But I can't be certain he didn't, either."

      "Did Edgar know about you and Kitty?"

      "Carfax said he didn't think so. I don't think so. But given how I've underestimated my brother—" Malcolm frowned at the toes of his boots, smeared with dust. "Things started to go wrong between Edgar and me before I left Britain. It was part of the reason I left. But if Edgar loved Kitty and knew or suspected I did as well—it could explain why things got worse."

      Mélanie put her hand on his arm. "You don't know that, darling."

      "No. I don't know much of anything when it comes to my brother, as is abundantly clear." Malcolm continued to frown. "Edgar claimed he wouldn't resurrect the Goshawk and work for the Spanish. That he's English, first and foremost. Carfax said the same thing. That even Edgar’s supposed feelings for Kitty didn't worry him. And that consequently he'd have had no reason to have Annabel attacked to keep Kitty and us from learning the Goshawk's identity."

      "But you're not sure you believe him."

      "I'm never sure I believe Carfax. The best argument against it is that, as he pointed out, we were able to learn the Goshawk's identity anyway. And he'd have realized that. He does underestimate us, but not that often. Attacking Annabel to keep the Goshawk's secret seems more an act born of panic and desperation than the chess move of a master strategist like Carfax."

      "This means Raimundo definitely isn't the Goshawk," Mélanie said.

      "So it does." Malcolm put up a hand to return a wave from Jessica. "Which in some ways makes the question of my cousin's behavior even more intriguing. Because someone attacked Annabel Larimer. And it still seems most likely they did so because of my brother's secret identity. If—"

      He broke off at the sight of a woman approaching the square garden. Someone out for a stroll, Mélanie thought, but then she recognized the bright gold hair escaping her bonnet and something unmistakably French about the casual drape of her gauze scarf and the unaffected ease in her gait. Lisette Varon, a former Bonapartist agent, whom Raoul had helped escape to Britain the previous year.

      "Lisette!" Emily and Livia caught sight of her simultaneously and ran to the gate. Lisette bent to hug them, but her gaze went from Laura to Malcolm and Mélanie as they came towards her. "Is Raoul here? Or will he be back before long? I have something I need to tell him as soon as possible."
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      Raoul returned to Berkeley Square to the sound of the children's shouts carrying from the garden. He paused on the pavement for a moment, taking in the stir of the gold leaves, the high-pitched laughter, the gleam of the sunlight on white dresses and shirts and tousled hair. Despite everything they were facing, he found himself smiling at the unreality of the situation. His home. His family. Two things he'd never really thought to have.

      Everyone seemed to be there, including Cordelia and her daughters. And, he realized as he reached the gate, Lisette Varon, who was sitting on a bench holding Clara.

      "Raoul." Lisette looked up at him with a quick smile. "Clara gets more and more enchanting. I think I'm finally getting over my fear that I'll drop her."

      "You're doing splendidly," Laura said. "But I think you want to talk to Raoul." She met Raoul's gaze with a quick look of warning.

      "Of course," Raoul said. "Let's go into the house."

      He exchanged looks with Malcolm and Mélanie, who had paused in the midst of the game of tag. Their expressions said they too had news, but Lisette's would have to come first.

      "Marriage and parenthood so very obviously agree with you," Lisette said as they crossed to the house. "You make me quite rethink my own stance on the matter."

      Raoul laughed. "It's not anything to rush into. But I highly recommend both if you find the right person."

      Lisette paused as they reached the steps, one gloved hand on the area railing. Her gaze flickered over his face, her eyes as sharp as if she were decoding a document. He had known her since she was a baby. By the age of seven she'd been able to decode puzzles he made for her before he finished sharing a glass of wine with her mother, a dressmaker to Josephine Bonaparte. By the time she was a teenager he'd recruited her as an agent, to her mother's horror but also pride. Lisette had spent much of her time with Josephine's daughter Hortense, but a year and a half ago Raoul had helped her escape to Britain to join her mother and sister. She was happy, but also, he thought, restless. "You haven't given up your work," she said, a note of approval in her voice.

      "No." Raoul smiled down at her. With the confidence of four-and-twenty she could make that sound so simple. "I'm doing my best to make both parts of my life work. I'll let you know how it goes. As with many things, it's a work in progress."

      Lisette grinned. "I doubt there's anything you couldn't do if you set your mind to it."

      "That is quite delusional, my dear." Raoul opened the door and held it for her. "I've bungled more things than I can count."

      "But you're the sort of man who learns his lessons."

      "One can only hope."

      With his usual impeccable timing, Valentin poked his head out of the baize door from the service stairs. "Tea, Mr. O'Roarke?" he asked with a cheerful smile and a gaze that said he was quite alert to the investigative undercurrents in the household.

      "Capital." Raoul took Lisette into the library. He put his hat and gloves on the library table, then set his hands on her shoulders and surveyed her. "This isn't a social visit, is it?"

      "No." Lisette's gaze went wide and candid. "Not entirely. Though I did want to see little Clara. She changes so much in even a few days."

      Raoul drew Lisette over to the chairs by the fireplace.

      Lisette settled into one of the Queen Anne chairs but hesitated, fingering a fold of her gown. "Raoul." Her brows drew together. "How well do you know your nephew?"

      "Raimundo?" Raoul went still for a fraction of a second as he settled himself opposite her. "Not well at all. Though rather better after the past few days than I did in all the years before." He leaned back in his chair and studied his former agent, who had spent relatively little time in the Peninsula. "But what surprises me is that you know him at all."

      "I met him once when I was in the Peninsula. At a ball in Lisbon. I was in disguise. I don't think he'd recognize me if he saw me now. Not because I don't think he's clever enough—because I think he's a great deal cleverer than he seems—but because we didn't really interact. I noted him because I knew he was your nephew. It wasn't surprising he was there. It was a ball given by the British, and he was their ally. But then I saw him last week. Talking with Guillaume Foret."

      Raoul's hands closed on the arms of his chair. "My nephew was talking with a French agent?"

      "You sound surprised." Lisette's gaze darted over his face. "I thought perhaps he was secretly working for you in Spain."

      "No. I didn't know he was an agent of any sort until today." Raoul smiled at Lisette's startled gaze. "You have rather more faith in me than I have in myself. But yes, I'm surprised and disappointed in myself as well. Not for the first time, I should add."

      "I wasn't sure what to make of it." Lisette tugged at the cuff of her spencer. "I thought about telling Mélanie and Malcolm, but I decided it would be better to tell you first."

      Raoul settled back in his chair. "Very wise. We're allies and a family, but loyalties can still be a complicated thing. Especially when it comes to a past where we were on opposite sides. As both Malcolm and Mélanie would be the first to say. As well as my wife, I think. Though in this case it may involve an investigation we're all working on."

      "The attack on the woman called Mrs. Larimer yesterday?"

      "Yes."

      "Raimundo is involved in that?"

      "He arrived just after it happened. And he admits to a past connection to Annabel Larimer."

      Lisette's eyes widened. "His talking to Guillaume Foret doesn't necessarily prove he was working for the French."

      "No, but it's suggestive. My nephew is a man of many surprises. And he seems to be tangled up in a number of crimes."
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      "But—" Cordelia stared at Raoul. "You were a French spymaster."

      "So I was." Raoul smiled. They were all gathered at one end of the library with the children playing at the other end. Despite Lisette's admirable discretion, he had thought it best to ask her to share her information with all of them as soon as possible. "As Sam pointed out to Mélanie, different intelligence branches don't always speak to each other. I ran my own network, which gave me a lot of welcome independence. But it also meant I didn't always know what was happening with other intelligences sources." He crossed his legs and stared at his toes for a moment. "Though I flattered myself I was a bit better than this." He looked at Mélanie. "You didn't know, did you, querida?"

      Mélanie stared at him. "You think I knew your nephew was a French agent when you didn't?"

      "No, but it's a possibility."

      "And you think I wouldn't have told you?"

      He settled back in his chair. "You might have had your reasons."

      Mélanie's brows drew together. He suspected she had realized he was wondering if she could have had a liaison with Raimundo. Which had occurred to him, though it wasn't the only reason she might have kept quiet. "No," she said. "And even if I had, surely I'd have told you now, when he's tangled up in the investigation."

      "Yes, I would think so," Raoul said. "But you'd ask me the same, were the situations reversed."

      Mélanie smiled. "Touché. And no, I didn't know."

      "Whether or not Kitty knew is an interesting question," Malcolm said. "One would think not, though after today nothing would surprise me."

      "So is whether or not Annabel Larimer knew," Harry said.

      Laura looked at Raoul. "Does Raimundo know you were a French agent"?"

      "An excellent question." Raoul touched his wife's hand, then looked at Malcolm. "We need to have another talk with your cousin without further delay."
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      Raimundo O'Roarke stared from Malcolm to Raoul. They had found him at Mivart's, finishing dressing for a dinner at the Spanish embassy. He had dismissed his valet on their arrival, and sat facing them on the same striped satin chairs they had occupied earlier in the day, claret now before them instead of coffee.

      Raimundo's face had gone as pale as his snowy shirt and cravat. But his gaze remained level. "I should deny it, I suppose. Make up some story about why I was meeting with a former French agent. There could be a number of reasons."

      "There could," Raoul said in an even voice.

      "But I think we all know that would only be one more step in a game that would end with me in check." Raimundo reached for his glass, his fingers white round the stem. "I knew. On some level I knew it was only a matter of time before one or both of you worked it out."

      Malcolm regarded his cousin. "My compliments."

      Raimundo took a sip of claret, his fingers almost steady. "I suppose it's inexplicable to someone British. But then, you were using our country just as the French were. It was your private battleground to fight your war. Neither army had much care for the Spaniards in their wake. But I knew the answer wasn't staying out of the conflict, as my father tried to do." He glanced at Raoul. "Of course, unlike my father, I had interests beyond protecting the fortunes of the O'Roarke family."

      "For which you're to be commended," Raoul said.

      Raimundo shrugged. "One could say, what's the point of protecting one's family's interests while the country is falling apart round you? Even before the French moved into Spain, I knew we were going to have to make a choice. That was clear to me after Trafalgar. Joseph Bonaparte was at least trying to change Spain for the better."

      "He had a number of admirable ideas," Raoul agreed.

      "God, you must have felt what it meant," Raimundo said. "To get rid of the Inquisition? To abolish feudal rights? To limit the power of the church?" He swung his gaze to Malcolm. "You live in Britain, Rannoch. I know you're a reformer, but you have basic rights here we could only dream of. And under Joseph, we had our best chance at getting them. Of course, he was French, but so were the Bourbons when they took over a hundred years before."

      "A good point," Malcolm said. "A number of Spaniards agreed with you."

      "And some didn't." Raimundo turned his gaze back to Raoul. "You didn't."

      Malcolm could feel Raoul's hesitation. A part of him, Malcolm was sure, wanted to drop the charade that he hadn't been an afrancesado himself. But for all Raimundo's secrets, he didn't know that Raoul had been working for the French. And presumably, therefore didn't know about Mel. "I'd be the first to acknowledge the complexities of the situation," Raoul said.

      Raimundo leaned forwards and fixed his uncle with a hard stare. "You chose the rebels. I understand that. The rebels didn't go far enough, in my estimation. But more than that, I could tell what would happen if the French lost. The British—your people"—his gaze shot to Malcolm—"would put their support behind the Bourbons. Just as they in fact did."

      "You're an insightful man," Malcolm said. "I'll own I didn't see myself how bad it would be. For what it's worth, I'm not proud of what my people did in Spain. Or what I did."

      Raimundo sat back and regarded Malcolm for a moment. "You're an honest man, Rannoch. It's not easy to learn one has been betrayed."

      "All spies are betraying someone, one way or another."

      "In which case, one might say a double agent doubles the betrayal." Raimundo looked from Malcolm to Raoul. "I'm not proud of everything I've done either. But I have no regrets about the side I chose. In fact, as time's gone by, I'm more and more convinced I did the right thing. But despite the remarkable understanding the two of you have shown, I have no illusions that others on the opposite side will feel the same." He paused and drew a breath that seemed to cut through him like broken glass. "I certainly have no illusions Annabel would understand. That's why I didn't hurry back to London the moment I heard Larimer was dead, truth to tell. I knew I couldn't marry her without her knowing the truth, and I knew the truth would stand between us."

      Malcolm took a drink of claret, seeking refuge behind the glass. He didn't dare meet Raoul's gaze. "You may be doing her a disservice. I think perhaps it's easier for an agent to understand than for a civilian."

      "I was working for the people her husband was fighting on the battlefield."

      "And she was betraying her husband in several ways," Raoul said. "As he was betraying her, apparently. As Malcolm said, spies tend to be familiar with betrayal."

      Raimundo gave a twisted smile and turned the stem of his glass between his fingers. "Malcolm is a rather remarkable man. As are you, Uncle Raoul. The more I talk to you both, the more aware I am of it. You're also both particularly remarkable agents. Far more so than I. Annabel is quite remarkable herself. But like most agents—and unlike you both, it seems—she values winning."

      "The question, then, is how do you define winning?" Raoul said. "From what I've heard, Annabel became an agent more for the challenge, and to best Diego Martinez, than out of deep-seated loyalty to the Royalists. Or even to the British."

      Raimundo ran his fingers over the arm of his chair, tracing a line in the carved wood like a map of the past. "There's truth in that. But I imagine she'd think I began our affair to gather information."

      "Did you?" Raoul asked.

      Raimundo met his gaze without flinching. "I wanted Annabel. I was more than half in love with her before anything passed between us. But she was an agent for the opposite side. I can't say I forgot that. How can I possibly say what was foremost in my mind?"

      "Loyalty is often a matter of choices, as my father has pointed out to me," Malcolm said. "Did you steal information from her?"

      Raimundo shifted his gaze to Malcolm, a faint twist to his lips. "We were at a crucial juncture in the war, Rannoch. Any scrap of advantage was priceless. What would you have done?"

      "The more pertinent question may be what would Annabel have done?" Raoul said.

      Raimundo took a deep drink of claret and stared into his glass. "Annabel was furious that Martinez began their affair to extract information. I can only imagine what she'd think of me."

      "She might respect you for it," Malcolm suggested.

      "Could you? Broad-minded as you are, Rannoch, could you respect, let alone love, someone who spied on you?"

      Malcolm leaned back in his chair, ruthlessly keeping his voice, gaze, and hands steady. "I think it would depend on the person. And what else had passed between us. But I think it would help if her own convictions in what she was doing were stronger than mine. I'm not sure I'd respect an agent who went so far and then abandoned their cause simply because they fell in love."

      Raimundo gave a short laugh. "That's a novel way of looking at it."

      "Is it?" Malcolm didn't risk a glance at Raoul, but he was keenly aware of his father beside him. And rather glad he was hearing this. "If someone was going to betray me, I'd want to be damn sure they were committed to their cause for doing so."

      Raimundo's brows drew together. "Annabel might agree with that. But I'm not sure the corollary is that she'd forgive the betrayal. I'm not sure I could, to be honest."

      "The only way to find out, at least in Mrs. Larimer's case, is to tell her the truth," Raoul said.

      Raimundo went still for a moment, then inclined his head, a soldier accepting a perilous mission. "I'll tell her, of course. Before I ask her to marry me. I can't not ask her. And God knows I couldn't marry her without her knowing the truth. Not that I have much hope of her marrying me knowing the truth. But even that shred of hope is enough to keep me going."

      "What did you learn from her?" Malcolm asked.

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "You said you took information from her. Could any of it shed light on why she was attacked? Was there anything to do with the Goshawk?"

      Raimundo hesitated.

      "For God's sake. You can't betray Annabel or yourself more now than you've already done. And her life may be at stake."

      "I found one reference that I think may have been to the Goshawk. If I'm right, it confirms that Annabel knew who he was."

      "Whom was the letter to?"

      "It wasn't a letter. It was notes. Notes I'm sure she never shared with her spymaster." He hesitated. "You already knew she might know about the Goshawk."

      Malcolm leaned forwards and fixed his cousin with a hard stare. "I've said it before. Every detail matters."

      "I suppose—I was terrified of the thought of your telling her the truth."

      "I won't. So long as you do so first."

      Raimundo nodded again and tossed down the last of his claret. "I owe her that. It may the last time I talk to her. I only hope I get the chance. I wish to God—" He broke off as a rap fell on the door. "Oh, Christ. I forgot I asked Palmerston to stop by before the dinner. We were going to walk round to the embassy together. I thought he could help me with my mission. Seems a bit futile now." Raimundo went to the door and opened it.

      "Evening, O'Roarke." Palmerston strolled into the room, then stopped short at the sight of Malcolm and Raoul. "And not just one O'Roarke. Quite a family gathering." His tone left it open to interpretation whether he meant to include Malcolm in the gathering. Knowing Harry Palmerston's keen understanding, Malcolm was quite sure he did.

      "We were just on our way out," Malcolm said. "I know you have a dinner to get to."

      "No need to rush off on my account." Palmerston set his gloves and hat on a console table by the door. "Never in a hurry to get to an embassy dinner. Any embassy dinner. There's something stultifying about them in general. Don't you find, Rannoch? You've been to enough of them."

      "Protocol," Malcolm said.

      "Yes, I suppose that's it. The institution, not the particular ambassador." Palmerston strolled into the room.

      "Care for a glass of claret?" Raimundo picked up the decanter, refilled the glasses, and poured one for Palmerston. Given the nature of the conversation, Malcolm suspected Raimundo wanted another glass himself.

      Palmerston dropped into a chair, stretched out his legs, and took an appreciative sip. "At least your friend Mrs. Ashford is on the guest list tonight. That should liven things up. You must agree, Rannoch. You were good friends."

      "I knew her a bit in my days in Lisbon." Malcolm took a drink of claret. Palmerston shouldn't know about his relationship with Kitty. Except for gossip. His mistress Emily Cowper was certainly aware of a great deal in British society at home and abroad. "Raoul knew her too."

      "Lovely woman," Palmerston said. "And damned clever, from what I can tell. I happened upon her walking in the park again this afternoon, this time with her children. Obviously a clever family. I suppose you know them, Rannoch."

      "No, I haven't met the children yet. I hadn't seen Mrs. Ashford in years before Emily's ball."

      Palmerston's gaze settled on Malcolm, and for a moment Malcolm had the oddest sense Palmerston was weighing revealing something. There was a strange calculation in his gaze, a mix of speculation and concern. "The boy gave me a vivid account of the Argentine revolution," Palmerston said. "Quite impressive for a lad of seven."

      "I believe he's six," Malcolm said, and then realized he had spoken a bit too quickly.

      "Really?" Palmerston frowned. "Even more impressive, then, but I could have sworn he told me he'd just celebrated his seventh birthday."

      "Yes, he's seven." Raimundo looked up from his drink as though relieved to have something straightforward to discuss. "He was born not long after Kitty and Ashford got to Argentina."

      Malcolm's glass tilted in his hand. Somehow he righted it without spilling claret all over the Turkey rug. "Are you sure?"

      "Oh yes," Raimundo said. "I remember Kitty writing to tell me of his birth."

      The world as Malcolm knew it fell apart and shattered round him. Much as it had on another occasion when he'd also been surrounded by the striped upholstery and gleaming wood of Mivart's.

      "Ah," Palmerston said. "Thought I was right. You'll want to meet him while they're in London, Rannoch. Quite an exceptional boy."

      "I look forward to doing so." Malcolm heard his voice. It sounded ordinary enough, though he was not sure how he managed to form the words.

      Crystal clinked on wood as Raoul set down his glass. "You gentlemen may wish to delay getting to your dinner, but Malcolm and I have our wives waiting for us, and a convivial evening at home is much more enticing than diplomatic protocol."

      "It certainly would be with Mélanie and Mrs. O'Roarke," Palmerston said with a laugh. "To own the truth, I'd far rather join you. Oh, the call of duty."

      They picked up hats and gloves and said their goodbyes. It wasn't the first time Malcolm had gone through social niceties in a fog. There were advantages to an upbringing that allowed one to get through such moments without thinking. He and Raoul walked down the passage and down the stairs in silence. Raoul paused on the steps of the hotel, ostensibly to draw on his gloves.

      "I need hardly say that Raimundo could be mistaken."

      "He could." Malcolm stared at a crested phaeton rolling down the street.

      Raoul's fingers closed on Malcolm’s elbow for a moment. "And even if he's not, it doesn't necessarily mean what you think."

      "No." Malcolm met his father's gaze. For a moment, he knew a child's longing to ask for reassurance that everything would be all right. The way Colin might ask either one of them. "Palmerston suspects something. The boy may look like me."

      "Perhaps. Even that doesn't prove anything."

      "I need to know."

      "Of course. And then you'll do what's right."

      "How the hell am I supposed to figure that out?"

      "The same way you sort out all the other dilemmas of your life."

      Malcolm drew a breath. The air was fresh but held a promise of rain. "I need to talk to Mel."

      "Of course." Raoul put a hand on his back. "Let's go home."
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      "Oh, good, darling." Mélanie turned from her dressing table in the midst of clasping her pearl necklace round her throat. "I've asked Cordy and Harry and the girls to stay and dine with us, and written to ask Fanny and Archie as well, so we can all—" She broke off and stared at Malcolm. "What happened?"

      Malcolm hesitated. Somehow the few moments before she knew had become an oasis he couldn't bear to leave. "Kitty's eldest was born almost a year earlier than Kitty had said." Simple words that dragged them from the oasis and shook their world to the core.

      Mélanie went still. He'd seen their life shatter in her gaze so many times, but usually because of her past, not his own.

      "Kitty didn't have a miscarriage." He forced himself to put it into words. "At least, not when she told me she did. She couldn't have and have given birth to her son seven years ago. So—he may be my son."

      He'd been thinking that for over an hour, but somehow saying it was like shattering a window the held out the elements and sending the reality coursing over him.

      "Darling." Mélanie went up to him and slid her arms round him. "You couldn't have known. If he is your son, it's unspeakably awful that you didn't have a chance to be a father to him. Though God knows, I'm the last person who can criticize anyone's decisions in such a case."

      "You gave Raoul a chance to be a father to Colin. I can't see you keeping the truth from him."

      "No, I can acquit myself of that, at least, I suppose. But every situation is different." She took his face between her hands. "Malcolm, Kitty was in a horrible predicament. I can't begin to say why she did what she did. But if the boy is your son, I know you'll want to find a way to be a father to him."

      "You know it's not that simple, sweetheart." He stroked his fingers against her cheek. "Biology doesn't make a parent. He had a father, whatever I think of Ashford. I'm glad to know the truth of my own parentage. I'm glad Colin knows the truth of his. That doesn't mean I'm going to shake a little boy's world."

      "Colin's handling it well."

      "Colin had his father and mother there to tell him that his other father is someone he already loved. If Kitty doesn't want to tell her son, I can't force her to."

      "Of course not. But you can still be part of his life. Raoul was part of yours long before you learned he was your father. He was part of Colin's before Colin learned the truth." Her gaze shifted over his face. "I'll do anything, Malcolm. Anything that will make this easier for you."

      "Sweetheart." He slid his fingers into her own. "I know you're not so foolish as to think this changes anything about how I see you. Or Colin."

      "Of course not. I know you."

      But to his ear, she spoke just a shade too quickly. His own fears making him see things that weren't there? Or her qualms at the reappearance of his old love, who might have borne a child that was biologically his? Which would mean less if their relationship had begun differently. As much as they focused on what they had now, at times they still seemed to go back to how it had started. In some ways, he wouldn't want them to forget. Because that denied the miracle of how far they had come. And denied the woman he loved.

      "It's awkward. And messy. But then, we've built quite a lovely life on awkward messiness. We'll make this work, Malcolm."

      He kissed her, tangling his fingers in her hair. "Of course we will."

      Because anything else was unthinkable.
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      Malcolm's impulse was to rush off to Kitty immediately, as he once had when he learned that she was pregnant. But Kitty would be at the dinner at the Spanish embassy. To storm into the embassy and cause a scene, or even to interrupt her with a note would serve no purpose. Nor would going to her hotel, where her children would be, and waiting for her. So he sent a note to the hotel and asked her to call in Berkeley Square as soon as possible. In the midst of the investigation, it would take little more to get her attention.

      Then he dressed—on his own, as Addison was out investigating—and went down to dinner with Mel and Raoul and Laura and the two Davenport couples. He managed, he thought, to give a fairly coherent account of himself as they shared information and debated the latest developments. Mel and Raoul were too professional to betray their concern. He thought Harry sensed something was wrong. And possibly Frances, too. Hell, perhaps they all did. But between Kitty's involvement and having just learned his brother was the Goshawk, there were plenty of reasons to account for his being abstracted.

      They were having coffee and port in the library when Addison came in. It was a sign of how much things had changed, for Malcolm's valet and for the household in general, that he let himself into the house and came into the library unannounced. He was dressed casually in trousers, a striped silk waistcoat, and a coat with padded shoulders, and he had a spotted handkerchief knotted round his throat in place of a cravat. A style he normally abhorred.

      "You've learned something," Blanca said, as he moved to the settee where she sat holding their baby son.

      "I think so." Addison sat beside her and held out his arms to take little Pedro. "After far too long nursing a pint in the Three Bells, waiting for Sir Gerald Winsley's second footman to come in on his evening off, and then another hour drinking another pint with him. Thank you." He accepted a cup of coffee from Mélanie with the air of one who needed it. "Apparently, when Sir Gerald came home on what I believe would have been the night of Lord Glenister’s entertainment, and Joseph—the footman—helped him off with his greatcoat, a parcel tumbled to the ground. Wrapped in brown paper, but Joseph says when he picked it up the paper slipped and he saw a bit of oil paint. Muddy colors, moonlight, mountains or something."

      "That could be the Mazo," Raoul said.

      "So I thought from looking at the sketch." Addison took a sip of coffee. "Joseph says Sir Gerald quickly picked up the sketch and wrapped it and took it into his study. Joseph hasn't seen it again since."

      "Winsley's on the list of League members we have," Malcolm said. "Though he never seemed particularly active."

      "The sort they might trust with the painting. It would be too dangerous for one of the leaders to keep it." Archie stretched out his bad leg. "Winsley's also giving an entertainment tomorrow night."

      Frances frowned. "I haven't heard anything about that. I know I've fallen a bit behind since the babies were born, but I usually have most Mayfair entertainments in my head even if I'm not invited. And we're generally on Winsley's guest list."

      Archie coughed and glanced down at Francesca in the curve of his arm. "It isn't a Mayfair entertainment. That is, it's an entertainment, and it's in Mayfair, but it's not the sort that would be on your social calendar."

      "Good heavens." Frances raised her brows. "And yet, how obvious. I'm not used to having a man in my life who talks of such matters so openly. As always, you're refreshing, Archie."

      "Whatever sort of party it is, Winsley will probably need to hire on extra footmen, in any case," Cordelia said. "Would that work again?"

      Malcolm shook his head. "Too risky. Cresswell knows how we infiltrated his house in April and he's likely to have warned others in the League. They'll cast an eagle eye over every footman who comes through the door."

      "I could have a word with Rosamund," Archie said. "It's always a bit of a risk, but in our last few interactions she's seemed very definitely on our side. She's certainly given us reliable intelligence on Beverston." He glanced at Frances. Rosamund Hartley, his former mistress, now ran an exclusive Mayfair brothel frequented by Elsinore League members.

      "You won't hear me protesting," Frances said. "I quite like her. She's a very sensible woman. Except for her inexplicable bad taste in leaving you for Beverston, but all in all it's a good thing for me that she did."

      "Is she likely to be invited to the party?" Raoul asked.

      "Possibly," Archie said. "Almost certainly some of the young women in her employ will be."

      "Archie." Mélanie finished fastening Jessica's doll dress. "Are you saying Mrs. Hartley supplies women to these parties? Women who aren't otherwise known to the League?"

      Archie met her gaze without flinching. "I suspect so. She has for similar parties. Are you thinking there may be someone we could trust to look for the painting?"

      "Even better," Mélanie said. "Have her send me in disguise."

      Several pairs of eyes turned to her.

      "Not a bad idea," Malcolm said. "But someone might recognize you."

      "Darling, how many times have I been about people we know in disguise? This will be easier, because they won't be looking for me. Here you go, querida." She leaned forwards to give the doll, now properly clothed, to Jessica. "It's a chance to be inside an Elsinore League gathering. It's not just the painting. Who knows what I might learn?"

      "What about me?" Cordelia asked.

      Mélanie swung round on the sofa to smile at her friend. "I didn't want to speak for you. But I do think it would be easier with two of us."

      "Three," Laura said.

      The gazes that had been fixed on Mélanie swung to her. "My dear," Frances said, "are you sure that's wise—" Her gaze went to Raoul.

      "Don't look at me," he said. "It's up to Laura."

      "Remember, I was once a rather capable agent," Laura said. "Even though I worked for the League, I really only saw Trenchard, and I've been out in society much less than Mélanie or Cordy. Mélanie's right, this is a chance to infiltrate the League. I can see what I can learn while Mélanie and Cordy search for the painting. Besides, with three of us we'll have plenty of backup."

      "It's a good plan, Raoul said.

      "My God, you're cold-blooded," Frances said.

      "I'm thinking like a spymaster. As a husband, of course I have concerns, but then, Laura puts up with my running risks all the time."

      "I wish I could go," Blanca said. "But I suppose one of us should stay at home with the children."

      "I wouldn’t dream of saying so," Mélanie said. "But a Spanish accent might stand out."

      "You have me there."

      Frances settled back in her chair. "I suppose really I'm just envious because I don't think I can add to your number."

      "No, Fanny," Archie said. "You really might be recognized. You're much better known to members of the League, and you're not accustomed to being in disguise."

      "Yes, I realize that." She sighed.

      "Trust me, my love, there will be other situations in which you can make sure of your talents." He looked from Mélanie to Cordelia to Laura. "I'll talk to Rosie."

      "And we should work on an escape plan," Harry said, "Just in case. Talking of backup."

      "Footmen are too risky to try again," Malcolm said. "But there must be another guise we could try."

      "Darling," Mélanie said.

      "Laura said it, sweetheart. It's a chance to infiltrate the League. The more of us who are there, the more we can learn. Why stop at recovering the painting when we have such a chance?"

      "How closely do they check invitations?" Harry asked Archie.

      "They don't. You need a card to get through the door. I could help you create one."

      "But they'd recognize you," Frances said.

      "We won't go as ourselves," Harry said. "They may be watching the footmen after the Darlington business. They won't be looking at the guests. There'll be a large crowd, dim light, and heavy drinking. As Malcolm says, what better chance to infiltrate the League?"

      "Even if they do recognize you," Raoul said, "I suspect it will be like the Capulets' ball. They'll be watching you to see what you're doing. And you won't be going after the painting. We won't."

      Malcolm raised a brow.

      "Don't ask me to stay out of this," his father said.

      "I wouldn't dream of it," Malcolm said. He kept his voice even as he said it. He could feel Addison's gaze on him. Someone else he couldn't hide from. Entirely too many of the people he couldn't hide from were assembled in this room right now.

      The party broke up relatively early with both Davenport couples gathering up their children and returning home. Raoul and Laura had taken Emily and Clara upstairs for some family time, and Mélanie and Malcolm were about to follow with Colin and Jessica, when the bell rang. Malcolm opened the door, ready for anything, half knowing what he'd find, and looked into Kitty's blue eyes.

      "From your note, I didn't think this should wait," she said, and swept past him into the hall.

      Jessica ran up to her. "'Nother pretty dress."

      Kitty smiled. "I've been to a dinner. Your mother has a pretty dress. I'm sure she has lots of pretty dresses."

      "Lots!"

      Mélanie reached for Jessica. "I'll take you both upstairs. Daddy needs to talk to Mrs. Ashford."

      She met Malcolm's gaze for the briefest moment before she gathered up the children and went upstairs. A look full of love and care. A warning not to go too far. An acknowledgement that he had to handle this for himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 37

          

        

      

    

    
      Inside the library, Kitty tugged at the ties on her cloak. Droplets of water glistened on the black velvet. It must be just beginning to rain. "What have you learned?"

      As he had with Glenister, Malcolm lit the candelabra and then the lamps. So much he had to say to her. But he couldn't frame any of it until they discussed this.

      "What?" Kitty asked. "What is it?"

      Malcolm stared across the room at his first love in the flickering light of the lamps. "Palmerston saw you and your children in the park this afternoon."

      "Yes, he mentioned tonight that he'd told you." Kitty set her cloak over a chair back. "Surely that isn't—

      "He talked to your eldest. He's seven, not six."

      Kitty went still. For a moment her eyes were like translucent glass that could be smashed with the slightest pressure. "That doesn't change anything. Edward and I were still married."

      "You had to have been pregnant when you left Lisbon, Kitty." Malcolm felt the name scrape against his throat as he spoke. "You didn't lose the baby, did you? Our baby."

      Kitty squeezed her eyes shut. "Malcolm—"

      "For God's sake, Kit. I won't interfere. I can understand if you don't want him to know the truth. But if he's my son, I need to know it. That is, I know better than most that simple biology doesn't make one a parent, but I need to do what I can for him, whatever we can agree to. I don't want to destroy his memories of Ashford, but I very much want some sort of relationship with him. We can work this out."

      "Oh, God, Malcolm." Kitty spun away, which was unlike her. Her fingers closed on her elbows, digging into the silk of her gloves. "Leo doesn't have that many memories of Edward to be destroyed. He'd be fortunate to have you for a father." Tension shot through her shoulders, pulling taut the white lace and gold satin of her gown. "And of course I'd want you to have a relationship with him." She looked over her shoulder. "You have to believe that, darling. I wouldn't have kept our child from you."

      "You didn't tell me about our child, Kitty."

      Kitty swallowed. Her eyes were dark smudges in her pale face. The cool veneer that was as much a part of Kitty as her tawny hair or her ironic smile had cracked open in a way he'd never seen, not in passion or in anger.

      "Or—" Malcolm hesitated. "Are you saying the baby never was mine at all?"

      Kitty let out a sigh and rubbed her hands over her face. "Victor guessed I was pregnant. And he made assumptions. I let those assumptions stand. To my eternal shame."

      "And I took Victor's word for it and never asked you directly." Malcolm studied the woman he'd once thought he loved as he'd never love again. "We never made promises to be exclusive."

      "Well, no. I was married."

      "Yes. But—I can't claim you owed me fidelity, Kit. Looking back now, it seems rather laughable that I assumed any child you were carrying must be mine."

      "Malcolm, for God's sake." Kitty turned and took a half step forwards, then checked herself. "I'm not a romantic. I don't live in fairy tales. I doubt what was between us could have lasted given what we'd have faced if we'd gone on. But you can't think it wasn't as real on my side as it was on yours, at the time."

      "That doesn't mean it was exclusive."

      "No, I suppose not. But I'm not—I can't say that I couldn't feel anything for two men at once in any circumstances. Not on moral grounds. But what was between us was too strong for that." She turned away again, arms folded over her chest, as though fighting some inwards battle with herself. "If for some reason it had been as simple as my taking another lover, I'd have told you. Painful, perhaps. But a clean way to end things."

      "You were an agent, Kitty. That can lead to all sorts of things. Did—"

      "No." Her fingers pressed into her sides, against the embroidered laurel leaves at the waist of her gown. It was as though she was grabbing on to something, anything, to delay coming to the point. "Not that I couldn't have been caught that way in the past, but that wasn't it."

      "It's odd," Malcolm said. "Palmerston seemed to suspect something. He had me convinced Leo must look a bit like me. It only goes to show how wrong we can be."

      "Oh, God. Malcolm." Kitty spun towards him, the words wrenched from her. "Yes, he does look like you. I've seen it from when he was a baby. He's not your son. But he is your nephew."

      The words echoed in Malcolm's ears. A cacophony he could not make sense of for seconds together. "You and Edgar—"

      "My dear Malcolm." Kitty's gaze had that bruised looked again, but her voice was under ruthless control. "You can't think after what was between us that I'd have slept with your brother willingly."

      Malcolm stared across the room at his first love, as silence hung between them. "Kit—"

      "You know what happens in war, Malcolm."

      What had happened to Mel. What perhaps men he knew and even called friends had done. "This wasn't war. Not that war excuses anything." Horror closed his throat. "Not that anything could excuse this."

      Kitty's arms closed over her chest, but she remained still, her gaze steady. "It was horrible. I don't deny it. But there was nothing you could have done."

      His brother's face swam before his eyes for a moment. The hot impulse to violence, such as he had seldom felt, shot through him. "I could have—"

      "Killed Edgar?" Kitty put into words what even now he couldn't quite say. "That's one of the reasons I didn't tell you. He's your brother. And you love him."

      "You can't have thought I'd love him, knowing this."

      Something like regret tinged Kitty's face. "Precisely why I didn't tell you."

      He took a half step forwards and checked himself. Touching her seemed wrong now, any impulse a risk of reviving the past. "You can't have thought I wouldn't want to know the man he is."

      Kitty's fingers tightened on the embroidery. "He's the same man he always was, Malcolm. The same boy you grew up with. Your children's uncle."

      "Yes, but the truth of who he is—"

      "You think anyone can ever know the truth of who someone is? You've said we can never be sure what even we ourselves are capable of."

      He had. About murder. But this—

      "Men do these things."

      "Not all the men. Not me. I swear to you, Kit. There's a lot I can't say with certainty I wouldn't do. I can't say I wouldn't kill, if driven to it. But I wouldn't force anyone's body. I'm quite sure O'Roarke wouldn't. Or Harry or Archie or David or Simon or any number of men I can name. Rape is all too common. But don't make it normal. That diminishes the horror."

      "My dear. It wasn't the first time. Oh, this was the worst. But the wandering hands. The casual touches. The stolen kisses, not the romantic sort one shares, but the slobbering ones one can't evade. Accommodating Edward when I had no desire to do so because it was easier than evading him, and the law says I had no right to evade him, in any case. A very drunk guerrillero who happened to be a friend of Victor's and thought he could take what he wanted. And unfortunately wasn't quite drunk enough to be unable to take it. I was fifteen and too shocked to fight. I could now."

      His fingers clenched. For a moment, he though he was going to be sick.

      Kitty watched him, with a sort of rueful tenderness. "You're a good person, Malcolm. An amazingly good person. I'm not surprised it's hard for you to understand."

      "No. Don't do that, Kitty. It doesn't take exceptional goodness for a man not to be a monster. To say it does just gives the monsters an excuse."

      "You always had a better view of humanity than I did."

      "The reasons for it become more and more understandable."

      "You've been through your own hell."

      "Nothing like what you have." Molten rage coursed through him again. "Edgar—"

      "Edgar wanted me. He had for a long time, I think."

      "Carfax said—"

      "What?"

      "That Edgar was in love with you."

      She gave a laugh like dry kindling. "That's one word for it."

      "It doesn't excuse what he did."

      "No, of course not. Neither does the fact that he was drunk. Or the fact that he was angry. He'd heard some gossip about you and me. He said all the time he'd been thinking of me as pure and untouchable, I'd been rutting with his brother."

      "Don't—"

      "His words, not mine. Edgar's the sort who idealizes women. And then decides they're damaged goods when they don't live up to his ideal. Thinking about it—I had abundant time to do so on that voyage to Argentina—Edgar was born to privilege. He never questioned his life as you did. He thought things were his to take. He's hardly the only man of his sort to think so. But I also think—Edgar's always been far angrier than he lets on. He was angry at me for not being the chaste wife he thought me to be. And he was angry at you for having me first. I think he's always been angry at you."

      Something cut within him. Something he'd always known but never fully acknowledged. "You may be right. Though I'm not sure—"

      "Or perhaps I should have said, jealous of you."

      Edgar, sunny, happy with friends, good at sports. "He hardly had reason to be. Unless he suspected I wasn't Alistair's son."

      "I suspect he did. And that he recognized—recognizes—your brilliance."

      Malcolm gave a short laugh. "Edgar has his own sort of brilliance." He forced his focus from the past to Kitty's gaze, still very much bruised in the present. "My feelings about Edgar are the least of it. What matters is what you've been through. If there's anything I can do—"

      "I've survived. I don't deny the scars, but they're hardly the only ones I've received. I refuse to let this define me."

      "My God, of course it doesn't define you. But you're entitled to whatever you need to get past it."

      "I've had to get past it. I've had to get past a lot. All of us who were in the war have."

      "Kitty—" Malcolm studied her for a moment, the past a jumble in his head that had yet to sort itself out into a new narrative that was anything like coherent. "Was this—did it have anything to do with why you didn't want to go to Italy with me?"

      "You mean because it was Edgar's baby and not yours?" She gave one of her lopsided smiles. "You can't deny it would have been challenging."

      "You can't have thought I wouldn't have wanted any child of yours."

      "I know you'd have loved the child as your own. I ask for no confidences, but I'm aware of the timing of your marriage and your son's birth. There are a number of explanations. Knowing you, I suspect the obvious one isn't the correct one. I can see the kind of father you are. I always believed you'd be that sort of father to any child you were raising." She spread her fingers over the velvet of her cloak on the chair back. "I told you before, I was afraid of what it would do to you. Giving up your career. Your friends. Your family, who meant far more to you than you'd admit. Edgar's involvement increased those fears, I don't deny it. But beneath all that, at the core—I didn't want to dwindle into a mistress, however well loved."

      Mel had used almost those exact words once. "I'd never have asked you—"

      "No, of course not. But we'd have been out of the game. Both of us. But as a man, you'd have had more options for rebuilding your life." She put out a hand, then drew it back. "I'm sorry, my darling. I wish I could say love was enough."

      "I'm not sure love should be enough. Not ever. Not to make someone deny who they are."

      "I wanted you, Malcolm. That's the truth. But I wanted other things more. And I got them. I wouldn't give up my years in Argentina for anything. I wouldn't give up my children. I don't look at Leo and see Edgar. I was afraid I might, but I never have." She went still, fingers taut on the black velvet. "I don't want Edgar to know. About Leo. Leo may need to know some day. But if Edgar learned the truth now—he's the sort who might want to lay claim to a child, particularly a son."

      Especially as he and his wife hadn't been able to have children, at least not yet. "I'll do everything I can to protect your privacy." He swallowed. "And yes, I understand that means I can't confront Edgar."

      "Many men wouldn't be able to keep quiet. But you can, I think."

      "Anything I can do for you, Kitty. Anything you or Leo or your younger children need."

      "I never should have let you think the baby was yours. If I'd known about the duel with Victor, I'd have told you both the truth. But of course part of the reason I was keeping quiet was I couldn't bear the thought of your fighting a duel with Edgar."

      "A duel wouldn't have been the answer. But Edgar should have paid for what he did."

      Kitty gave a twisted smile. "Justice is complicated, Malcolm. You know that."

      "But there's no question Edgar committed a crime. You deserve justice."

      "My dear. I'm not even sure what that would mean." She hugged her elbows. "I don't want Edgar dragged through the mud because I don't want any chance of Leo's learning the truth of his conception. I'm damn well going to be sure it doesn't define him."

      "I'll do everything in my power to ensure it won't."

      "And I don't want Edgar anywhere near him."

      "I'll do everything in my power to ensure that doesn't happen, either. If I have to physically intervene."

      "Malcolm. That's precisely what I don't want."

      "Don't worry. I'll control my angry impulses. Because I agree we need to keep the truth from Edgar."

      Malcolm scraped a hand through his hair. "Kitty, when I said Edgar had his own sort of brilliance—This isn't the only revelation I've heard about my brother today." He sought for the right words, but really there was nothing to do but come right out and say it. "Edgar was the Goshawk."

      Kitty stared at him. Then she burst into rough laughter, shoulders shaking.

      "Kit?" Malcolm said.

      "Well, really, what other response is there? The man I've been seeking is the first man in Britain I'd have run from."

      "He was working for Carfax."

      "That makes sense." Kitty's brows drew together. "We'll have to find someone else to approach him now."

      Malcolm stared at her. "You can't still want to recruit the Goshawk."

      "Why not? None of this changes the mission. The world doesn't know what Edgar's done. I don't want the world ever to know. Just because I can't stand the sight of him doesn't mean he can't be very useful."

      "He says he'd never go against British policy."

      "Edgar would say that. He's not as steadfast as he implies. There has to be a way through to him." She chewed on her lower lip, then looked at Malcolm. "What do you think?"

      "Seriously? Kit, at the moment I'm trying to work out how I'll ever face my brother again, let alone persuade him to a course of action."

      "My dear Malcolm. In espionage and politics, one's allies aren't necessarily people one likes. Or even respects."

      "Kitty—" He started to reach out to her again, checked himself. "You don't need to—"

      "My dear, this is exactly what I need to do. Not to get past what happened with Edgar. I got past that, to the extent I could, a long time ago. Because the mission is what matters. The rest is being a woman in this game."

      "You don't believe that, Kit."

      "My darling, I do."
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      Malcolm smashed his fist down on the marble of the bedchamber mantel.

      "Edgar deserved that," Mélanie said.

      He lifted his hand and flexed his fingers. "And to think I tell Colin violence is no way to settle things."

      "That doesn't mean one doesn't have the impulse."

      "My God—"

      "Darling. Your hand's bleeding." Mélanie moved to his side and bound her handkerchief round the gash in his knuckles.

      "Edgar—" Malcolm swallowed. Mélanie could physically see the rage coursing through his shoulders, like an electrical current. She'd seen it even before he'd told her in crisp, halting words, about what Edgar had done to Kitty.

      "One never knows," she said. "What people will do in what circumstances."

      "Is that what you think?" The gaze he turned to her was white with the anger coursing through him. "That all men would do this in certain circumstances?"

      "No. I know you wouldn't. I know Raoul wouldn't, or Harry, or Archie, or any number of men I could name. Hard as it is to be certain of anything, I'm certain of that."

      "I said as much to Kitty. I don't think she believed me. Given what she's been through—not just with Edgar—I can see why she wouldn't."

      "But I do know people are capable of terrible things. Without being wholly terrible themselves."

      He drew a breath like a knife smashing into rock. "The men who—the men who brutalized you. I've hated them. I've wanted to do things to them I don't believe can be justified in the name of any sort of justice or humanity. But those men weren't real to me, in a sense. Not people I could imagine meeting."

      She folded her arms over her chest. "They weren't real to me either, in that sense. I'm not sure I'd recognize them on the street. Though very likely we have met some of them. Shaken hands with them. Sat next to them at dinner. Perhaps I've even danced with them."

      He took a jerky step forwards. "Good God, Mel."

      She gripped her elbows, her fingers digging into the silk of her dressing gown. "I don't dwell on it, darling. If I did, I couldn't look a British officer in the face. But I can't help but think of it on occasion. They were soldiers. Angry, drunk, without respect for women—or at least some women—but no worse than scores of other soldiers in the British army. Or the French army, or the Spanish, or any other."

      "That doesn't excuse any of it."

      "Of course not. But nor does hating all of them resolve anything."

      She saw the battle in his eyes. Anger, helplessness. "Edgar doesn't even have the—I won't call it an excuse, but one can't even say he was drunk on battle. And one can't say Kitty wasn't a person to him. He was taking without thinking, but he also must have been angry."

      "He'd learned the woman he loved was his brother's mistress. Edgar's always been a bit of an Othello. No, I don't mean I ever imagined him attacking anyone. But he tends to idealize women. And when one puts someone on a pedestal—"

      "'And when I love thee not, Chaos is come again.'"

      "Precisely. When he learned Kitty wasn't who he thought she was, he'd have been angry."

      "Yes. But Kitty thinks he was also angry with me."

      "Malcolm, that doesn't make it—"

      "I'm not blaming myself. Oh, I blame myself for leaving Kit open to this, but I won't in any way blame myself for Edgar's behavior. He's responsible for himself. But when Kitty said that—said that Edgar was jealous of me—Once I'd have scoffed at the idea. Said that Edgar had a sunny disposition and no desire to be like me. Yet as soon as she said it, a part of me knew she was right. I don't know why it never occurred to me he'd resent me for having the inheritance that should rightfully be his."

      "Perhaps because Edgar's very well off himself? Because you don't care for bloodlines? Because some of it came from your mother? And because he told you as much, very convincingly, only yesterday?"

      "All of that, to a degree. We never talked about it—I never told him my suspicions about my birth, close as we were when we were younger."

      "Is that the only reason Kitty said he was jealous of you?"

      Malcolm hesitated. "She said she thought he was jealous because Alistair valued my understanding over his."

      "We've seen that before."

      "Edgar's no fool. We've had more and more evidence of that in the past days."

      "Edgar's not you. Alistair was a horrible person, but also brilliant enough to recognize your brilliance."

      Malcolm looked away, gaze fixed on the curtained window. "I always used to think the irony was that Alistair had fathered someone as decent as Edgar."

      "This doesn't change who Edgar is, darling."

      "Are you mad, Mel?" He spun back to face her. "Of course it does."

      "He's the same person he always was. He's the brother you grew up with. The man who welcomed me into the family. The uncle who played with Colin and Jessica. Every memory of yours still happened. You just didn't know every facet of his character."

      "Meaning I grew up with a monster but didn't know him for one."

      "I don't think it resolves anything to call him a monster."

      "All right. He's not the man I thought he was."

      "You couldn't do this, Malcolm. But someone could, without being reduced to pure evil. If it was as simple as picking out the evil ones, it wouldn't be such a problem."

      "I don't know how I'm going to face him."

      "You're an agent."

      "I suppose I should be grateful for our estrangement. It's a long time since we've had anything like a real conversation. In fact, the two closest conversations we've had in years are in the last two days, when I told him about Sandy, and then today when I told him I knew he was the Goshawk."

      "Don't blame yourself, Malcolm."

      "I told you, I don't blame myself for Edgar's actions."

      "Not that." She moved to his side. "Don't blame yourself for loving him."

      "You can't imagine I love him now."

      "Not in this moment. But love doesn't go away so simply."

      "Love doesn't endure everything. Even steel has a breaking point."

      She put a hand on his arm. "You still love me."

      He jerked back from her touch. "God in heaven, you can't compare the two."

      "You just said Edgar wasn't the man you thought he was. I'm not the woman you thought I was."

      "Underneath you still were." He lifted his hand and slid it along her jaw. "You didn't do anything I wouldn't have done—"

      "We both know that's not true, darling."

      "Anything I couldn't understand doing, at least. Edgar crossed a line. Monster may not be the right word, but in some ways that makes his crossing it worse. He's a human being with a conscience and a consciousness. There are gray areas one can argue about. But one can't claim there's any excuse for assault."

      "No." Memories shot through her nerve endings.

      "He paid no consequences. I can't even find any evidence that he felt guilty. Just today he was talking to me about Kitty as though she were a friend." Malcolm squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. "It's Kitty that matters. I couldn't help her eight years ago. How can I help her now?" His gaze moved over Mélanie's face. "I've never really asked you how I could help you."

      "You've made it clear I could tell you whatever I wanted. And keep whatever I needed to to myself. Both meant a great deal." There were other things he'd been to her, that he couldn't be to Kitty, that had helped her heal. A tender lover, who tried to understand the complex terrain desire was for her. Who held her through her nightmares. "I can't speak for Kitty. But I never wanted to let it define me, and I suspect she doesn't either. At the same time, I can't deny the scars. Though they've grown less devastating with time."

      Malcolm nodded. "If I'd known—"

      "One doesn't speak of it easily. She wouldn't have wanted to come between you and Edgar."

      "That's what she said. And so I've had a false vision of my brother." He ran a hand through his hair. "I told her Edgar was the Goshawk. She still wants to recruit him to support the rebels."

      "There's nothing about this that means he couldn't. Kitty wouldn’t let her personal story impact the mission."

      "Almost precisely what she told me." He was silent a moment. When he spoke, she sensed it was something he almost hadn't confided in her. "Kitty said even without this she wouldn't have wanted to leave the game and go to Italy."

      Mélanie's palms felt cold against the silk of her dressing gown. "But of course you can't but wonder."

      "What else does one do when one looks at the past? Whatever she might have done, she's right, I think, that she'd have grown restless. We'd have quarreled."

      "You and I quarrel."

      He gave a faint smile. "I can't imagine a couple that doesn't. But Kitty and I see the world differently."

      "Ha."

      "You and I want the same world. We just differ sometimes on how to get there."

      "That's putting a very charitable construction on it, Malcolm."

      "I don't think so. It doesn't mean I didn't love her. It doesn't mean I don't—"

      "Still care for her. It's all right. I still care for Raoul."

      Malcolm gave an unexpected smile. "I told O'Roarke she wasn't my Arabella. But I also don't think she's my Raoul either."

      "You were friends and comrades as well as lovers."

      "But not with the history you and Raoul have. We were never family in that sense." He reached out suddenly and gathered her to him. His arms were tight round her, his mouth soft against her hair. "Mostly when I look at the past I feel badly because I have so much and Kitty's life has been less than ideal. Though I don't think she'd thank me for my sympathies."

      She lifted her head from his shoulder. "Marriage, even a happy marriage, isn't what everyone wants, Malcolm."

      He looked down at her as though struck by a novel thought. "You think she's happier on her own?"

      "I think some people are. It can be damnably hard navigating life with another person. Even the right person." She reached up and kissed him. "Though I wouldn't give it up for the world."
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      Raoul's fingers were white and still as ice round the handle of his coffee cup. Malcolm had come downstairs early to find him in the breakfast parlor with Clara in the crook of his arm. He often brought her down early in the morning to let Laura sleep, but Malcolm suspected his father had also been giving him a chance to talk, if he wanted to take it.

      Raoul couldn't have known what was coming, though. He'd said little, had scarcely moved as Malcolm recounted Kitty's revelations about Edgar. "One thinks one's inured to things," he said at last. "I'd have said I know the depths human nature is capable of. That I know people can surprise one. But—"

      He stared across the room for a moment, at the peach walls that had been ice blue in Arabella's day, then looked down at Clara. His memories of Edgar went back even further than Malcolm's own, Malcolm realized. He'd remember Edgar as an infant. As a toddler. The child of the woman he loved. The boy who wasn't his son but who might have been.

      "It's something of a comfort that you didn't see it either," Malcolm said.

      "See it?" Raoul turned his coffee cup by the handle. "No. I make it my business to play out scenarios and this is one that never even occurred to me."

      "Kitty still wants to use Edgar as the Goshawk."

      "I imagine she's all the more determined not to let this define her."

      "Would you still try to make use of him?" Malcolm asked.

      "Would I employ someone whose actions I deplored in the service of a cause I believed in? I've done it more times than I can count. Could I face Edgar without throttling him? I'm going to have to, in any case, though at the moment it seems a Herculean labor."

      "You can face anyone."

      "We all have limits." Raoul tucked the blanket round Clara. "But we're both going to have to learn to live with the fact that any attempt to hold Edgar to account will only make things worse for Kitty and her son."

      "I can't fathom it." Malcolm stared into the dregs of his coffee. "That he could have seemed the man he was all these years. It's seems as though he was lying about the core of who he is."

      "Yes," Raoul said, "I can imagine it would."

      Malcolm looked across the table at his father. "It's not the same. I said that to Mel. I think I always knew who she was underneath. You, too."

      "My dear Malcolm. You were questioning what I was capable of only two days ago."

      "That's not the same."

      "No? It's a question of limits. And how far they can extend."

      "I know there are some things you wouldn't do. If Edgar has limits, it seems we haven't found them yet."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After his talk with Raoul, Malcolm went back upstairs to shave and put on his neckcloth and coat, which he hadn't bothered with first thing in the morning. Mélanie was still asleep, but as he was making a last adjustment to the neckcloth, Addison poked his head into the dressing room.

      "Ah, Addison. I managed quite respectably, you see," Malcolm said.

      "You always do, sir." Addison closed the door and leaned against it. Though Malcolm usually dressed himself these days, Addison often looked in when he first came over from his and Blanca's apartments in the mews. But today Malcolm had the strong sense that Addison, like Raoul, was giving him a chance to talk if he needed it.

      "As you know, we're all four going to be at the Winsley event tonight," Malcolm said, reaching for his coat. "Harry and Cordelia as well. I don't anticipate any trouble, but it will be good to know you and Blanca are here with the children."

      "Of course. Blanca's quite looking forward to her reconnaissance work today. Anything I can do?"

      "Let's see what Blanca discovers first." Malcolm shrugged into the coat. "I need to update Roth and see if he has anything fresh to report." He hesitated. Addison deserved more. Their friendship deserved more. But there were secrets he couldn't share. For Kitty's sake, not to mention for the sake of holding on to his own sanity. Not yet, at least. "Mrs. Ashford told me about some troubling occurrences from our time in Spain last night," he said. "But in many ways it cleared the air. I don't think we need to worry now about which side she's on." Which wasn't entirely true.

      "I'm glad." Addison smoothed the shoulders of Malcolm's coat. "Mrs. Ashford has had a complicated life. But I confess I always worried a bit about how her difficulties impacted you, sir."

      "You worry too much, Addison."

      Addison twitched Malcolm's lapel straight. "So Blanca frequently tells me."
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      "Thank you," Mélanie said to Rosamund Hartley.

      Mrs. Hartley inclined her head. A former opera dancer, she now ran one of the most exclusive brothels in Mayfair. Archie had once been her lover, and they'd stayed friends, even though she had left him for Lord Beverston.

      "After what happened to Miranda, my loyalties have shifted," she said. Many of her clients were Elsinore League members, and she had at least been on the fringe of their activities. But the revelations of the investigation into the death of Miranda Dormer, one of the girls in her employ, last winter had changed things. She'd reached out to Archie with information more than once since, information that had proved very helpful. Cautious trust had formed on both sides. Enough so that they were trusting her now.

      "The parties can get a bit wild," she warned. "I've told the girls to keep knives on them. Only to be used in extraordinary circumstances, and then only to make good their escape. I've warned them that if they do serious damage and call down the law, there's a limit to what I can do to protect them. But I also don't feel I can send them in without any protection."

      Mélanie looked from Cordelia to Laura. "We're prepared for that. All of us. We're all used to defending ourselves. And we don't plan to be alone with any of the guests."

      Mrs. Hartley nodded. "You'll want to dress a bit more obviously than you're accustomed to, but nothing overly flashy. My girls are known for being tasteful. I can have Daisy show you some toilettes. It would be best if you come here. Come dressed but wear cloaks, go through the area door and up through the kitchen as you did today. I have hired carriages to take the girls. You can arrive with them in a group." She hesitated. "If you're caught—"

      "We'll be prepared," Mélanie said. "Malcolm, Harry, and Raoul will be there as well. I think there's a limit to what they'd try to do to us in a large group, but if necessary we can fight to get ourselves out. It could be awkward for you, though."

      Mrs. Hartley waved a hand. "I wouldn't be where I am now if I wasn't used to awkwardness and risk. If I'd been more prepared to take risks, I might have broken with Beverston sooner, and Miranda—" She shook her head. "That's neither here nor there. No use refining upon the past. I can look after myself and those dependent on me. "

      "The League aren't a comfortable enemy."

      "No." Mrs. Hartley took a sip of tea. "But I've come to realize that they aren't a comfortable ally, either."
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      Jeremy Roth stared down at the greasy water of the Thames. Malcolm had found him at the Brown Bear, but they'd walked here, to the terrace off Somerset Place overlooking the river. Malcolm had felt the need of bracing air, and there were too many who might overhear them in the Brown Bear. He'd also suspected he was being followed on his way to Bow Street. He'd doubled back several times, and he thought he'd lost whoever it was. But if he had been followed here, at least no one was close enough to follow their conversation. Besides, this way he'd been able to keep his gaze on the river as he talked, with only an occasional glance at Jeremy. Because while he'd shared a great deal in updating Roth, the most shattering revelations of the past day were things he couldn't share. So Roth now knew Edgar had been the Goshawk, but not that Edgar had raped Kitty Ashford and got her pregnant with her eldest child.

      "You think Annabel Larimer was attacked to protect your brother's secret as the Goshawk?" Roth asked.

      They'd debated that last night in the Berkeley Square dining room and library. In that now seemingly dreamlike interval in which Malcolm had known Edgar was the Goshawk, but hadn't yet known what he'd done to Kitty. In which he'd thought that Leo was his own son and the greatest challenge ahead had seemed coping with the consequences.

      "That still seems likeliest," Malcolm said. "Edgar admits she knew. She asked Harry if he knew. But for some reason she didn't share the truth with him. I can't work out why. Or why the truth of Edgar's being the Goshawk, which according to Edgar she'd known since the Peninsula, bothered her now. It seems to be linked to the letter of Diego Martinez's that she found. She told Edgar she thought Martinez hadn't worked out that he was the Goshawk. Perhaps that letter revealed that he had. "

      "And Martinez had been tasked to kill the Goshawk. Do you think Mrs. Larimer was afraid for your brother's safety?"

      Edgar's safety was not high on the list of Malcolm's concerns at present, but it was a valid question. "Possibly," Malcolm said. "Although we have no evidence that anyone ever actually tried to attack the Goshawk, and certainly not that anyone's trying to eliminate the Goshawk now."

      "But someone might, if they wanted to prevent the Goshawk's being used in Spain. They could have reason to attack both your brother and Mrs. Larimer."

      "They could. And if you're thinking of Carfax, I don't doubt that he's capable of having both Annabel and Edgar attacked if he thought the stakes high enough. He's always viewed his agents as expendable in the right circumstances. I'm less convinced he'd think the stakes are high enough now. But that may be because I'm missing part of the picture."

      Malcolm saw Edgar sparring at Jackson's yesterday, heard Kitty's words in the library last night. Not that much of a leap now to imagine Edgar attacking Annabel. But difficult to see the reason for it. "There's also still the possibility Annabel was attacked because of her parentage," Malcolm said.

      "Which you think you can unravel with your mysterious activities tonight." Roth shot a sideways look at him.

      "Potentially. But probably best you know the least possible about that until we have something to report."

      "I certainly understand deniability. I just hope you'll come to me if you need help."

      "Believe me, we will." Malcolm looked out at a barge making its way down the Thames. The air off the river was fresh after last night's rain, despite the grime on the water. The contradictions of London.

      "All these revelations," Roth said. "And I feel we're no closer to knowing who attacked Mrs. Larimer."

      "No." Malcolm stared down at the water as it eddied round the stone. "We're dancing round the edges, but I'm damned if I can see the whole picture."

      Roth watched him for a moment. When he spoke, Malcolm thought it was not what he'd originally been going to say. "We'll work it out. We've never failed yet on a case I've worked with you."

      Malcolm managed a faint smile. "You could take that to mean our luck is due to run out."

      Roth touched his arm. "I don't think luck has anything to do with it."
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      Blanca was in the Berkeley Square garden with Addison and the children when Mélanie, Laura, and Cordelia came back from their visit to Rosamund Hartley.

      "From the look on your face, you have news," Mélanie said, when the flurry of greetings was over and the children had returned to acting out Robin Hood.

      Blanca's eyes were bright. "All sorts of people are in and out of the Winsley house today—florists with potted palms, delivery men with crates of wine and hampers from Fortnum's. Easy enough to slip in with a basket. And with everything going on, the maids were happy enough for a bit of a gossip. They don't like these sorts of parties in general. Though one did say the cyprians were less exacting than the ladies at Winsley's regular parties. Finally I managed to turn the conversation to parties Sir Gerald went to rather than those he gave. It seems the day after the night the footman saw him drop the paper-wrapped parcel one of the maids took him a glass of claret in the study. When she came in, he was locking the door of a gilded cabinet and she said he fair jumped out of his skin—her words."

      "You're a wonder, Blanca," Mélanie said.

      "Not near as much excitement as you'll have tonight," Blanca said. "But it was fun to be undercover again."
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      Laura adjusted her blonde wig. Raoul came up behind her, drew a curl forwards to hide a hairpin, and anchored it in place with another pin. "Effective," he said. "One trick of disguise is to change one's most immediately recognizable feature. You're beautiful in any case, but it's your hair people notice first."

      Laura looked up at her husband. "Thank you. For not trying to stop me."

      "I don't want to stop you." Raoul adjusted another curl. "This could be very useful. But I will own I'll feel distinctly relieved when we come back."

      Laura turned her head to kiss him. "Now you know how I feel nine-tenths of the time."

      His hands closed on her shoulders. "Don't think I don't know it."

      "Knowing it is different from feeling it, sweetheart." She kissed him again.

      "You're enjoying this," he said.

      "Don't tell me you don't enjoy going undercover."

      "Sometimes. All right, most of the time."

      She looked back in the mirror, at her eyes exaggerated by blacking, at her lips rouged in a darker shade than she normally employed, at the fair hair which somehow changed her whole coloring, made everything about her seem cooler and paler than when her titian hair framed her face. "It's odd. I was undercover as a governess, but always playing the same part. Which was really a different version of myself. I haven't had the chance to play someone else. Any words of advice?"

      His gaze skimmed her face. "Trust your instincts. Improvise. But don't hesitate to run when you have to."

      "You aren't just saying that because I'm your wife, are you?"

      He squeezed her shoulders. "No, I'm saying that because it's what I'd do myself."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Mélanie reached for her eye blacking and drew it over her eyelid with a heavier hand than she usually employed. The tapers on her dressing table flickered, and in the glass she saw Malcolm leaning against the doorjamb behind her.

      "It's a good transformation," he said. "But I still think I'd know you anywhere."

      "Well, yes, darling, but I hope none of the Elsinore League knows me anywhere near as well as you do." She began to line her other eye. "Do I look like a cyprian?"

      He gave a faint smile though she saw the stab of unease in his gaze. "I'm hardly an expert."

      She rubbed at a smudge at the corner of her eye. "You've been undercover in more brothels than I have lately."

      "Mel—"

      She swung round on the bench to look at him. He had that look in his gaze that she'd glimpsed so often after he learned the truth of her past. As though she were fragile and he was walking on eggshells not to damage her further. The revelations about Kitty yesterday would only have made it worse. "Darling, it's hardly the first time I've masqueraded as a lightskirt. I've done it often enough with you, if it comes to that. It's good the most disagreeable parts of my past can at least be of use."

      He moved to her side and set his hands on her shoulders. "You're remarkable, sweetheart."

      She leaned back against him. "I hated being powerless, darling. This makes me feel quite the opposite."

      "I understand that. And I'm glad it does."

      But there was still a line between his brows. "Is it harder because you won't have any sort of claim on me?"

      "For God's sake, Mel. When have I ever tried to lay claim to you?"

      "That's not what I meant. But when we're undercover and you're supposed to be my lover, you can interfere without breaking character if other men get too close. In fact, it gives you the perfect cover for letting loose your protective impulses."

      "As I recall, when we've been undercover, we've more often ended up fighting side by side. If I did anything but assume you could hold your own, we'd probably both get killed."

      "Well, yes, that's true, love. But I think you've always worried more about my being subjected to pawing hands than to fists and knives and pistols. I agree pawing hands are disagreeable, but I'm quite capable of dodging them. It's a long time since I've put up with anything I wasn't willing to."

      "I know."

      She turned to kneel on the bench facing him and smoothed his hair off his forehead. "Just because you're a man doesn't mean you're responsible for all men, you know, darling. You're you. And you couldn't be more different from the sort of men who'll be at tonight's party." Or his brother. "Which hopefully you're a good enough actor to disguise."

      "I wish—"

      "I know. You wish you could have stopped the things that happened to me. You wish you could have stopped what happened to Kitty. But all we can do is move forwards from where we are now. And given both our pasts, where we are now is rather amazing."

      "I just hate to think that what's between us has anything to do with—"

      "What men at the party want from girls from the Barque of Frailty? What we share couldn't be further from a transaction. But at its heart, desire is desire, darling."

      "That reduces us to rutting animals."

      "On a crude level, that's what we all are." She slid her hand behind his neck and looked into his familiar, incredibly tender gray eyes. "It doesn't mean there aren't layers about it. Incredibly complicated layers. Incredibly delightful layers." She reached up and kissed him, lightly, but as a reminder of all that was between them. "Nothing's like what we share, darling."

      His fingers closed on her elbows. For a moment, she felt he wanted nothing more than to lose himself in what was between them, blotting out past and future.

      A rap on the door broke the moment. "I'm, sorry," Valentin said, when they bade him come in, "but Lord Palmerston is below. In the circumstances, I thought you'd want to see him."
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      Valentin had shown Palmerston into the small salon. He was standing by the fireplace but turned and came forwards when Malcolm and Mélanie came into the room. "I'm sorry. I know it's well into the evening, and I seem to have interrupted you on the point of going out."

      "A masquerade friends got up," Mélanie said. Her makeup was done and her gown of black net over claret satin was not beyond the realm of what she'd wear to a party herself. Thankfully, she hadn't yet put her wig on. "We're not in a hurry." That wasn't entirely true, but they needed to learn whatever Palmerston had to say.

      Palmerston nodded. "I'm on my way to dine myself, but in the circumstances, I thought this shouldn't wait. As I suspect you guessed, I wasn't entirely forthcoming when you came to see me yesterday."

      "I had an inkling." Mélanie moved to one of the chairs by the fireplace. Malcolm and Palmerston sat as well.

      Palmerston settled back in his chair and crossed his legs. "I have to answer for the army's accounts in Parliament. I get no end of questions from my own colleagues, and out-and-out attacks from the Opposition." He looked at Malcolm. "Yours are particularly effective."

      "Thank you," Malcolm said.

      "So when someone comes asking questions about the accounts, my first instinct is that they're looking for information to use against the war office."

      "Harry," Mélanie said, "are you saying that Annabel Larimer came to see you about war office accounts?"

      Palmerston met her gaze with none of the artifice of the ballroom. "She wanted to know how unofficial military intelligence operations were funded."

      "Did she say more?" Malcolm asked.

      "Yes." Palmerston tapped his fingers on the chair arm. "She wanted to know if I'd heard of an operative called the Goshawk during the war. Which I had, a bit, in the foreign papers. I thought he was Spanish. Mrs. Larimer said he was British, that he'd worked for British intelligence, and wouldn't the funds he'd used for his missions, and to distribute to the Spanish, have had to be accounted for somewhere in war office records? I said theoretically, yes, but with the tangle of war office records it would be damned hard to trace. All of which is perfectly true. It's also true that Mrs. Larimer didn't tell me why she wanted information about the Goshawk and in fact resisted my efforts to draw her out on her motivation. So I was inclined to think it might all be some effort to embarrass the war office. I said I'd look into the matter and get back to her. I did start to do so, but other matters intervened, and I confess I wasn't in a great hurry." He looked from Mélanie to Malcolm. "I had no notion the matter might be urgent."

      "You wouldn't have done," Malcolm said.

      "Yes, well, I can't but keep refining upon it, but that's folly, I suppose. When Mélanie came to see me yesterday my first instinct was still to be careful what fodder I gave for your excellent questions before the House. But I started digging through the papers in earnest last night and today. I think I've found what Mrs. Larimer was looking for. There are large amounts that I'm quite sure were being diverted to the Goshawk operation, particularly in late '12 and early '13. When one of my clerks learned what I was looking for, he was quite helpful. The odd thing is, he said he pulled the same information for Lord Carfax seven years ago."

      "In the autumn of '12?" Malcolm asked.

      "Early '13, I think." Palmerston met Malcolm's gaze for a moment. "Odd, I thought, Carfax asking for the records of expenses for his own mission."

      "Yes," Malcolm said. "It is indeed."

      Palmerston nodded. "I have my clerk combing the records further. I've told him the results are only to come to me, for now." He pushed himself to his feet. "I'll give you an update as soon as I know more."

      Malcolm stood as well. "Talking of awkward questions, I assume it's occurred to you that Carfax may not want you talking to us."

      "It could hardly fail to do so. I don't know if it's the Whiggish influence of the woman I love or just my general quixoticness, but between Carfax and the two of you, I really find no contest. Just be a good fellow and spare me the questions in the House this time, Rannoch. Don't worry, I'll see myself out. I know you have a great deal you're juggling. Mélanie, you look stunning." He kissed her hand. "I'd give a great deal to know where you're actually going tonight."

      Mélanie looked at her husband as the door shut behind Palmerston. "Was Edgar—"

      "Diverting funds intended for the Goshawk operation? Carfax's interest in early '13 suggests that. At least it suggests that Carfax wanted some account of the funds being used for a mission he'd set up himself. And at the moment, I'm certainly ready to imagine Edgar guilty of just about anything." His gaze clouded for a moment with questions he perhaps wasn't prepared to face yet. "A lot of questions to consider tomorrow." He squeezed her shoulders. "But meanwhile, we have a mission to prepare for."
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      "I can't imagine choosing to come here." Saslly, one of the girls from the Barque of Frailty, ran a gaze over Mélanie, Cordelia, and Laura in the soft glow of the hired carriage's interior lamps. She had thick hair and world-weary green eyes and was probably five years Mélanie's junior.

      "Oh, I don't know." Dolly, another of the girls, adjusted her spangled scarf. "The champagne's good. And the food. And the gentlemen aren't any worse than at the Barque of Frailty."

      "But they don't work at the Barque of Frailty," Sally said.

      "I think what you're doing is very brave." Daisy Singleton, the third girl, a petite, elfin-faced brunette, had met them during their January investigation of her friend Miranda Dormer's murder.

      "Brave or foolhardy," Sally said.

      "It can amount to the same thing," Mélanie said. "And sometimes in retrospect the outcome defines the difference."

      The carriage rattled to a stop. Torchlight flashed into view, but they were not at the front portico. "We go in a side entrance," Daisy explained.

      The coachman let down the steps and handed them down from the carriage. A side door opened. Two footmen emerged, shepherded them inside, and took their cloaks. In many ways it was like arriving at any Mayfair ball, save that they entered a narrow passage, not a marble-tiled hall. The footmen were courteous yet there was a certain matter-of-factness about them that a footman wouldn't show to a lady arriving as a guest. Mélanie caught one running a quick gaze over her as though toting up her value. Footmen might very well have similar thoughts about ladies, but they kept them better hidden. On the other hand, she'd seen gentlemen at Almack's run a similar gaze over young women on the Marriage Mart, save that in that case the calculation would include a dowry as well as physical charms.

      One of the footmen conducted them up narrow carpeted stairs and through a baize door to the reception rooms, an enfiladed suite done in blue and gold. A number of other women were already present, disposed about the rooms, sipping champagne, chatting with each other, checking their hair in the heavy gilt-framed mirrors.

      "First time here?" a fair-haired young woman in red asked Mélanie. She and Cordy and Laura had moved a little apart from each other so as not to attract too much attention.

      Mélanie accepted a glass of champagne from a passing footman. "Yes."

      "It's quite grand," the girl said. "But no need to be intimidated. Just be careful who you go off alone with. And whatever you do, don't let Billy Repton make you an offer. He talks as though he has a fortune, but he's completely washed up. Could scarcely afford a night at the Barque of Frailty, let alone keeping a mistress."

      A stir in the next room announced a new arrival. Sir Gerald Winsley wandered through the rooms accompanied by two other men. Sir Humphrey Bergot, Mélanie thought. Or was it Bermot? It always made her think of Bergamot. And a younger man who looked vaguely familiar but whom she couldn't place. They wandered through the rooms, glancing over the women, stopping to speak with them now and then, but for the most part it was more an inspection than a conversation. Which was probably just as well. Again there was a certain uncomfortable parallel to Almack's. Mélanie felt more inclined than ever not to take Jessica to Almack's when she was old enough.

      Winsley turned, looked straight at her, and walked over. He bowed, quite politely. "Don't think I've seen you before. New, are you?"

      "To here." Mélanie made her voice more throaty than usual and made the words almost a double-entendre, with a suggestion that she was far from new to other things.

      Winsley laughed with appreciation. "What's your name?"

      Mélanie smiled at Winsley. She didn't know him well, but she had once been seated beside him at dinner. He'd talked about fishing the entire time. "Marguerite," she said.

      "Charming." Winsley's gaze ran from the curls of her red wig to the beading at the hem of her gown and the satin ribbons on her slippers—she was standing to allow her ankles to peep out from beneath her skirt. He cast a glance at Bergamot. "Quite out of the common way."

      "You said it, old boy."

      Which might mean she wasn't doing her job well. She was supposed to look more common. On the other hand, neither Winsley nor Bergamot had given the least sign of recognizing her, so, thus far the masquerade was succeeding.

      The men wandered on. The doors opened again and the first of the guests arrived. A stream of gentlemen in evening dress, many of whom she knew, none of whom gave the least sign of recognizing her. She took a sip of champagne and moved into the crowd. The way to blend in was not to be a wallflower.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Malcolm, Harry, and Raoul come into the room in the midst of a large crowd. Malcolm had his hair grayed. Harry had a padded stomach. Raoul was leaning on a walking stick and had a false set of side-whiskers.

      "Here, now." A portly man blocked her path. "Your glass is almost empty. Can't have that."

      Mélanie smiled up at him. Theodore Braswell. She had once sat across the table from him at a dinner given by his sister, who was married to a Whig MP. "Oh, if you could refill it, I'd be so grateful," she said, in the tone of one asking a knight to go off on a perilous mission.

      "Gladly."

      Really, in many ways, this wasn't so very different from being a political wife.
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      Mélanie was smiling up at a man. Theodore Braswell. Whose sister was married to John Ponsford, who was just enough of a reformer to be an ally of Malcolm's on occasion. Braswell was leaning over Mel at an angle that gave him a view of her décolletage. His hand came up to tuck an errant strand of hair behind her ear, and then slid down to where her gauze gown dipped off her shoulder. He slid her sleeve lower. Mélanie playfully swatted his hand away and laughed up at him.

      "Steady, old fellow." Harry's hand closed on Malcolm's arm, in a way that would look like an inebriated man trying to steady himself to anyone who didn't know Harry. "They can handle this. Nothing to actually worry about."

      They'd make a scene. Break their own cover, and Mel and Cordy and Laura's. And expose everyone to more danger. "I hate—"

      "So do I, old man. But no one would thank you for intervening. Especially your wife."

      He'd fought beside Mel often enough and could focus on his own share in the fight, secure in the knowledge that she could protect herself. This was different. And yet, as Harry had said, there was no doubt she could protect herself here as well as in a fight. It was hardly novel to see another man showing an interest in his wife. To be honest, he'd seen political colleagues go almost as far as Braswell in crude attempts at flirtation. But seeing her like that was a reminder that his very self-possessed wife had once been powerless. And he felt a rage that made him want to smash things.

      "You two look lonely." A young woman with elaborately dressed hair, tired eyes, and a remarkably sweet smile appeared before them.

      "Only trying to work out the best approach." Harry gave a lazy smile that made him look quite unlike himself, and snagged three glasses of champagne from a passing footman. "Now you just have to decide which of us is more to your taste."
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      Mélanie caught Cordelia's eye across the room for the briefest moment, and then Daisy Singleton's. "Oh, dear, it's so dreadfully hot in here." She wielded her fan, sending a waft of air into Braswell's face, which was perhaps not sensible but was very satisfying.

      Braswell's brows rose with appreciation at the idea of going somewhere more intimate. He gave her his arm and they moved through the crowd quite as they might at a Mayfair ball. In fact, it was only slightly less crowded and slightly more raucous than Emily Cowper's.

      The passage was crowded with new arrivals and ladies who had taken up a position there as the best place to meet someone. "Not a lot of privacy here." Braswell glanced round.

      "Mr. Braswell." Daisy ran up to them. "You promised to show me the naughty engravings in the room at the end of the passage. I've been wanting to see them for an age, but Sir Gerald doesn't like the girls to wander in there on our own."

      "Hrmph." Braswell hesitated, clearly torn. Mélanie took advantage of the moment to disentangle her arm from his.

      "Oh, do come. No time like the present." Daisy caught Braswell's hand.

      While Braswell was turned away, Mélanie slipped into the crowd. It took no more than five seconds for her to lose herself entirely, making strategic use of other guests for cover. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Malcolm and Harry stagger through the archway from the main room. Cordelia fell into place beside her without speaking. They threaded their way through the crowd. At the head of the stairs, Raoul was smiling flirtatiously at a woman with luxuriant dark hair. As they slipped past, he and his companion turned, her trailing green gown caught round his walking stick so it made a curtain that disguised the sight of Mélanie and Cordelia slipping down the stairs.

      A trio of gentlemen were coming through the front door. Two couples stood in the shadows further down the hall, heads close together. As Mélanie and Cordelia neared the base of the stairs, Malcolm and Harry pushed past them.

      "Steady on, old fellow." Harry made a grab for Malcolm, who was in the lead. "You've had too much to drink."

      "Speak for yourself." Malcolm lurched forwards, narrowly avoiding one of the new arrivals as the man gave the footman his hat. Another footman appeared from the back of the hall with a tray of champagne glasses.

      "I'm perfectly well." Harry staggered into Malcolm. Malcolm spun round and launched a blow at Harry, and the two of them careered into the footman with the champagne glasses, sending the three of them to the ground in a hail of broken crystal.

      One of the women screamed. One of the new arrivals skidded on the champagne-soaked tiles, possibly helped by Malcolm's foot, and went down as well. Mélanie and Cordelia dodged past into the far reaches of the hall.

      Third door on the left, per Blanca's instructions. Mélanie tugged it open and they slipped inside. The smells of ink, leather, and tobacco in the darkened room suggested they had found the study. The flare of light when Mélanie found a brace of candles and struck a flint she had in her reticule confirmed it.

      It was a room furnished with opulence, if without particular style. Though an oil on the wall looked like a Canaletto. Like most of the League, Winsley had quite an art collection.

      The bronze-inlaid cabinet was against the right wall. Cordelia held the brace of candles while Mélanie knelt on the Turkey rug, took her picklocks from her beaded reticule, and pressed her ear against the polished panels to listen for clicks. Within a few minutes the lock clicked open. She reached inside. There, on the top shelf, was a framed picture, still wrapped in brown paper. She took it out and unwrapped it enough to see that the picture matched Malcolm's sketch. Resisting the urge to further examine the cabinet—each moment was precious—she wrapped the picture in her Zephyr scarf, tucked it under her arm, and relocked the cabinet.

      "That went well," Cordelia murmured.

      "So far, so good." Mélanie eased the door open. The hall was quiet and shadowy. They slipped outside.

      "I knew you were up to something." One of the footmen detached himself from the shadows with a speed that indicated the training of an agent.

      "Oh, good, I was hoping to catch you alone." Cordelia grabbed him and kissed him. She pushed him against the door and backed into the study, dragging him with her, her mouth still pressed to his own. Mélanie spun round and gave a high kick that knocked him to the ground, then hit him over the head with a bronze candlestick.

      "That's uncomfortably like what happened to Annabel Larimer," she said, staring down at the unconscious footman.

      "You weren't trying to kill him."

      "There is that. Grab the cord from the curtains. We should leave him bound and gagged."
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      Laura had taken up a position not far from one of the archways where there was a constant flow of traffic and a good opportunity to observe—and hopefully catch a whiff of useful conversation. A few gentlemen had stopped by with flirtatious comments and one or two of the girls had offered bits of advice, but no one had engaged her in detailed conversation.

      "Can't think why I've never seen you before," a gruff voice said beside her.

      Laura turned to find herself regarding a stout man with graying hair and shrewd blue eyes. "I've only recently come to Mrs. Hartley's," she said. And then, because she was old to be beginning such a life, she added, "My husband was killed in the war."

      Which was not too far from the truth.

      He coughed. "Pity about that. Sympathies."

      "Thank you."

      Men liked to talk to women to whom they weren't obligated. She'd seen that a bit herself, in her days as a heedless young woman and wife in the confined society of India. And she'd heard it from Rachel Garnier and from Mélanie just today. "You look like a soldier yourself."

      "You've a good eye, m'dear. Was some twenty years ago. Then my elder brother took a bad fall putting his hunter over a jump and broke his neck. I came into the title and sold out. Always missed the army. Sir Humphrey Grandison. Mrs.—"

      "Fielding." Laura smiled and extended her hand, realizing she wasn't quite sure of the expected courtesies. At least there was no need to wait for an introduction, which was rather refreshing.

      Sir Humphrey bowed over her hand with more gallantry than some had shown her as Lady Tarrington.

      "Honored to meet you, ma'am. Did your husband fall at Waterloo?"

      "No, at Toulouse."

      "My younger son fought in Spain. We're fortunate to have him home now."

      The "we" presumably meant his wife, which was rather odd, given their circumstances.

      "I knew Bonaparte was a threat," Laura said, "but I confess I never could really understand why so many of our men had to fight in Spain. It wasn't our war—not there."

      "Not precisely, no. Needed to confront him, though. Oh, here's some champagne. Let me get you a glass." He retrieved two glasses from a passing footman and gave one to her.

      Laura took a measured sip. "And now it seems Spain is becoming a tangle all over again. But perhaps you have interests there."

      "What? Ah—no. Not precisely." Sir Humphrey leaned a hand against a pillar, which put him a step closer to her and, she suspected, gave him a better view of the beaded neckline of her gown. "Some of the fellows have invested in armaments and that sort of thing. Never did so myself. Never saw much point. Perhaps seemed too close to home, having been a soldier and with my son fighting. And as for creating a hero—"

      "Creating a hero?" Laura nearly choked on her champagne. "Do you mean someone in the British army was actually—"

      "No, no." Sir Humphrey cast a glance about. "Nothing like that."

      "It wasn't someone British then? But that's so intriguing. Do you mean—" Laura pretended to consider while alternative approaches raced through her mind. "You're talking about someone Spanish? It would almost have to be, if it's not someone British. I remember once when my husband was home on leave he told me about this Spaniard who undertook terrifying missions and was a hero to the villagers. He sounded terribly exciting. He had some sort of fanciful name. Hawk or Peregrine or—"

      "Goshawk," Grandison said. "But I assure you—"

      "Yes, of course, that's it. Do you mean to say he—this Goshawk person—was actually working for your friends? But how fascinating." Laura opened her eyes very wide to indicate a fascination that held no understanding of the wider implications.

      "Didn't say anything of the sort, m'dear."

      "But if he's the hero you're talking about—"

      She saw the conflict in Sir Humphrey's eyes. Wariness because of his role in the League warring with the desire to show his inside knowledge and impress a pretty woman who was leaning towards him with every appearance of interest, indicating how very impressed she might be.

      "Can't use names. Not at all the thing. All sorts of intriguing during the war, you know."

      "Oh, were your friends agents? How terribly exciting. But surely now the war's over there's no need to be so secretive about it. They were working for their country, after all."

      Sir Humphrey coughed and tossed down a drink of champagne. "Complicated business. Spain still a tangle, as you said. Have to be careful what we talk about."

      "I quite understand. It's just so exciting."

      "Best discuss something else."

      Laura saw the flash of a diamond-headed walking stick near the door from the passage and caught her husband's eye. Time to leave.

      She smiled at Sir Humphrey. "Of course, I quite understand." She took a step to the side and then let out an exclamation of distress. "Oh, dear, I've torn a flounce. How provoking. Do excuse me. I must run to the ladies' retiring room. I'll be right back."

      She gave her champagne glass to Sir Humphrey and slipped off to find Raoul. And deal with the shattering implications of what Sir Humphrey had seemingly just revealed. That as the Goshawk, Edgar Rannoch had been working for the Elsinore League.
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      "And to think I missed this completely when you broke into the Louvre," Cordelia said. They were all out of Winsley's house, making their way down the street with the giddiness of a successful mission. Mélanie tightened her grip on Malcolm's arm. She had the painting, still wrapped in her scarf, tucked under her other arm. She and Cordelia had got out the side door before the footman recovered consciousness and managed to untie himself. Malcolm and Harry had followed, staggering out the front door, and Raoul and Laura had got out through the mews.

      "That was fairly routine," Harry told Cordelia.

      "Except for the soldiers who caught us and forced us to pull spy rank," Malcolm said.

      "The biggest challenge of that was facing down their seriousness without laughing," Harry said.

      "Ho, who goes there?"

      Damn. The watch.

      Cordelia gave a very effective scream.

      "It's all right, Cordy," Harry said, in a realistic slurred voice. "Just the watch."

      "Oh, how tiresome."

      "Here now." The watchman held up his lantern to peer at them. Its light also showed his face. Square, determined. He was on the young side for a watchman, late twenties, and took his task seriously. "What are you doing? What's that you're carrying?"

      "Oh, it's the stupidest thing," Cordelia said. "It took forever to find it, and it's only a boring landscape, and now we've got to go searching for a basin and ewer in crimson, of all things."

      "Just the ewer," Mélanie said.

      "Told you the Hartleburys have one," Harry said.

      "Yes, darling, and as to how on earth you can know what's in Lady Hartlebury's bedchamber—"

      "Never mind about that," Malcolm said. "A library was one thing. Going into bedchambers—"

      "That's the fun of it, darling," Mélanie said.

      The watchman swung his gaze back and forth as though he couldn't work out where to look. "Here now, are you stealing?"

      "Oh, it's not stealing," Cordelia said. "We're going to give it all back. And we have a list so everyone's agreed to be part of it. It sounded so diverting. But it's getting fearfully cold. I do begin to think champagne and lobster patties and even ancient music would be preferable. Really, a new gown is quite wasted on this."

      "What is it?" the watchman asked.

      "It's called a scavenger hunt," Mélanie said.

      "A what?"

      "We have a whole list of things to look for."

      "A tiresome list," Cordelia murmured.

      "And whoever finds them all first gets the prize," Mélanie said.

      "A hideous vase no one would want," Malcolm said.

      "The point isn't that, the point is winning," Mélanie said.

      "We'd still have to look at the damn thing."

      "So you're taking things," the watchman said in a determined voice. He wasn't a Dogberry or a Verges. Not quite. But somewhere in the vicinity.

      "Yes, but we're going to give them back." Cordelia opened her eyes very wide. "You can't think we'd actually want to keep all these things, would you? A red basin and ewer—"

      "Just the ewer," Malcolm said.

      "Even more useless. And a single Hessian boot with a yellow tassel, and a copper skillet, and goodness know what else—"

      "So it's all some sort of game?"

      "Of course." Mélanie smiled at him. "You can't think we'd be working at this hour, can you?"

      "Work?" Harry yawned. "What's that?"

      "Best be on your way, then," the watchman counseled. "But mind you don't wake anyone else who isn't playing this—er—game."

      

      Mélanie unwrapped the painting from the gauzy black folds of her scarf and set it on the library table. The others were all gathered round, including Blanca and Addison, and Frances and Archie, who had been waiting for them in Berkeley Square. Malcolm picked up a letter opener and slit the back, carefully so as not to damage the painting or whatever was hidden inside. Mélanie reached in and felt the crinkle of papers. "So, Glenister was at least telling the truth about that," she said, drawing them out.

      "But they're more than love letters from Catherine Collingwood," Malcolm said. "I see two different hands."

      Mélanie held the yellowed paper to the light of the branches of candles. "That's definitely a 'Cathy,'" she said, turning it to read the crossed lines. "But the others—"

      "Good God." Malcolm was reading. He handed a letter to her.

      Mélanie scanned it and met her husband's gaze.

      "Yes." He looked at her, then at the others. "Glenister may have been telling the truth about being Annabel's father. But it seems he neglected to tell us that the papers concealed here also reveal that he isn't Quen's biological father. There's a note, a very simple one, signed by Mary Glenister, stating that her eldest son was fathered by Alistair Rannoch."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 43

          

        

      

    

    
      Silence fell over the library. Laura was aware of her husband's absolute stillness beside her. The news was a shock to her, but how much more of a shock must it be to those who had known Alistair Rannoch and Lord Glenister for decades.

      "That is a surprise," Frances said.

      Malcolm looked at his aunt.

      "Alistair and Frederick were friends. Rivals at times, yes, but even Alistair—" Frances drew a sharp breath. "Besides, Quen's an eldest son and heir. I presume even the League follow certain rules about these things."

      "Rules they often break," Archie said, "but yes."

      "That accounts for the secrecy," Malcolm said. "The embarrassment to him, and perhaps concern for Quen. I wouldn't call Glenister a model parent, but I'd say he's been more of a parent to Quen than Alistair was to me. Not that it would be hard to be so." He looked at Frances again. "Did you know?"

      "No." She looked at Archie with a raised brow.

      He shook his head. "I heard plenty of rumors in my time with the League. But not a whiff of this."

      Of one accord, the company moved to the chairs and sofa round the fireplace. Laura sat on one of the sofas beside Raoul, her throat tight with what she had learned tonight and not yet articulated.

      "We still don't know what they want of Glenister." Mélanie curled into one of the Queen Anne chairs beside Malcolm. Partly to save space, no doubt, but Laura suspected also partly because it made her feel better. "Or who is behind it."

      Laura hesitated. "There's something I need to tell you all." She had wondered if she should start with just Malcolm, Mélanie, and Raoul. In fact, she had wondered if she should start by telling it just to Malcolm. She'd been grappling with Sir Humphrey's revelations ever since they left Sir Gerald Winsley's. So often she was used to the secrets of the past being something the others shared, a tapestry she would piece together listening to them evaluate revelations and debate nuances that went beyond mere detail, which she could only begin to guess at. It was a novel and quite uncomfortable position to be in possession of information about that tangled past, a past she was still coming to understand herself, that the others didn't have. But in the end, she knew everyone would have to know, due to the tangle they were presently in. And due to that tangle, there was really no time for Malcolm or anyone else to come to terms with it before the others learned the truth.

      They were all looking at her. She had a feeling Raoul sensed how worried she was more than Malcolm and Mélanie did, but he didn't say anything.

      "Of course," Malcolm said.

      Laura drew a breath. Just as she wasn't used to having information about the past, she wasn't used to the burden of smashing illusions for those she loved. How on earth did Raoul survive the tangle of personal and espionage relationships he was constantly navigating?

      She looked at Malcolm. Her former employer. Her husband's son. Who had helped extricate her from prison. She had seen him through the crisis of learning the truth of Mélanie's past, though she hadn't fully understood what was happening until it was starting to heal. She had seen him have to flee Britain, had seen the toll that took on him. And then the toll of Gisèle's disappearance and the challenges of her life undercover. But in many ways she had never been more worried for him than she was now. She wasn't used to thinking of him as her stepson, but suddenly she was keenly aware that her role should be to comfort him and she doing quite the opposite.

      She resisted the impulse to reach for Raoul's hand. She had to do this herself. "One of the League members," she said. "One of the minor members, I think. Sir Humphrey Grandison. He was flirting, and I got him to talk about Spain. He said something about the League's activities in Spain. Mostly that he didn't seem to understand them. But then he said something about their creating a hero—" She saw the tension run through each of the others, but no one was quite ready to make the leap. "I dropped a few more hints," she said. She swallowed again, hands locked in her lap. Stupid, Laura. Saying it wouldn't make it any truer than it already was. "He didn't come right out and admit it, but I think the League may have created the Goshawk."

      The words hung in the air. No one, not even Raoul, Mélanie, or Frances, was going to respond until Malcolm did. She could feel their anguished focus on him. Malcolm went absolutely still. He'd seen it before she actually said the words, she was quite sure of it. But he hadn't let himself fully process them until now.

      "Of course." When he spoke at last, his voice was flat and prosaic, and could have sounded matter-of-fact to anyone not acquainted with the circumstances. Or with Malcolm. "It makes perfect sense for the League to have made use of Edgar. I don't know why I thought Alistair would have caviled at it merely because he wasn't close to Edgar. Beverston recruited his son John and he doesn't seem to have thought much of him."

      "Trying to recruit is different from it succeeding," Mélanie said.

      "No, but Edgar didn't necessarily know the League were dangerous. He's never been as political as I. I'd have said he couldn't have kept it from me, but after the revelation that he was the Goshawk, it was obvious his powers of deception were far greater than I ever guessed. Much like Raimundo's."

      "That much is true," Raoul said. "But don't jump to conclusions."

      "I'm not," Malcolm told his father. "I'm assessing the facts."

      Harry started to get up. "Perhaps—"

      "No," Malcolm said. "You're all part of this. You all have to deal with the consequences of whatever my brother may have done." Malcolm touched his signet ring, as though something about it drew him into the past. "We grew apart as we grew up. We're very different people. But then something changed between us. Right about the time Mama died. I could never sort out what it was. At the time, to the extent I could think at all, I thought it must be that we were each dealing with losing Arabella in our different ways. That once we got past it, we'd get back to how we'd been before. It took me so long to get past it—assuming I have done—that it was years before I realized we were further apart than ever. I don't think it was really about Mama at all. I suspect Alistair used that time to pull Edgar into the League. Edgar would have been at his most vulnerable. And there'd have been no risk of Arabella's figuring out what was going on and trying to intervene." Malcolm looked up at Raoul. "Tell me that doesn't add up."

      "It adds up." Raoul said. "That doesn't mean it's the truth."

      "Of course, we can't be certain," Malcolm said. "But at some point one has to make assumptions based on a plausible theory. I know him better than you do."

      "You do," Raoul acknowledged.

      "Edgar knows I'm not Alistair's son." Malcolm spoke in a quick, steady voice, to all of them impartially. "I always suspected he did, but we didn't talk about it until a few days ago when I told him about Sandy. I told him I knew for a certainty." Malcolm looked at Raoul. "That you're my father. He already suspected that as well, he admitted. He denied he was bothered by the fact that my inheritance should rightfully be his. But I don't see how he couldn't be aware of it. In light of this—"

      "Darling." Mélanie reached for his hand. "You aren't responsible for Edgar's choices."

      "Of course not. But I need to try to understand them."

      Mélanie laced her fingers through his own. Malcolm drew her hand up to his lips and kissed her knuckles, then looked at the others.

      "Do you think Gisèle knows?" Cordelia asked. "If Edgar's still working with the League—I know that doesn't guarantee anything, and given the fragmentation within the League they could be working for opposite factions—"

      "But I've been quite sure from the start that Gelly was keeping something from me," Malcolm said. "That there was more to her work for the League than she'd let on."

      "This could explain it," Mélanie said quietly. "She wouldn't want you to know about Edgar."

      "No. Though she must have known I'd learn eventually—"

      "She might have thought she could fix things," Frances said in a quiet voice. "The young can be wildly optimistic."

      "And this explains why people might be at such pains to keep the truth of the Goshawk's identity secret," Malcolm said. He looked at Raoul again. "Those people you heard plotting the Goshawk's assassination. We thought they couldn't be British. But if the British had learned the League were behind the Goshawk—"

      "It would change things," Raoul said.

      "Completely. It looks as though Carfax may have been plotting my brother's murder. And I'm not sure I can even blame him."
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      It was late, but not the latest Malcolm had ever called at Carfax House, by any means. The footman greeted him without surprise. "Lady Carfax and Lady Lucinda are at the theatre," he said, taking Malcolm's hat, "but his lordship is in his study." He took Malcolm to Carfax's study without checking first that the earl was at home.

      "Malcolm." Carfax cast a quick glance up then, as usual, continued writing. "I assume you've been undercover unless there's some new fashion for gray hair powder. Do you have more questions or are you deigning to share news with me?"

      Malcolm advanced halfway into the room and stopped, staring at the man he had known for two-thirds of his life and worked for for far too close to a third of it. The man who was closer to family than he ever wanted to admit. "You ordered the Goshawk's assassination."

      Carfax went still. He set down his pen with care and looked up to meet Malcolm's gaze. His own gaze was steady, but it held something closer to compassion than Malcolm was used to seeing on his spymaster's face. "Once we knew he was a tool of the League. We had to get rid of him."

      "Edgar." His brother's name stuck in Malcolm's throat.

      "He wasn't Edgar, in this case. He was a rogue agent working for a very dangerous enemy. He was a danger to our cause, to other agents. To men and women who were risking their lives for Britain."

      Malcolm walked up to the desk. How odd to find himself seeing Carfax's viewpoint now, of all times, when they were talking about the murder of his brother. He moved to the straight-backed chair before the desk, the chair he had occupied during interviews with Carfax for as long as he had been coming to Carfax House. "So Martinez was a triple?"

      Carfax gave a dry smile. "That's going to bother O'Roarke, isn't it? That he didn't see it. I wouldn't say a triple so much as supremely elastic in his allegiances. He really was reporting to the French. But then he saw which way the war was going. He thought he could make more and be on the winning side. He came to one of my agents and let it be known that he had information that would be helpful to us and was willing to undertake assignments."

      "Whom? Whom did he approach?"

      "Smythson."

      "Ha. That explains the bad Spanish accent. Go on."

      "I'd made a secret trip to the Peninsula—I didn't see you on this one, you were off in the mountains and then wounded. Smythson asked me if I thought we should take Martinez up on his offer or if he was too unreliable. At the same time, we'd realized we were going to have to get rid of Edgar."

      "And you wanted the Spanish to do it for you."

      Carfax moved aside the paper he had been writing on. "Deniability seemed particularly important in this case. I couldn't explain to my own people why we had to get rid of him. I didn't want the truth about the Goshawk to come out."

      "No. It was clever. I can see that. Though someone as unreliable as Martinez strikes me as a questionable choice for a delicate operation like assassinating one of your own agents."

      "His ties to both sides would make it particularly hard to sort out who was behind the assassination if the truth got out. It could very well have looked as though O'Roarke were behind it."

      In fact, Malcolm might have thought just that had it not been Raoul who had told him about the assassination plot to begin with. "I can see that," Malcolm said. "And I can see why you thought you had to get rid of him."

      "You can't generally see my viewpoint."

      "I'm not saying I'd have done the same. I'm not sure what the hell I'd have done. But I can't fault you. And when Martinez was killed himself before he could kill Edgar?"

      "Things shifted. Alistair shifted. His focus wasn't on Spain. Edgar had to be watched, but he wasn't as direct a threat. I realized I could control him, at least to a degree. Use him to pass false information to Alistair. Then the war ended."

      "And? Surely you didn't think Edgar had stopped working for the League."

      "A number of people were working for the League. Are working for the League. I had no illusions I could kill all of them."

      Malcolm frowned, caught by the words. "I've never asked you. Alistair's death—"

      "No. That would have been bold, even for me, and I don't think it would have ended the threat. Well, I'm sure it wouldn't have done, given that Alistair is dead and the League are still very much a threat. That was Dewhurst, so far as I know. In any case, once Edgar ceased being the Goshawk, he was no longer either a direct threat or of particular use to me."

      "You didn't think of alerting people?"

      "Whom? You? You didn't even know about the League at that point. Did you?"

      "Not right after the war. You were the first one who alerted me to them, though it was O'Roarke who really explained what they were. But once you knew I knew—"

      "Edgar was in France. The two of you weren't on the closest terms. And I didn't want to distract you."

      "Distract me—"

      "Didn't want to turn this into a fight between brothers. Lear isn't really about Edgar and Edmund, you know."

      "Lear is about a lot of things."

      "This isn't about a struggle between you and Edgar. Edgar isn't the enemy, he's a subplot. The real threat is still from the League. I need you focused on that, not on whatever games Alistair played with his sons."

      "I'm not Alistair's son. Did it ever occur to you that Gelly might know Edgar was working for the League?"

      For the first time Carfax went still.

      "She's working for the League," Malcolm said. "She's been keeping something from me from the first. If she knows the truth about Edgar, that could account for it."

      "You think that's why she's got herself undercover?"

      "Not entirely. I think it's a family struggle that plays to Gisèle's strengths. But that could be part of it." Malcolm regarded Carfax. "You have to have been worried about Edgar now. About the Goshawk's being resurrected."

      "I don't think the League want the rebels to prevail in Spain any more than I do."

      "Probably not, but it's difficult to say what the League may decide serves their interests."

      "I'm not plotting to have your brother killed, Malcolm."

      Malcolm regarded his former spymaster. "You were delving into war office accounts six years ago. Accounts that related to the funds being used for the Goshawk operation. That's how you worked out that Edgar was siphoning off money for his own purposes."

      "For the League's purposes."

      "What were they doing with it?"

      "Lining their pockets, I suspect. Not nearly everything that was supposed to was finding its way to Spanish villages. And a League member with connections to the war office was funneling more into the Goshawk's allotment than I'd authorized."

      "Annabel Larimer was asking those same questions of Harry Palmerston just days before she was attacked. She'd just discovered a coded paper from Martinez. I think she was very close to working out the truth of the whole thing. Martinez's murder, the Goshawk operation."

      "I didn't have Annabel Larimer attacked to keep the secret of the Goshawk."

      "You'd say that anyway."

      "I expect I would." Carfax adjusted the earpiece of his spectacles. "You'll have to work out what it means."

      "Or try to."

      "You're generally rather good at working out meanings."

      "Who killed Martinez?"

      "I don't know. It certainly wasn't me. Or Smythson. We'd just engaged his services. It could have been a number of people. Including your father, if he'd got wind that Martinez had turned."

      Carfax's gaze said he was aware of other possibilities. But he wasn't going to put them into words. Neither was Malcolm. Not yet. "You said Martinez was offering you more information," Malcolm said. "What did he tell you?"

      Carfax grimaced. "He never got a chance to tell us anything. His meeting with Smythson was focused on the details about the Goshawk. But Martinez was claiming he had the names of Spanish and British double agents. Malcolm," Carfax added, as Malcolm got to his feet.

      Malcolm looked back at his former spymaster.

      "Edgar made a choice to go along with Alistair. You couldn't have stopped that. It wouldn't have been any different, whatever your relationship had been with him."

      "I'll never really know that, will I, sir? But I appreciate the thought."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 44

          

        

      

    

    
      "You'd think at this point I'd be used to people we know being capable of all sorts of things." Cordelia sat hunched on the sofa in the Berkeley Square library, hands curled round a cup of coffee, as though she needed warmth inside. "But somehow it's always still a shock. Not that I can claim to know Edgar well."

      "I've known him since he was a baby," Frances said. "And it's a shock. Mostly because Alistair never seemed to take an interest in him. But I can see Alistair playing on Edgar's loyalties. And I'm not shocked that Edgar was jealous of Malcolm." Her sapphire ring flashed as her fingers locked together. Archie put a hand on her arm.

      Mélanie pushed her hair back from her shoulders. She'd removed her wig with more frustration than finesse and her hair was tumbling loose from its pins. She said nothing, because there was nothing she could say. Yesterday's revelations about Edgar and Kitty in a way made this news less of a shock to her, and presumably to Raoul, and most definitely to Malcolm. But that still wasn't something she felt she could share.

      "There's little more we can learn tonight," Frances said. "But I can't help—"

      She broke off as the door opened and Valentin came into the room. "Forgive me, but you have a caller. One I think you'll want to see." He stepped aside to usher in Gregory, Annabel Larimer's manservant.

      Gregory's face was flushed, as though he'd been running, and his eyes glowed with excitement. "Mrs. Larimer is awake. Talking quite like herself. Dr. Blackwell's there—he's smiling like I never thought to see. Mrs. Durbridge said to come to you right away. And Mrs. Larimer's asking for Mr. O'Roarke. Not you, sir." He looked at Raoul. "Mr. Raimundo O'Roarke. We weren't sure where to find him."

      "I'll get him." Raoul pushed himself to his feet and looked from Mélanie to Harry.

      "We'll go to Annabel's." Mélanie reached for her cloak. "As quickly as possible."
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      A smile broke across Annabel Larimer's face as Mélanie and Harry came into the bedchamber. She was sitting up in bed, her children clustered round her. Her brown hair still spilled loose over her shoulders and she still wore a nightdress, but her face was lit with an animation that quite transformed her features. "Harry. It's good to see you." She held out a hand.

      "I can't tell you how much the feeling is mutual." Harry took her hand and lifted it to his lips.

      "Mrs. Rannoch." Annabel smiled at Mélanie. "I think you've learned a great deal about me since we last met when I was conscious."

      "All of which makes me all the happier to be able to speak with you again." Mélanie smiled at Annabel and then at Catherine, Benjamin, and Timothy.

      Annabel gathered her children in for a hug. "Run along with Aunt Violet for a bit, darlings. I need to talk to Colonel Davenport and Mrs. Rannoch."

      "I'll give you some privacy as well." Geoffrey moved to follow Violet and the children from the room. He turned back and regarded Annabel for a moment. "I won't tell you not to overtax yourself, because I know there are things you must do. But try to conserve your energy for what's most important."

      Annabel looked from Harry to Mélanie as the door closed behind Geoffrey. "I know you must have a lot of questions. But there's someone I need to talk to first—"

      "It's all right, Annabel." Raimundo O'Roarke stepped into the room, Raoul behind him. "They already know about me. That I was a French agent." He stared at Annabel, face pale, eyes lit with relief. "What surprises me is that you do, as well."

      Annabel Larimer's gaze locked on Raimundo's across the room, putting an end to any speculation about how she felt about him. "I didn't know until I found Diego's letter. My darling, why on earth do you think I was doing every thing I did in the past days before I was attacked?"
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      Malcolm surveyed Glenister down the green baize-covered length of his billiard table. He had found Glenister, like Carfax, at home, and perhaps more surprisingly for Glenister than for Carfax, alone. "We found the papers."

      Glenister let out a gasp of relief. "Thank God." He hesitated a moment, clutching a billiard cue in both hands. "All of them?"

      "Yes." Malcolm held his godfather with his gaze. "Did you think we wouldn't examine them?"

      Glenister went a shade paler in the flickering candlelight, but he didn't shrink from Malcolm's gaze. "Surely that wasn't necessary once you found them."

      "Given the questions round Annabel and the League? We'd have been derelict in our duty if we hadn't looked at them. All of them."

      Glenister's gaze hardened, but he said nothing.

      "There's a great deal you didn't tell me," Malcolm said.

      Glenister tore his gaze away from Malcolm's own, as though what he might reveal was too private to be shared. "Surely you can see why."

      "I think so. It's an awkward story for you. In a number of ways."

      "My God." Glenister tossed his cue down on the billiard table and spun away, hand closed hard on the edge of the table. "Do you know it was a wager?"

      "A wager over your wife?" Malcolm had few illusions about either Alistair or Glenister, but that shook even him.

      "No. Not over Mary. It began—we were sitting over port at White's one night. Alistair and I and Beverston and a handful of others. Someone commented on a lovely lady who was a new bride. I said that while married ladies who had given their husbands an heir were fair game, no gentleman would seduce a bride who hadn't given her husband at least one son. Ideally two."

      "Did you think about how Alistair would have taken that?"

      Glenister's brows drew together. "I didn't—No. I wasn't thinking of Alistair at all. Not consciously. Not even unconsciously, I don't think. In any case, I don't think Alistair would have seen O'Roarke as a gentleman."

      "No, I don't suppose he would have done. But while I'm the last to make excuses for Alistair, I suspect that any reminder about his own situation nicked a raw wound."

      "Perhaps. If I'd been thinking—" Glenister shook his head. "I wasn't thinking at all, I was stating something I took as common knowledge. Alistair at once accused me of being practically a Puritan and quite lacking in creative thinking." Glenister's hands curled into fists. "He wagered me his new curricle team against a bronze of mine he'd always coveted. That he could seduce a married lady who had not yet given her husband an heir. Someone of our acquaintance he stipulated. It never occurred to me—"

      Glenister looked away, then met Malcolm's gaze. Malcolm said nothing. "Yes, I know," Glenister said. "I was wagering about someone else's wife."

      "You were wagering about a woman who was probably young and with few defenses in the world."

      "Damn it, I assumed—We all know how the game is played. Our wives, as well."

      "Had you discussed that with your wife?"

      "No, of course not. It would never have occurred to me to do so."

      "Precisely."

      Glenister grimaced. "In any case, I went to the Continent for four months. I returned to town to find Mary looking a bit unwell. She said it was nothing, just a slight indisposition. That night at White's, Alistair told me I'd lost the wager. When I asked for proof, he suggested I ask my wife."

      Malcolm was not in a mood to feel any sympathy for either Alistair or Glenister but he could not but feel a stab of empathy. "That must have been—"

      "Mary was never good at lying. She confessed the whole when I confronted her. And she confessed that she was with child. She could have tried to wait, to muddy the waters, but—" Glenister shook his head. "Best, perhaps, that I knew the truth. Wondering would have been endless torment."

      He picked up a glass of whisky from the edge of the billiard table. "There wasn't any way out of it. No evidence for a divorce, even if I'd wanted to go through the scandal and embarrassment. It wasn't Mary's fault, in any case. That is—I wish she'd been able to hold out against Alistair's laying siege to her, but I understood the situation I'd put her in. It would have been hard to put her through a divorce after that."

      "Odd," Malcolm said, "when notions of fairness suddenly occur to us."

      "I couldn't tell anyone," Glenister said. "Couldn't risk the truth getting out. I saw that at once, for all my impulse to ask Alistair to name his seconds. I won't deny it was difficult, accepting people's congratulations, hearing how like me my son was. And yet—I know you're thinking that's why I favored Val, but the truth was, as the boys grew I thought about it less and less. Or perhaps it seemed less and less important. They were both my sons, for better—or, often, for worse."

      He took a turn about the room. "Mary and I never discussed it. Not after the first confrontation. Ours was hardly a love match. We got on well enough. It would be folly to say it wasn't between us, but then there wasn't a great deal between us for it to interfere with. We went our separate ways more and more after Val was born. Neither of us had ever expected anything different, even before the whole sorry business."

      "Do Quen and Val know?"

      "Of course not. They're fond of each other, for all their differences. I wouldn't put that between them. Quen's my son. I can't claim to have been comfortable with that from the beginning—I'm not the man you are, Malcolm—but it's true now. And Will is unquestioningly my grandson. Damn it, whatever the League do to me, I'm not going to see them hurt. Does that surprise you?"

      "No. What surprises me the most in all of this is you went on being friends with Alistair."

      Glenister gave a sharp laugh that bounced off the fretted ceiling. "You assume we were friends."

      "You were acting all those years? That's on the level of being deeply undercover, sir."

      "I don't know that I'd call it acting. I do know that at times I hated him. Wanted to challenge him to the duel we'd never fought, or, better yet, thrash him or smash all his precious treasures. I did smash a fourteenth-century casket of his once, as I recall. Years later, but I know why I did it. But the world had to go on seeing us as friends, you must see that. Bad as what had happened was, it would have been worse if the truth had got out. Besides"—Glenister frowned as though a thought was only just occurring to him—"Alistair would only really have won if I'd let him see how much I cared."

      "So being magnanimous was the only way to get any of your own back?"

      "I suppose so. Yes. And then—we'd been friends for a long time, Alistair and I. We'd shared a great deal. We went back to doing the things we'd always done. The racing parties. The shooting parties. The nights at Vauxhall or the latest gaming hell. For days, weeks even, at a time I'd forget what Alistair had done. Forget that we really weren't friends anymore. That must sound mad."

      "No. It sounds precisely the way I've heard agents talk about being under deep cover. The only way to survive is to lose oneself in the role."

      "We were boys when we met," Glenister said. "There are ways Alistair knew me as no one else did. After this, it was never the same, of course. But there were still times—I suppose he didn't precisely stop being my friend."

      "I can understand that," Malcolm said.

      "Can you?"

      "Relationships can survive a great deal."

      Glenister spread his fingers on the green baize. "Alistair didn't taunt me with it, I'll give him that. There was the occasional dig, but mostly he let it go. That was part of what shocked me so much. That it didn't matter more to him."

      "It was very hard to tell what mattered to Alistair. I wonder perhaps if he wanted to bring you to his level."

      "Knowing my heir wasn't a child of my blood? Possibly."

      "I imagine he was always jealous. He was the outsider, after all. You were a marquis. He was a charity student until a lucky inheritance." Which, according to Malcolm's grandfather, had come from mysterious sources.

      Glenister frowned. "Alistair was always cleverer than I."

      "But you had the fortune and position. Alistair recommended art treasures for you to buy in those early years."

      "Alistair always had more love of art than I did."

      "But you were the one with the resources to buy the things he picked out."

      "So he resented me from the start? And was just biding his time until he could attack me?"

      "I doubt it was that simple. I doubt anything with Alistair was that simple."

      Glenister took a drink of whisky. "I couldn't bear the thought of the papers falling into the League's hands. Not for my own consequence anymore. But because of what it might do to Quen and Will. And Val."

      "Who else knew the truth in the League? Besides Alistair."

      Glenister frowned. "No one but Alistair was there when I confronted him. I never confided in anyone. I never discussed the truth with anyone save Alistair and Mary and you now. But Beverston could have guessed. So could the others who were there when we made the wager."

      "Someone knew you had the papers hidden in the painting. Had you told anyone?"

      "No. When Quen was born, it seemed important for some reason to have a record of the truth. I got Mary to sign something. God knows why. Now it seems an act of foolery. But it seemed right somehow to hide that paper with Cathy's love letters. Evidence of a child who wasn't mine by blood and one who secretly was."

      "No one's made any demands on you using the papers as leverage?"

      Glenister shook his head. "Whatever they were going to ask of me, they must have been biding their time."

      Malcolm watched Glenister for a moment. "Speaking of the League and of sons, sir, did Alistair talk to you before he recruited Edgar?"

      Glenister blanched, putting an end to any possibility that he hadn't known about Edgar. "How long have you known?"

      "I found out tonight. The biggest surprise, I think, was that I never thought Alistair had so much respect for Edgar."

      Glenister tossed down a drink of whisky, then crossed to a table with decanters, poured a second glass, and put it in Malcolm's hand. "Nor did I. But as you say, Alistair could be hard to read. And he found Edgar useful."

      "It started about the time Arabella died, didn't it?"

      "You've learned a lot."

      "I'm reasonably good at reading the past."

      "I think Arabella's death may have made Alistair reexamine his family ties. And Edgar went into the army. That put him in a position to be of use."

      Malcolm took a drink of whisky. He needed it more than he cared to admit. "I assume the Goshawk was Alistair's idea."

      "Not in the beginning. Edgar was sent on a mission. He really did send supplies to a village. It was only after Carfax recruited Edgar that Alistair saw how useful his role could be. I still remember his telling me about it."

      "Useful how? Alistair didn't have that many interests in Spain that I know of. Was it all just so he could siphon off money? Surely by that time Alistair didn't need it."

      "Alistair never coveted money so much as what money could give him. Position. Power. And art."

      Malcolm froze, the glass halfway to his mouth. "Alistair was using the Goshawk's funds to buy art in Spain?"

      "It was a good place for it. Bonapartists had been gathering up art treasures all over the Continent. A number in Joseph's court brought pieces with them into Spain. They acquired more after they got there. As the situation began to unravel, some weren't averse to selling. Or they had Spanish servants who were happy to liberate items. Spanish nobles were keen to keep their own treasures out of French hands and get cash in the bargain. And in the general chaos it was easy for things to go missing. Spain was always a good exit point for shipping art off the Continent, in any case. One could get in and out when France was closed. Alistair'd been buying from people in Spain for years."

      Malcolm set down his glass. "Patrico O'Roarke had been facilitating art sales for Alistair."

      Glenister took a drink of whisky. "Yes. For over a decade. I think they first met because Alistair went to Patrico seeking information to use against Raoul. Patrico O'Roarke needed funds. He sold Alistair the painting I eventually used to hide the papers. But rather than sell off more of his own collection, he preferred to facilitate sales by others. Then the art trade got more active during the war."

      "Edgar was funneling funds the Goshawk was meant to distribute to Patrico, Patrico was using them to buy art, and Edgar was seeing the art shipped back to Britain."

      "That's more or less it."

      "Do you know about a man named Diego Martinez?"

      "Who?" The question sounded genuine.

      "He was tasked with killing Edgar because the British had got wind of what Edgar was doing. But he was killed himself first. He was also your daughter Annabel's lover."

      "What?"

      "So the answer may be connected to what happened to her."

      "When was this?"

      "March of '13."

      Glenister frowned. "I think—yes, it would have been then. Alistair said there had been a threat. To the Goshawk operation. That we are going to have to pull back, but for now the threat had been dealt with."

      "Did he say who had dealt with it?"

      "Not specifically. But he said his son was more enterprising than he'd credited."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 45

          

        

      

    

    
      "It was Diego's letter." Annabel sat up in her bed against the pillows, still holding tightly to Raimundo's hand. The frilled cuff of her nightdress fell over both their fingers. "I can't figure out quite why he wrote it to me. Save that he seems to have felt some need to justify himself to me. I think he realized he was caught up in something very dangerous and he might not survive. He wanted to cast himself as a hero. In any case, he wrote a letter in code and hid it in the case for the necklace he gave me that last night. Perhaps he meant to tell me it was there later. Or thought I'd find it if anything happened to him. He told me not to think ill of him. That he realized what I'd been doing, but that he was actually working for the British under deep cover." She looked at Harry.

      "I think it's more likely he had just switched sides and offered his services to the British again," Harry said.

      Annabel gave a faint smile. "That sounds more like the Diego I knew. He always seemed to want to see himself as a hero. In any case, he told me he was working for the British. I think he may have learned about my being an agent from them. Then he warned me the Goshawk wasn't to be trusted. And he told me Raimundo was a French agent, and I shouldn't trust him." She looked up at Raimundo. "Nothing had happened between us yet, but I think he sensed something. I think he was jealous."

      "Did you suspect?" Raimundo's voice was low and hoarse.

      She shook her head, gaze on his face. "No. But once I read Diego's letter it made sense. I knew what you wanted for Spain. I could imagine how you'd have thought the French could offer it more readily than the British. I was worried for you, especially with the situation in Spain now. I couldn't figure out how that connected to Diego's warning about the Goshawk, but I was afraid it was all tangled together, and if I said anything about his warning about the Goshawk it might lead back to you. So—" She hesitated.

      "We know the Goshawk was my husband's brother Edgar," Mélanie said. "We know he was diverting funds for his own ends."

      Annabel's gaze flew to her face. "I knew the Goshawk was Edgar Rannoch. I kept wondering if I should warn someone or if it was all in the past. My first instinct was to go straight to you," she said to Harry. "But I was afraid anything I said might somehow lead to the truth about Raimundo."

      "So you asked questions, but wouldn't tell me why," Harry said.

      Annabel looked at him, her gaze wide and candid. "I wanted to learn the truth first before I decided how much to tell you."

      "And then you went to Harry Palmerston," Mélanie said. "You'd started to suspect Edgar was diverting funds."

      "It was one thing that occurred to me. I knew Carfax had questions about Diego's death. He'd had Will Cuthbertson try to get information from me four years ago. I wondered if that meant Carfax could have been behind Diego's death. But with Diego claiming he was working for the British, I wondered if Diego had been working for Carfax in the end. And if Carfax had been suspicious of the Goshawk."

      "You're a formidable woman," Raoul said.

      She smiled at him, her fingers laced through Raimundo's own. "I've always had a knack for putting together puzzle pieces. It comes in handy."

      Raimundo was staring down at her. "Annabel. You went to great lengths—"

      "Well, of course I did." Her grip on his hand tightened. "You must know I love you. A thing like learning you were spying for the other side couldn't change that."

      Wonder broke across Raimundo O'Roarke's contained face.

      "Annabel," Mélanie said. She already was more than half-sure of the answer, but she needed to hear it. "Who attacked you?"

      Annabel's gaze locked on Mélanie's own. Her eyes were dark with compassion. "Edgar."
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      Malcolm descended the steps of Glenister House. He needed a few moments to think, to let the night's revelations and the conclusions he still wasn't quite prepared to face sink in. And with those conclusions, the inevitable decisions that would have to follow.

      He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his greatcoat and turned down Charles Street. The Coburg Hotel was still brightly lit, but the rest of the short street was in shadow. The air was damp and cool. Mist swirled in pools of lamplight and thickened the shadows. The past was coming into focus. The future remained a landscape he couldn't contemplate.

      A rush of movement hurtled from the side. He fell to the cobblestones, somersaulted backwards, and kicked his attacker on sheer instinct. A boot heel caught him on the shoulder. A hand grabbed his arm. In the glow of the lamp, Malcolm met his brother's blue gaze and caught the gleam of a knife.

      "Damn it, Edgar." Malcolm grabbed Edgar's wrist as Edgar tried to bring his knife hand down. "I know."

      "I knew it." Edgar tugged against Malcolm's grip. "I knew it was only a matter of time."

      Malcolm kneed his brother in the groin and kicked his knife hand. The knife went skittering over the pavement. Malcolm lunged for it and skidded on the damp pavement. Edgar grabbed the knife and sprang at Malcolm. Malcolm grabbed for his wrist. Edgar jerked out of his grip and forced the knife down. A shot rang out.
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      Mélanie hurried through the London streets. Neither she, nor Raoul or Harry, walking swiftly beside her, had voiced their fears, but they all knew. Malcolm was out alone, unaware of how great a threat his brother posed. Edgar, who had killed six years ago and tried to kill three days ago and was no doubt desperate. None of that proved Malcolm was in imminent danger, but none of them would be easy until they found him.

      Malcolm had been going to see Carfax and then Glenister, so they headed to Glenister House first. They climbed the steps of the columned portico, where Mélanie well remembered waiting for the carriage after a ball, and rang the bell.

      A footman in the Glenister livery answered immediately, but when Mélanie asked if her husband was there, he told her that Mr. Rannoch had just left.

      For some reason, knowing Malcolm was close tightened her chest. She could feel quickening anxiety from Raoul and Harry. They descended the steps without speaking and started along Grosvenor Square. They were almost at Charles Street when a shot cut the air.

      Cold terror closed Mélanie's throat. She ran without thinking, only vaguely aware of the pounding of Raoul and Harry running beside her. They rounded the corner. Two footman ran out of the Coburg Hotel. The acrid tang of a recently extinguished pistol hung in the air. In the glow of a street lamp, a man lay on the ground. Another man knelt over him. Mélanie saw the brown of the kneeling man's hair and the angle of his shoulders, and felt the breath rush from her lungs.

      She started to run forwards, then checked herself, the spy's instincts taking over. Raoul's hand closed at her waist in warning. Her gaze went from Malcolm to the man on the ground, to the man holding the pistol, whose gleaming pale hair was unmistakable. Whatever else Julien St. Juste was, she didn't fear him. She ran forwards.

      Malcolm looked up. His gaze locked on her own. She dropped down beside him, next to the man she knew was Edgar even before she took in his features. She reached out automatically to feel for a pulse. Malcolm shook his head. Edgar's skin was still warm but she could feel no pulse and his eyes were starting to cloud. A knife lay beside his hand.

      Raoul and Harry had persuaded the footmen to go back into the hotel. Now they ran forwards. Raoul's gaze went to Malcolm as though memorizing every one of his features.

      "I'm sorry." Julien walked up to the group. "I think one's supposed to say that when someone has a family member killed. But all things considered, I think you'd prefer Edgar was dead rather than Malcolm." He paused, his gaze on Malcolm. It had an odd tinge that might almost have been compassion. "He was going to kill you, Malcolm. I have no doubt of it."

      "Nor do I." Malcolm reached out and closed his brother's eyes. "Your arrival was timely, St. Juste, though I can't begin to understand it."

      Julien returned the pistol to the pocket of his greatcoat. "Kitty was worried about you and Edgar after her talk with you last night. She asked me to keep an eye on him."

      "Kitty—" Malcolm stared at Julien. "You know her better than I realized."

      "There are still a few pieces of the puzzle you don't have. But perhaps this isn't the place for explanations."

      "No." Malcolm looked at Harry and Raoul.

      Raoul's fingers rested on the back of Malcolm's neck for a moment. "We convinced the footmen there'd been an accident, but there was no danger and they could help most by keeping the guests from interfering with the investigation."

      Malcolm nodded. "We need to get Roth."

      "Right away," Harry said.

      "You're the best of good fellows, Harry." Malcolm touched his friend's arm, then looked back at Julien. "St. Juste—"

      "I'll stay," Julien said. "I have no problem taking responsibility for what I did."

      Given Julien's efforts to keep himself mysterious, it was a rather extraordinary statement. Mélanie felt Raoul's surprise and saw the same on Malcolm's face.

      "Thank you," Malcolm said.
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      Kitty curled her hands round a glass of whisky. Mélanie had sent for her. The others were all gathered with them in the Berkeley Square library, including Julien, who had lingered, quite unlike his usual practice, and Malcolm, who had just returned from breaking the news to Edgar's wife Lydia.

      They had agreed with Roth to say Edgar had been attacked by thieves and shot in a struggle. They would have to discuss it with Annabel Larimer, but given her desire to protect Raimundo, Mélanie suspected she'd be happy to go along with the story and to leave the identity of her attacker a mystery.

      "I sent for Lydia's elder sister," Malcolm said. "She's with Lydia now. It's naturally a great shock. Though not anything like the shock the truth would be." He pressed his hands over his eyes. The shock shadowed his own face, though in some ways, Mélanie thought, the greatest shock had been Kitty's revelations the previous night.

      Mélanie, sitting beside him on the sofa, reached for his hand and gripped it tightly. He spared her a smile, brief and shadowed but heartening, then turned his gaze to Kitty. "I'm afraid you won't be able to make use of the Goshawk now, Kit."

      "Somehow that doesn't seem remotely relevant just now." Kitty tucked a strand of hair into the knot at the nape of her neck. "I think Julien and I owe all of you an explanation."

      "I wouldn't say you owe any of us anything," Malcolm said, "but I confess I'm curious. Am I right that St. Juste is the one who told you Annabel Larimer had knowledge about the Goshawk?"

      "He really was calling himself Francisco Gerard," Kitty said. "But I did work out what his real name was."

      Mélanie turned to Julien. He was sitting on a straight-backed chair on his own, but not isolated from the group. "You went to South America after Waterloo," she said.

      "Seemed as good a place as any. My French allies weren't going to be in a position to hire me for a while, and I wanted to get away from Carfax. It's a beautiful country, but naturally I wanted occupation. It was good to see Kitty again. We'd met during the war."

      "Which of you decided to come back from the Argentine first?" Malcolm asked.

      "Oh, Julien did," Kitty said. "Over a year before I did. Trust me, there was no connection to my deciding to come back."

      "The League were looking for me," Julien said. "And I decided Carfax had to be dealt with. But I have very agreeable memories of working with Kitty."

      "If you call being constantly prepared to be stabbed in the back working together, then yes, it was quite agreeable," Kitty said. "You know you left me with quite a tangle to clean up when you disappeared in the midst of the business with Jorge Lorano and the missing gold."

      "Nothing you couldn't handle, I'm sure. I've seen your abilities in action."

      Kitty gave a faint smile, then took a drink of whisky, her face going serious. "After last night, I was concerned about Malcolm and Edgar coming into conflict." She didn't elaborate on the reasons, for those not aware of last night's revelations, and no one asked questions. "Julien had let me know he was in London, so I sent for him and asked him to keep an eye on Edgar."

      "He left home tonight and went to Glenister House," Julien said. "I think he must have got word that you were there, Rannoch."

      "I think he's been having me followed," Malcolm said. "I started to suspect someone was tailing me earlier today. When I went to see Carfax and then Glenister, he must have decided I was piecing things together. Or soon would. And I think Edgar probably wasn't sorry for an excuse for a confrontation with me."

      "How long do you think he was working for the League?" Cordelia asked. They had told Kitty about the League. Given how involved she was, she needed to know, and given her connection to Julien, she was probably going to find out in any case, assuming she hadn't known already.

      "Since about the time Arabella died, according to Glenister," Malcolm said. "Which fits with my sense of him."

      "Alistair made use of people." Frances was sitting bolt upright on the settee beside Archie, hugging her elbows. "I don't know why it never occurred to me that he'd try to make use of Edgar."

      "Or to me." Malcolm's fingers tightened round Mélanie's hand.

      Cordelia pushed her fingers into her loosened hair. "So, Glenister is an ally now?"

      "I'm not sure I'd go that far," Malcolm said. "But I do think he was telling me the truth tonight. And he's grateful to us for protecting his secrets."

      "We still don't know how the League meant to make use of those secrets," Mélanie said.

      "No," Raoul agreed. "They have a long game in play."

      "Undoubtedly." Archie's attention had been on Frances since the news of Edgar's death, but now his focus shifted to Raoul. "I begin to think that Pomfret was right, that someone from the outside is trying to take over the League and consolidate power. But I'm damned if I can work out who."

      "Gelly needs to know about Edgar as soon as possible. Before she learns of it from someone else." Malcolm looked at Julien.

      "I'll tell her." Julien's face was unwontedly serious. "She should talk to you soon, but that will take a bit of time to arrange. I'll make sure she hears the news in private as quickly as possible."

      Malcolm met Julien's gaze for a long moment. "Thank you."

      Julien nodded. "I'm not a substitute for you, but it's my responsibility in any case."

      Valentin ushered Roth into the room a few moments later. He had gone to speak with Bow Street's chief magistrate.

      "Sir Nathaniel's accepted the story," he said, taking a glass of whisky from Mélanie and dropping into a chair. "I'll go with you tomorrow to speak with Mrs. Larimer, but from what you say, I imagine she'll agree as well."

      "Thank you, Jeremy," Frances said.

      Jeremy looked at Frances with the gaze of one who knows nothing he can say will assuage the hurt. He must be accustomed to this situation, but Mélanie doubted it got any easier. "My condolences, ma'am. I don't think anyone has anything to gain by publishing the truth at this point. And it would raise a number of questions." He cast a glance at Julien, as though not sure if he were an ally or a coiled snake that had invaded the library.

      "As I said, I'm perfectly willing to offer whatever information you need," Julien said, in a remarkably equable voice. "I make no pretense to claim this for all of my past actions, but in this particular case there can be no question that what I did was justified. All in all, I think you're better off without an inquiry, though."

      "Carfax will certainly prefer it," Malcolm said. "In fact, if we tried to publicize the truth he'd almost certainly shut the story down."
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      Julien's usual habit was to fade away from domestic scenes, melting into the shadows when no one was looking. Tonight he found himself lingering. He needed to stay until Inspector Roth returned, he'd told himself, in case a further statement was required of him. He wanted to see and read the various reactions. To make sure no one was going to do anything foolish. But if he was truthful—and really, no matter how adept one was at lying, what was the point of lying to oneself?—he also wanted to make sure Malcolm hadn't given way to quite unnecessary guilt. That Kitty was holding on to her equilibrium. And it was interesting, for reasons he couldn't quite articulate, simply to hear them all talk. Not to mention, to have a chance to observe Kitty and Malcolm together. And Mélanie, who was holding Malcolm's hand and looked fairly secure, given the circumstances.

      When the evening at last broke up, he offered to escort Kitty to her hotel. To his relief, she didn't protest, a tacit acknowledgement that they had things to discuss.

      O'Roarke moved to his side as the company rose and made their farewells. "I owe you a debt of gratitude, St. Juste." His gaze was open and direct as it seldom was.

      "Don't go sentimental on me, O'Roarke. But I wouldn't have wanted your son to lose his life either. For any number of reasons."

      Mélanie moved to join them and pressed his hand. "I'm glad you were where you were tonight, Julien."

      "So am I, cara." He looked at her for a moment. "Though you're left in another tangle."

      Mélanie cast a quick glance at Malcolm. "We'll survive. We always do."

      It was possibly the first time he'd left the Rannoch house by the front door.

      "Thank you," Kitty said when they were out of earshot of Fanny and Archie Davenport, who had left with them. "I didn't realize how great the danger was."

      "I don't know when I've been thanked as much as I have been in the last few hours." Julien cast an automatic appraising glance up and down the street. "Quite a novelty. All things considered, I'm glad I was there at the time. I wouldn't care to see Malcolm killed, and considering what Edgar did to you, I can't claim to much grief for him."

      Kitty's gaze flashed to his face. "I never wanted this."

      "No, I know. You're much too rational. And at the same time, much too concerned for your friends."

      "You have to admit Malcolm's been through a lot."

      "No argument there." Julien cast a sideways glance at her, one eye still on the street. "You're wondering, aren't you?"

      "Wondering?"

      "What sort of life you'd have had with him."

      "Don't talk sentimental twaddle, Julien. I know perfectly well what sort of life I'd have had with Malcolm. I'd have gone mad with boredom; he'd have heroically pretended not to care that I'd destroyed any chance of his having a career and cut him off from his home."

      "And yet he and Mélanie have been managing."

      "She isn't me."

      "No, she certainly isn't. But she's equally complicated. They weathered exile. Not easily, but I think they could have managed if they'd had to stay away longer."

      "My dear Julien. Are you saying you think I should have run off with Malcolm?"

      "No. For a number of reasons, I'm glad you didn't. But I can see your wondering."

      "We'd have quarreled over tactics. Probably disastrously."

      "I imagine he and Mélanie do."

      "And that may prove a problem for them." She tucked a strand of hair beneath the hood of her cloak. "I'm glad not to have it hanging over my head. The responsibility of making someone else happy. But you're right. That doesn't mean I don't wonder."

      "There's a lot you didn't tell me." Until she'd asked for his help last night, he'd had no notion of her history with Edgar Rannoch.

      "There was no need for you to know."

      Julien regarded her for a moment. The eyes that hid even more than he'd realized, the curve of her mouth, the delicate line of her jaw. "You've been through a great deal."

      "As have we all."

      "It's not quite the same. If I'd known—"

      "What?" She gave a laugh of tinkling mockery. "You'd have tried to protect me? Heal me? For heaven's sake, Julien. Whatever my past, I don't need to be wrapped in cotton wool."

      "Not that. I'd have liked to settle scores for you."

      "That really wouldn't have solved anything, you know. I'm immeasurably grateful for what you did tonight, but I wouldn't have wanted Edgar killed on my own account."

      "Kitty—" He paused where he could see her face in the glow of a streetlamp.

      "Julien, for the love of God, don't start treating me like a fragile creature. Your saving grace, if you had one, was always that you did nothing of the sort."

      "Of course you aren't a fragile creature, my dear. But you can't blame me for wanting to share your burdens."

      "That sounds entirely too commonplace for you. Or me." She regarded him for a moment. "I needed to heal. Mostly, I needed to do that on my own. But you helped. More than any other man could have done, perhaps."

      "I'm glad to hear it. I wish I could have done more. Could have done and could do."

      "For God's sake, don't start sounding sentimental or I'll run screaming in the other direction."

      Julien took her hand and turned it over in his own. "Kitty. How old is your youngest?"

      She didn't snatch her hand back, but her fingers stiffened in his own. "Jenny turned one last month."

      "Interesting."

      "My dear Julien. Edward was still alive. We were still married in every sense of the word."

      "Quite so."

      "Anything else really isn't any concern of yours. You're a man without ties, after all."

      "How very true." And yet the possibility—the novelty—perhaps something more—lingered in his mind. "Kitty—" He lifted his other hand and brushed the hair back from her cheek.

      She caught his hand in her own, kissed his fingers, and drew his hand away from her face. "It's no concern of yours, Julien. I can look after myself. And anyone else dependent on me."

      "I have no doubt you can do all that and more. That wasn't why I asked."

      "Why, then?" Kitty's gaze scraped over his face. "Surely you, of all people, don't want to be burdened with a family?"

      "To own the truth," Julien said, "I haven’t the least idea what I want."
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      Harry looked at Cordelia in the room they were once again sharing in Berkeley Square. He'd been quiet and steady-eyed in the library, and Cordelia had seen him touch Malcolm's arm before they went upstairs. But now his gaze was raw in a way she hadn't seen since Waterloo.

      "A damnable night," he said.

      "Yes. And I didn't even see the worst of it."

      Harry pulled off his coat, as though his bad arm pained him. He was still wearing his stomach padding from the Winsley party, Cordelia realized. She didn't think he was even aware of it. "There was a moment—" he said. "I think we all—Mélanie and Raoul and I—thought Malcolm had been shot."

      "Which would have been unbearable."

      "Mélanie and O'Roarke were terrified."

      "You were terrified."

      Harry set the coat down on a chair. "All right, yes. I was terrified."

      Cordelia went up behind him and slid her arms round him. "There's nothing wrong with needing people, darling. In fact, I think we both know just how beastly life is when one tries to pretend one doesn't."

      He turned in her arms and pressed his lips against her hair. "You're a wonder, Cordy."

      "Malcolm's going to need you, Harry."

      Harry's arm tightened round her, but his gaze had shifted to the uncertain future. "He's going to need all of us."
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      Raoul bent over the cradle to tuck the blankets round Clara. He was moving slowly, and Laura didn't think it was entirely owing to the September damp and the exertions of the evening. "I've worried about keeping Malcolm safe from the moment he was born," he said. "I haven't always done the best job. At times, one could argue he needed to be kept safe from me." He touched his fingers to Clara's cheek. "But I never thought the threat would come from his own brother."

      "I keep seeing Edgar laughing with the children in Paris," Laura said. "I always knew there was some constraint between him and Malcolm. But I never guessed—"

      Raoul nodded. "It's going to be hell for Frances. As well as for Malcolm."

      And not just for them. Laura moved to her husband's side. "You must remember Edgar as a baby."

      "It was a constant balancing act. Not leaving him out when I spent time with Malcolm but not intruding. I knew he was jealous of Malcolm. But I never imagined—" He bent down to smooth a crease from the blanket. "There was a moment tonight when I thought he'd shot Malcolm."

      Laura looked down at Clara, flopped on her back, her small fist curled beside her head. "It's the most frightening thing a parent can face. However old one's child is."

      Raoul nodded. "I forget sometimes. That being back in Britain, that having some of our problems resolved, doesn't make the dangers go away."

      Laura slid her arm round him. "We've always been equal to dangers, sweetheart."

      He pulled her closer and pressed his chin against her hair. "I'd have been powerless to protect Malcolm tonight if it weren’t for Julian St. Juste."

      "I think Mr. St. Juste is even more tangled up with the Rannochs than we realized."

      "Yes." Raoul's brows drew together, as though he were scouting changing terrain. "So do I."
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      Mélanie slid her arms round her husband and held tightly to him. "I'm not sure when I've been more frightened."

      "Given your life, that's quite a statement, sweetheart." Malcolm's arms closed round her. "All things considered, we owe a great deal to Julien St. Juste. Which is not something I thought I'd find myself saying."

      "When I heard that pistol shot—"

      Malcolm's lips came down on her hair. "I should have realized Edgar might be a danger. But even when I started piecing together that he'd attacked Annabel, I didn't think—I underestimated all the reasons he had to want to be rid of me."

      Mélanie pulled her head back and looked up at him. "Edgar used violence to solve problems. With Martinez. With Annabel. With Kitty." She hesitated. "I hadn't realized Kitty and Julien were so close."

      "Nor had I. The trust they show in each other speaks volumes."

      "Strange to find Julien trusting anyone."

      "I think he trusts Gisèle."

      Mélanie touched his face, savoring the warmth of his skin. "He actually seemed concerned about you tonight, darling."

      Malcolm's brows drew together. "St. Juste surprised me tonight in a number of ways."

      "He really is an ally, I think. At least, to a degree."

      "So is Kitty. At least, to a degree." Malcolm hesitated a moment. "Given his apparent connection to Kitty, I suspect St. Juste had a number of reasons not to be sorry for killing Edgar. In many ways, I find myself in sympathy with him. While I can't forget—"

      His gaze held a tangle of memories that went back to before she had been born. Decades of playing and fighting, laughing and quarreling. Confidences shared and secrets kept. A world she could never share, smashed now in so many ways.

      She slid her fingers into his hair. "Darling—"

      "It's bad," he said. "And no doubt will get worse in the coming days. But right now, I confess a part of me is simply very relieved to be alive."

      She held him, because it was all she could do.
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      "My God, Malcolm. I wish we'd been here."

      "Thank God you weren't. " Malcolm looked between the Queen Anne chairs in the Berkeley Square library at his childhood friend David Mallinson, Carfax's son. David, his lover Simon, and David's sister's children, whom they were raising, had returned from the Midlands, where Simon's theatre company were performing, two weeks early. At least in part, Malcolm suspected, because of the news about Edgar. "I don't want you and Simon and the children anywhere near any of this."

      "Haven't you learned by now that we're all too tangled up to avoid it?" David said. "I'd have thought Mélanie would have taught you the folly of trying to protect those you care about, long since."

      "Touché. But Mel's an agent." Good to be able to say that so easily to David and have him know what it meant.

      "Simon and I may not be agents, but given who my father is, given that your sister is also my sister and she's undercover with this Elsinore League, we can't stay out of it." David watched him for a moment. In the rose-gold sunlight slanting through the windows, Malcolm could almost see the shimmer of childhood memories. "I still can't believe it about Edgar."

      "That seems to be most people's reaction." Malcolm's fingers curled round the arms of his chair. Oddly, the more he reflected, the more he could believe the truth about his brother. The more he wondered that he hadn't seen it sooner. Of course, he knew Edgar had raped Kitty, which so far he had only shared with Raoul and Mel. It was Kitty's story to share or not, and she wanted to protect her son Leo.

      "I keep thinking about Louisa," David said. "I know it's not the same—"

      "It's remarkably similar. You learned your sister had committed murder. She was dead before you could confront her."

      "I've learned to try to remember the good things," David said. "I have to do that, of course, for the children. In a way, that helps. I hope, in time, you can do the same with Edgar."

      Malcolm nodded because he didn't trust himself to speak. He couldn't imagine ever remembering his brother without picturing what Edgar had done to Kitty.

      "Does Gisèle know?" David asked.

      "I saw her last week."

      The meeting, arranged by Julien St. Juste in one of his safe houses, was still raw in Malcolm's memory. Gelly had clung to him in seemingly genuine shock. She'd claimed not to know Edgar had been working for the League. Which made her own reasons for going undercover all the harder to fathom.

      "And Mrs. Larimer continues to recover?" David asked.

      "Yes. According to Geoff, she's making remarkable progress." Malcolm smiled at one of the bright spots in the past two weeks. "She was quite relieved at the story we'd devised to account for Edgar's death. She and Raimundo O'Roarke are spending a great deal of time together."

      David looked at Malcolm for a moment across the distance between their two chairs. "I understand wanting to protect the person one loves. More than I did a year ago. And I can understand following your convictions. Even if it means making uncomfortable choices."

      Malcolm met the gaze of his boyhood friend. In the silence, he could just hear shouts and laughter from the square garden where Mel and Simon were with the children and Raoul and Laura and Harry and Cordy. "That's a lot to come to terms with."

      "I've had a lot of time."

      "I don't think we're remotely done with uncomfortable choices."

      "Nor do I." David's gaze had the steadiness of a hand extended across a chasm. "Just don't try to make them without your friends."
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      Simon Tanner dropped down on a bench beside Mélanie. A noisy game of pirates was underway, with the children, led by Livia Davenport as a pirate princess, doing battle against Raoul, Laura, Harry, and Cordy. Mélanie was sitting with baby Clara asleep in her arms, relishing a few moments of quiet. The past two weeks had been filled with the formal details of wrapping up the investigation and her brother-in-law's death, helping Malcolm to the degree she could and giving him space to grieve when she couldn't, explaining things to the children and listening to their fears and concerns and understandable outbursts.

      "You escaped," she said to Simon.

      "Jamie stabbed me and informed me I was too wounded to go on." Simon waved at his and David's three-year-old nephew. He stretched an arm along the back of the bench to brush her shoulder. "It's good to be back. Its good to see you. I'm sorrier than I can say that we were gone."

      Mélanie smiled into the blue eyes that always saw so much beneath the surface. "It's good to see friends now. It's good for Malcolm to see David. There's a limit to how much I can understand about Edgar." Of course, there would also be a limit to what Malcolm could say to David and respect Kitty's secrets. But at least David had also known Edgar as a boy.

      "You're a wonder," Simon said.

      Mélanie tucked the blankets round Clara as a breeze came up. "It hasn't been as hard for me as for Malcolm. Or Frances or Raoul, for that matter." She looked at Raoul, one of Laura's scarves tied round his head, a mock patch on one eye. He was laughing, but she knew what lay beneath the laughter. "I was fond of Edgar"—words which stuck in her throat now—"but I never felt I knew him that well."

      "Not easy to watch one's loved ones in torment. But I wasn't thinking of that. I was thinking of everything else. Making a life in Britain. Leaving it and making a life in Italy. Coming back and making a new life here."

      "Survival instincts."

      "You haven't just survived. You've found a way to be happy. Present circumstances notwithstanding."

      Mélanie drew a breath to protest, given everything they were facing. Then she froze, caught by the laughter of the children and the warmth of the early autumn sun. She watched Jessica scoop up Berowne, draped over both arms, saw Colin stick-sword fighting with Emily, glanced at the windows of the Berkeley Square library where her husband sat with David. And she realized she was. She was happy. For all the sorrows of their life at present, for all the future challenges, she was happy in a way she'd once never expected to be.

      She turned her head to find Simon watching her, and, as usual, seeing things there was no need to put into words. "Your latest draft of Act I is in excellent shape," he said. "I talked to Manon this morning. I think we can begin rehearsals early in the New Year. Are you ready to scandalize the ton?"

      Mélanie felt a smile break across her face as she contemplated an adventure that for once had nothing to do with espionage. "Never more so."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Historical Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      The Goshawk is fictional, but the story is rooted in the complex and often contentious alliance between the Spanish guerrilleros and the British army in the Peninsular War. The Spanish Bourbon monarchy was notoriously corrupt and repressive. Many progressive Spaniards supported Joseph Bonaparte's government as the quickest route to reform, while others opposed the French occupation but wanted a new constitution. People in both groups were furious with the Bourbon restoration, which the British supported. By 1819, a new rebellion was brewing.

      The capital punishment bill Malcolm and Rupert are mustering support for in the opening scene is inspired by the work of Sir James Mackintosh, a Whig MP, lawyer, philosopher, and historian. On 2 March 1819, Mackintosh moved for a select committee to inquire into capital punishment for felonies and carried the motion against the government by a majority of nineteen. In 1820, he introduced six bills based on the committee's recommendations. Three of them became law.

      In the autumn of 1819, Emily Cowper and Harry Palmerston's enduring but far from exclusive relationship was indeed recovering from Emily's entanglement with Count Giuliano, to which Mélanie refers in the book, though I have moved the timeline up a bit. Emily did not return to town from an extended stay in the country until a bit later in the autumn. In September, she would indeed have been about three months pregnant with her youngest child, Fanny, born in February 1820. Palmerston was likely Fanny's father and also the father of two of Emily's other children.

      War office records were a tangle that Palmerston devoted considerable energy to improving. He also was constantly answering questions in the House from his own party and the Opposition about military funding. For further reading about Emily and Palmerston and his work at the war office, I recommend Mabel Airlie's Lady Palmerston and Her Times (London: Hodder and Stroughton, 1922); Kenneth Bourne's Palmerston: The Early Years 1784-1841 (New York: Macmillan, 1982); and Tresham Lever's The Letters of Lady Palmerston: Selected and Edited from the Originals at Broadlands and Elsewhere (London: John Murray, 1957).
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        The Glenister Papers

        About This Guide

        The suggested questions are included

        to enhance your group's reading of

        Tracy Grant's The Glenister Papers.

      

      

      
        	What do you think Malcolm's life would have been like if Kitty had gone to Italy with him? What kind of life would they have eight years later?

        	Annabel Larimer was restless in Shropshire and restless as an officer's wife. Which other women in the book are restless in their roles? How do they seek to find a focus for their energies?

        	In the Vauxhall sequence, various characters wander through the garden and confront the ghosts of their pasts. How do these scenes compare? Who do you think is most affected?

        	The book has several pairs of brothers and surrogate brothers. Compare and contrast the relationships of Malcolm and Edgar, Raoul and his brother Patrico, Lord Glenister and Alistair Rannoch.

        	Many of the spy characters wear disguises in the book—Annabel Larimer's pose of the decorous wife; Edgar's masquerade as the Goshawk; Raimundo's pose of being a guileless nonspy; Mélanie, Cordelia, and Laura's posing as lightskirts at Sir Gerald Winsley's; Julien St. Juste's whole identity. What do their disguises conceal or reveal about who they really are?

        	Fairly early in the book, Malcolm wonders what his father, Raoul, might be capable of. How does that compare with what Malcolm later learns about his brother?

        	Emily Cowper and Harry Palmerston have an enduring if not exclusive relationship despite being from opposing political parties. How does their relationship compare and contrast to those of other couples in the series?

        	Mélanie has wondered for a long time about Malcolm's first love, By the end of the book, how do you think her finally meeting Kitty has impacted their relationship?

        	What does Julien St. Juste's response after he shoots Edgar reveal about his relationship to the Rannochs and to Malcolm in particular?

        	By the end of the book, would you say Malcolm is closer to Lord Carfax than he was at the beginning?

        	Who do you think the two characters in the Prologue were?

        	What do you think Kitty will do next?

        	Kitty, Cathy Collingwood, and Mary Glenister each faced being pregnant with a child that wasn't her husband's. Emily Cowper is in a similar situation in the book and Mélanie was in the past. Compare and contrast the difference choices they made, and the personal and social forces that drove those choices.

        	Seduction as a tool of espionage is a thread that runs through the book. How have the various characters who have employed it been impacted by it? Which characters do you think might employ it in the future and under what circumstances?
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