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PROLOGUE
 
Rise of the Guardians



Paris, 1658

The fine haze crept over the Marais in silence, a gossamer thing that settled softly into the cobbled lanes and grand allées alike, deadening the night like so much straw cast down before a hearse. Along the Seine, the lamplights of Paris turned one after another to a rheumy amber, their beams barely piercing the night.

It little mattered. The storm that had rained down upon la cité for all of three days and nights had driven both man and beast to shelter, and in the Marais, neither stirred. None heard the hoofbeats that pounded out of the brume, at first a mere rumble of sound. But the sound gathered and quickened, became a cacophonous clatter, then rang and swelled into a roar neither fog nor death could still and no man could ignore, until the narrow lane of rue St. Paul was filled wall to windowsill with horses dark from sweat and foamed with lather.

Casements screeched and sashes thudded up as, all along the street, the good citizens leaned out to see what despot’s army bore down upon them. But as quickly as they had come, the horsemen passed through, clattering down onto the river road, along the Hôtel de Sens, then onto the Pont Marie, their thick black capes streaming out behind as they fairly leapt over the Seine to vanish into utter darkness.

Later it was whispered by those who had seen them that the horsemen had been inhuman; that the heavy hoods had concealed naught but cheeks of pale, bleached bone with bright, burning sockets above. That the hands which fisted the reins were without flesh or substance; indeed, that the riders came thundering forth in the wake of the storm and down upon the quiet pastures of the Île Saint-Louis as emissaries of the devil himself—and that all that was to come afterward was naught but a righteous punishment.

In the darkness beyond the Pont Marie, the foremost of these devil’s minions drew up his steed, a snorting, wheeling mass of muscle and temper, and hurled himself from the saddle in one motion. His cloak of black wool billowing about his boots, he strode through the mud and weeds, then lifted his fist—of bone and flesh—to pound upon the door of an old stone cottage with the strength of his whole of his arm, and much of his shoulder, too.

Within, the knock was heard too well, as was his intent. Indeed, the horsemen had been heard and their purpose surmised long before they had come thundering across the bridge.

A second dismounted, his torch held aloft. “They are within?”


“Aye, stench of guile carries,” said the horseman. He pounded upon the door again. “Ouvre-moi! Open, you scurrilous dog! In the name of the Fraternitas Aureae Crucis!”

As if his words had willed it, the arched and weathered slab of a door creaked open on stiff hinges, the rusted iron ring that served as its knob clunking impotently as it stopped.

“Oui?”

“The Gift,” rasped the horseman, planting a wide palm upon the door. “We’ve come for the Gift.”

A round-faced friar, his vestments a dull brown in the flickering light, his eyes feverish with agitation, looked up at the intruder.

“Now,” the horseman bellowed, laying the opposite hand to his sword hilt.

The friar shook his head. “Je ne sais pas ce que vous veux!”

“You, sir, are a bloody liar.” The words were lethally soft. “The Gift, man. Now. Or by all that is holy, I shall bind you by the wrists and drag you back up to St. Paul’s to stand before our Jesuit brethren. And what will you say for yourself then, eh?”

The friar’s visage twisted with vehemence. “Très bien,” he snarled, spittle flying. “Let the sin of this be upon your head!”

And yet he did not move. The horseman stood stalwart, saying no more, his sword hand eagerly twitching. “I am sworn to God,” he said, “not to peace. You would do well to heed me.”

After a slow exhalation, the friar turned from the door, rummaged in the gloom but a few moments, and returned with a large bundle set high upon his hip.

The horseman leaned across the stone threshold and pushed gingerly at the folds of wool until a small, drowsy face peeked out at him beneath a tumble of brilliant red curls, one fist set squarely to her mouth.

“Nay, Sibylla!” said the horseman gently. “No’ the thumb, lass!”

He reached for her, his tall leather boots creaking in the stillness.

But at the last possible instant, the friar hesitated and withdrew a pace into the gloom. “Imbécile!” he hissed. “Think what you do! She is le antéchrist! You will rue this day in hell.”

“The only day I rue,” said the horseman, shouldering his way inside, “is the day she set sail for this place.”

The friar spat onto the flagstone between his firmly planted boots.

“But now we return,” the horseman went on, drawing his sword, the sound of steel on steel ringing through the night. “And the only question which remains, mon frère, is does God let you live to see us go?”








CHAPTER 1

Only the Good Die Young



London, 1848

Blood. Blood, everywhere.

Oblivious to the whispers and the quick, soft footfalls up and down the passageway, Grace Gauthier lifted her hands, studying them with numb dispassion in the flickering gaslight. It felt as if the fingers and palms—indeed, even the ruined cuffs of her nightdress—belonged to someone else altogether.

Guarded whispers drifted from the study across the corridor.

“In shock, in’t she?”

“Aye, and this ’un dead soon after ’e hit the carpet.”

Grace shuddered.

Had he suffered? She prayed not. She dropped her hands, shut her eyes, and leaned back against the sitting-room wall to stop the shaking, but her trembling, she realized, was bone-deep and would not be so easily stilled.

Somewhere downstairs, a woman was sobbing. Indeed, she should be sobbing. Why was she not? Why could she not make sense of this?

“Miss Gauthier?”

This voice came as if from a distance, mangling her name. Grace did not care. She felt as if she stood in a tunnel, far, far away from this quiet chaos. But she did not. She was here, and Ethan was gone, and this—all of this—would soon seem all too real. Long months spent upon the battlefields of North Africa had taught her that numbness in the face of death was but a fleeting respite.

“Miss?” said the voice again.

An English voice, but not a cultured one. Yet not like Ethan’s, either. Not hard with the confidence of a self-made man.

“Oui?” Grace forced her eyes open.

A warm, heavy palm slid beneath her elbow. “I am afraid you must come into the library with me now, miss.”

She came away from the wall and went down the corridor with him like an automaton. What was his name? He had told her upon bursting into Ethan’s study, this broad, ruddy-cheeked man who had seized such a firm grip on her elbow. And told her again when he’d dragged her from the body, his voice shushing and gentle, as if he spoke to a child.

Or a lunatic.

But the name had escaped, along with all hope. And now he was drawing her swiftly past the study, where the men in blue, brass-buttoned uniforms whispered, then down the sweeping staircase where the draft from the gaping front door stirred at the hems of her wrapper. The sobbing from within the house deepened to a wretched, inhuman moan.

She hesitated, the newel post cold as Ethan’s body beneath her hand. “I should go,” she murmured. “I should find Fenella—Miss Crane.”

But the man ignored the suggestion. “Just a few more questions, miss,” he said without slowing, “then we—”

His words were forestalled by the appearance of yet another man; the fourth, Grace thought. Or perhaps the fortieth. She had been too stricken to count.

But unlike the others, this man was no uniformed officer. Instead he was dressed elegantly, as if for the theatre. A black opera cloak swirling about his ankles, he materialized like a specter from the London fog, coming up the front steps and through the open door as if he owned the house and everyone in it, stripping off a fine pair of kidskin gloves as he came.

The incongruity of this threatened to at last shove Grace over the edge of hysteria. Ethan lay dead in a pool of his own blood, behind his own desk, in his own home. And the rest of London went about its business? They went to the theater?

The man swerved gracefully around the pile of luggage sitting in the front hall and headed toward them, his footfalls ringing sharply on the fine marble floor.

“Evening, Assistant Commissioner.” Grace’s escort stiffened as he tucked his tall top hat neatly under one arm.

The man halted a few feet away, his quick gaze flicking over Grace, then back again. “Evening, Minch. This is Mademoiselle Gauthier?” He pronounced the name flawlessly—Gaw-tee-aye—as if he were a Frenchman born.

“Yes, sir,” said Minch. “Did the capt’n brief you?”


“No need. Sir George saw fit to drag me from the opera himself.” The man—the commissioner, or whatever he was called—dipped his head to catch Grace’s eyes. “Mademoiselle, I am sorry for your loss. The deceased, I collect, was your affianced husband?”

Grace tried to hold his gaze, but it was cold as ice. “Oui, I…we…we had—” Suddenly, the swell of grief and horror came up to nearly choke her. “W-We had an understanding.”

The man took charge. “Sergeant Minch here will escort us to the parlor, where we may speak in privacy,” he said. “If you would kindly follow him?”

It was the first order given Grace that had not sounded quite like a military command. Indeed, it sounded rather more dangerous than that. He took her arm, and, in an instant, Grace was seated in Fenella’s favorite chair by the hearth and a brandy pressed into her hand.

“Drink it, mademoiselle.”

After a time, she looked up to see that she was now quite alone with the dark man with the thin blade of a nose. He had tossed down his opera cloak along with his gloves and was staring at her quite intently.

“Where is Miss Crane?” she whispered, plucking nervously at her bloodied cuffs. “I…I should change and go to her.”

The commissioner turned his eyes away. “I am very sorry, mademoiselle, for your loss,” he said again. “The trunks and baggage in the passageway—I understand they are yours?”

Grace licked her lips and tasted the brandy she did not remember drinking. “Yes, I was going to my aunt’s,” she managed. “So that Ethan—Mr. Holding—might send the announcement to the papers tomorrow.”

“The announcement?” His eyes narrowed. “Of your betrothal?”


“Yes.” Her voice caught. “His year of mourning, it…it was over.”

And hers had just begun—yet again.

“I am afraid, mademoiselle,” said the man, “that I cannot permit you to remove the baggage tonight.”

“Tonight?” Grace blinked. “I—why, I had no intention of doing so.”

He regarded her in silence a moment, one finger rhythmically stroking the edge of a leather folio he held balanced on his knee. And as she watched him, beginning bit by bit to return to herself, it dawned on Grace that this was the very thing Ethan had most feared. Scandal. Speculation. The tawdry bits and pieces of a less-than-genteel life; things a former tradesman with social aspirations did not dare trail past the hallowed white portals of Belgravia. All of Ethan’s efforts to fit in, to be one of them, would be for naught.

But then she remembered. It did not matter now.

The commissioner, however, was speaking. “One of the housemaids will be assigned to repack under supervision those things which you shall need for the next few days,” he went on. “Have you any family in London? Where were you to go tomorrow?”

“To my aunt’s,” Grace answered, puzzled. “Lady Abigail Hythe in Manchester Square.”

“Hythe.” He puzzled a moment over the name, but no recognition dawned. “Well, I shall ask you to be so kind, ma’am, as to walk back over the events of this evening with me. Then, once you have changed, and your valise is packed, Sergeant Minch will escort you to your aunt’s house.”

For the first time tonight, Grace fully grasped the horror of being dressed in her nightclothes amongst all these strange men. She should have been embarrassed, but on her next breath she realized just what the man had suggested.

“Leave tonight?” she said sharply. “Why, this is not possible! The children will need me. Miss Crane will want me. Mon Dieu, sir, they have lost their father, and Miss Crane her brother. I would not dream of abandoning them at such a time, no matter my own loss.”

He set his head slightly to one side and studied her, his eyes as cold a shade of gray as ever Grace had seen, his gaze boring into her, and it was then that she felt it. That faint frisson of fear. It ran down her spine, chilling her.

Inexplicably, the realization brought her courage. Or perhaps it was indignation. Ethan was dead, yes. Nonetheless, she had borne up under far worse. She was the daughter of a commandant, for pity’s sake. She did not feel fear—not from a mere bureaucrat.

“Monsieur,” she said stiffly, “a fine man and good friend to Her Majesty’s government was just cut down in cold blood. I should hope the police have a vast deal more to worry about than where a nobody governess lays her head tonight. Indeed, I should hope you would have every man in Scotland Yard turned out on the streets within the hour.”

“Oh, I am quite well aware, ma’am, of precisely how valued a citizen Mr. Holding was to the Government,” the man replied. “Had I not been, the visit I received tonight courtesy of our Home Secretary would most assuredly have made it plain.”

She came swiftly to her feet. “Excellent, then,” she said. “You have much to do. I must bathe, change, and see to Fenella and the children. Really, sir—I did not catch your name—”

“Napier,” he said without rising, a terrible breach of etiquette. “Assistant Commissioner Royden Napier, Metropolitan Police. Now kindly sit back down, Mademoiselle Gauthier.”

Grace drew herself up to her full height. “I shall be but a few moments,” she said with as much Gallic hauteur as she could muster. “I fear I must insist.”

He hesitated for only a heartbeat, as if weighing something in his mind. Then, “Mademoiselle, I am very sorry,” he said. “You cannot go yet, nor can you see your fiancé’s sister. We have advised the household that no one save perhaps one or two servants can remain here tonight. Interviews must take place, and the property must be searched for incriminating evidence.”

“Evidence?” said Grace. “In the house? But a thief would have come from outside. Wouldn’t he? Some sort of—what do they call it?—a cracksman? And the children—who will comfort them?”

Something that might have been pity sketched over his face then. “I believe their late mother’s sister—” Here he consulted his folio, “—a Mrs. Lester, is coming to collect the children and take them down to her country house below Rotherhithe. So it would be best, mademoiselle, under the circumstances, if you went as planned to your aunt’s.”

“Tonight?”

“Yes, mademoiselle.” His finger still stroked the leather of his folio. “Tonight.”

And at last Grace heard what was not being said. This was not about grief, or about sympathy, or even about what she might have seen. This man did not trust her. She might even be—God help her—a suspect.

With a hand that shook, Grace drained the rest of the brandy.

The frisson of fear had returned.


 

As the morning sun rose high over Westminster, Adrian Forsythe, Lord Ruthveyn, tipped back his head to allow his valet to scrape the last swath of black bristle up his throat, half-hoping that this time the fellow’s wrist might twitch and slit his jugular vein.

This prospect was followed, however, by the ring of Fricke’s drawing the blade clean across the rim of his basin.

Alas, not today.

Ruthveyn straightened in his chair and took the steaming-hot towel Fricke offered. “Well, get on with it, Claytor,” he grumbled to his waiting secretary as he wiped the last of the soap from his face. “What else has gone wrong in the last twelve hours—other than the two shattered windows, Teddy’s concussion, and that little contretemps with the bailiff?”

Claytor stood in the open door of his bedchamber, still clutching his hat, his expression colorless. “What else?” the secretary echoed. “I daresay that’s enough, isn’t it?”

“Then you are dismissed.” Ruthveyn tossed down the towel and uncoiled his lean frame from the chair. “Tell Anisha I shall hope to be home for dinner. I’ll look in on Teddy then.”

“Very well.” Claytor seemed to wring his hat brim. “B-But the bailiff came round yesterday afternoon, sir. And today is…well, today.”

The marquess stripped off his dressing gown. Naked to the waist, the fall of his trousers but half–done up, he stretched across the bed for the fresh shirt Fricke had just laid out. He knew what the man was getting at, and it would not do.

“Have you a point, Claytor?” he finally asked.

The secretary’s eyes widened. “I’ve done what I can, sir. I told Ballard to call the glazier, and little Teddy’s stitched up, but what ever am I to do, sir, about the other? About Lord Lucan?”

“Let him rot,” Ruthveyn suggested, dragging the shirt over his head.

“B-But in a sponging house?” sputtered Claytor.

“Every young man must learn to live within his income,” said the marquess, adjusting his collar and cuffs. “I merely prefer that my brother should do it sooner rather than later.”

“But sir, your sister was quite beside herself! Indeed, Lady Anisha was in tears! You cannot think what it was like, sir! You weren’t there.”

You weren’t there.

The phrase hung in the air but a moment, laced ever so lightly with accusation—but it was only a hint. Claytor knew better. Ruthveyn paid well—very, very well—and his black moods were notorious. And yes, he was almost always away from home nowadays.

“The boy got himself into debt, Claytor,” Ruthveyn answered. “He can bloody well get himself out again.”

But it would not, of course, be easy. Lord Lucan Forsythe received a quarterly allowance from the estate, with the next payment due at Michaelmas—which would be just long enough, Ruthveyn hoped, to learn a lesson. But not so long as to contract blood poisoning from bedbugs, keel over dead from dysentery, or worse, fall in with an even lower class of associates than those he’d already befriended since arriving in Town. Ruthveyn sensed none of this would happen, but even he could be wrong—and sponging houses were vile, iniquitous places.

A little ruthlessly, the marquess stabbed in his starched shirttails, then hitched up the rest of his buttons. Perhaps he should have watched Lucan more carefully, but Ruthveyn had believed what was to come inevitable. And as Claytor pointed out, for the last six months, Ruthveyn had made his home, more often than not, here in an upstairs suite at his private club, fetching down from Mayfair his valet and his secretary and whatever and whomever he wished—and whenever he wished it. Ruthveyn did not much care to be inconvenienced, even in exile.

Claytor conceded defeat. “For dinner, then, my lord,” he murmured, stiffly inclining his head. “I shall tell Lady Anisha to expect you.”

The secretary turned to go just as Fricke thrust out Ruthveyn’s cravat. Ruthveyn snatched it and relented. “Look here, Claytor,” he said over his shoulder. “I’m sorry, but I’ve a morning head and an ill temper. Still, no young man ever died of a fortnight spent in a sponging house. Indeed, I daresay it will do my brother a world of good.”

“But do you mean ever to get him out?” asked Claytor a little bitterly. “Or do you mean to grease his skids straight into debtors’ prison?”

At that, Ruthveyn whirled about. “Careful, old boy.” His voice was deathly quiet. “Do not mistake an explanation as a license to make free with your opinion.”

Claytor dropped his gaze. “I beg your pardon,” he replied. “But I can tell you, sir, what will happen. After another four or five days—after the bailiff has come round again with his demands, and a few more duns have piled up, Lady Anisha will go down to Houndsditch and start selling off her jewels. That, sir, is what will happen.”

The galling thing was, Claytor might be right. But that had to be Anisha’s choice.

“My sister will not be made a prisoner in my home,” said Ruthveyn quietly. “Her jewels—and her life—are now hers to do with as she pleases. I only hope and pray that she means to raise Tom and Teddy a little more strictly than our stepmother raised Lucan.”

“But, my lord, it cannot have been so very—”

“You cannot know what it was like, Claytor,” Ruthveyn cut in. “You weren’t there.”

But turn poor Claytor’s words against him as he might, the truth was, Ruthveyn hadn’t been there either. Not very often, at least. He had been in the early years of his diplomatic career, and, like his father before him, haring about Hindustan risking life and limb in service to Her Majesty’s government and its well-shod bootheel, the East India Company. Then, as now, he had avoided his family. He had avoided intimacy. And he was not fool enough to confuse intimacy with sex or even with love.

He did love them—even Lucan, cocky young fool that he was. He loved them more than life itself. But their coming out from Calcutta some six months past had taken the life he’d tried so desperately to hold together and rattled it at its very foundation.

But Anisha was now a widow with two little hellions to raise. As to their half brother…well, Lucan simply needed a father. Pity he did not have one.

“Which coat, sir?” Fricke enquired as the door closed behind Claytor. “I brought down the dark blue superfine and last year’s black.”

“The black,” said Ruthveyn, stripping off the half-tied cravat. “And I want a black stock to go with it.”

“Indeed,” murmured Fricke, carrying away the offending linen. “We’re in a black mood, I collect.”

“It was a black night,” said Ruthveyn.

There was no need to say more. The detritus of a difficult evening lay cast about the room: an empty decanter of cognac, a corkless apothecary’s vial, filthy ashtrays, and the sharp scent of spiced tobacco and charas still hanging in the air.

Fricke finished dressing him in silence, touching his master as little as possible. Ruthveyn’s odd quirks in this regard were made plain early on to anyone employed to serve him, and the marquess was beyond caring what was thought of it.

His toilet thus complete, Ruthveyn gave one last neatening tug on his cuffs, then went downstairs to order a freshly pressed copy of the Morning Chronicle and a pot of the particularly strong tea always kept on hand for him.

He found the club’s coffee room empty, save for Dr. von Althausen and Lord Bessett. The latter was leaned over one of von Althausen’s specimen boxes, studying it through the doctor’s gold monocle. Ruthveyn nodded at Bessett as he passed, and Bessett motioned him nearer.

“We had word from Lazonby last night,” he said quietly. “His father’s affairs have been put in order. He’s taking the child to his mother’s people. She will be safe there.”

“An excellent plan,” said Ruthveyn. “Good morning, Doctor. What have you there?”

“A rare African tumbu fly,” said von Althausen, now peering at it. “Have a look. The larvae, you see, burrow under one’s skin, and the resultant oozing boils are—”

“God spare me,” Ruthveyn interjected, wincing. “I haven’t had my breakfast.”

“If that does not pique your interest, old chap, he’ll repeating his experiments in galvanism this afternoon,” Bessett suggested. “The electromagnetic generator has been repaired.”

“Thank you, but I am not sticking my finger in that contraption,” said Ruthveyn. “I believe I shall leave the mysteries of my brain precisely that.”


“One must occasionally sacrifice in the name of science, Adrian,” von Althausen grumbled. “Especially you. After all, if the brain of the Electrophorus electricus can generate an electrical field outside its body, then just imagine what—”

“No,” the marquess firmly interjected. “I am not an eel. Thank you. Gentlemen, carry on.”

Von Althausen waved him away distractedly, and the gentlemen returned to their examinations.

Ruthveyn took up his usual position—alone at a table in the centermost bow window—and sipped at his tea while absently perusing the paper. The tea was hot, the opulent clubroom comfortable, and the day ahead as rich with possibility as any wealthy, titled nabob might wish. Yet the night still chafed at him.

He was going to have to dispense with Mrs. Timmonds.

It was a shame, really, when his mistress was so very beautiful. But Ruthveyn was beginning to feel the stirrings of an attachment to her. Worse still, the lady had begun to ask too many pointed questions. She had not heeded his initial warnings, and warnings they had assuredly been. And now…well, he was simply too fond of her to give her the backhanded emotional slap he reserved for those who disobeyed him.

But he was angry—at her, a little, but most of all, at himself. How long had he imagined he could perform the intricate steps of this dance, which time and again had tripped him up? A mere six months, and he’d begun to feel the tug. That seductive wish to throw caution to the wind and look past the chasm he’d placed quite deliberately between them. Not because he’d fallen in love—of that, he was not capable—but because, as with Anisha and Luc and the boys, he wanted to take care of Angela Timmonds. To make her happy.


But he had never in his life made a woman happy. Not for long.

On impulse, he snatched up the little bell that sat in the center of the table. One of the footmen instantly materialized, his expression emotionless. “May I freshen your tea, my lord?”

“No. Fetch me Belkadi.”

The footman inclined his head. “He is with the vintner at present, sir, but I shall tell him.”

The decision made, Ruthveyn scanned the front page of his paper, reading but not really absorbing the words as he burned with impatience. God’s truth but he did not need another night like his last. He did not need to touch a woman and have himself torn apart in the aftermath. Or to coolly walk out on her as if she were no more than a discarded rag. To leave her sobbing alone in the darkness.

Even he was not so heartless as that. And yet it was precisely what he had done.

On that thought, Ruthveyn flung aside the newspaper, rigid with suppressed emotion, until at last Belkadi deigned to appear. The club’s majordomo gave a slight bow, his black suit immaculately pressed, his black hair drawn severely back in an old-fashioned queue.

“You wished to see me?”

Belkadi never said sir—not unless it was laced with sarcasm—so Ruthveyn did not expect it of the arrogant devil. “Sit down,” he said, gesturing at a chair. “Have a cup of Assam.”

“Von Althausen’s hybrid?” he replied in his faintly accented English. “Thank you, no. I should prefer to keep the lining of my intestines.” But Belkadi sat, all the same.

Ruthveyn pushed his paper a little away. “So tell me, old chap, have you ordered your vintner to cease sending us that red rubbish he calls claret?” he asked. “Or did you simply behead the poor bastard?”

“I think you did not call me here to discuss the cellars,” said Belkadi.

Ruthveyn smiled faintly but did not quite hold the man’s gaze. “I did not,” he agreed. “I wish to dispense with Mrs. Timmonds. Will you arrange it?”

Belkadi’s surprise was betrayed by the merest lift of one eyebrow. “Why do you wish this?”

“Why?” Ruthveyn echoed. “What business is it of yours? Perhaps I have grown tired of the lady. Perhaps my interests are otherwise engaged. Whatever my reasons, you brokered this arrangement. Now un-broker it.”

A dark look passed behind Belkadi’s eyes. He rose smoothly to his feet, and bowed. “But of course, sir.”

Ruthveyn watched the man turn to go, his spine rigid. “And Belkadi,” he said, “one last thing.”

The majordomo turned back.

“Offer her the use of the Marylebone house for her lifetime,” Ruthveyn added. “And an annuity of whatever amount you think fair. Tell Claytor to make it so.”

Again, Belkadi gave his stiff bow, his black gaze revealing nothing now. “I shall extend your generous offer,” he said, “but Mrs. Timmonds is not without pride.”

Or suitors, Ruthveyn silently added.

The lady would not long grieve his absence, he was sure. Indeed, in a week’s time, she’d be glad to be shut of him. He ruthlessly pushed the vision away and somehow forced his attention to the newspaper, radical rag though it was. A wise man knew his enemies. He read in silence for a time until, on page three, a name caught his eye, and his mouth twisted sourly.

He looked over his shoulder at von Althausen. “It would appear our favorite reporter has run out of salacious drivel to print and resorted to astronomy,” he said. “He claims Lassell has found another moon round Saturn.”

“Hmph!” said the good doctor. “I shall send William my congratulations on his discovery. But as to the whelp, I should have assigned him the obituaries.”

Ruthveyn gave a grunt of agreement, then turned back to his table and his window. It was at that instant he chanced to see her: a tall woman dressed in black and gray turning purposefully into St. James’s Place from the main thoroughfare.

Ruthveyn could not have said why she caught his eye; he so rarely looked at anyone. Perhaps it was the veil of black bobbinet, which covered all but the tip of her chin and lent her an air of mystery. Whatever it was, once he’d begun to observe her, he was loath to turn away. Her neat, quick steps carried her closer and closer until, at the point just opposite the half dozen steps that led to club’s entrance, she paused to look up as if studying the symbols etched into the pediment.

At least Ruthveyn thought she was studying them—but it was difficult to say with any measure of certainty given the veil. Indeed, it was as if her whole inner being—her purpose, her persona, her emotions—were similarly veiled, for she radiated no sense of her inner self whatsoever. Save for what Ruthveyn could see with his two eyes—a lithe, youngish woman with impeccable taste in clothing and hair the color of honey—she was a mystery. How very odd.

A shaft of frustration pierced him unexpectedly. Or was it fascination? Ruthveyn wanted to get up and go down the steps to lift the veil so that he might touch her face and look into her eyes.

What madness. On his next breath, he forced himself to relax into his chair. Forced his respiration to slow and his mind to focus on the ceaseless, fluid motion of the air in and out of his lungs.

He had had a bad night. He did not need a bad day to go with it.

The lady in black bobbinet was none of his concern. Perhaps she was merely wandering St. James’s and had paused to admire the strange symbols. She might be a tourist. Indeed, that was likely the case, for though her black hat and dove gray walking dress were elegant, they were not à la mode in London. And Ruthveyn should know. He’d bought a great deal of fashionable ladies’ clothing of late.

The thought of Mrs. Timmonds served to push the veiled lady from his mind. Ruthveyn poured another cup of tea and snapped out the Chronicle again. Out of sheer perversity, he began to read the article about Saturn’s moon, though the celestial sky was more Anisha’s forte than his. But he was scarcely halfway down the column when something of a clamor arose downstairs in the entrance hall.

Ruthveyn could hear Belkadi speaking firmly—and rather brusquely, too, which was odd. Belkadi rarely spoke harshly to anyone; like Ruthveyn, he did not need to.

Just then a woman’s voice echoed in the corridor, sharp and faintly angry. Ruthveyn cut another glance at von Althausen. The doctor lifted one shoulder and tilted his head in the direction of the clamor. Your turn, old chap, said his eyes.

Thus appointed, Ruthveyn sighed, pushed back his teacup, and rose. The nature of the Society’s research did bring the occasional raving lunatic to their doors. No one liked it, but there it was. One had to deal with it.

He went out and down the wide marble staircase, which poured a story and a half down into the reception foyer like a wide, white waterfall, and was immediately taken aback to see the lady in black and gray just inside the front door. Her black wool cloak lay over her arm, and she was tugging off her gloves with short, neat jerks, as if she meant to stay.

As with the lunatics, it was rare to see a woman within the club’s portals but not unheard of. The Society maintained scientific reading rooms and vast libraries, which were occasionally made available for the public’s use. But she hardly looked like a bluestocking.

Just then, the lady lifted back her veil to reveal a face as elegantly classical as her attire—and an expression as ashen as Claytor’s had been earlier this morning. Ruthveyn came smoothly down the stairs, his gaze steady upon that face with its wide blue eyes and full, rather tremulous mouth. And still, despite all the emotion she radiated, there was nothing. It was dashed disorienting.

Just then the argument escalated. The lady threw up a small hand, the palm thrust into Belkadi’s face. “I thank you, sir.” Her voice was sharp, with a faint French accent. “But really, I shan’t be put off. I must see Sergeant Welham with all haste.”

“If madam will but listen,” said Belkadi haughtily, “I shall endeavor to again explain—”

“May I be of some help, Belkadi?” Ruthveyn interjected.

The majordomo held out a card on a salver.

Ruthveyn glanced down. “Mademoiselle Gauthier?” he said, reading aloud the vaguely familiar name. “How may the St. James Society be of service to you?”

“In no way whatsoever,” she said tartly. “And in any case, if this is the St. James Society, why does the pediment say F.A.C.?”

Ruthveyn lifted both brows in his most arrogant gesture. “Some obscure Latin phrase, I believe, ma’am,” he answered. “Might I ask what brings you? One of our rare book collections, perhaps?”

“A rare book?” she echoed incredulously.

He managed a tight smile. “I confess, you do not look quite the type for our card room or the smoking salon.”

Agitation sketched over her lovely face. “I have come merely to see a friend,” she said. “An old and dear friend who—”

“Yes, I heard a name. Sergeant Welham.” Ruthveyn permitted himself to hold her gaze very directly, carefully assessing her eyes. “This friendship, however, is not so old and so dear as to make you aware that Sergeant Welham is now Lord Lazonby, I collect? But it little matters. He is not in Town at present.”

The insult flew past her. “Not in Town?” The lady set a hand just beneath her throat, a telling gesture. “How can he be away? How long shall he be?”

“Some weeks, I daresay,” said Ruthveyn. “He caught the train up to Westmorland two days ago.”

This seemed to send the lady reeling, and it occurred to Ruthveyn that her bravado was more than a façade. It was desperation.

Ruthveyn wondered what manner of trouble the young lady had got herself into—or what sort of trouble Rance Welham had got her into, damn him. There was a hollow, haunted look about her eyes, and the hand remained at her throat, frozen.

And despite all this—the barely suppressed anxiety, the veiled fear in her eyes, and the fact that Belkadi was going back up the wide staircase, leaving them quite alone together—Ruthveyn could not read the lady at all. He could see only with his eyes, and see only that which any neutral party might observe.

“So he is gone…” the lady whispered. “Mon Dieu!” Then her head flopped back at an odd angle, the cloak fell, and her hand came out, flailing blindly for the reception counter.

“Belkadi!” he shouted.

But it was too late. The lady’s knees were buckling. Despite his grave reluctance, Ruthveyn was obliged to touch her, scooping her up in a froth of skirts and petticoats to prevent her collapsing onto the marble floor.

“Belkadi!” he said again, cradling the woman almost gingerly.

In an instant, Belkadi was at his elbow. “Fresh air,” he said. “Follow me.”

Her gray silk skirts spilling over his arm, Ruthveyn carried her down the short flight of steps that turned and descended to the ground floor, then followed Belkadi along the corridor. Belkadi threw open the double doors that led to the club’s portico and rear garden.

Ruthveyn settled the lady on one of the wicker chaises. “Fetch Lazonby’s whisky.”

Belkadi vanished. Ruthveyn knelt to further examine the lady’s face, which was pale as milk beneath the swath of black netting that had half tumbled down again. She was not as young, he realized, as she’d first appeared. There were perhaps the faintest hints of lines about her eyes, as if she’d spent some time in the sun. But her cheekbones were high and strong, her forehead aristocratic and very English.

He wondered again at her French name, and at the faint stirring of recognition he’d felt upon seeing her ivory calling card. Already, however, the lady was coming round and muttering something in French.

Ruthveyn tore his gaze from her face, and stood. “I am going to prop up your feet, ma’am,” he said. “I beg your pardon in advance.”

“Wha…happened?” she whispered.


“I believe you swooned,” he answered, seizing a pair of pillows from a nearby chair. “It was likely Belkadi. He occasionally has that effect on females.”

The lady merely blinked her blue eyes at him in stupefaction as he lifted her ankles—her very slender, well-turned ankles—then propped her feet upon the pillows. Suddenly her gray hems slithered away to reveal her foamy undergarments and rather too much of her fine ankles. Against his better judgment, he twitched them back into place again.

Elegant ankles, thought Ruthveyn. Gorgeous eyes. Beautiful, strong cheekbones.

And still, he felt was nothing.

Nothing, that was, save good, old-fashioned lust…







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
£ HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Y ‘/\/ /() (///‘// S

“Liz Carlyle weaves passmn and
intrigue with a master’s touch.”
KAREN ROBARDS






