






We will work together, Tristan. It may not be what you wantbut that is my offer.



He jerked Phaedra closer, his frustration deepening. You aren’t in a position to offer me anything, my dear, he gritted. Certainly not what I want.

She looked at him boldly, her body mere inches from his. What do you want? she murmured. Just say it, Tristan.

I’ll show you. The words came out low and rough. He kissed her again, tasting her deeply and languidly, half waiting for her to shove him away. The intimacy of the kisswhat he suggestedwas unmistakable.

Her mouth slid from him, skimming lightly along his jaw. Another time, perhaps, she whispered. Those were your words to me in the alley that night. But I wonder, Tristancan you live up to your lofty reputation?

Careful what you wish for, love, he rasped.
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Prologue


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





LONDON, FEBRUARY 1830

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

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

Distracted, Tristan shoved his tankard away, and passed the dice to the chap who sat opposite. Across the room, the door burst open. Through the miasma of smoke and gloom, he looked at the woman who darted in, slamming the door behind her. She was little more than a shadow on the threshold, lingering in a puddle of feeble, bilious lamplight, and looking faintly unsteady on her feetnot that he was any arbiter of sobriety, mind.

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

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

The Bowels of Perdition.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Sorry, old boy, he managed, thumping Foresby’s back as he went. YouClerkenwellcast ’em down.

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

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

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

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


Or you shall what? Foresby whispered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She shook her head. II need ter go, she said, her voice oddly gruff.

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

No! She jerked, and darted away.

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

Just looking for someone.

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

No.

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

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

Precisely where I was headed, he lied.

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

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

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

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

Oh, Lord. Old Reliable indeed.

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

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

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

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

The girl drew back. Certainly not.

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

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


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

I said no, she replied more firmly.

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

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

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

Atop the horse, he nodded, the reins draped lightly through one hand. A great many, ayeand often when I’m sober.

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

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

Yes, plenty of others.

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

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

Miss? he called after her into the heavy brume.

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

Be careful, he said. Won’t you?

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








Chapter 1


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






LONDON, APRIL 1830

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

Actually, I prefer Hamp

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

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

Why, I could not possibly, said Phaedra.

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

This could be your year.


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

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

What man, miss?

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

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



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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

You were laughing at me! she declared.

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

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

Why, II was not, Phaedra fibbed, face flaming.

Liar, the girl answered on a strange gurgle.

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

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

Oh, said Phaedra vaguely. Yes, I daresay.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Miss Armstrong lifted her eyebrows. Could you? Where?

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

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

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

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

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

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

I’m very sorry, said Phaedra contritely.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Behind them Agnes stifled a scream.

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

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

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

Oh, lawks a’mighty! whispered Agnes. ’E looks like ’e’soh, gawd!

Hush, Agnes, Phaedra ordered.

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

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

Zo Armstrong knelt beside her. Good God, she said again. Poor devil.

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

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

Phaedra swallowed hard. II’m not sure.

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

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

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

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

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


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

Who is it, George? asked Miss Armstrong stridently.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Was he? said Phaedra, surprised.

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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