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Chapter One

 


England, 1817

In September, amidst a driving rain that
swept across the northern Norfolk coast, my hired coach rolled up
the drive to my ancestral home and deposited me at the house's
front door.

My valet-in-training, Bartholomew, a lad used
to working for the very rich, gazed at the edifice in doubt. "You
lived here, sir?"

The house stood silently under lowering
skies, the roof over one wing completely collapsed. The windows
were dark--those that weren't broken. Bricks and rubble decorated
what was left of the lawn, and the drive was pitted and covered
with weeds.

"Indeed I did," I said.

My father had closed off rooms rather than
spend money on repairs. Instead, he'd wagered away all he had or
used it on gifts for his mistresses.

The house had at one time been a fine
Palladian affair, with fanlights, columns, and a pleasing symmetry.
Now the gray-white stone was chipped and fallen away, the
Corinthian columns at the door dark with grime. Bits of brick and
fallen slates littered the ground.

"And you intend to invite her ladyship here?"
Bartholomew's doubt rose several notches.

My wife-to-be, the Dowager Viscountess
Breckenridge, daughter of an earl, had grown up on an elegant
estate in Oxfordshire and now dwelled in a modern, costly townhouse
in South Audley Street in London. I had spent a month at the
Oxfordshire estate this summer, and the comparison between the two
houses was dire indeed.

"Her ladyship insists," I said.

"Well, you've got your work cut out, sir, I
must say."

"That is why I'm pleased you've come along to
help, Bartholomew."

Bartholomew's mouth popped open, his face
taking on a look of dismay. "Yes, sir."

Bartholomew, former footman to the great and
wealthy Lucius Grenville, held himself high above common laborers.
I could not resist teasing him.

"I was not suggesting you try a bit of
carpentry," I said. "But you can help me coordinate and supervise
the repairs."

That was more to Bartholomew's liking, and he
looked relieved.

I had another errand to run while I was here
in Norfolk, a letter to deliver which had weighed in my pocket all
the way from London. I was reluctant to carry out the errand,
though it was a simple one, but doing so would be symbolic.

Deliver the enclosed to one Brigadier Easton
at Easton House south of Cley. Completion of delivery deducts
twenty guineas from your debt. Denis.

James Denis was a criminal but a very subtle
one. Very few deeds were traced back to him, and he had magistrates
in his pocket. He also owned MPs outright and had aristocrats
dancing his bidding. He and I had played a thrust-and-parry game
for more than a year now, he constantly trying to coerce me to work
for him, and recently he'd assisted me enough to put me firmly in
his debt.

A letter written by Denis would not be
innocuous. If Grenville had asked me to deliver a message, I'd
think nothing of it, but anything involving James Denis could never
be that simple.

The enclosed message hadn't been sealed.
Denis had known I'd insist on reading what I delivered, and he'd
not tried to hide it. But when I opened the message, I found a note
that made no sense to me.

I decided I'd make the delivery in case it
proved important to Brigadier Easton, but I would not let Denis or
the brigadier draw me into any intrigue. Nor would I become a
permanent go-between. I'd deliver the letter, and that would be
that.

The front door to my house was locked but I
had a key, kept among my possessions for twenty years. I hadn't
been back to this house since I'd left it to follow my mentor to
the army and India, to fight the Tippu Sultan long before the
Peninsular Wars began.

The lock proved to be frozen, the key
useless, but a firm shove broke the bolt right out of the wall.

I walked into a dim, dust-coated interior. A
carpet lay on the floor but so thick with grime that its original
color was indiscernible.

I left footprints in the dust as I moved
through the wide entrance hall and looked into rooms on either side
of the corridor. I expected memories--good and bad--to come
flooding at me, but this ruined house looked so different from what
I'd left that it spoke to me not at all.

I vaguely remembered the fireplace in the
dining room, where my father had leaned while he regaled my mother
and me with his pompous lectures. The fireplace had been painted
wood, but now the mantelpiece had fallen, exposing the brick behind
it.

Bartholomew coughed and pulled out a
handkerchief. I moved on to the next room, the library with windows
looking over the back garden. The garden was nonexistent now, a
stretch of weeds that ran down to join sapling trees at the bottom
of the field.

In here, at least, I did feel the touch of my
past. My father had beaten me bent over the desk so often, my face
pressed into its wooden surface, that I remembered every swirl of
the grain.

He'd beaten me for every sin, real and
imagined. He'd been trying to make me obedient, and instead had
made me rebellious. As I'd grown older, I'd started deliberately
inviting the thrashings, because I'd realized that if Father were
beating me, he wouldn't be beating my mother.

Memories were hell. As I stood in this room,
I remembered why I'd been so keen to follow Aloysius Brandon and
his young wife into the army, why I'd hurried to procure a wife of
my own. My mother had died long before, and I'd wanted out of this
existence, to get away, to find the world outside these walls, to
live.

Well, I'd done that. And now here I was,
twenty years older, injured, world-weary, far more cynical, and
about to marry again. To a lady who'd have put my father in his
place faster than a cat swats a sparrow out of the sky.

"Captain!"

Bartholomew's shout cut through my musings. I
hurried out, my walking stick tapping in the dust.

I found Bartholomew at the front door. Coming
up what was left of the drive was an elegant carriage with
high-stepping horses complete with silver-gray plumes. The coachman
had a matching brush in his hat, and the door of the carriage held
the crest of the viscounts Breckenridge.

"Bloody hell," I said.

The horses shook their heads at the rain,
plumes dancing. Bartholomew hurried forward at the same time a
footman jumped from the back of the coach into the mud. The footman
unhooked a box from beneath the coach and placed it under the
carriage door.

The footman opened the door, and a
well-formed ankle came down, foot in a pristine leather shoe.
Bartholomew and the footman stretched a canvas between them,
holding it high to shield the lady who prepared to descend, and I
came forward to hand her down.

Donata Anne Catherine St. John, Dowager
Viscountess Breckenridge, was thirty years old and my betrothed.
That she'd agreed to marry me still came as a bit of a shock.

Lady Breckenridge ignored me completely,
thanked Bartholomew and her footman, and lifted her skirts to walk
the few feet into the house. She said nothing as she tilted her
head back to take in the entire wreck of it.

"I thought you were to stay with your friend
near Blakeney," I said, following her. "With its wonderful view of
the sea."

"I am, but I could not resist seeing the
house of your birth." Lady Breckenridge turned in a circle in the
hall, staring up the wide staircase. "A man's home can tell much
about him."

"That is what I fear," I said dryly.

"Nonsense. It is falling apart, obviously,
but there are good bones here. Well designed. Late seventeenth
century, with later additions."

As I stood, rather uncomfortably, on the
bones of my ancestral home, Donata turned her dark blue gaze on me.
"Now, Gabriel, I know it's bad of me to pounce on you without
warning, but I did so want to see the place. Do show me
everything."

I complied.

A marvelous thing happened as I took Lady
Breckenridge from room to room, explaining what was what. The past
became just that, the past. My father was no longer the ogre who
ruled my life. He'd become a distant ghost, gone for eight years
now, releasing his stranglehold on me.

"Good bones, as I said," Donata remarked as
she stood in the largest bedroom, empty of all furnishings. "Well
anchored. The wing that has fallen in was an eighteenth-century
addition, was it not? A good architect can restore it and fix the
flaws that kept it from standing."

"The Lacey fortune hardly runs to
architects," I said.

"But the Breckenridge one does." She watched
me, waiting for me to object.

"I know you berate me for being too proud,
Donata, but the last thing I want is to run through your money to
repair my life. Every member of the ton supposes that's what
I'm doing, but I want you to believe that I am not."

She shrugged. "I like you being proud, and to
the devil with what my friends believe. But I am not being
charitable, Gabriel. I am being practical. I will have to live here
too, and so will my son, and I hardly want to worry about bricks
falling on us as we walk about the passages. Besides, I will be
inviting Lady Southwick--the friend with whom I am staying--and
this house is ever so much better than hers. The Southwick house is
gigantic, but modern, gaudy trash. I do so want to best her."

I was torn between amusement and alarm. "You
say you care nothing for what your friends think."

"And I do not, but Lady Southwick and I have
always been rivals. She even had it off with my husband--briefly--a
long time ago. I believe she was as appalled by him as I was, so
that did not quite work out as she liked."

As always, whenever Donata mentioned her
brute of a husband, whose face I'd once had the pleasure of
bruising, I felt both irritated and protective. "Why do you stay
with her, then?"

"We rather enjoy the game, I think. You'll
understand when you arrive. And she will try to lure you from me.
It is her way, I must warn you."

Her words were flat, but her eyes
flickered.

"I have no wish to be lured, I assure you," I
said.

I had little wish to stay at the house of
Lady Southwick, but I did not have much choice. The nearby inns
were hardly fit for a viscountess used to the very best of
everything, and I'd been pleased that she had a friend of equal
rank and wealth nearby. I'd been included in the invitation to stay
at Southwick Hall, and it would have been churlish of me to refuse.
Lady Breckenridge would be the one to bear the brunt of disapproval
at my rudeness, so I had capitulated.

I did finally persuade Donata that she should
leave the cold dankness of my home and return to her rival's house,
which would at least be comfortable. Donata kissed me lightly on
the lips and let me lead her back to the carriage.

Once she was gone, vanishing into rain and
mist, I went back through the house. I knew I was simply delaying
my errand for Denis, but the rain was pouring down, and Denis's
mission could wait.

I ended up in my mother's sitting room--her
sanctuary--once a room of whites and golds and pinks, light and
airy. The windows looked past the garden to a rise of ground and a
little copse. Beyond it was the gray green that marked the marshes
that lined the sea. In the distance, a windmill, with a tall,
cylindrical body and a four-bladed fan, turned slowly in the
storm.

The windmill had been there, beside a stream,
for as long as I could remember, built in the last century. The
pumps drew water out of the marshy ground, lifting it to spill into
the rivers and streams that carried it out to sea. The drained
earth left behind was rich and fertile, allowing men to farm where
once had been only grass and water.

I'd sneaked into in the windmill more than
once as a child, only to be hauled out by the keeper before I
ruined the pumps. The great creaking machinery had always
fascinated me.

I turned back, the interior of the room dark
after the rain-soaked glare. As I stood waiting for my eyes to
adjust, I realized that something incongruous lay across the
mice-chewed chaise.

I went to the chaise and leaned down to look.
In the dim light I saw a dress--a long, high-waisted pale muslin
that a young debutante might wear. The garment was thick with dust,
the hem tattered. When I lightly touched the sleeve, the netting
that covered the sleeve crumpled to nothing.

I straightened up, puzzled indeed. I had no
sisters. My mother had died when I'd been a lad, and she'd not
brought out any young women as favors to friends or even had them
to visit. My father, as far as I knew, had chosen his mistresses
from the glittering demimonde, ladies with much experience who'd
never wear a gown so innocent as this.

Why the dress was there and who it had
belonged to was a complete mystery. If a couple had broken into the
house for a tryst--they'd have found it quite easy to gain
entrance--why leave the gown behind?

I did not touch the dress again, fearing it
would dissolve further if I handled it. The fabric was so very
fine.

I needed to complete my errand before the
paper burned my pocket to ash. I left the intriguing puzzle of the
dress and closed the door of the room, locking it with the key I'd
found in the lock. I put the key into my pocket.

My hired coach had returned to Norwich, and I
prepared to walk the two miles to the brigadier's house. Riding and
walking much this year had given me back strength, though my left
leg still tired easily, and I'd never rid myself of this limp.
However, I could face a two-mile walk without much dismay.

I told Bartholomew to meet me at the public
house in Cley and indulge himself in a well-earned ale, and I went
to the brigadier's alone.

The rain had lightened a little. I could see
across the farmland to the marshes that ran along the coast.
Grasses bent in the wind, and all was as wet as could be.

I remembered the brigadier, though through
the perspective of a boy. Brigadier Easton had been a martinet,
like my father, but with a streak of fairness that my father had
lacked. He lived in a brick house that was as tall and deep as it
was wide, windows in even rows covering all three floors.

The butler who opened the door took my card,
gave my damp clothes and muddy boots a disdainful look, but at
least he let me wait inside, out of the rain. The brigadier must
have recognized the Lacey name, because the butler quickly returned
and bade me follow him upstairs.

I was shown into a long, narrow study whose
windows looked north to another windmill. This windmill had been
shut down and abandoned, its work done, its spindly arms still.

The brigadier was in his sixties, as my
father would have been had he been alive. While my father had been
a big man--the same six-foot, broad-shouldered build as myself--the
brigadier was small and slight. He made up for his stature with a
powerful voice, which had, before his retirement, bellowed orders
to troops in India.

He came to me, hand extended. "Gabriel Lacey.
The young hothead who eloped and raced away in the middle of the
night?" He chuckled as I shook his hand. "I had wondered when you'd
make your move and become a man. Captain now, eh? Commended for
bravery at Talavera; you and all the Thirty-Fifth Light. Damned
bloody battle, that."

It had been. I'd begun the morning a
lieutenant and had been given captain that evening, both for my
actions and because too many other captains had died. My father had
died here in Norfolk that night, though I had not known until I'd
received the letter weeks later.

Easton released my hand but peered up at me
nearsightedly. "Back home now, are you? What are you going to do
with the place?"

"I have some idea of repairing the house and
living in it," I said.

Easton's look told me he doubted my sanity
but wouldn't argue. "And, you are getting married. Do not look so
surprised. We read the London newspapers even here. My
felicitations."

I bowed politely in thanks. I put my hand
into my pocket and withdrew the message from Denis.

"I did not come here only to call on a
neighbor," I said. "I was charged with delivering this to you. From
London."

Easton frowned. He took the folded
paper--thick, cream-colored, and expensive--walked to his desk, sat
down, and opened a drawer. He removed a pair of spectacles, put
them on, and opened the paper. He read the one word on it and went
utterly still.

I approached the desk. Easton stared down at
the page, his face drained of color.

The one word on it was Corn. Obviously
a code, but what Denis meant by it I could not say.

The expression on Easton's face was telling
me, however. The brigadier stood slowly, his skin wan, the man
looking ten years older than when I'd walked in.

"You brought this from Mr. Denis," he
said.

"I did. Denis . . . asked me to."

Now what was in his eyes was abject fear.
Easton studied me anew, taking in my large build, my big hands, the
walking stick I held, inside of which rattled a sword.

"I suppose I ought to have known. What else
did he ask you to do? Tell me quickly; I've faced it before."

I looked at him, puzzled. "Nothing. To
deliver the message was my only charge. What does it mean?"

The brigadier let out a breath and sank to
his chair. He put both hands on the desk and looked up at me,
shoulders slumped in defeat.

"You've brought me my death sentence, my boy.
That's what it means. This is my last day on earth."

 


* * * * *


Chapter Two

 


A death sentence. Denis's first commission to
me had been to warn a man that his life was in danger.

I might have suspected Denis of playing a
jest on me, but one look at the terror in the brigadier's eyes made
me know that he, for one, took it seriously.

"Why should James Denis want to kill you?" I
asked.

Easton's face was damp with sweat. "You do
not know?"

"I told you, I was directed to hand you the
message, that is all. I know nothing about it."

Easton got to his feet again, fists on the
desk. "I must ask you to leave, Captain."

"Tell me what this is about, and I might be
able to help you."

"I will make it an order."

I set my feet, my hand firm on my walking
stick. I was twice the brigadier's size and the creaking butler
who'd answered the door would be no match for me.

"Neither of us are in the army any longer," I
said. "I advise you to get away from here. Denis was polite enough
to give you a warning, perhaps even a sporting chance. I would take
it."

"Yes." The brigadier nodded, swallowing. "I
must . . . prepare my carriage."

"And have Denis or one of his pugilists
accost you on a lonely road? You have an ocean at your disposal. A
boat to France or the Netherlands is what I'd advise."

"A boat." Easton's eyes focused a bit, and he
looked around his study. "If I leave, I can never return. My wife .
. ."

"Where is your wife?"

"Visiting my daughter and grandchildren. In
Kent."

"Let her stay there. You go, and I will talk
to Denis. Send no word to your wife or daughter, in case he
intercepts it. Send a message when you're safe--not to your wife or
to me, but to Lucius Grenville in London. I will see that your
family receives it."

"Grenville?" Easton looked puzzled. "That
self-important dandy? Why should I involve him?"

"He is a friend and trustworthy. Now, you
need to be off. The tide is out, but if we go to the point you
might be able to hire someone willing to take you at once."

"I have a boat of my own. Down in the
Broads."

"Which Denis will no doubt be watching. Hire
someone, chosen at random, and go. Denis is not a man to hesitate.
Gather what you need--quickly--and be off."

*** *** ***

In the end, I had to go with him to the boat.
The brigadier and I rode out on a pair of his horses, he with a
small pack strapped to his saddle.

I took a direct route to the coast, deciding
that if Denis's men were watching and following, they would be less
likely to attack us in the middle of a village high street than on
a deserted back lane.

In any case, I saw nothing of the hired
pugilists Denis employed to do everything from serve brandy to
dispose of men who disobeyed him. What Easton had done to draw
Denis's displeasure I couldn't imagine, and Easton wasn't about to
tell me.

At the point, I refused a fisherman far too
eager to sail Easton across the North Sea, and chose one I more or
less had to threaten to do it. I could too well imagine the eager
fisherman taking Easton's money and dropping him overboard halfway
to Amsterdam.

The rain continued without abatement, and I
was soaked through by the time I helped the fisherman and his son
push the boat off the sands and into the waves. Easton had already
disappeared into the tiny cabin, clutching his bundle of
belongings, several guineas poorer. The fisherman had driven a hard
bargain.

I had no doubt the fisherman would make it to
Amsterdam or wherever he was bound. No matter how un-seaworthy a
man's craft looked, I knew these fishermen could sail a goodly
distance and back in safety.

I was left with the horses. I mounted one and
led the other back to Easton's, where I relinquished both to his
groomsman. I told Easton's butler to shut up the house and send the
servants on holiday. The butler eyed me in trepidation, but I did
not give him time to argue before I departed again.

*** *** ***

I seethed that Denis had sent me on such an
errand and seethed at the brigadier for making it necessary. I was
also angry at Easton for not having the sense to run before Denis
caught on that he'd been crossed.

Therefore, I was in a perfectly foul mood
when I reached the public house in Cley. I was not happy with
Bartholomew's round-eyed stare at my ruined clothes or his, "Oh,
sir."

"My baggage has already been sent to Lady
Southwick's," I said waspishly, "so they will have to take me as I
am. Hire a horse for me, will you? I do not relish the idea of
tramping over miles of muddy roads."

"Yes, sir."

Bartholomew had learned to simply vanish when
I spoke that sharply.

He could not find a horse to hire, but he did
find a cart. It was slow and smelled of rotting vegetables, and the
wheels squeaked, but at least I could sit and stretch out my bad
leg.

We bumped our way south and east, while a
fresh breeze blew in from the coast, bringing with it more rain.
Bartholomew hunkered into his greatcoat, but I didn't mind the rain
in my face. Though I'd adjusted to living in London, I was country
grown, used to sharp ocean winds, not stagnant fog that smelled of
London's many cesspits. London, especially in the summer, could be
noisome and appalling. Perhaps I missed my native land more than I
knew.

Southwick Hall stretched wide arms across a
green lawn, situated so that approaching guests would have a view
of magnificent fountains placed in tiers leading to the front
door.

"Gaudy trash," Lady Breckenridge had called
the place, and I saw why when the cart drew closer.

The long, four-story house had a pleasing
symmetry when viewed from afar, but the architect had decided to
lavish this pleasant outline with pilasters, columns, hexagonal
windows, plaster curlicues, pediments, and half-clothed marble
women who held up giant urns or pulled back stone draperies. Much
of the decoration was in imitation of the ancients, but in such a
mishmash of cultures and eras that it confused the eye and upset
the stomach.

The inside of the house was not much better,
I saw when I entered. The lofty entrance hall was painted with
multicolored gods, goddesses, nymphs, satyrs, maidens, shepherds,
mermen, and other creatures of the sea, all surrounded by an
abundance of gold-leafed moldings certain to give the onlooker a
headache.

Bartholomew had already given the carter his
coin and legged it around to the back of the house. I envied him.
The servants' quarters would be full of bustle, warmth, and
normal-looking decor.

The majordomo, after looking askance at my
sorry state, told me that the other guests had begun dinner, but I
would be taken to them after I refreshed myself. His look told me
he'd allow me nowhere near the other guests until I made myself
presentable.

The bedchamber to which he led me resembled
the entrance hall in decoration, but I consoled myself that I would
be sleeping in the dark. The bed at least looked comfortable.

Bartholomew entered as I stripped off my wet
clothes. He looked inordinately cheerful for someone who'd ridden
through pouring rain on the back of a cart. He unpacked my things,
whistling, while I washed up, then he helped me into my
regimentals.

"Something amusing you, Bartholomew?" I asked
as I fastened the silver braid.

"You'll see, sir."

His good mood after my race to send Easton
out of harm's way then our muddy ride irritated me a bit, but I
kept my temper in check. I asked no more questions and went
downstairs to the dinner in progress.

The dining room's theme was that of hunting.
The mural on the longest wall depicted gods and satyrs chasing
helpless oxen and boar through a featureless wood. Most of the
animals looked like pincushions full of spears, and those already
dead lay broken in pools of blood.

At least ten people gathered around the
table--I'd not thought this would be a large house party, but
perhaps my ideas of large and Lady Southwick's differed.

The head of the table was empty, but Lady
Southwick sat at its foot. Lord Southwick was far away in Greece at
the moment. I'd been told that he was often far away in Greece.

Lady Southwick looked to be of an age with
Donata Breckenridge, her hair fair with a touch of red. Lady
Southwick's gown was a near match to Donata's, dark green and black
to my lady's cream and silver. The two women also had similar
bearing and mannerisms, as though the same set of governesses had
trained and finished both.

The difference ended there, however. Lady
Breckenridge had developed a sharp intelligence, while Lady
Southwick wore a sly, predatory look of a person who thought
herself more clever than she was.

The guests did not look up or cease
conversation when the butler led me to the only empty chair, which
was on Lady Southwick's left. This put me nowhere near Lady
Breckenridge, who sat at the other end of the table next to a dandy
called Rafe Godwin. She and Godwin carried on a merry conversation,
neither glancing my way.

When I could pull my gaze from Lady
Breckenridge, I looked across the table and saw a man I knew very
well indeed. He was the most popular gentleman in England, and his
name was Lucius Grenville.

The source of Bartholomew's good humor became
clear. While in the servants' hall, Bartholomew must have come
across his brother, Matthias, who was footman to Grenville.
Bartholomew would think it a good joke to surprise me with
Grenville's presence.

It did surprise me, because Grenville was
very choosy about whom he graced with country visits. The
dark-haired, dark-eyed dandy shot me a look across the table as
Lady Southwick signaled to her footman to serve me the sole.

After Donata's warnings, I expected Lady
Southwick to pay me embarrassing attention, but, alas for
Grenville, he eclipsed me. Lady Southwick spent the meal leaning to
him, her bosom resting nearly in her plate, so that Grenville could
look straight down her decolletage if he chose. Grenville kept his
gaze firmly on his food.

The fish was tender and fresh, served with a
hot, buttery sauce, welcome after my afternoon in the rain. The
game birds that followed were equally good, and the meal ended with
a tart heaped with late berries made piquant with lemon. In spite
of her taste in decor, Lady Southwick apparently employed a fine
chef.

Once the last plates had been taken away,
Lady Southwick rose, and the ladies flowed out of the room, leaving
the gentlemen alone.

I disliked the modern practice of ladies and
gentlemen parting after supper. I'd always found more enjoyment in
the company of the fairer sex. Even well-bred gentlemen were apt to
grow boorish in their cups, make bodily noises, and emit odors.

One of the Mayfair men at the table already
resembled an indolent satyr in the mural. By the rapidity with
which he imbibed port, I predicted he'd soon be splayed like the
dead boar in the foreground.

Rafe Godwin lit a cheroot, blew out smoke,
and directed a his words at me. "You're from these parts, are you
not, Lacey?"

The manner in which he said "these parts"
told me he thought little of them. "I am, yes," I said. "My
father's house is about five miles distant."

"How's your yield?" Godwin asked. "I hear
that farming has been dreadful these last few years."

True, a few years ago, a spate of bad weather
had meant a dearth of crops, which had resulted in a sharp rise in
the price of grain and of bread. People had starved, both here and
in the cities, which had led to violence and riots.

Godwin, who spent his nights at White's and
the gaming hells and his days asleep, likely knew little about
farms and their yields.

"I have not been to Norfolk in two decades,"
I said. "I have no idea what my fields yield."

"Oh, dear," Rafe said, as though this were
the most amusing thing he'd heard in a twelvemonth.

A thirtyish gentleman I did not know narrowed
his eyes at me. "Lacey? Not related to Roderick Lacey, are
you?"

"He was my father," I said.

The gentleman studied me for a time then
seemed to remember to be polite and held out a hand. "Reaves.
Preston Reaves. I have the living at Parson's Point."

Mr. Reaves, with his fine suit and manicured
hands, looked nothing like a vicar. I assumed he was one of those
clerics who'd gone into the church not for the calling, but because
there was nothing else he could do. Younger sons who had no hope of
inheritance took clerical orders or joined the army, and Reaves
looked a bit soft for army life.

In the church, an ambitious man could
progress until he was made a bishop, perhaps with a seat in the
House of Lords. Money could be had in the higher positions,
although a vicar could have a good living if the local lords and
gentry were generous enough.

My father had held the living for Parson's
Point, which meant that I now did. However, because my family had
grown notoriously poor, Lord Southwick had begun paying the vicar's
living many years ago, as well as the living for the vicar of his
own parish. It was one of those things everyone knew and no one
mentioned.

"In my youth, the vicar here was one Dr.
Quinn," I said.

"He passed on about seven years ago," Reaves
said. "They had a curate for a short while, then Lord Southwick
proposed me for the living."

"Did you know my father?" I asked.

"Not at all, actually. He, too, passed on,
not long after I arrived." Reaves stared at me a moment, as though
reconciling himself to the fact that he now, in theory at least,
worked for me.

Grenville rose, helped himself to port, and
removed a snuffbox from his pocket. He opened it, one-handed, and
held it out to me. I declined, not much caring for snuff.

"No doubt the captain would prefer a pipe,"
Rafe Godwin said, grinning. "Shall we ask our hostess if she can
locate a corncob?"

Baiting the yokel was to be Godwin's
entertainment for the evening, I saw. After all, I wore old
regimentals and had arrived in a cart, late and covered with mud.
Perhaps I ought to be chewing on a straw.

I got up and made my way to the humidor on
the sideboard. "I do like a pipe, it is true," I said. "But I will
make do with what our hostess has provided." I chose a cheroot,
rolled it between my fingers, and lit it from a candle on the
table.

Grenville took a pinch snuff from his
fingertips, wiped his nose with a silk handkerchief, and ignored
Godwin. I seated myself in the chair Lady Southwick had
vacated.

Godwin began a raucous conversation with the
other gentlemen, and Grenville leaned to me. "I can only say, thank
God you are here, Lacey. The company, apart from Lady Breckenridge,
is appalling."

"You did not need to accept the invitation,"
I said. "I am amazed you did."

"It was Lady Breckenridge's invitation. I
imagine she was as appalled as I and needed reinforcements. While
Lord Southwick is away, Lady Southwick is free to have as many
house parties as she pleases. Notice the high proportion of
gentlemen to ladies."

I had noticed. Three ladies to seven
gentlemen, including myself.

"Lady Southwick does not like to share,"
Grenville said. "But it would not look well for her if she had no
ladies in the party at all."

I had puzzled over the reason Donata wanted
me to stay in the house of a predatory woman, but I thought I
understood. Lady Breckenridge's first husband had practiced
infidelity without shame, even bringing his mistresses into the
Breckenridge household. Had Lord Breckenridge been here, he'd
already have let Lady Southwick net him and then moved on to the
other ladies of the party. I'd once witnessed Lord Breckenridge
fondle another woman while his wife stood not a yard away.

Donata had professed not to care, but I'd
seen the hurt in her eyes, the anger that had turned into acerbic
humor and a cynical view of the world.

Lady Breckenridge wished to determine, before
she married me, whether I'd do as Lord Breckenridge had done. I
could not grow offended at her worry--Breckenridge had put Donata
through a terrible time of it. If she needed to be certain that I
would not do the same, then so be it.

"At least the food is not bad," I said. I
pulled on the cheroot, following it with a deep drink of port. The
port was rich and smooth, complimenting the dusky taste of the
cheroot.

"Lady Southwick has a fine chef, yes, but
he's temperamental. As long as he does not grow angry, we eat well.
The moment he goes on a tear, we dine on hardtack and water."

"Continental, is he?"

"As English as the pair of us. Local born,
son of a fisherman, happened to stow away on a boat to France and
get an education in food." Trust Grenville to know the pedigree of
every chef in England. "Luckily for us."

"What of Marianne?" I asked. Marianne
Simmons, former actress at Drury Lane Theatre and once my upstairs
neighbor, was now more or less openly Grenville's mistress.

I did not ask why Grenville hadn't brought
her with him--Lady Southwick, for all her reputation for chasing
gentlemen, was a lady of the aristocracy, who would hardly invite a
stage actress turned courtesan to her gathering. If Marianne had
been famous--another Sarah Siddons, say--leeway might be given, but
Marianne had never risen higher than the chorus.

"She is in Berkshire," Grenville said. "I
told her I'd take her to Paris when this visit was done, and she
agreed. She has the full run of the Clarges Street house now, as
well as use of my carriage. There are those who wonder when she'll
get at the family plate. I have become a laughingstock."

He spoke lightly, and I knew that Grenville,
in truth, did not care what people said about him in regard to
Marianne. The challenge of Marianne, for him, was too interesting
to abandon because the dandies at White's sneered.

"You will make it highly fashionable to take
lesser actresses as paramours. I believe Mr. Godwin already is
pursuing a lady of the chorus."

Grenville glanced down the table at Rafe
Godwin, and took another, and somewhat derisive, pinch of
snuff.

The conversation of the Mayfair gentlemen
grew louder, as though they were determined not to care that the
great Grenville ignored them to speak to a rube like me. Reaves was
the only one who remained decorous, listening while he sipped his
brandy.

Grenville suggested a game of billiards to
me, and I gladly followed him across the hall to the wide billiards
room. The decor here was of naked gods and goddesses cavorting,
enough to put a man off his game.

I fetched balls while Grenville chose a cue.
"Now that I've cornered you, Lacey, I must pick a bone. Matthias
tells me that Bartholomew told him that you'd disappeared into the
mists on your way over here and returned looking as though you'd
swum the channel. After you'd wallowed in mud a bit."

I rolled white and red balls onto the table,
lifted my port and cheroot from where I'd set them on a side table,
and enjoyed another mouthful of both. "Our footmen need to find
other things to discuss."

"Nothing interests them more than what you
get up to. What about it?"

"A complicated story," I said.

"For God's sake, Lacey, put me out of my
misery and tell me."

I decided to lay off tormenting him. As
Grenville took his first shot, I briefly related what had happened
with Easton.

Grenville stood up as the balls rolled gently
across the table. "Good Lord. And you got him off safely?"

"I hope so. Unless Denis has all fishermen on
the Norfolk coast in his pay, I believe the brigadier will reach
Amsterdam without too much mishap."

"What about you, Lacey? What happens when
Denis discovers his bird has flown?"

"I will cross that bridge when I come to it.
I know I owe Denis a debt, but I refuse to repay it by helping him
with dark deeds."

"But he did not ask you to kill Easton for
him. He asked you only to deliver the note."

I took another drink of port, emptying the
glass. "To make me aware of what he intended for Easton and to
ensure that I was part of it, no matter how remotely. Captain Lacey
visits Brigadier Easton, Easton is agitated, and then Easton is
dead. What will a magistrate make of that?"

"And now Easton has disappeared. What will a
magistrate make of that?"

"Another bridge I will cross."

Grenville retrieved a ball that had rolled to
a stop. "You walk a knife's edge, Lacey."

"As ever." I lifted my cheroot, waiting for
him to shoot again. "Better entertainment than watching Lady
Southwick stalking her prey."

"As I believe that prey is me, your comment
is less than amusing."

I had a smile at his expense, then we bent to
the game.

*** *** ***

Later that night, when Bartholomew had left
me and I'd gone to bed, I heard my bedroom door open. I did not
worry that Lady Southwick had come to pounce, because I knew the
sound of Donata's movements and her scent.

I had slept without my nightshirt in hopes
she'd come, and when Lady Breckenridge slid her warm, bare body
over mine, I forgot about Denis and Easton, the sneers of the
gentlemen in the dining room, and the wreck of my father's house.
For a brief and wonderful while, all was right with my world.

*** *** ***

Donata did not stay, and I woke early and
alone. While I knew that most people in her circle were aware that
Lady Breckenridge and I sometimes shared a bed, it would never do
to be seen practicing our sins. Appearance is all, in my
set, she'd say. A ridiculous thing, but there it is.

Before she went, I asked her to accompany me
to my father's house, and she agreed we would go there in the
afternoon. Donata habitually stayed in bed until after one, so with
Bartholomew's assistance, I rose, dressed, and breakfasted, then
borrowed a horse and rode off on my own.

I went back to Easton's house. I'd helped the
man escape Denis's rather brutal form of justice, and I wanted to
know why.

When I reached the house, I found the butler
outside, arguing with and gesticulating to a beefy man. The large
man was familiar to me--one of the pugilists who worked for James
Denis, and who usually stood guard in Denis's study, watching
visitors with a cautious eye.

The man saw me and gestured for me to follow
him inside. I dismounted and handed the reins to the butler, who
was quivering in terror.

I walked inside the house and stopped in
astonishment. At least half a dozen of Denis's men swarmed the hall
and the downstairs rooms, pulling up carpets, tearing off paneling,
and breaking holes in Brigadier Easton's walls.

 


* * * * *


Chapter Three

 


"What the devil?" My voice rose above the
noise of the demolition. Two of the men looked up, saw me, and went
back to work. The others paid no attention.

The pugilist who'd led me inside was large, a
little taller than my six or so feet, and I put him at least
eighteen stone. He'd once held me back when I'd made to lunge
across Denis's desk, so I knew he was incredibly strong.

"Sir," the man said, giving me his hard
stare. "What did the brigadier take away with him?"

Not the question I'd expected. "Take away
with him?"

"You helped Brigadier Easton get away to the
Continent. What did he take with him when he went?"

No anger, no outrage that I'd thwarted his
master. A simple question in an even tone. "Very little," I said.
"A change of shirt and a few necessities."

"How large a bundle did it make?" the man
asked. "These necessities?"

I measured off about a foot by a foot with my
hands. "That large."

"You're sure he had nothing else?"

"Quite sure. He got into a boat with barely
enough room for the fisherman and his nets. The brigadier did not
have time to pack a trunk nor the room to take it with him. You can
be certain that by now, Mr. Denis knows exactly what boat Easton
boarded and where he disembarked."

The lackey shook his head. "Mr. Denis don't
know he's gone, not yet."

I stopped in surprise. "Why are you here,
then, if he doesn't know?"

The man looked uneasy. I'd seen him look so
once before, during the affair at the Sudbury School, when he'd
offered up information he'd kept to himself, not realizing it was
important. Under Denis's stare, this big, mean-looking man had
wilted.

"We came last night, as instructed. I was to
visit Brigadier Easton and bring back what he took from Mr. Denis.
But when we got here, the brigadier had gone off, and there's no
sign of the stuff. If you took it, sir, best give it back. Mr.
Denis, he likes you, and he might go easier on you if you 'fess up
right away."

Took what? "I am afraid you have me at
a loss, Mr. . . . I don't believe I've ever learned your name."

"Cooper, sir. Martin Cooper. I know you
didn't take the things for yourself, sir. You're not that kind. But
you might have done to help the brigadier. It's misguided, sir. The
man is a thieving bastard."

Now, I was completely in a fog. "I assure
you, Cooper, I have no idea to what things you refer. I sent Easton
away, I admit. I had no wish to see the man receive what Denis sent
you to do to him. I took him to a boat and got him away. That is
all. I did not help Easton pack or take anything from this house.
He never told me his business with Denis--there was not time."

Cooper regarded me with skepticism. "That so,
sir? You did not make him tell you? You're an inquiring sort of
man, I've noticed. "

"True, but this time, I did not have a
chance." It had been more important to get Easton away, and
quickly. "You look worried, Cooper. What do you think Denis will do
when he discovers that I spirited Easton out of the way? You are
not to blame for the actions of the impetuous Captain Lacey."

He rubbed his forehead. "It's not so much
Easton flying the coop, sir. It's the things. Mr. Denis will want
them back, and I can't put my hands on them."

"Now you have stirred my curiosity. What
sorts of things?"

"Paintings, sir. From the Netherlands,
mostly. A few from the Italian states and from Russia, even."

I began to understand. "The brigadier kept
these painting for Mr. Denis?"

"Brought them back to England for him, with
no one the wiser. The brigadier likes to travel."

"Ah." So, Brigadier Easton had smuggled
stolen artwork into the country for James Denis. The brigadier,
well respected and with many connections, might not be questioned
about the bits and pieces he brought back from the Continent.

I recalled the picture I'd often seen in
Denis's house, that of a young girl standing by a window in a pool
of sunlight, the painting small, quiet, and serene. I wondered if
Easton had obtained that for him as well.

"And the brigadier decided it might be
lucrative if he held on to one or two of these?" I asked.

"More than one or two. A bucketful, more
like. Claimed he had to leave the last load behind in Amsterdam, as
they were too difficult to move, but Mr. Denis figured Easton had
them here."

Mr. Denis was rarely wrong. No wonder the
brigadier had looked so terrified. Denis had a long reach--only a
fool would try to steal from him.

Not that I hadn't gone against Denis's orders
myself in this instance. I'd been sent to frighten the brigadier so
that he'd give up the paintings to Denis. Instead, I'd gotten him
away, leaving Cooper unable to put his hands on either Easton or
the artwork.

"I am sorry," I said. I truly was. Denis
would vent his wrath not only on me, but on Cooper. "I had no idea
about the paintings, or I would have made Easton tell me about them
before he went." Whether I would have passed such knowledge to
Denis was another matter.

"As you can see, I'm in an awkward patch,"
Cooper said.

"I do understand. The least I can do is help
you look."

I did not need to ask him to describe the
paintings Easton had stolen. I'd know them when I saw them. The
artwork on Easton's walls were original watercolors of the house
and grounds, likely done by Easton's wife, daughter, or a local
fledgling artist. Any painting Denis acquired would be old, famous,
and painted by a master.

I went upstairs, past two men taking out the
paneling on the staircase, and to Easton's study. The room looked
much the same as when I'd left it last night, Cooper's men not
having reached it with their sledgehammers.

The room was long and narrow, with Easton's
desk in the exact center of the carpet. The windows did not let in
much light--though the rain of yesterday had abated, the sun was
hidden by a thick bank of clouds.

I found spills in a jar on the mantelpiece
and lit candles about the room. The painting above the fireplace
was a rather dull one of the house surrounded by the flat green of
Norfolk. Again, if not painted by Easton's wife or daughter,
probably done by a local lad wanting to sell his services.

A good place to hide a painting was behind
another painting. I took down the picture of the house, found a
paperknife in the drawer, and cut the painting out of the
frame.

I found nothing behind it but wood to hold
the canvas in place. I searched every inch of wood, frame, and
canvas, but concluded there was nothing else there. I laid the
picture aside and started on the next one.

The room had five paintings, but each frame
held only the picture that had originally graced it. The tops of
all the frames were thick with dust, which told me they hadn't been
disturbed in a long while and that Easton's maids were less than
diligent. I doubted that a mote of dust would be allowed to linger
in one of Lady Breckenridge's houses.

I set the paintings aside and started looking
behind furniture. The furniture was better dusted, but even so, I
found nothing.

After a thorough search of every visible
place, I resorted to what Denis's men were doing. I started pulling
up the carpets. Easton's study had three carpets--a large woolen
one with an oriental design on it, on which the desk sat, and two
smaller, much finer ones on either end of the long room. The
smaller ones had come from the Near East, woven in a tent among hot
desert sands.

None of the rugs concealed paintings or loose
floorboards under which paintings could be hidden.

I finished in the study and returned to the
hall. I took down a painting there, laid it facedown on a table,
and carefully cut it out of the frame. One of the men tearing up
the paneling dropped his tools and yanked down another painting--a
shaky watercolor of the sea at Blakeney Point. Denis's man plunged
a knife straight through the painting and ripped it from its
frame.

"Have some respect," I snapped.

Cooper came up the stairs. "No time, Captain.
Have you found anything?"

I shook my head. "The study looks empty of
fine artwork, but I did not rip out the paneling."

Cooper snapped his fingers at the second man
on the stairs and pointed to the study door. The second man
shouldered his sledgehammer and trudged up the stairs and into the
study. A few seconds later came a thud and the splintering
of wood.

"They could be anywhere," I said. "Rolled up
and sewn under a chair or sofa, flattened between boards in the
ceiling, inside a window seat, folded behind books--although I hope
he did not fold any priceless masterpieces."

"If the paintings are in this house, sir,
we'll find them," Cooper said.

I had no doubt he would. "They may not be in
the house at all," I said. "Easton might not have risked bringing
them here."

"That is true." Cooper's eyes glinted. "I
thought of that, sir. That's why I sent a couple of men to look
over your house."

I stared at him. "My house? What the
devil for?"

"It's reasonable, sir. The house is empty, no
one to bother it. You haven't been there in a donkey's age--it's
been shut up since your dad's death. No one goes there, now."

Lady Breckenridge would be going there this
afternoon. Not for several hours yet, but what if she grew
impatient, or annoyed at Lady Southwick, and decided to make the
journey early?

I put down the paperknife and headed down the
stairs without a word to Cooper.

The man followed me. "I'll just go with you,
sir."

He would whether I liked it or not. I gave
him a grim nod. "Fine, but hurry."

An excited shout stopped me from charging out
of the house. Cooper brushed past me on the way to the dining room,
and found one of the pugilists pulling a rolled canvas from behind
a few ripped-out boards of paneling.

"Give that to me." Cooper snatched the canvas
from the man's hands and unrolled the large thing across the dining
room table. He went carefully, I was happy to see, understanding
the consequences of damaging Denis's loot.

All the men had stopped working and came
crowding in to see. An incredible painting spread itself before us.
Colors glowed against a background that brightened from sable on
the left to a golden light on the right that surrounded two rather
muscular angels. A group of round-cheeked women faced the angels
with expressions of astonishment, their gowns vibrant red,
lavender, and blue.

I'd seen, in my travels, copies of paintings
of the great Rubens, enough of them to realize that he'd painted
this one himself.

"Good God," I said. "This was thrust
behind the paneling?"

"Keep hunting," Cooper said to the other men.
"We need the rest."

I touched the paint that a Flemish genius had
stroked on two hundred years before. "Amazing." This should be
hanging in the drawing room of a king--and maybe once had been.
"How did Brigadier Easton get hold of something like this? And why
would Denis trust him with it?"

"Couldn't say," Cooper said. "Are you staying
or going? Sir."

"Going," I said.

It hurt to look upon that beautiful painting
and leave it here with Denis's men. They'd roll it up and cart it
off to him so that he could sell it to a rich banker who didn't
mind buying stolen goods. War-wrecked Europe was an open market to
James Denis and others like him, who stole from the weak and sold
the booty to the very rich. Rubens was dead and gone, and all the
people who'd owned this painting were probably dead and gone as
well.

Cooper still insisted on accompanying me. The
other men must be quite trustworthy if they could be left in a
house with one and possibly more priceless pieces of art.

I rode the horse I'd borrowed from Lady
Southwick's stables. Cooper didn't like horses and didn't ride. He
walked along beside me and insisted I pace him. I did, because I
wanted to keep an eye on him as much as he wanted to keep one on
me.

The rain had finished, and wind had sprung up
to send away the mist and open the sky. As a lad, I'd loved the
enormous skies arching over the farmland that rolled to miles of
marshes and gray sea. This was the land of my childhood, where I'd
played among the tall marsh grass and hidden in fishing boats so I
could go out to sea with the men. The fishermen had taught me to
fish, and I'd brought the spoils home to our cook, who was careful
not to tell my father where she'd obtained them.

I'd roamed fearlessly, brought home when I
strayed too far by farmers, villagers, fishermen, or the publican
at Parson's Point. I'd found many ways to elude the nannies,
tutors, horse masters, or whatever teacher of the moment my father
saw fit to employ. None stayed long, and he'd always try to cheat
them out of their fee.

It was in this land that I'd learned the lure
of the fairer sex, the first in the form of a barmaid in Blakeney
the summer I'd been fifteen. She'd been older than me--sixteen--and
I'd thought her the most beautiful creature I'd ever seen.

I'd reveled in the conquest until I returned
to school at Michaelmas, to later learn that said young woman was
quite loose with her favors. Ours would hardly be the love of
legend. She'd married at eighteen and gone to Suffolk with her
husband, and was there now for all I knew.

Cooper said nothing on the road, a man with a
habit of silence. I who never liked talking for the sake of it
started to find him restful.

We went through the gate to the weed-choked
drive. Cooper glanced about askance as he climbed over bracken on
the way to the house. A cart stood in front of it, the horse let
loose to graze as he liked. I dismounted, removed my horse's saddle
and bridle, and let it join the carthorse.

I heard the sound of pounding before I
entered the front door. No one was in the main hall, but the
banging went on below us. I opened a door at the back of the house
and descended to the kitchens and servants' quarters, where I found
two men tearing out the walls.

They looked up when I came clattering down,
saw that it was only the captain, and returned to smashing. Cooper
came down behind me.

"Anything?" he shouted.

"Not yet," one of the men said.

"This paneling is fifty years old, and
intact," I said over the hammering. "It's doubtful anything will be
behind it."

Cooper shrugged. "No stone unturned,
sir."

I ought to have been far more upset to see
them bashing away at my ancestral home. However, the memories I had
of this house were far from pleasant, and it was a wreck in any
case. The best memories were of this kitchen, in fact. The cook
would secretly feed the ravenous appetite of a growing youth when
my father had thought a little starving would make me more
obedient.

I surveyed the wreckage for a time then said,
"Pull out all the paneling, every bit of it. We'll take it up to
the stable yard and build a bonfire. Then you can start on the
upstairs."

The men looked at me in surprise. Cooper
nodded at them, and they turned back to the task with more
gusto.

I picked up an axe one of the men had laid
aside. Cooper kept a keen eye on me as I approached a wall they
hadn't yet touched. I raised my arms over my head and let the axe
slam into the wall.

The white-painted wood splintered. I hacked
at the paneling until it began to come away from the solid stone
that had sat on this spot for more than two hundred years.

I drew a breath, wiped my brow, shucked my
coat, and raised the axe again. I moved to the next patch of
paneling and struck another heavy blow.

There was release in the destruction, a sort
of joy. I pounded at the walls again and again, until sweat ran
down my face, and I was laughing.

*** *** ***

Lady Breckenridge did not arrive until late
afternoon. She reached the house twenty minutes before the
appointed time, which was the only indication of her curiosity. She
arrived in a luxurious carriage--Grenville's--and Grenville came
with her.

One of the men had moved up to the entrance
hall, and he shouted to me that I had visitors. I came upstairs and
went outside in my shirtsleeves, too hot to resume my coat. I left
the axe behind.

"Good heavens," Lady Breckenridge said,
looking at me.

Grenville, out of habit, raised his quizzing
glass and ran his gaze over me, but he looked slightly envious.
Someone like Grenville could not roll up his sleeves, open his
collar, and do a bit of honest toil without the entire world
commenting on it.

Lady Breckenridge lifted her skirts and
strolled past me and inside, as unafraid as I thought she'd be. My
first wife had been dreadfully timid--though I came to learn that
she always managed to have her own way despite that. My second
wife, it appeared, would not be bothered by timidity.

"You there," she demanded of Cooper's man.
"What are you doing?"

I was inside a second later with Grenville
behind me. Cooper's man lowered his sledgehammer and regarded Lady
Breckenridge uncertainly.

I answered for him. "They're tearing
everything out. The wood is worm eaten anyway."

"I can see that, but if you go at it like a
madman, you'll ruin the wall behind it." Lady Breckenridge pointed
upward, and spoke to the man with the sledgehammer. "Break the
panels at the joints and keep the beams intact. If they prove
faulty we'll replace them, one at a time. That's good stone behind
it." Lady Breckenridge slapped her palm against the wall, as though
she patted horseflesh. "If you destroy all the beams at the same
time, my good man, you'll bring the entire house down on top of
us."

She turned away without waiting for his
response. Denis's man stared at her a moment, then returned to his
task, breaking away the paneling as she'd instructed.

"Mr. Grenville, it might be time for those
chairs," she said. "Gabriel, since you have absolutely nowhere to
sit in this house, I had Grenville bring some camp furniture. It's
dreadfully damp in here, but I assume we'll conclude our business
shortly. Now, what did you wish to show me?"

Grenville departed out the door to whistle at
Matthias and Bartholomew, who were waiting at the coach. As they
started unloading, I beckoned to Donata.

"This way," I said, and led her up the stairs
to my mother's sitting room. Cooper's men had not worked their way
this far yet, and I did not intend to let them in there.

"I wanted to show you this," I said. I
pointed at the pale dress lying across the chaise where I'd found
it. "And ask you what you made of it."

 


* * * * *


Chapter Four

 


Lady Breckenridge reached a gloved finger to
the gown's fine netting, but I stilled her hand.

"When I touched it, it crumbled to dust," I
said. "I hoped you could tell me a bit about the style, when it
might have been made, what sort of woman would have worn it . .
."

The two of us stood in a bubble of quietude
as she leaned to study the gown. I heard Grenville giving orders to
his footmen outside and the men continuing to break the paneling
downstairs, but in the hushed peace of my mother's sitting room,
even those noises were muted.

"I haven't seen a gown like this in years,"
Donata said after a time. "See how very simple it is. No
adornments, just the little bow on the bodice. Silk netting on the
sleeves, yes, but only there, and the sleeves are so very short. I
had a dress like this, but the whole thing was covered with silver
netting. It shimmered when I moved." She smiled in memory. "That
was nearly ten years ago. I loved that gown."

She'd been a young bride ten years ago, alone
in London while Lord Breckenridge was far away on the
Peninsula.

The simplicity she described was a far cry
from what Donata wore now--a dress of black-and-white striped
broadcloth under a military-looking black spencer. Her skirt's hem
was decorated with wide black braid embroidered with silver
flowers, and her white straw bonnet had a turned-up brim with a
black lining. She wore gloves of black leather that fitted her
hands like a second skin. I, in my shirtsleeves and dusty breeches
and boots, was a sharp contrast to this painfully fashionable
lady.

"Am I correct that this was a debutante's
gown?" I asked. Ten years ago, I'd been up to my neck in mud in
Portugal and rarely saw a debutante. The colonels or generals in my
regiment who had daughters to bring out took them back to
London.

"At the time, white was in fashion for
everyone," Donata said. "Pure Greek, you know. But this gown is
certainly virginal. Made for a debutante, yes; say a girl between
the ages of fifteen and twenty. After twenty, a woman gives up
trying to be the youthful belle of the ball looks to take her place
on the shelf. Or else, she is married."

Donata had married at eighteen. Her young
innocence had come up against the brutality of Breckenridge
straightaway.

"Ten years is a long time," I said. "Could
the dress have been made at a later date? Or perhaps the girl wore
it for several years? You change your entire wardrobe every season,
but a girl from a poor gentleman's family would not have that
luxury."

"That is true," Lady Breckenridge said
without taking offense. "She could have been wearing this
seven or eight years ago. But after the year 1810, it would have
been difficult to convince a seamstress to make it. Once gauze-thin
muslin went out and satin and velvets came in again, we never
looked back. Dresses had more ornamentation, though they were
certainly not as decorated as they are now. And this gown was not
cheap, Gabriel, despite there being so little of it. The young
woman for whom this dress was made came from a reasonably well-off
family, or at least had a wealthy benefactor. It would have been
the first stare of fashion in about 1807--or, in the country, 1808.
1809 at the very latest."

"My father was still alive then," I said.

Lady Breckenridge gave me a sharp look. "Are
you contemplating the idea that your father enticed a debutante
here, got her out of the gown, and persuaded her to leave it behind
when she left?"

"I am not certain what to think. There are
many possibilities."

"Do be logical, Gabriel. If such a thing had
happened, the event would become known. Even if this debutante said
nothing, someone would have noticed--a servant, someone from
the village. You know what country gossip is like."

I did know. Her words made me feel better,
but I remained a bit uneasy.

Lady Breckenridge went on, "Gowns are passed
on as well--given to lady's maids, sold secondhand. This one looks
in fine condition, except for its stint lying here gathering dust,
of course, but it could have had a second or third owner. Perhaps a
maid and her young man came here for a tryst, or perhaps the maid
hid here, changed her clothes, eloped with said young man, and
didn't bother to pack the gown. She had limited space and would not
need it."

"That is possible," I conceded. Farfetched,
but possible. "Though a maid and her young man might take it with
them to sell it. I would think that the gown would fold up to
nothing."

"Perhaps she feared someone would trace her
through its sale. I have no idea, Gabriel. I am speculating."

"I understand. Thank you for your
insight."

"May I take it?" Lady Breckenridge asked. "If
it does not fall apart. Perhaps one of Lady Southwick's maids will
recognize it."

I saw no reason not to let her. Bartholomew
entered at the moment, bearing camp chairs. I heard Grenville
below, talking in his easy way with Denis's men.

"Bartholomew," Lady Breckenridge said. "Bring
me a blanket from the carriage, will you please? And open the
windows before you go. The rain's gone, and it's a bit close in
here."

Bartholomew said, "Yes, m'lady," set two camp
chairs in the most solid part of the rug, wrestled with the two
windows until they opened, and departed.

Lady Breckenridge went to a window and looked
out, careful not to touch the filthy sill, then turned away and sat
in one of the camp chairs. Because the chairs were Grenville's,
they had cushions and rugs to ensure comfort.

"A lovely room," Donata said. "I can see why
your mother liked it. The view is splendid. Tell me about her."

Lady Breckenridge, sitting with legs crossed,
black-gloved hands relaxed on the arms of the camp chair, looked
thoroughly at home in my mother's room. Her elegance befitted the
feminine sanctuary this had once been.

"She passed away when I was nine," I said.
"My memories are those of a child."

"You were not much older than Peter is now,"
she said.

"I had my father," I said. "Not that this was
compensation. I was at school already, called in to see the
headmaster when she died. The headmaster was sympathetic--I see
that now--but at the time he told me to bear up and be a man about
it. I was a man, all right. I was convinced that my father had
killed her."

"A bit gruesome for a child. Why did you
think so?"

"Because he used to beat her." I did not like
to think about her cries, stifled because they'd make my father
angrier. "Not until I came home between terms did I learn that she
died of a fever. Even so, I'm certain my father sped her into the
grave. He had no patience with her, thought she was too weak,
thought she was overly fond of me."

Donata looked surprised. "You were her son.
Why shouldn't she be fond of you?"

"Overly fond. The poor woman wanted to
speak to me at least once a day, and my father was certain this
would make me weak. He tried to forbid it, so my mother and I began
to meet in secret. My father's greatest fear was that his son would
not grow up to be strong."

Lady Breckenridge roved her gaze up and down
my six-foot and more height. "He had no need to worry in that
regard." I could not tell whether she meant it as a compliment. "My
husband never forbade me to see Peter, but then, Breckenridge could
rarely be bothered to remember he had a son."

Another strike against Lord Breckenridge in
my book.

"The result is that I do not know much about
my mother," I said. "I know she loved this room, that she found
sanctuary here from my father. He had no patience with feminine
frippery, and so he never came here. I used to creep up the back
stairs and slip inside when he was busy. At least I have those
memories."

Whether Lady Breckenridge would have
expressed sympathy for this I was not to know, because at the
moment, Bartholomew entered the room with a thin blanket over his
arm. A well-trained servant, he simply came in without knocking,
not drawing attention to himself. Lady Breckenridge rose. "Thank
you, Bartholomew."

She took the blanket from him, laid it on the
chaise, and very carefully slid the gown onto blanket. More of the
gauze fell in on itself, but Lady Breckenridge folded the blanket
over the rest of the dress and lifted the bundle.

"Carry this back down to the carriage,
please," she said, holding it out to Bartholomew. "Over your arms,
exactly like that."

Bartholomew looked bursting with curiosity,
but he managed to keep it to himself as he took the blanket-wrapped
garment. When he opened the door again, the man who'd been tearing
up the bottom staircase came in with his hammer.

"We're to start on the upstairs, guv," he
said. "You and her ladyship might want to go somewhere less
dusty."

I was in front of him before he could take a
step into the room. "Not in here."

The man was a bit shorter than me but wide of
shoulder, and he carried a large hammer, but I did not care.

"Mr. Cooper's orders, sir," he said.

"Mr. Cooper does not own the house. I do.
This room is not to be touched. Tear up the rest of the house, but
not this room."

The man did not look intimidated. "Mr. Cooper
says the whole house must be searched, sir, before Mr. Denis
arrives."

"I will deal with Mr. Cooper. And Mr. Denis.
The chance that Easton hid anything here is remote."

He remained stubbornly fixed. I'd seen these
lackeys obey Denis's slightest whim without question. Their
devotion was admirable, but at the moment, their devotion was
irritating me.

"What is that, then?" The man jerked his chin
at the blanket Bartholomew held in his arms.

"Not a priceless painting," I said.

"I'll just have a look, shall I, guv?"

I got in front of him again. "You will not
have a look, and you will leave this room. I give you my word that
Bartholomew is not spiriting away anything you are looking for. It
is another matter entirely."

The bloody man didn't move. "I need to ask
Mr. Cooper, sir."

"You need to leave this room before I thrash
you."

"Really, guv, you should stand aside."

The man kept his voice cool, an emotionless
automaton used to carrying out James Denis's orders.

I on the other hand, lost my temper with a
vengeance. "This is my house," I shouted at him. "In it, you
do not work for Denis or Cooper or anyone else. You obey my orders
and mine alone. Do you understand?"

The most hardened soldiers had slammed to
attention when I'd roared at them thus, and I saw this man's spine
straighten in spite of himself. He looked me up and down, his eyes
as blank as ever, but they flickered when they met mine.

"Yes, sir," he said.

"Tell Cooper to come and talk to me," I said.
"Now, if you please."

"Yes, guv." The man backed his way out the
door. I hadn't cowed him, I could see, but he'd decided he did not
get paid enough to deal with me.

Bartholomew chuckled as the man clattered
down the stairs. "That was a fine thing."

"Bartholomew," I said, still out of
temper.

"Right, sir." Bartholomew hastened out room
with the dress, and I returned to the window.

I was still tight with anger. Ever since I'd
seen my daughter back to France this summer, I'd experienced
something like peace, no more rages or melancholia. But seeing one
of Denis's brutes ready to tear up my mother's sitting room with
his heavy hammer made my simmering anger boil up with nightmare
force.

Lady Breckenridge had said nothing during the
entire exchange, listening with her cool air of observation.

"You will have to replace the carpet," she
said after a time.

I turned around. "What?"

"You will have to replace the carpet if this
room is to be used again. The vermin have been at it. The wallpaper
too, I am afraid. I understand why you do not wish Mr. Denis's
pugilist to wreck it, but do not seek to make the room a shrine,
Gabriel. That is always a bad idea."

She looked in no way dismayed at my outburst.
Instead, she stood before me, quietly logical, giving me sound
advice.

"Not a shrine," I said. "My father forbade
anyone in here after she died. Not the same thing, but also a bad
idea."

"Quite right," Lady Breckenridge said,
looking around. "This will make a pleasant little sitting room.
Keep the pictures and things she liked, but redo the rest. She
would have wanted it to be used, I think."

Lady Breckenridge had compassion without
sentimentality. I liked that very much about her.

I went to her. "I apologize for my
temper."

"No, indeed. You were quite right. They
should not run tame in your house." Her eyes sparkled with
curiosity. "But what on earth did you mean about a priceless
painting?"

Grenville chose that moment to come in. "An
excellent question. What about it, Lacey? Why are James Denis's
pugilists sinking hammer and claw into your house?"

"Where is Cooper?" I asked.

"I believe the other two are looking for
him," Grenville said. "Tell us, Lacey. Your brief tale about Easton
has whetted my appetite for more."

Without further hesitation, I related all to
them. The smuggled artwork was Denis's business, but he'd involved
me in it. His own fault if I spread the knowledge.

I knew, even as I spoke, that Denis did not
fear what I would say. He was expert at winding his nets around
those he wanted to control, and he would not have chosen me for
this errand had he wanted to keep its true nature secret. That
meant he was not in the least worried about me or who I'd tell.

"Good heavens," Lady Breckenridge said when
I'd finished. "As I have observed before, Gabriel, your
acquaintance is interesting."

"And as I have observed, you need to have a
care with James Denis," Grenville said. "He is a dangerous man,
with dangerous men in his employ."

"I know that," I said, "Though, truth be
told, I could become grateful to him for some of the things he's
done. He found my wife and daughter. When my daughter was in
danger, he made every effort on her behalf. I cannot hate him for
that, no matter what his motives."

"He did once save me from a fiery death,"
Lady Breckenridge put in.

Grenville gave us both a severe look. "That
is all very well. However, it does not negate the fact that Denis
is a thief, a smuggler, an extortionist, a sometime murderer, and
deep in corruption of all sorts. Such a man does things only for
his own gain, and he cannot be trusted not to turn on you at any
moment. Remember that."

He stopped talking when Lady Breckenridge
looked past him and raised her brows. The pugilist I'd chased away
had opened the door quietly.

Grenville scowled at him, looking in no way
embarrassed. "Yes, what is it?"

The pugilist addressed his words to me. "I
can't find Cooper, guv."

"No?" I asked. "Did he go back to
Easton's?"

"Couldn't say. Want us to carry on?"

"In all other rooms, yes. Keep dragging out
the debris for the fire."

The lackey touched his forehead in an
approximate salute. "Right, guv."

He disappeared and the banging recommenced. I
drew a breath. "Donata, this is a bad place for now. I'd rather see
you lounging in luxury at Lady Southwick's."

"Where the decor hurts my eyes," Donata said,
but she came to me and kissed my dusty cheek. "I will start making
lists about what to do in these rooms. Your mother seems to have
liked pink and yellow, so we'll keep those colors. Do give a
thought to letting those men take out the paneling, as long as they
do not damage the beams as I instructed. The wood is rotting, and
they seem keen. Why not make them do the work?"

As always, her clearheaded practicality
bandaged my rather messy emotions. She'd have made an excellent
officer's wife--one who followed the drum, that is. Breckenridge
had been an officer but had left his lady well at home.

"Make use of my carriage and my lackeys, my
lady," Grenville said. "I'm for a walk. The rain has cleared, the
air is deuced fine, and my English heart is lifted. How about it,
Lacey?"

I declined. "I want to stay here and keep an
eye on things."

"I do not blame you. In that case, I will
tramp alone and wend my way back to Lady Southwick's. I'll observe
the birds soaring over the trees and rejoice in the countryside as
I go."

We agreed on our separate courses, and I
walked with Donata out to the carriage. Part of Grenville's
motivation for his walk was that he grew ill in carriages swaying
through the countryside. He did not have as much trouble in the
city, where the distances were short, and his coach moved slowly
through traffic. He also did not succumb when he drove his own
conveyance. But put him in a chaise and four on the open road, and
he became a slave to nausea and dizziness.

I kissed Donata on the cheek before I helped
her into the waiting coach. She clung to my hand a moment and
whispered, "You are a good man, Gabriel. Never forget that."

Then, with her usual aplomb, she settled into
the landau and directed Grenville's coachman, Jackson, to drive
on.

Matthias asked leave to join Grenville on his
tramp, and the two of them walked off across what had been the
park. I was glad Matthias accompanied him, because though the
country seemed open, there were hidden corners and marshy hollows
to traverse. Grenville was so obviously a wealthy man, and who knew
what strangers lurked in the shadows, waiting for a mark. In these
times, people grew desperate. Matthias, a sturdy lad, could protect
him.

Once my friends had gone, I returned to
helping Denis's men tear down my house. We carried timber and
rotted floorboards into a clear space in the old garden and piled
it for a bonfire. I fetched an old spade and broke the grasses away
from the pile so the fire wouldn't spread.

In this flat country with its huge sky, the
sun stayed well in sight through the evening. When we lit the
bonfire at seven o'clock, the sunset still outshone it.

Cooper had not returned. Denis's men and I
warmed ourselves around the welcome bonfire, and were still there
when, around half past seven, Matthias came running, running up the
path from the park.

"Sir," he panted. He had to bend double,
hands on knees to catch his breath. "You need to come, Captain.
Now!"

 


* * * * *


Chapter Five

 


"Grenville," I said, my heart in my
throat.

Matthias shook his head, sweat dripping from
the blond giant's hair. "No, sir. Not Mr. Grenville. You need to
come."

I wasted no time. Grenville had, once before,
investigated by himself on my behalf and come to grief. Despite
Matthias's assurances, I wanted to find him quickly.

The horse I'd borrowed from Lady Southwick
had wandered off who knew where. Searching for him would take too
long, so I hobbled after Matthias the best I could.

Denis's men followed us, and Matthias led us
south and east, a couple of miles across farmland to a silent
windmill. It stood dark and tall above us, and I recognized it as
the one I had seen through the windows at Easton House.

The fan blades hung still, one coming to rest
just above the windmill's door, which had been broken open.
Grenville stood in the doorway. Four of Denis's men were there as
well, one with a lantern, and Grenville was arguing with them.

He was trying to keep them out. Matthias
pushed fearlessly through the lot, opening the way for me.

Grenville did not bother with a greeting. He
beckoned to me then stepped through the door into the windmill. I
confiscated the lantern and ducked under the low lintel.

The interior of the windmill was dark and
silent, with a wide board floor covered with broken pieces of a
stair that had once led to the rooms above. Water trickled
somewhere below us. In this dank place, my lantern shone as a warm
star.
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