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			For Audrey.

			Welcome to the world, little one.

		

	
		
			
			Darkness

			
				I had a dream, which was not all a dream.

				The bright sun was extinguish’d, and the stars

				Did wander darkling in the eternal space,

				Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth

				Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air;

				Morn came and went—and came, and brought no day,

				And men forgot their passions in the dread

				Of this their desolation; and all hearts

				Were chill’d into a selfish prayer for light…

				—Lord Byron
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			Chapter 1

			London: Monday, 19 August 1816

			T he boy stood with his thin shoulders hunched against the cold, his hands shoved deep in the pockets of his ragged coat. Narrowing his eyes against the slanting rain, he studied the silent windows of a certain elegant town house on the far side of Brook Street, then shivered.

			It was only midafternoon and yet already the sky was dark and gloomy, the wind icy enough to make it feel more like February or March than high summer. But then, they hadn’t had anything like a summer that year. The crops in the fields were dying—or dead. People were already going hungry, and Father said he didn’t know what the poor would do when winter came. Lots of folks were scared, saying the weather wasn’t ever gonna get better, that the end of the world must be upon them and Jesus would be coming back soon to save the righteous and smite the wicked.

			At the thought, the boy shivered again, for he sure enough knew which category he belonged to—he and Father both. Then a flicker of movement jerked his attention back across the street, and he watched as a wavering light appeared in the room that lay to one side of that shiny black front door, as if someone there was lighting a brace of candles. A tall, lean man with dark hair and a slight limp crossed in front of the room’s windows. It was the nobleman the boy was here to see: Viscount Devlin, he was called.

			A trickle of rain ran down the boy’s cheek to tickle his bare neck, and he swiped at his wet face with the back of one hand. He was afraid that what he was about to do was a mistake. But something needed to be done.

			Sucking in a deep breath of the foul, coal smoke–scented air, the boy leapt the rushing gutter at his feet and crossed the street’s wet granite paving. But at the base of the house’s steps, he faltered. He had to force himself to march up the steps and grasp the door’s shiny brass knocker. He brought it down so hard that he jumped back in surprise.

			The door was opened almost at once by a grim-looking majordomo with a military air and a forbidding frown that darkened as he took in the ragged, undersized lad shifting nervously from one bare foot to the other. “The service entrance is—”

			“Sure then, but ’tis his lordship I’m here to see—Lord Devlin, I mean,” said the boy in a rush before the man could shut the door on him. “About a body, it is: a dead man. His face is all purple, ye see, and he’s hanging—hangin’ upside down.”

			“Ah,” said the majordomo, some emotion Jamie couldn’t quite decipher twitching the man’s thin lips as he took a step back and opened the door wider. “Then, in that case, I suppose you’d better come in.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			S ebastian Alistair St. Cyr, Viscount Devlin, rested his hips against the edge of his desk and leaned back, taking the weight off a leg that still gave him more trouble than he liked to admit. He was a former cavalry captain, in his thirties, tall and lean, with dark hair and strange, wolflike yellow eyes. He was known to the world as the only surviving son and heir of the Earl of Hendon, although he was not, in truth, Hendon’s son.

			The black-haired boy who stood before him, blue eyes wide with fear as he nervously twisted his wet, ragged hat between his hands, looked to be perhaps fourteen or fifteen, although seriously underfed and scrawny. His features were even and surprisingly clean, but then, that might be the work of the rain.

			“What’s your name, lad?”

			The boy had to swallow hard before he could answer, and even then his voice came out hushed and scratchy. “Gallagher, sir. Jamie Gallagher.”

			Jamie. It was a name that still had the power to twist at something deep inside Sebastian, even after three years, so that it was a moment before he trusted himself to speak. “Tell me about this dead man, Jamie. Where is he?”

			“He’s in the ruins of that old chapel, sir,” said the boy in a soft Irish lilt. “Ye know the one? In the courtyard off Swallow Street where they’re tearin’ down everything to make way for the Regent’s grand new avenue?”

			“I’ve seen it. You say he’s hanging upside down?”

			Jamie nodded. “Hangin’ by one foot, he is, sir. And someone done tied his hands behind his back, too—like this.” The boy bent his arms, elbows spreading wide as he thrust both hands behind him.

			So obviously not a suicide, thought Sebastian. Aloud he said, “Why come to me? Why not find a local bailiff or constable, or go to the nearest public office?”

			The boy dug one mud-streaked bare big toe into the rug at his feet. “Faith, ye think they’d listen to the likes of me? Toss me in the watchhouse for making a disturbance, that’s what they’d do—if they didn’t go decidin’ it musta been me who done for the nob and hang me.”

			The nob. This was a new detail. “The dead man is a gentleman?”

			The boy sniffed. “Sure then, but he must be, wearin’ clothes that fine.”

			Pushing away from the desk, Sebastian walked to the library door. He spoke for a moment with his majordomo, then glanced over at the boy. “Morey here will take you down to the kitchens for a bite to eat while the horses are put to.”

			At the mention of food, something leapt in the boy’s eyes, something painful to see. But he wasn’t about to be distracted from his original purpose. “So you’ll be comin’, then? You’ll be lookin’ into it?”

			“I’ll come,” said Sebastian.
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			“It might be a trap,” said Hero some minutes later as she watched Sebastian move about his dressing room. She stood in the doorway from the bedroom, the Honorable Miss Guinevere Annabelle Sophia St. Cyr, their nine-month-old daughter, balanced on one fashionably gowned hip. The baby was chewing on a chubby fist, her brilliant blue eyes narrowed with the seriousness of her task, and Sebastian paused for a moment to tousle with a gentle hand the child’s silken fair hair before turning away again.

			“It might be,” he acknowledged, reaching for his greatcoat. “But I doubt it.”

			“You will be careful.”

			“I’m always careful.”

			His wife made a scoffing sound deep in her throat and shifted the baby to her other hip. “No, you’re not.”

			“Well, more careful than I used to be,” he acknowledged, looking up with a smile as he slipped a small double-barreled pistol into the pocket of his coat.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			T he rain had eased off by the time they left, although the air was still cool and damp against their faces, the sky above heavy gray, the city’s cobblestones and granite setts glistening with wet. Sebastian had decided to take his curricle, both because the chestnuts needed exercising and because after months and months of endless rain he was sick and tired of riding in a closed carriage.

			The boy, Jamie, sat hunched on the high seat beside him, his shoulders rounded and his hands clasped between his knees so tightly the knuckles showed white. He was obviously frightened. But then, reasoned Sebastian, what lad wouldn’t be after stumbling upon such a gruesome corpse?

			“What made you think to come to me with what you’d found?” asked Sebastian as he turned the chestnuts down Bond Street toward Piccadilly.

			Jamie cast him a quick sideways glance, then looked away again. “Heard about ye from Father, ye see. He told me about how ye solve murders, sometimes even when the other nobs don’t want ye to be solvin’ ’em.”

			“And where is your father now?”

			A quiver passed over the boy’s features, then was gone. “Dead. These past two years and more.”

			“And your mother?”

			“I don’t even remember her.”

			I’m sorry, thought Sebastian. But he didn’t say it, because the rigid set of the boy’s shoulders told him any expression of sympathy would not be welcome.

			He was aware of the boy tensing up tighter and tighter as they threaded their way through the sodden traffic on Piccadilly and then turned in to the deserted remnants of Swallow Street. Once, this had been a thriving if somewhat aged neighborhood of small shops, workshops, modest houses, livery stables, blacksmiths, and pubs. Most were now reduced to rubble, with only rain-soaked stacks of salvaged timbers or piles of old bricks and stones standing here and there. The Regent had an ambitious scheme to push a broad, architecturally consistent avenue through the western end of London, all the way from Carlton House in Pall Mall to what they were now calling Regent’s Park, and the longest stretch of it was slated to run right through here. Little had as yet actually been built, largely because of the economic woes that had beset the country since the ending of the French wars. But the wholesale destruction of everything in the project’s path was well underway.

			“In there, he is,” said Jamie, nodding to a crumbling stone archway that still stood midway up the street. As Sebastian turned in to the ancient courtyard, he could see what had once been a private chapel tucked into one corner. Built of the same golden sandstone as the ancient archway, the chapel—like the arch—was the relic of a decrepit, now half-demolished Tudor-era mansion. The chapel’s door was already gone, part of the roof appeared to have caved in, and the facade’s single lancet window gaped blankly, its delicate stone tracery empty and broken. Sebastian had been here once before, although for an entirely different reason.

			“Do you live around here?” asked Sebastian, reining in before the ruin.

			The boy kept his gaze fixed straight ahead. “I do not.”

			Sebastian waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. “So what were you doing here, in the chapel?”

			“Ducked in there to get out of the rain, I did. If I had the doin’ of it again, I reckon I’d just get wet.” A quiver passed over the boy’s features as he glanced at the chapel’s dark, ominously yawning doorway. “I don’t need t’ be goin’ in there again, do I?”

			“Yes.”

			The boy’s nostrils flared on a quickly indrawn breath. Then he gave a jerky nod, braced one hand on the edge of the seat, and jumped down.

			For a moment, Sebastian thought he might run, but he didn’t.

			“Walk them out on Swallow Street,” Sebastian told his young groom, Tom, as the tiger scrambled forward to take the reins. “And be ready to get out of here fast and head for Bow Street if this is a trap.”

			Tom glanced over to where Jamie now stood, his hands tucked up under his armpits, his solemn gaze on the doorway before him. “Ye reckon it might be, gov’nor?”

			“No.” Sebastian leapt lightly down to the broken cobbles of the ancient, shattered courtyard. “But I could be wrong.”
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			￼Sebastian saw the hanging body’s menacing, swaying shadow first, its arms akimbo and one leg bent up so that it appeared to be dancing a bizarre pirouette over the crumbling, rain-streaked altar.

			He glanced at the boy beside him. “You all right?”

			Jamie nodded, his face pale and grim. Sebastian had expected him to try to hang back, but he didn’t.

			Due to the orientation of the old Tudor house, the door from the courtyard entered the chapel’s southern wall, up near the altar, with the columned nave stretching away into shadow to their left. Debris from the partially collapsed groin-vaulted ceiling filled the dark, musty interior, so that they had to pick their way carefully over rain-soaked segments of broken, age-darkened timbers and shattered stones. Whatever pews might once have been here were long gone, doubtless carried off by the area’s impoverished residents for firewood. But through the scattered rain puddles and bird droppings at his feet, Sebastian could catch glimpses of half-obliterated inscriptions on the worn paving stones. Beloved daughter of…Here lyeth the body…buried this day…

			“You’ll be findin’ him just there, sir. At the back,” said the boy softly.

			“I see him,” said Sebastian as they came abreast of one of the chapel’s slender columns and the dead man himself came into full view. “Damn.”

			The man had been hung by one ankle from an old wooden beam exposed by the collapsed stone vaulting above. Blood from the gory mess someone had made of his head had dripped down to pool on the worn paving stones beneath him and congealed there. A piece of white cloth Sebastian suspected was the dead man’s own cravat lashed the foot of his bent right leg to his straight left knee. His elbows were also bent, his hands hidden behind his back. As the body swayed again in a gust of wind that whistled through a gaping hole in the chapel’s rear wall, Sebastian could see that the same white cloth had been used to bind together the dead man’s wrists.

			“Ye know who he is?” whispered Jamie, taking a step back.

			Sebastian studied the hanging man’s blood-streaked, distorted features, now a ghastly reddish purple thanks to what was known as the “darkening of death.” He’d been in his late forties, big and stocky, with a full face and dark hair. His clothing was that of a prosperous gentleman who patronized London’s best tailors without falling victim to the lures of extreme dandyism; his only jewelry was a macabre and highly distinctive gold watch that dangled from the pocket of his pantaloons, with a single fob attached to the end of its chain.

			His heart beating heavily in his chest, Sebastian hunkered down to take a closer look at that watch. Exquisitely rendered in the shape of a skull decorated all around with reliefs of Adam and Eve and the Grim Reaper, the watch was hinged at the back of the cranium so that the lower jaw dropped down to reveal its elaborate dial. It was a kind of memento mori, carried by its somber-minded owner as a reminder of human mortality and the brevity of life. And even if he hadn’t recognized the dead man’s discolored features, Sebastian would have recognized that watch.

			“I know him,” said Sebastian, his voice flat.

			He was aware of the rain starting up again, pounding on what was left of the roof and slanting in through the holes in the walls and ceiling. “When exactly did you find him?” Sebastian asked—or rather started to ask. Except he knew even before he twisted around to be certain that he was now alone in the chapel.

			Jamie Gallagher was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“B it gruesome, isn’t it?” said Sir Henry Lovejoy, his knees popping in protest as he squatted down beside the gently swaying cadaver to peer at the dead man’s bloated, discolored face. The rain had died shortly after Sebastian sent Tom off to Bow Street, but it had begun again with a vengeance, drumming loudly overhead and billowing in through the chapel’s open doorway and gaping window.

			Sir Henry was one of Bow Street’s three stipendiary magistrates, a small, sparse man with a high-pitched voice, a balding head, and an intense dedication to such undervalued principles as truth and fairness. In his late fifties now, he had once been a successful merchant. But the murder of his wife and young daughter fifteen years earlier had forced him to reevaluate his choices in life. After undergoing a severe spiritual crisis, he decided to dedicate himself to public service and had been a magistrate ever since.

			Sebastian had known the taciturn magistrate for over five years, ever since that dark time in Sebastian’s life when he’d been accused of murder and Lovejoy the man tasked with seeing him captured. Since then, the two men had forged a rare friendship, based on mutual respect and a shared passion for seeing justice done in a woefully unjust world.

			“Was he alive when he was hung up like this, do you think?” asked Lovejoy, squinting up at the worn rope that had been used to fasten the dead man’s straight left leg to an aged, exposed beam barely visible through the rubble of the collapsed stone vaulting overhead.

			“I doubt it. The wound above his ear wouldn’t have killed him, but the blow to the back of his head caved in his skull.”

			“That would be a mercy if it meant his death came quickly,” said Lovejoy. Shifting position, he leaned forward to take a closer look at the dead man’s head. “Yes, that wound is quite ghastly. He must have been beaten about the face, as well, for it to be so badly bruised.”

			“Possibly. Although that could simply be due to gravity.”

			Lovejoy looked up at him. “Gravity?”

			“Once the heart stops pumping, a body’s blood tends to settle into whatever parts are the lowest—in this case, the head and face—so it becomes…discolored.”

			“Lovely,” said the magistrate, bracing a hand flat on the floor so he could push to his feet. “Are we quite certain this is indeed Lord Preston Farnsworth? I met him once, but it’s been several years, and with his face like this…”

			“It’s Farnsworth. Look at his watch.”

			Lovejoy stared at the distinctive timepiece in silence for a moment, then said, “Oh, dear.”

			Oh, dear, indeed, thought Sebastian. Lord Preston Farnsworth was the younger son of the late Third Duke of Eversfield and brother to the current holder of the title, Archibald Douglas Farnsworth, the Fourth Duke. Lord Preston himself had a reputation as a charming, witty, but determinedly upright and moral man who’d dedicated his life to such worthy causes as ending the slave trade and advocating before Parliament in favor of the creation of a centralized, uniformed police force to control the upsurge of crime in London. But his brother, the Duke, was a very different sort of man, addicted to games of chance of every description, notorious for keeping a string of wildly expensive mistresses, and rarely seen abroad when he wasn’t the worse for drink. Unsurprisingly, the Duke was one of the Prince Regent’s boon companions. And that meant the Palace was going to insist on seeing someone caught and punished for this. Quickly.

			“How long do you suppose he’s been hanging here?” said Lovejoy, hunching his shoulders against the unseasonable cold. “A day?”

			“At least. He’s quite stiff.”

			“That would fit with when he disappeared. His sister reported him missing yesterday afternoon, but he was last seen Saturday night. I gather she lives with him?”

			Sebastian nodded. “In St. James’s Square.” A dedicated spinster, Lady Hester Farnsworth had moved in with her brother shortly after Lord Preston’s lovely young wife ran off with a dashing cavalry officer named Major Hugh Chandler. That salacious scandal had rocked the ton—and earned Lord Preston the enduring sympathy of Society’s outraged matrons. “I don’t recall seeing anything about him being missing in the papers.”

			“That was at Lady Hester’s request. She didn’t want a fuss made in case there was an innocent explanation for his absence. It seems Lord Preston went out walking Saturday evening sometime around half past seven. Lady Hester herself retired to her rooms shortly afterward, so she didn’t realize her brother hadn’t returned until she learned of it from the servants shortly after noon the following day.”

			“Does she know where he went?”

			“She says she does not.” Lovejoy paused for a moment. “Did you know Lord Preston well?”

			“Not well, no.”

			Lovejoy let out his breath in a long, pained sigh. “I met him when we were both called upon to testify before one of the parliamentary committees investigating crime in the city. How ironic that a man who campaigned so tirelessly for the creation of a centralized police force should himself fall victim to such a vicious crime.”

			“That it is.”

			His brows drawing together in a faint frown, Lovejoy let his gaze drift over the shadowy, cobweb-draped walls of the chapel’s once elegant interior. “Do you think he was killed elsewhere and then brought here for some reason?”

			“That’s what I thought, at first. But I looked around after I sent Tom off to Bow Street, and there’s a two-foot length of bloodstained old timber up near the altar that looks as if someone used it as a club, and a patch of relatively fresh blood on the paving stones nearby. I think he was killed here.”

			“Yes, I see it now,” said Lovejoy, going to study the pool of dried blood beside the altar. He looked up thoughtfully. “Whatever could have brought Farnsworth here, of all places? It’s hardly the sort of destination one is likely to choose when simply out for an evening stroll.”

			“He could have come here to meet someone.”

			“Someone unsavory, from all appearances.”

			“Very.”

			Lovejoy’s features hardened. “It’s unfortunate the boy who discovered him ran off like that. The least he could have done was wait around and save us the bother of now having to find him.”

			“He was frightened.”

			“Understandably so, I suppose. Frankly, I’m surprised he didn’t simply help himself to the dead man’s watch and fob and take off. But then, perhaps he was afraid to touch the body. You say he’s Irish? They do tend to be a superstitious lot.” Lovejoy turned to stare again at the upside-down corpse now swaying macabrely back and forth as a cold, damp blast of wind gusted in through the collapsed section of the back wall. “What a very odd way for the killer to have posed the body.”

			“It’s Le Pendu,” said Sebastian.

			Lovejoy glanced over at him. “What do you mean?”

			“In the version of the tarot that’s popular in southern France, there’s a card called Le Pendu, the Hanged Man. It depicts a man hanging exactly like this—upside down by one foot, with his hands behind his back.”

			Lovejoy looked troubled. “A coincidence, surely?”

			“Possibly.”

			“Hopefully.” Lovejoy thrust his own hands deep into the pockets of his greatcoat as the silence between them filled with sounds of the rain splashing on the worn paving stones of the courtyard, the wind whistling through the broken wall, and the murmur of distant voices. Then one of the constables he’d left waiting outside appeared in the doorway to say, “The men from the deadhouse are here with the shell, Sir Henry. You want we should let them in now?”

			“Yes, tell them to come in, Constable Sutton.” To Sebastian, Lovejoy said quietly, “This card…what is it supposed to mean?”

			Sebastian shook his head. “I have no idea. But I doubt it’s anything good.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			S ebastian returned to Brook Street to find his baby daughter asleep under the watchful eye of their French-born nurse, Claire, and Hero out walking with the two boys. He changed into dry clothes, poured himself a glass of brandy, and went to stand for a time at the library window, his gaze on the gray sky pressing low on the city, his thoughts drifting painfully to the past, to a time before Hugh Chandler had run off with Lord Preston’s wife, when Hugh had still been a captain and Sebastian only a lieutenant, and they’d both endured a grueling winter retreat that no one who’d survived it would ever forget…

			Pushing aside the memories, Sebastian turned abruptly from the window. Opening the bottom drawer of his desk, he withdrew the deck of tarot cards he’d acquired the previous summer—back when England had actually had a summer—when he’d encountered a mysterious, deadly woman who called herself Sibil Wilde.

			Removing the deck from its case, he began turning the cards over one by one, beginning with an image of a man dressed in the multicolored habiliments of a medieval court jester. The card bore no number but was entitled Le Mat: the Vagabond, the Fool. Then came the numbered cards: Le Bateleur, the Magician or Mountebank, with the tools of his trade spread across a table before him, followed by Junon, L’Imperatrice, L’Empereur, and Jupiter. He laid the six cards in a neat row, then started a second row and kept going until he came to XII: Le Pendu, the Hanged Man.

			In this deck’s interpretation of the card, the man wore a green coat with a red collar and yellow braiding down the front. His pantaloons were red, his one visible boot brown and tied by a rope to a wooden beam resting between two trees. The trees were leafless and looked dead, their branches broken off in a way that reminded Sebastian of a forest shattered by intense artillery fire. Or was that simply because the man’s clothing looked vaguely like a military uniform and because Sebastian had once, after a particularly brutal engagement in Spain, come across some two dozen French soldiers hanging like this, upside down—except by both feet and with their bodies hideously mutilated by the Spanish peasants into whose hands they had fallen?

			He pushed the memory aside and forced himself to focus on the image depicted on the card. The man’s eyes were closed, his forehead furrowed as if with age or a frown, although his features were not otherwise distorted. Despite those two shattered dead trees, a stretch of bright green grass grew beneath him. The man was hanging so low that his head touched the grass, tilting it slightly to one side.

			What did it all mean? And for what possible reason had Farnsworth’s killer posed his victim’s body like this? Was it simply, as Lovejoy had suggested, a coincidence? Or was the killer sending them a message?

			What message?

			The sound of a young child’s voice, followed by laughter, drew Sebastian’s attention to the street outside. He heard the quick patter of little boys’ feet on the front steps as Morey moved to open the front door.

			“I see Papa’s hat!” shouted Simon. “He’s home?”

			“He is, but—Master Simon! Master Patrick—”

			Two small boys came hurtling through the open doorway to the library, one after the other, the straw hats in their hands streaming grimy wet ribbons and their nankeens liberally splashed with mud. “Papa!” cried Simon. “We’ve been for a walk along the Serpentine, and you wouldn’t believe how full it is! Everything is wet!”

			“And so are you, from the looks of things,” said Sebastian, laughing as he caught the grubby three-year-old boy around the waist to hold him at arm’s length.

			“Simon fell,” said Patrick, coming to stand beside his brother. “Not in the Serpentine, but almost.” There’d been a time when the older boy’s accent had been that of a Bishopsgate barmaid, but no longer. The two boys looked enough alike that, except for the slight difference in their heights, they might have been twins. But only the younger, Simon, was Sebastian’s own son; Patrick was an orphan, the son of a man who’d looked enough like Sebastian to have been his brother, although the connection between the two men had never been explained. His name had been Jamie Knox, and it was because of Knox’s resemblance to Sebastian that Knox had died and Sebastian lived….

			“It’s slippery!” said Simon.

			“One of the park-keepers told Mama they think it’s gonna flood,” said Patrick.

			Simon nodded solemnly. “Betsy says it’s ’cause the sun is dying and the world is gonna end!”

			“Who is Betsy?” asked Sebastian, his gaze meeting Hero’s as she followed the boys into the library.

			“The new nursery maid,” she said, taking off her own sodden hat and going to work on the buttons of her wet pelisse. She was an extraordinarily tall woman, nearly as tall as Sebastian himself, with a Junoesque build, dark hair, and an aquiline nose she had inherited from her father, Lord Jarvis, the formidable, ruthless man known as the real power behind the Prince of Wales’s fragile regency. “From the sound of things, she and I need to have a little talk.”

			“Alors,” said the children’s nurse, hurrying down the stairs toward them. “Look how wet you two are!”

			“Claire!” said Simon, running toward her. “I fell!”

			“I see you did,” said the Frenchwoman, scooping him up and holding out her hand to Patrick. “Venez, mes enfants.”

			“I thought you had an interview scheduled for this afternoon,” Sebastian said to Hero as Claire and the two boys disappeared up the stairs.

			“I did,” said Hero, easing off her wet pelisse. For several years now she had been writing a series of articles on the poor of London for the Morning Chronicle. It was a project that enraged her father, but Hero was one of the few people in the Kingdom whom Jarvis had never been able to intimidate. Her current article was on the hundreds of thousands of destitute ex-soldiers and sailors who had been discharged since the ending of the decades-long wars with France, and Sebastian knew she was finding the research for this article particularly troubling.

			“The man I was supposed to talk to died during the night. I knew he wasn’t well, but…”

			“I’m sorry.”

			She tossed her pelisse aside. “Was it all a hum, then, your hanging man? No dead body?”

			“Oh, there was a body, all right: Lord Preston Farnsworth’s.” Sebastian reached for the card labeled Le Pendu and held it up. “He was hanging upside down, posed exactly like this.”

			“Good heavens.” Hero came to take the card from him and study it. “Why would someone do that?”

			“Revenge, perhaps?”

			She set the card back in its place on the desktop but continued to stare at it, her features pinched with worry that mirrored his own. “Farnsworth is well known for his work with Wilberforce and Clarkson to end the slave trade. And while it’s been eight or nine years since the bill successfully made it through Parliament, slave traders and plantation owners are dangerous enemies to make, and some people can hold a gr—” She broke off as if suddenly realizing her reasoning was leading her exactly where she didn’t want to go.

			“A grudge? They can indeed. And who is more likely to hold a grudge than a man forced by a vindictive husband to pay twenty thousand pounds for the sin of falling in love with another man’s wife?”

			Hero looked up, her features strained. “You can’t think Hugh did this. Not Hugh.”

			Sebastian drained his brandy, then set the glass aside and went to stand again at the library’s front window, his gaze on the wet, rain-lashed street. It was a long moment before he said, “Honestly? I’m afraid he might have.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			How do you accuse a friend of murder?

			The question ate at Sebastian as he ordered his curricle brought round. Driving out of London, toward Chelsea, he found his thoughts drifting again to the past, to that long, brutal British retreat across northern Spain in the winter of 1808–9. At that point, Wellesley—not yet the feted Duke of Wellington—had been recalled to London over the scandal surrounding the Convention of Sintra, and the ambitious British assault on the Peninsula handed over to Sir John Moore. Then Napoléon decided to personally take command of the French forces in Spain, and what began as a confident expedition turned first into a prudent withdrawal, then into a desperate race for the coast and the transport ships thought to be awaiting them at Corunna. As the British troops slogged through freezing rain and snowy mountain passes, thousands of men were lost to the relentlessly pursuing French; discipline collapsed, Spanish villages were plundered, and drunken or wounded troops were simply abandoned to their fates.

			With the cavalry assigned to cover the Army’s retreat, Sebastian was out one miserably cold December day riding reconnaissance through the mountains when he came upon Hugh and a small band of men who had been caught by a detachment of French dragoons on the wrong side of a defile crossed by a single narrow stone bridge. Sebastian checked for only an instant to evaluate the situation, then rode straight into the fray with enough noise and élan to convince the French that he was at the vanguard of a rescue party.

			The French drew off, giving Hugh’s men time to collect their wounded and beat a hasty retreat across the bridge. Sebastian was guarding their rear when a well-placed musket ball crumpled his horse beneath him. The horse fell with a groan, trapping Sebastian’s leg beneath it and smashing his head against the bridge’s stone abutment.

			By that time, the French had caught on to Sebastian’s ruse. A dozen howling, jeering dragoons turned back to descend on him, the weak winter sun dancing on their bronze helmets, their neo-Greek manes and red plumes billowing in the wind. Unable to free his leg, Sebastian yanked his pistol from its holder, determined to stop as many of them as he could before they killed him. Then he saw Hugh rein in, his mouth opening in a roar, his angry shout lost in the thunder of hooves as he wheeled his mare and charged back.

			“No!” shouted Sebastian. Then one of the French dragoons loomed over him, his straight saber raised to strike. Sebastian shot him point-blank in the chest.

			A second green-coated soldier took the first dragoon’s place, but Hugh rode the man down, his blade slashing through the air. Then, kicking his feet from the stirrups, Hugh landed in a crouch and came up with his saber still in his hand to ram the point through the chest of a third man and turn to smash a fourth in the face with the hilt of his saber.

			“Leave me!” shouted Sebastian. “Get your men out of here!”

			Hugh snarled and sent his sword whistling through the air to practically decapitate another dragoon. “Like hell I will!”

			Crouching down, he helped Sebastian drag himself out from under his dead horse and stagger to his feet. Half-senseless, Sebastian could only hang on to the coping stones of the bridge, gasping, while Hugh lunged to snag the reins of a wild-eyed, riderless mare trotting by. Somehow, Hugh got him up in the saddle and jammed the reins into his hands. By then Hugh’s own men had rallied and were riding down on them with a roar.

			The remaining French dragoons regrouped, then galloped away.

			“You should have left me,” panted Sebastian, so weak and dizzy he had to grasp handfuls of the mare’s mane to keep from sliding out of the saddle.

			“Nah. You still owe me a beer, remember?” said Hugh, and then laughed.

			It had been just two years later that Hugh was badly wounded in a skirmish and sent home to England to recuperate. He was nursed back to health by his sister Anne and her dear friend, Lady Theresa—Tess to her friends. The only daughter of James Haywood, the Third Earl of Whitcombe, Tess had been married to Lord Preston Farnsworth at that point for seven years. The marriage was generally thought to be happy, although childless. And yet one night, when Hugh’s arm was still in a sling, Tess fled her husband’s comfortable London home for her soldier-lover’s embrace.

			And she never went back.

			Most men who found themselves in Lord Preston’s position were too mortified to publicly brand themselves cuckolds and drag their affairs through the mud by suing their wives’ lovers for criminal conversation—or crim. con., as it was popularly known. But the normally congenial Farnsworth’s rage was matched only by his desire for revenge. He sought and obtained an ecclesiastical separation from his wife but refused to divorce her. And then he sued Hugh for twenty thousand pounds.

			And won.
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			￼How do you accuse a friend of murder? A friend who once saved your life?

			Sebastian found himself still unsettled by the question as he neared the gates of the small, isolated manor on the outskirts of Chelsea that had once belonged to Lady Tess’s great-aunt and now provided the disgraced couple with something of a refuge.

			Hugh’s family might be ancient, but it had never been particularly wealthy, and the small estate he’d inherited from his grandfather—a general famous for his exploits in the Seven Years’ War—had been sold to pay Farnsworth’s judgment. In addition to virtually bankrupting Hugh, that long-ago elopement—and the scandal it provoked—had also wreaked havoc on his military career. It was only after several frustrating years of being sidelined to the Horse Guards that he was finally called back to active duty to help Wellington push the French over the Pyrenees. His brilliant performance at Waterloo had even made him something of a hero.

			Given an old, respectable family name, a decent interval of time, and success on the battlefield, a man could eventually weather such a storm. On his return from Belgium, Hugh found himself once again invited to the dinner parties, balls, and routs held by all except the ton’s highest sticklers—but only if he left his disgraced lover at home. For Lady Tess, there would be no forgiveness, no welcoming back to Society. Ever. The one time she dared appear at the theater, she had been loudly hissed.

			She never went again.

			“Reckon ye ought t’ know that I heard some o’ Sir ’Enry’s constables talkin’ while we was in Swallow Street,” said Tom as Sebastian turned in through the simple gates.

			Sebastian glanced back at his small, sharp-faced tiger. The boy had been with him for over five years now, ever since those desperate days when Sebastian had been on the run for murder. “What were they saying?”

			“They think it’s obvious Lord Preston’s wife musta been the one done fer ’im—well, her and the major, workin’ together. Every last one of ’em said the same thing.”

			“That’s not good,” said Sebastian.

			“No. I didn’t think so, neither.”
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			￼Sebastian was reining in on the gravel court before the small redbrick house when he heard his name called and turned to see Lady Tess crossing the wind-tossed gardens toward him. Now in her early thirties, she was built small and slender, with fair hair, dark eyes, and a chin too determinedly square for Society to have ever christened her a true Beauty. She wore a plain broad-brimmed straw hat and had an apron pinned to her simple muslin gown, and carried a basket in which a pair of secateurs rested atop a bed of rose clippings.

			“Devlin,” she said again as she drew nearer. She was paler than normal, he noticed, and her smile of welcome had a bit of a tremble about the edges. “How are you? Hugh has gone off to the stables to see to one of the carriage horses, but he should be back directly.” She paused for a moment, then drew a deep breath and said, “I can guess why you’re here.”

			“You know about Lord Preston?”

			She nodded. “One of our neighbors heard the news and came to tell us. We’ve been expecting a visit from Bow Street. Please tell me you’re not here as their representative.”

			“No; I’m here as a friend,” said Sebastian, the gravel crunching beneath his bootheels as he hopped down from the curricle’s high seat.

			“Thank heavens.” She handed her basket to a maidservant who hurried out to take it, then waited until the woman was out of earshot before saying, “Is it true what we’re hearing? That whoever killed Preston hanged him upside down?”

			“Yes,” said Sebastian, watching her face as they turned to walk together along a path that wound through untidy, wet gardens. She had lived with Farnsworth as his wife for over seven years—was still married to him in the eyes of the law. So what did she feel, Sebastian found himself wondering, on hearing of his brutal murder? Shock? Sorrow? Worry?

			Vindictive delight?

			He supposed it all depended on the part she—and Hugh—had played in the events of last Saturday night.

			“We didn’t kill him, you know,” she said bluntly, as if following the train of his thoughts.

			“Do you have any idea who did?”

			She was silent for a moment, obviously choosing her words carefully. “Preston Farnsworth was known to the world as a good-natured, deeply religious, witty man who selflessly devoted himself to noble causes. It was an image he deliberately cultivated, and he did it very well. But that’s all it was: an image.” She glanced over at him. “I suppose you don’t believe me.”

			“No, I believe you.” To a certain extent, thought Sebastian. “A genuinely good-natured, unselfish man doesn’t sue his wife’s lover for twenty thousand pounds and then refuse to divorce her, so that she can never remarry.”

			She drew up and swung to face him. “And yet you are here.”

			Just because I don’t believe Lord Preston was as much of a saint as he chose to appear doesn’t mean I think Hugh couldn’t have killed him, thought Sebastian. But all he said was, “Believe me when I say that if Hugh is innocent, I will—”

			“ ‘If’?” She brought up a hand to her forehead as she turned half away from him. “I can’t believe— Even you think—” She broke off and swallowed hard. “I beg your pardon,” she somehow managed to choke out. “But you must excuse me.” And with that she fisted her hands in the skirt of her gown and fled back toward the house.

			She met Hugh halfway across the lawn, coming toward them. Hugh was in his late thirties now, of average height and build, with brown hair and light brown eyes and strong, rugged features, and he reached out to snag her arm as she passed him. She said something to him under her breath that Sebastian couldn’t quite catch, then jerked her arm away and ran on.

			Hugh hesitated a moment, looking after her, then continued on toward Sebastian. “Devlin,” he said, his features set in troubled lines as he drew closer. “I was going to say it’s good to see you. Except Tess tells me you think I killed that damned husband of hers.”

			“Not exactly,” said Sebastian as his friend paused before him. “But you must admit I’d need to be a fool not to admit it as a possibility.”

			“God damn it. I didn’t kill Farnsworth!”

			Sebastian studied his friend’s tense, angry face. “Then I hope to God you have a damned good alibi for Saturday night.”

			Most officers learned quickly to keep their features schooled in a stoic mask, lest their own fears and worries panic those under their command. Hugh was no exception. But Sebastian saw his friend’s eyes narrow, saw his chest jerk on a quickly indrawn breath. “Is that when Farnsworth was killed? Saturday night?”

			“It seems likely.”

			Hugh sucked in another breath, his throat working as he swallowed. “Well, hell.”

			“I don’t like the sound of that.”

			They turned to walk together toward a white-fenced paddock that lay beyond the garden’s low hedge. After a moment, Hugh said, “Tess and I had a spat that night over—well, it doesn’t matter over what, does it? The thing is, I felt the need to be alone, so I went for a ride.” He paused. “A very long ride. I was gone for hours.”

			“Can anyone verify where you went?”

			“No. Like I said, I wanted to be alone.” A gleam of wry amusement showed in his eyes, then was gone. “Lousy timing, wasn’t it?”

			“Yes.”

			They paused beside the paddock’s fence, Hugh resting his elbows on the top rail, his gaze following a bay mare and her black foal as they cantered around the enclosure. After a moment he said, “I had no reason to kill the bastard. Not now.”

			“Most people would consider having been forced to virtually bankrupt yourself in order to cough up twenty thousand pounds a fairly powerful motive for murder.”

			“Maybe—if I’d killed him six years ago. But why wait until now?”

			“Sometimes resentment…festers.”

			Hugh made a huffing sound deep in his throat. “Well, I won’t deny that.”

			The two men stood side by side watching the mare nuzzle her colt. Then Sebastian said, “You do realize you could also be accused of having a second motive.”

			Hugh looked over at him. “What?”

			“Farnsworth’s death makes Tess a widow. She’s now free to marry you.”

			Hugh was silent for a moment. “I realize it’s probably an odd thing to say, but after all these years it feels almost…irrelevant. There was a time I was desperate to be able to marry Tess, to give her the protection of my name and ‘make an honest woman of her’ in the eyes of the world, as they say. But now…” He shrugged. “At this point we’ve been ‘living in sin’ for six years. I suppose if we’d had children it might be different, but that hasn’t happened. And after a while you begin to realize what’s important—that the real strength of your relationship comes from what’s inside you and from the promises you make to each other. Not from whatever laws God or your society have decided to impose on you.” He glanced over at Sebastian. “Do you consider that blasphemy?”

			“No.”

			Hugh smiled, then looked away again. “The sad truth is, we could be married tomorrow by the Archbishop of Canterbury himself and the ton would still never accept Tess. You know why? Because she dared to do what so many of the grand lords and ladies of our world will never have the courage to do: She turned her back on the dictates of ‘propriety’ and walked—no, ran—away from a miserable marriage. She dared to grasp at happiness, basically telling them all to go to hell in the process. And that’s why they will never, ever forgive her. If she’d stayed with Farnsworth, she might have taken a dozen lovers and still been received everywhere—as long as she was relatively discreet, of course. As long as she stayed in her loveless marriage and lived the same lie so many of them are living. I’ve seen noblewomen pass Tess on Bond Street and actually lift their skirts away from her as if she were somehow contaminated. I’m talking about women everyone knows have been endlessly unfaithful to their own husbands. But that doesn’t stop them from feigning moral indignation and outrage over what Tess did. They’ve made her the scapegoat for all their own sins, and it’s a role they will never, ever allow her to stop playing.”

			Sebastian felt a weight of sadness pressing in on him—sadness and something else he suspected was alarm. “You do realize that’s why you’re in danger, don’t you? You and Tess both. Society has already made her their scapegoat, and if they can hang her for this, they will. Hell, if they could burn her at the stake, they’d do it.” There was a time not so long ago when the penalty in England for a woman killing her husband was to be burned alive. “And if they can’t hang her, I suspect they’ll be more than willing to make do with you.”

			Hugh nodded, his lips pressed into a hard, tight line, his gaze still on the mare and her colt.

			“Where was Lady Tess that night?” said Sebastian. “Here?”

			“Yes.”

			“You’re quite certain?”

			Hugh opened his mouth as if to say, Of course I’m certain, then closed it. Because if he hadn’t been home that night himself, then he could not, in truth, claim to know for certain.

			Sebastian said, “Bow Street is going to ask, you know.”

			“I know. Bloody hell,” whispered Hugh, bringing both hands up together to scrub them down over his eyes and nose. “I’ve faced death more times than I can count—we both have. But I don’t think I’ve ever been this afraid. Not like this.”

			Sebastian said, “Who do you think killed Farnsworth? Do you have any idea at all?”

			Hugh shook his head. “He was a strange, complicated man. I never understood him and I don’t think Tess did, either—at least, not entirely. People always say their marriage was happy until she met me, but it’s not true. She was miserable. He made her miserable—in a thousand different, subtle ways.”

			“Did he keep a mistress?”

			“Not that she was aware.”

			“Do you know if he had any enemies?” Besides you, thought Sebastian.

			“He must have, surely. But I couldn’t name them, and I can’t tell you who would be able to.”

			“If you think of anything—anything at all—that might help make sense of this, you’ll tell me?”

			“Yes, of course.”

			But Sebastian saw the hesitation in his eyes and knew his friend did not entirely trust him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			G eorge Augustus Frederick, His Royal Highness the Prince Regent of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, was in the sort of petulant mood that worried his physicians and alarmed everyone from his servants to his cabinet ministers.

			“You’ve heard what people are saying, haven’t you?” the Prince demanded, the corset he wore hidden beneath his exquisitely tailored evening clothes creaking as he paced up and down one of Carlton House’s vast gilded chambers. “That if not even the brother of a duke is safe walking the streets of our city, then no one is!”

			The Prince might be only fifty-four, but between the heat of the room and his several hundred pounds of excess weight, His Highness was puffing and red in the face when he swung back around. “How could something like this have been allowed to happen?”

			Of the two gentlemen to whom these remarks were addressed, only one—the Prince’s cousin and most powerful advisor, Charles, Lord Jarvis—ventured to reply. Personally, Jarvis thought that any gentleman unwise enough to take an evening stroll down Swallow Street was asking for trouble, but all he said was, “It’s beyond shocking, sir. I knew you’d be interested in hearing directly from Sir Nathaniel himself.”

			The Prince turned his rather protuberant blue-gray eyes toward the second gentleman in the room. “Well?”

			Sir Nathaniel Conant, Chief Magistrate of Bow Street Public Office, cleared his throat and bowed low with the subtle obsequiousness that helped explain how a man who’d begun his career at sixteen as a bookseller’s apprentice had somehow managed to rise to his present exalted position. He was more than ten years the Prince’s senior but looked younger, his hair a thick, dark gray, his body stout but still strong and agile. “I would like to assure you, sir, that we are moving quickly to apprehend the fiend responsible for this appalling outrage. My colleague Sir Henry Lovejoy has personally taken charge of the investigation and is already making great progress. Yet one can’t help but reflect upon the unfortunate fact that if Parliament had created the centralized municipal police force for which Lord Preston and I have long advocated, this might never have happened.”

			He paused long enough to allow his listeners to remember that it was Sir Nathaniel himself who had drafted the bill that became the 1792 Middlesex Justices Act, establishing the seven London public offices that came after Bow Street. Then he said, “Rest assured that we already have a prime suspect and anticipate being able to have him remanded into custody within days.”

			“Good,” said the Prince, tugging a silk handkerchief from his pocket to dab at the sweat beginning to trickle down his plump cheeks. “See that you do.” To Jarvis, he said, “What with harvests failing all over the Kingdom, riots in East Anglia, naval mutinies in Newcastle and Lyme Regis, and rumblings in every part of London from Rotherhithe
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