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          UNINVITED GUESTS

        

      

    

    
      Major-General Augustus Featherstone, fifth Viscount Featherstone—onetime Commander-in-Chief of the short-lived Sixth Army and victor of the Second Battle of Saint Domnin—was conferring with his lawyers on a matter of no small importance when the doorbell rang. Halting midsentence, Lord Featherstone looked up from his desk with a frown. Invariably called “Goose” by family, friends, and foes alike, His Lordship was not a particularly sociable man, and, if asked, he would have insisted quite categorically that he was not expecting anyone and certainly not tonight.

      He cast a swift, searching glance at the window. Outside a storm was raging, visible only in sudden flashes of lightning, but the three men could hear the wind howling in the dark and the crash of the waves beating against the rocks below. Once little more than a single, crumbling watchtower perched at the center of a lake, the house had since been lovingly, not to mention expensively, refashioned into a Romantic’s fever dream of turrets and towers, and rechristened by Featherstone’s grandfather as Withermere Court. It was all very grand, of course, but neither particularly welcoming nor even remotely accessible.

      The island, barely more than a barren strip of cliffs and rocks, was connected to the rest of the estate by only a single causeway, and Featherstone knew from bitter experience that it was only a matter of time before that road flooded, and then they would be trapped, besieged by wind and weather, and all but unreachable. Alone, at last. 

      After all, that was why Lord Featherstone had chosen Withermere—the most remote and inaccessible of all his great houses—as his sanctuary. Here, he thought, he would be able to find a little peace and solitude, a chance to rest and recuperate from his all-too-close brush with death.

      Featherstone exhaled. That had been an eye-opening experience and no mistake, one which had taught him a great deal about himself and his so-called family. The only one—the only one—who had written to him, who had visited him, who had shown even the slightest bit of sympathy during his hour of need, was his sister, Amelia. Despite her own failing health, she had made the arduous trip to visit him at the hospital in London. None of his children or his wives had done as much. And the less said about his brother the better. 

      Well, so be it! They had made their choices and so had he. So many choices, so many sacrifices, all laid at the altar of family and duty, and all for nothing. What had he ever received in return, save for a lifetime of misery, forever alone even among those who were meant to be his nearest and dearest? 

      Rising slowly, his breathing still more laborious than he would have liked, Featherstone made his way out of the study and down the long, darkened corridor towards the front hall, while his lawyers followed a step or two behind.

      The older of the two, Mr. Rodger Asquith, was a grave, dusty, unflappable sort of man who had served as the Featherstone family lawyer for almost forty years, inheriting the position from his father who had, in turn, inherited it from his father and so on and so forth for three generations.

      Beside Asquith was the latest in this storied line—a young man by the name of Benjamin. Young, that is to Featherstone’s eyes, although His Lordship was forced to admit that, like his own eldest son, Reginald, Benjamin Asquith could no longer be considered truly young. Where had the time gone?

      “Are you sure about this, sir?” the elder Asquith asked. “Surely Humphries could⁠—?”

      Lord Featherstone shook his head. “I want to know who it is, and what they’re doing here,” he explained. “I want to see the whites of their eyes.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      Lord Featherstone felt rather than saw the two lawyers exchanging glances, but he paid them no heed. His thoughts were elsewhere. It could have been different, he thought to himself. It should have been different. Lying on that hospital bed with every breath a battlefield, Featherstone had been given plenty of time to think and remember, and mostly what he had remembered–who he had remembered–was her.

      The one who got away.

      Featherstone had made a mistake all those long years ago, that much had been clear almost immediately, but now he had been given a second chance, an opportunity to make amends, if only he could muster the courage. He had written to her, of course, as soon as he had recovered enough to collect his thoughts or grasp a pen, but she had not replied to any of his letters, not a single one. Any reconciliation, Featherstone had realized, would require more drastic action, and he was not a man given to drastic action, at least not in his private life.

      Arriving at the entrance hall, Featherstone found his butler-cum-manservant, Humphries, already at the door looking appropriately puzzled, if not a trifle alarmed. Dear Humphries! In the old days, the house had been crawling with servants of every description, a veritable army, but now Featherstone made do with only three—the cook, the housekeeper, and, of course, the ever-faithful Humphries. 

      At that moment, the doorbell rang again—shrill and demanding—interrupting Featherstone’s increasingly morbid thoughts. 

      “Sir?” Humphries asked quietly and after a moment Featherstone nodded. His guests, uninvited though they may have been, had travelled a long way. With a resigned, barely perceptible shrug, Humphries opened the door cautiously, and in stumbled the last people Featherstone had any right to expect—his own dear family.

      Drenched to the bone and exhausted from their journey, they had the audacity to seem more surprised to see him than he was to see them. In the lead, staring at him in utter, unadulterated shock was Lady Katherine, Featherstone’s first wife, the woman he had married for duty instead of love. Their divorce, a rarity among their class and kind, especially in those days, had been a grueling, expensive endeavor, but worth every last penny.

      And where Lady Katherine went their son and heir, the Hon. Reginald Constantine Featherstone, inevitably followed close behind. Swaggering in like a drowned rat, he had an expectant, almost exultant, expression on his face, but where the mother had been shocked to see Featherstone, the son seemed shaken to his core—angry and more than a little scared. It was odd.

      It was all odd.

      And odder still was the man behind them—Katherine’s brother, Frederick bloody Wightman, who appeared to have come all the way from America for the privilege of staring slack-jawed at his former brother-in-law. Why on earth was he here, Featherstone wondered? 

      No one said anything for a long, interminable moment, until a polite but insistent cough woke them from their stupor, and Lady Katherine and company reluctantly moved from the doorway, as Featherstone’s other family hurried inside.

      There was his second wife, Lady Anne, prim and proper even in these circumstances. They were not technically divorced but had been leading separate lives for over a decade, even when under the same roof. Anne, of course, was too well bred to do anything so obvious as stare or start or gasp, but Featherstone knew her well, and the little twitch of her eyebrows and the clench of her lips was all he needed to see that she was just as surprised as the others.

      Like her predecessor, Anne did not come unaccompanied. Their daughter, the Hon. Isobel Meredith, slipped in quietly, dragging that useless husband of hers, Wing Commander Meredith, alongside her, and finally Featherstone’s youngest, Dr. Roland Featherstone, brought up the rear, his head bowed as he gently led his wife, Geraldine, to one of the chairs in the hall. A thin, frail thing, Geraldine was shivering and coughing delicately but fell silent at the sight of Featherstone.

      They were all silent, and, for a moment, Featherstone thought it was over, but then two more guests burst their way in through the throng—Featherstone’s younger brother, Arnold, and, perhaps most surprising of all, his elder sister, Amelia. The journey must have been hell for her, Featherstone thought, but despite her clear shock, Amelia alone seemed pleased to see him. Which was all well and good, but Featherstone hadn’t invited her. He hadn’t invited any of them. 

      “What’s going on here? What are you all doing here?” he half asked, half demanded.

      “That’s what I’d like to know,” Lady Katherine snapped, having regained enough of her composure to be well and truly angry. 

      Before anyone could answer, though, three more figures made their way through the door. Featherstone frowned. He was out of family. There was no one else left. 

      But there was! Oh, how there was! There standing in the doorway, wet, tired, and angry, was Featherstone’s cousin, the love of his life, the woman he had jilted almost forty years before.

      Constance.

      She was older, of course, but no less magnificent. And she was not alone. Her brother, Lord Unsworth, had also come along, and bringing up the rear was a quiet little man with a sharp, watchful gaze. But Featherstone ignored them. He ignored all of them. He only had eyes for her. 

      “Connie, is that you?” he breathed. “But what are you doing here?”

      She said nothing for nearly a minute, eying him up and down with sharp, inquisitorial eyes.

      “Well,” said Lady Constance finally, “this is rather awkward, but I’m afraid we’re here for your funeral, Goose.” 

      And with that all hell broke loose.
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      Lady Constance was not amused. There were those, her fool of a son included, who would have confidently declared that she had never been amused in her life, but they had never known her in her youth—in her years of glory and laughter. There had been a time, so long ago now, when Lady Constance had been regarded as the very life of the party—vivacious, charming, and beautiful. Oh, yes! She had been beautiful! All the young men had said so as they fluttered around her, desperate for even the barest scrap of her attention. And no one had been more desperate, or flattered her more outrageously, than Goose Featherstone.

      “Ah, Constance, at last!” Smiling at her from the mantlepiece in his study, he was much as Lady Constance remembered him. Older, of course, and a little grayer, a little sadder, and a little more corpulent around the middle, but that was to be expected. A lifetime in the army had lined his face with cares and lent him a brisk air of command, but underneath he was still the same old Goose. For better or for worse. “Please, sit down, sit down.”

      “Thank you.” Lady Constance sank into the indicated chair, careful not to show just how exhausted she truly was. It had been a long, wet, tiring day and she could feel it down to her bones. Her ever-present aches had grown steadily in strength and number, burrowing deeper than usual and only adding to her foul mood.

      “Please forgive my exuberance,” Goose said, settling down across from her, “but, in truth, I…well, I…I never thought this day would come.” Goose was, as always, disarmingly—infuriatingly—sincere, but Lady Constance understood the sentiment. She too had believed this day would never come. More than that, she had taken steps to ensure it never would. 

      It had been strange, Lady Constance reflected, receiving that first letter from him six months ago, still so desperate for her attention. She had ignored it, of course. Renew their acquaintance, indeed! As far as Lady Constance was concerned, their acquaintance had reached its natural, terminal conclusion many years ago. Goose might not have changed since then, but she most certainly had, and she was not beholden to his wishes. Nor had her opinion changed when she learned of Goose’s death. She was sad, of course, in a distant sort of way, but too much water had passed under too many bridges for her to feel anything more. 

      The notice from the lawyer, however, had been a shock of a different nature—unexpected and more than a little irregular. What business did Goose have leaving her anything? They were, in the end, only very distant cousins, and he did not lack for heirs, not with two wives and three children to his name. But Lady Constance had come, irritated and wary, but she had come. She owed Goose that much. She would listen and accept the bequest, whatever foolishness that turned out to be, but no matter what anyone said or thought, she found the whole matter an interminable nuisance. And then, worst of all, Goose had the nerve to still be alive! The gall! The unmitigated gall! 

      “And may I just say,” he added, “that, despite the circumstances, it is wonderful to see you again.” 

      There was a look in Goose’s eyes as he spoke, a familiar, frank admiration that would have been flattering if she was in a mood to be flattered. 

      “It’s very kind of you to say so,” she replied primly, “although I must admit that, given the circumstances, I find it somewhat alarming to see you.”

      “I can only imagine.” He frowned. “Seeing me, well, alive I suppose, must be quite a shock for you. Although not an unpleasant one, I trust?” 

      “I am not easily shocked,” Lady Constance said, ignoring his plaintive question entirely. “You know that.”

      “Yes, I remember.” He hesitated. “But even so, you must admit that this is all quite strange.”

      “Indeed.” Lady Constance nodded, pleased that Goose seemed to be taking the situation seriously. She was soon to be disappointed, however.

      “Still, whatever’s going on,” Goose said, “whoever’s silly game this turns out to be, it’s hard to be too mad, not when it’s allowed me to see you again⁠—”

      “Goose.” 

      Lady Constance had no interest in that kind of talk. He had made his choice long ago and as far as she was concerned that was the end of it.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “But I can’t help it. I’ve thought from time to time about what I might say to you if we ever saw each other again.”

      “I’m not sure there’s anything we need to say,” Lady Constance replied, not coldly but firmly. 

      “You might not,” Goose agreed. “You made your feelings clear at the time, but I’ve always felt that…” He trailed into silence, and Lady Constance had never been more thankful for his cowardice. Bravery on the battlefield—and she had no doubt he had been brave—clearly meant little in the drawing room.

      “The past is in the past and should remain so,” Lady Constance said as gently as circumstances and temperament allowed, which was more than most would expect and less, perhaps, than Goose deserved. But this was not the right moment to discuss their ill-fated courtship. Not that there would ever be such a moment, as far as Lady Constance was concerned. “The question before you is what are you going to do now?”

      “Now?” For a moment, Goose looked unconscionably hopeful, before his face fell. “Oh, you mean about all this nonsense?”

      “Is it nonsense?”

      “Well, what else could it be?” Goose leaned forward, lacing his hands together. “Surely, you’re not suggesting this is some sort of…plot? A trifle melodramatic, don’t you think?”

      Lady Constance raised a single, unimpressed eyebrow. No one had ever called her melodramatic before, and she did not appreciate it in the slightest.

      Goose grimaced, falling back under the weight of her silence. “But even if it was a scheme,” he protested, “what purpose could pretending I’m dead possibly serve? The whole idea is absurd!”

      “I don’t know,” Lady Constance admitted.

      “Mmm.” Goose shook his head. “No,” he said finally. “I appreciate your concern, but this is almost certainly one of my son’s little jokes.”

      “Your son?”

      “The eldest, Reginald.”

      Lady Constance was incredulous. “And tell me, does your son often pretend his father is dead?”

      Goose grimaced. “I believe there was an incident in boarding school where he may have⁠—”

      “No!” Lady Constance interrupted sharply. “This is different. If your son is behind this, then he not only pretended you had died, but also arranged your funeral and invited the entire family including me. Now, I’ve never met him properly so perhaps I am mistaken, but does that truly seem like something your son would do for a…joke?” She thought of her own son, Arthur, who certainly had his moments of rank stupidity, but this was something else entirely.

      “Yes and no.” Goose ran a tired hand through his hair. “The boy has a cruel sense of humor to be sure, but you’re right, Constance, this is more than that.” He looked suddenly so utterly tired and crushed that Lady Constance almost felt sorry for him. Almost. “Reginald is lashing out at me the only way he can,” Goose added darkly. “The only way he dares.”

      Lady Constance almost asked what Reginald had to lash out about but refused to give Goose the satisfaction. Goose and Reginald’s relationship was none of her concern. Still. For all that Goose seemed to be speaking sense—at least, according to his own particular knowledge—Constance could not escape the feeling that something was wrong. Perhaps it was her own recent experiences, but the gnawing sense of danger she had felt since the first moment she saw him alive had only grown.

      “You may be right,” she allowed graciously, “but even so, I can’t help but feel there’s more to this than some childish prank. You may not be taking this seriously, Goose, but someone most certainly is.” 

      To his credit, Goose did not dismiss her outright and seemed to consider her and her words with equal care. “You’re frightened,” he realized. “No,” he shook his head, correcting himself, “not frightened—worried.”

      “I am…concerned,” Lady Constance admitted, but Goose still did not appear convinced. “You trusted my judgment once,” Lady Constance added with perhaps a touch of petulance.

      “And it was the greatest regret of my life,” he replied simply.

      “Goose.”

      “Yes, I know.” Goose held out a hand, forestalling her protest. “I know. The past is the past. But even if you’re right, what would you have me do?”

      “Look into the matter carefully. My brother’s secretary, Mr. Quayle, is here with us. He can be a discreet little vulture, but he is capable, highly efficient, and quite useful in certain circumstances.”

      “What sort of circumstances?”

      “These sorts of circumstances,” Lady Constance said pointedly. “I’m not sure if you are aware but my family and I have recently had our own share of odd occurrences.”

      “I may have read something of the sort in the papers.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you did,” Lady Constance muttered. “But what you won’t have read is Mr. Quayle’s role in the proceedings.”

      “You trust him,” said Goose. It was not a question.

      “As much as I trust anyone,” she allowed. “He’s almost as clever as he thinks he is, and I’m sure that given time he could get to the bottom of this little mystery of yours.”

      “And what is it you are suggesting, precisely? That I spy on my own family?” Goose raised his eyebrows. “Do you really think that’s necessary?”

      “Yes,” Lady Constance replied simply. “I most certainly do.” 

      Goose said nothing for a long moment, merely studying her—not as an old admirer would but as a soldier, a general, a governor. She could see him weighing her offer—weighing her—on some internal scale all his own, and for the first time since she sat down, Lady Constance had no idea what he was thinking. The man looking at her now was a stranger.

      “No,” he said finally. “I appreciate your offer, more than you can know, but should I decide to look into the matter, I have my own man for the job. So I shan’t be needing yours.”

      “Are you quite sure?”

      “Yes,” Goose said. “I am. This is a Featherstone family matter, and as you have made very clear, Constance, you are not a Featherstone, are you?”

      Lady Constance took a moment to appreciate the sharpness of the remark. Goose had never spoken to her in that tone before, had never dared. Perhaps if he had, she reflected, much would have been different. But Lady Constance was not one to wallow in what might have been. Regrets were for other people, not her—never her—and if Goose was determined to ignore her warning and bury his head in the sand, then that was his own affair. She had tried and that was enough.

      On his own head be it.
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            THE GENTLE ART OF EAVESDROPPING

          

        

      

    

    
      Having ensconced himself by the window in a lonely, forgotten corner of the Featherstone library, Mr. Quayle was not, strictly speaking, in hiding. He was, however, making himself very scarce indeed. Lady Constance had been on the warpath since they arrived, demanding answers that no one seemed willing or able to provide, least of all Mr. Quayle. In such circumstances, he found discretion to be the better part of valor, at least until he had a better sense of the situation—something which, for the moment, he most certainly did not.

      Quayle took a long, deep drag of his cigarette and exhaled, letting the smoke curl and dance around him. It was an old habit but a soothing one, and he found himself very much in need of soothing. Over these past few years, Mr. Quayle had become accustomed, through no fault of his own, to dealing with the ever-increasing number of dead bodies that seemed to turn up wherever Lord Unsworth and his family went. But now Mr. Quayle found himself faced with essentially the opposite problem. It was disconcerting to say the least, and had left him wrong footed and scrambling.

      Someone, it appeared, had gone to a great deal of trouble, presumably to lure his unsuspecting family here to the middle of nowhere, but why? What possible purpose could that serve? And, more importantly, why invite Lady Constance? 

      Certainly, there was a great deal of history between Lord Featherstone and Lady Constance in particular, that much had become clear when Featherstone’s first letter had arrived. Mr. Quayle had witnessed Lady Constance in all manner of difficult circumstances. He had been by her side—her sword and shield—in the aftermath of her husband’s arrest and trial. But not even on the courthouse steps when the assembled hordes of press and public had swarmed around her, lights flashing in her eyes and questions pressing in from every angle, had Lady Constance seemed so disconcerted as when she received Featherstone’s letter. 

      Lord Unsworth had noticed as well. For all his eccentricities and foibles, His Lordship was unfailingly kind to his sister. Beneath the accumulated dust and sadness, Lord Unsworth was a sentimentalist, while his sister most assuredly was not. It was strange to watch, even uncomfortable at times, as the two of them circled and danced around the more delicate topics. Her husband’s name was never mentioned any more than his crimes were, but Lady Constance was, nonetheless, permitted to stay at Unsworth Castle precisely as before. It all remained perfectly and entirely unspoken. 

      Similarly, no mention was made of Featherstone’s letter, not a word even in passing, and so it and all it contained—not to mention the two others that followed—came and went leaving only a pair of pressed lips and a concerned gaze in their wake. Then came the notice of Lord Featherstone’s funeral, followed shortly by yet another letter, this time from Featherstone’s lawyer, and with that everything changed. 

      Bursting into his office, Lady Constance had thrust the papers imperiously under his nose without even a word of explanation and had loomed impatiently as he skimmed through the relevant passages.

      On the surface, everything had appeared to be in order. Mr. Quayle was not a lawyer himself, but he was familiar enough with the form. The letter was short, perfunctory even, and straight to the point, and yet it was all just a little too vague. There was nothing overtly suspicious, of course, the writer had been much too cautious for that, but it was certainly questionable enough that Mr. Quayle had reluctantly agreed to accompany the family and keep what Lady Constance took pleasure in calling his “beady little eyes” open. 

      Mr. Quayle exhaled again and lost himself for a moment in the smoke dancing and swirling in the air, but only for a moment. He could see his reflection in the window—a worried, ghostly figure in an evening suit and tie—but beyond that he could see nothing but darkness and the rain. The storm had only worsened since they arrived, the deluge becoming almost biblical in its force and fury. Trapped. Mr. Quayle despised feeling trapped. He had felt it often enough in the trenches and the mud—at Ypres and Delville Wood and Saint Domnin. Never again. Not if he could help it. And yet here he was, trapped, despite himself, in more ways than one.

      Lady Constance was not the only one who had received an unexpected letter of late. One had arrived for Mr. Quayle only yesterday from Whitehall’s Grand High Inquisitor—Mr. Finch himself. The Ministry’s spy-catcher, for lack of a better term, Finch was, by profession, the maker and breaker of governments, but, more pertinently, he was also the reason Mr. Quayle had found himself in exile—cast from Whitehall to Hartchester and into Lord Unsworth’s welcoming arms.

      In fairness, His Lordship had been nothing but kind to Quayle, and there were still debts between them that could never be wholly paid, and secrets that should never be told. Poor Teddy. Even after all these years, the death of Lord Unsworth’s son weighed no less heavily on either of them. 

      But Mr. Quayle had always thought of his time with the Unsworths as a waystation, a chance to lie low until he could resume his former career. Mr. Finch had even indicated as much when Quayle left. But since then, the bodies had begun to pile up, and Mr. Quayle had not, perhaps, lain quite so low as he intended. He had begun to feel trapped, as though he was calcifying in Lord Unsworth’s employ—settling.

      But Mr. Finch, it seemed, had not forgotten him and had written, offering Quayle a position, not back at Whitehall, however, but on the Continent looking into certain confidential matters on Mr. Finch’s behalf. A spy by any other name. It was not quite what Mr. Quayle had hoped for, but it was a way out, a chance to make himself useful, and it promised a certain degree of excitement. Not that he lacked for excitement in his current position.

      Straightening his already straightened tie, Mr. Quayle turned away from the window and from his thoughts. The library had been abandoned when he found it, a forgotten cul-de-sac creaking under the weight of endless leather-bound volumes—Greek, Latin, history, geography, and, of course, several rather worn encyclopedias—an outdated offering to enlightenment and empire. 

      A young Mr. Quayle, starved for knowledge and standing, would have dreamed of such a collection, but since then he had become custodian of the library at Unsworth Castle, a veritable cathedral of learning that dwarfed this little, decaying enclave. 

      On a whim, Mr. Quayle pulled down one of the time-eaten volumes and sighed a bibliophile’s sigh. The books had clearly not been well cared for, but then, nothing here was. Everywhere he turned, Quayle found cracks eating into the ceiling or mold encroaching along the walls. Whatever money Lord Featherstone’s infamous first marriage had brought into the estate all those years ago, it had not reached the library here or, indeed, the house.

      Squaring his shoulders, Mr. Quayle was just about to head over and join the party when he heard the door creak open and the floorboards groan. From his vantage point, peering from behind one of the bookshelves, Mr. Quayle could just about make them out. 

      Reginald Featherstone was in the lead, his steps flat footed and sullen. Lord Featherstone’s eldest son and heir presumptive had seemed so triumphant, so sure of himself when he first arrived, but little of that remained in evidence. Now, he reminded Quayle of nothing so much as a little boy whose favorite toy had just been snatched away. 

      “But what are we going to do about her?” he whined.  

      “Who? Amelia?” asked Mr. Wightman, trailing after him with a frown. The American had clearly been doing his best to soothe his nephew’s nerves, but Wightman was ill-equipped for the task. A snake oil salesman in an evening suit, he had nothing to offer beyond bland platitudes and greed. 

      “No! Lady Bloody Constance!” 

      Mr. Quayle blinked, astonished by the sheer, almost palpable loathing in Reginald’s voice. Quayle was well aware that the Featherstones found her presence irritating at best, but this was something else, something deeper—hatred pure and simple. 

      “If you can’t even handle one little old lady,” Wightman said, “then how am I supposed to trust you with…other matters?”

      “She’s not just some little old lady,” snapped Reginald. “Not to my father. He’s made that clear often enough. And she’s with him now, whispering in his ear, no doubt!”

      “Perhaps I was wrong to place so much faith in you,” Wightman murmured. “And what about your siblings? Did you talk to them? Or are they too much for you too?”

      “I can handle my siblings,” Reginald insisted. “They may not trust me but in, the end, Isobel will take what she can get. She has no choice thanks to that husband of hers, and Roland will follow his sister’s lead like he always does.”

      “Hmm. We’ll see.”

      “If you think so little of me,” asked Reginald, “why don’t you just go to my father then? Surely it would be simpler.”

      “Absolutely not!” Wightman slammed his fist on the table, rattling the lamp. “Your father married my sister for money and when the well ran dry, he dropped her at the first opportunity. No! I don’t want that man to see a single penny, do you understand? Not one penny!” The American’s words rang with righteous brotherly feeling, but it struck Mr. Quayle as forced and ultimately hollow, and he was not the only one.

      “Oh, please!” Reginald laughed. “Spare me, Uncle Freddy.” There was a bitter, angry note in his voice. “You were never around when I was a child, and you and Mother can barely stand each other, so don’t pretend this is about family loyalty.”

      “You’re right,” Wightman admitted, not even remotely ashamed of being caught in such a blatant lie. “Your mother and I have never seen eye to eye, but I’m not very fond of your father either, and, more importantly, he is none too fond of me. No!” Wightman shook his head. “The moment Goose hears of my involvement
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