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            Chapter One

         
         
            September 1864

            Marsley House

            London, England

         

         He felt the duke’s stare on him the minute he walked into the room.

         
         Adam Drummond closed the double doors behind him quietly so as not to alert the men at the front door. Tonight Thomas was
            training one of the young lads new to the house. If they were alerted to his presence in the library, they would investigate.
         

         
         He had a story prepared for that eventuality. He couldn’t sleep, which wasn’t far from the truth. Nightmares often kept him
            from resting more than a few hours at a time. A good thing he had years of practice getting by with little sleep.
         

         
         He’d left his suite attired only in a collarless white shirt and black trousers. Another fact for which he’d have to find
            an explanation. As the majordomo of Marsley House, he was expected to wear the full uniform of his position at all times,
            even in the middle of the night. Perhaps not donning the white waistcoat, cravat, and coat was an act of rebellion.
         

         
         Strange, since he’d never been a rebel before. It was this place, this house, this assignment that was affecting him.

         
         For the first time in seven years he hadn’t borrowed a name or a history carefully concocted by the War Office. He’d taken
            the position as himself, Adam Drummond, Scot and former soldier with Her Majesty’s army. The staff knew his real name. Some
            even knew parts of his true history. The housekeeper called him Adam, knew he was a widower, was even aware of his birthdate.
         

         
         He felt exposed, an uncomfortable position for a man who’d worked in the shadows for years.

         
         He lit one of the lamps hanging from a chain fixed to the ceiling. The oil was perfumed, the scent reminiscent of jasmine.
            The world of the Whitcombs was unique, separated from the proletariat by two things: the peerage and wealth.
         

         
         The pale yellow light revealed only the area near the desk. The rest of the huge room was in shadow. The library was ostentatious, a word he’d heard one of the maids try to pronounce.
         

         
         “And what does it mean, I’m asking you?” She’d been talking to one of the cook’s helpers, but he’d interjected.

         
         “It means fancy.”
         

         
         She’d made a face before saying, “Well, why couldn’t they just say fancy, then?”
         

         
         Because everything about Marsley House was ostentatious.

         
         This library certainly qualified. The room had three floors connected by a circular black iron staircase. The third floor
            was slightly larger than the second, making it possible for a dozen lamps to hang from chains affixed to each level at different
            heights. If he’d lit them all it would have been bright as day in here, illuminating thousands of books.
         

         
         He didn’t think the Whitcomb family had read every one of the volumes. Some of them looked as if they were new, the dark green
            leather and gold spines no doubt as shiny as when they’d arrived from the booksellers. Others were so well worn that he couldn’t
            tell what the titles were until he pulled them from the shelves and opened them. There were a great many books on military
            history and he suspected that was the late duke’s doing.
         

         
         He turned to look at the portrait over the mantel. George Whitcomb, Tenth Duke of Marsley, was wearing his full military uniform,
            the scarlet jacket so bright a shade that Adam’s eyes almost watered. The duke’s medals gleamed as if the sun had come out
            from behind the artist’s window to shine directly on such an exalted personage. He wore a sword tied at his waist and his
            head was turned slightly to the right, his gaze one that Adam remembered. Contempt shone in his eyes, as if everything the
            duke witnessed was beneath him, be it people, circumstances, or the scenery of India.
         

         
         Adam was surprised that the man had allowed himself to be painted with graying hair. Even his muttonchop whiskers were gray
            and brown. In India, Whitcomb had three native servants whose sole duties were to ensure the duke’s sartorial perfection at
            all times. He was clipped and coiffed and brushed and shined so that he could parade before his men as the ultimate authority
            of British might.
         

         
         His eyes burned out from the portrait, so dark brown that they appeared almost black, narrowed and penetrating.

         
         “Damn fine soldiers, every single one of them. All mongrels, of course, but fighting men.”

         
         At least the voice—surprisingly higher in pitch than Adam had expected—was silent now. He didn’t have to hear himself being
            called a mongrel again. Whitcomb had been talking about the British regiments assigned to guard the East India Company settlements.
            He could well imagine the man’s comments about native soldiers.
         

         
         What a damned shame Whitcomb had been killed in a carriage accident. He deserved a firing squad at the very least. He wished
            the duke to Hell as he had ever since learning of the man’s death. The approaching storm with its growling thunder seemed
            to approve of the sentiment.
         

         
         As if to further remind him of India, his shoulder began to throb. Every time it rained the scar announced its presence, the
            bullet wound just one more memory to be expunged. It was this house. It brought to mind everything he’d tried to forget for
            years.
         

         
         Adam turned away from the portrait, his attention on the massive, heavily tooled mahogany desk. This, too, was larger than
            it needed to be, raised on a dais, more a throne than a place a man might work. A perfect reflection of the Duke of Marsley’s
            arrogance.
         

         
         The maids assigned this room had left the curtains open. If he had been a proper majordomo he would no doubt chastise them
            for their oversight. But because he’d been a leader of men, not of maids, he decided not to mention it.
         

         
         Lightning flashed nearby, the strike followed by another shot of thunder. The glass shivered in the mullioned panes.

         
         Maybe the duke’s ghost was annoyed that he was here in the library again.

         
         The careening of the wind around this portion of Marsley House sounded almost like a warning. Adam disregarded it as he glanced
            up to the third floor. He would have to be looking for a journal. That was tantamount to searching for a piece of coal in
            a mine or a grain of sand on the beach.
         

         
         This assignment had been difficult from the beginning. He’d been tasked to find evidence of the duke’s treason. While he believed
            the man to be responsible for the deaths of hundreds of people, finding the proof had been time consuming and unsuccessful
            to this point.
         

         
         He wasn’t going to give up, however. This was more than an assignment for him. It was personal.

         
         One of the double doors opened, startling him.

         
         “Sir?”

         
         Daniel, the newest footman, stood there. The lad was tall, as were all of the young men hired at Marsley House. His shock
            of red hair was accompanied by a splattering of freckles across his face, almost as if God had wielded a can of paint and
            tripped when approaching Daniel. His eyes were a clear blue and direct as only the innocent could look.
         

         
         Adam always felt old and damaged in Daniel’s presence.

         
         “Is there anything I can do for you, sir?” the young footman asked.

         
         “I’ve come to find something to read.” There, as an excuse it should bear scrutiny. He could always claim that he was about
            to examine the Marsley House ledgers, even though he normally performed that task in his own suite.
         

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “I think we had a prowler the other night,” Adam said, improvising. “One of the maids mentioned her concern.”

         
         “Sir?”

         
         Daniel was a good lad, the kind who wouldn’t question a direct order.

         
         “I’d like you to watch the outer door to the Tudor garden.”

         
         “Yes, sir,” Daniel said, nodding.

         
         “Tell Thomas that I need you there.”

         
         “Yes, sir,” the young man said again, still nodding.

         
         Once he, too, had been new to a position. In his case, Her Majesty’s army. Yet he’d never been as innocent as Daniel. Still,
            he remembered feeling uncertain and worried in those first few months, concerned that he wasn’t as competent at his tasks
            as he should be. For that reason he stopped the young man before he left the library.
         

         
         “I’ve heard good reports about you, Daniel.”

         
         The young man’s face reddened. “Thank you, sir.”

         
         “I think you’ll fit in well at Marsley House.”

         
         “Thank you, Mr. Drummond.”

         
         A moment later, Daniel was gone, the door closed once again. Adam watched for a minute before turning and staring up at the
            third floor.
         

         
         The assignment he’d been given was to find one particular journal. Unfortunately, that was proving to be more difficult than
            originally thought. The Duke of Marsley had written in a journal since he was a boy. The result was that there were hundreds
            of books Adam needed to read.
         

         
         After climbing the circular stairs, he grabbed the next two journals to be examined and brought them back to the first floor.
            He doubted if the duke would approve of him sitting at his desk, which was why Adam did so, opening the cover of one of the
            journals and forcing himself to concentrate on the duke’s overly ornate handwriting.
         

         
         He didn’t look over at the portrait again, but it still seemed as if the duke watched as he read.

         
         At first Adam thought it was the sound of the storm before realizing that thunder didn’t speak in a female voice. He stood
            and extinguished the lamp, but the darkness wasn’t absolute. The lightning sent bright flashes of light into the library.
         

         
         Moving to the doors, he opened one of them slightly, expecting to find a maid standing there, or perhaps a footman with his
            lover. He knew about three dalliances taking place among the staff, but he wasn’t going to reprimand any of them. As long
            as they did their jobs—which meant that he didn’t garner any attention for the way he did his—he wasn’t concerned about their
            behavior in their off hours.
         

         
         It wasn’t a footman or a maid engaged in a forbidden embrace. Instead, it was Marble Marsley, the widowed duchess. She’d recently
            returned from her house in the country, and he’d expected to be summoned to her presence as the newest servant on the staff
            and one of the most important. She hadn’t sent for him. She hadn’t addressed him.
         

         
         He had to hand it to the duke; he’d chosen his duchess well. Suzanne Whitcomb, Duchess of Marsley, was at least thirty years
            younger than the duke and a beautiful woman. Tonight her dark brown hair was arranged in an upswept style, revealing jet-black
            earrings adorned with diamonds. Her face was perfect, from the shape to the arrangement of her features. Her mouth was generous,
            her blue-gray eyes the color of a Scottish winter sky. Her high cheekbones suited her aristocratic manner, and her perfect
            form was evident even in her many-tiered black cape the footman was removing.
         

         
         Did she mourn the bastard? Is that why she’d remained in her country home for the past several months?

         
         From his vantage point behind the door, he watched as she removed her gloves and handed them to the footman, shook the skirts
            of her black silk gown, and walked toward him with an almost ethereal grace.
         

         
         He stared at her, startled. The duchess was crying. Perfect tears fell down her face as silently as if she were a statue.
            He waited until she passed, heading for the staircase that swooped like a swallow’s wing through the center of Marsley House,
            before opening the door a little more.
         

         
         Glancing toward the vestibule, he was satisfied that Thomas, stationed at the front door, couldn’t see him. He took a few
            steps toward the staircase, watching.
         

         
         The duchess placed her hand on the banister and, looking upward, ascended the first flight of steps.

         
         He had a well-developed sense of danger. It had saved his life in India more than once. But he wasn’t at war now. There weren’t
            bullets flying and, although the thunder might sound like cannon, the only ones were probably at the Tower of London or perhaps
            Buckingham Palace.
         

         
         Then why was he getting a prickly feeling on the back of his neck? Why did he suddenly think that the duchess was up to something?
            She didn’t stop at the second floor landing or walk down the corridor to her suite of rooms. Instead, she took one step after
            another in a measured way, still looking upward as if she were listening to the summons of an angel.
         

         
         He glanced over at the doorway, but the footman wasn’t looking in his direction. When he glanced back at the staircase, Adam
            was momentarily confused because he couldn’t see her. At the top of the staircase, the structure twisted onto itself and then
            disappeared into the shadows. There were only two places she could have gone: to the attic, a storage area that encompassed
            this entire wing of Marsley House. Or to the roof.
         

         
         He no longer cared if Thomas saw him or not. Adam began to run.

         
         Where the hell was the daft woman?

         
         Adam raced up the first flight of stairs, then the second, wondering if he was wrong about Marble Marsley. He’d overheard
            members of the staff calling her that and had assumed she’d gotten the label because she was cold and pitiless. A woman who
            never said a kind word to anyone. Someone who didn’t care about another human being.
         

         
         In that, she and her husband were a perfect pair.

         
         But marble didn’t weep.

         
         He followed the scent of her perfume, a flowery, spicy aroma reminding him of India. At the top of the staircase, he turned
            to the left, heading for an inconspicuous door, one normally kept closed. It was open now, the wind blowing the rain down
            the ten steps to lash him in the face.
         

         
         He’d been here only once, on a tour he’d done to familiarize himself with the place. Marsley House was a sprawling estate
            on the edge of London, the largest house in the area and one famous enough to get its share of carriages driving by filled
            with gawping Londoners out for a jaunt among their betters.
         

         
         Not that the Marsley family was better than anyone else, no matter what they thought. They had their secrets and their sins,
            just like any other family.
         

         
         He kept the door to the roof open behind him, grateful for the lightning illuminating his way. If only the rain would stop,
            but it was too late to wish for that. He was already drenched.
         

         
         In a bit of whimsy, the builder of Marsley House had created a small balcony between two sharply pitched gables. Chairs had
            been placed there, no doubt for watching the sunset over the roofs of London.
         

         
         No one in their right mind would be there in the middle of a storm. As if agreeing with him, thunder roared above them.

         
         The duchess was gripping the balcony railing with both hands as she raised one leg, balancing herself like a graceful bird
            about to swoop down from the top of a tree.
         

         
         People didn’t swoop. They fell.

         
         What the hell?

         
         He began to run, catching himself when he would have fallen on the slippery roof.

         
         “You daft woman,” he shouted as he reached her.

         
         She turned her face to him, her features limned by lightning.

         
         He didn’t see what he saw. At least that’s what he told himself. No one could look at the Duchess of Marsley and not be witness
            to her agony.
         

         
         He grabbed one of her arms, pulling her to him and nearly toppling in the process. For a moment he thought her rain-soaked
            dress was heavy enough to take them both over the railing.
         

         
         Then the daft duchess began to hit him.

         
         He let fly a few oaths in Gaelic while trying to defend himself from the duchess’s nails as she went for his eyes. Her mouth
            was open and for a curious moment, it almost looked like she was a goddess of the storm, speaking in thunder.
         

         
         He stumbled backward, pulling her on top of him when she would have wrenched free. He had both hands on each of her arms now,
            holding her.
         

         
         She was screaming at him, but he couldn’t tell what she was saying. He thought she was still crying, but it might be the rain.

         
         He pushed away from the railing with both feet. He’d feel a damn sight better if they were farther away from the edge. As
            determined as she was, he didn’t doubt that she would take a running leap the minute she got free.
         

         
         The storm was directly overhead now, as if God himself dwelt in the clouds and was refereeing this fight to the death. Not
            his, but hers.
         

         
         He was a few feet away from the railing now, still being pummeled by the rain. Twice she got a hand free and struck him. Once
            he thought she was going to make it to her feet. He grabbed the sodden bodice of her dress and jerked her back down. She could
            die on another night, but he was damned if he was going to let her do it now.
         

         
         He made it to his knees and she tried, once more, to pull away. She got one arm free and then the second. Just like he imagined,
            she made for the railing again. He grabbed her skirt as he stood. When she turned and went for his eyes again, he jerked the
            fabric with both hands, desperate to get her away from the edge.
         

         
         The duchess stumbled and dropped like a rock.

         
         He stood there being pelted by rain that felt like miniature pebbles, but the duchess didn’t move. Her cheek lay against the
            roof; her eyes were closed, and rain washed her face clean of tears.
         

         
         He bent and scooped her up into his arms and headed for the door, wondering how in hell he was going to explain that he’d
            felled the Duchess of Marsley.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Adam’s luck ran out on the family floor. He nodded to the footman stationed outside the duchess’s suite, wondering what kind
            of training the man had received from the previous majordomo. The young man’s eyes didn’t reveal any emotion at the sight
            of Adam carrying an unconscious duchess, both of them dripping on the crimson runner. All he did was open one of the doors
            and step aside to reveal the sitting room.
         

         
         The lamps had been left lit inside the room. Adam expected the duchess’s maid to greet him. No one did.

         
         The scent of the duchess’s perfume was even stronger in the sitting room. He stood there uncertain, glancing over his shoulder
            only when the door closed softly behind him.
         

         
         He had never been in the duchess’s chambers before. The sitting room alone looked as if it took up half this wing. The walls
            were covered in a pale ivory silk patterned with embroidered branches complete with birds of different colors.
         

         
         Two sofas sat perpendicular to the white marble fireplace on the far wall. They, too, were covered in ivory silk. The crimson-and-ivory
            rug was woven in a pattern similar to the silk on the walls. The furniture was mahogany and crafted with feminine touches,
            like curved legs ending in delicate paws.
         

         
         The tenement in Glasgow where he’d been born and raised could be put inside this room and still have space left over. The
            cost of the ivory silk curtains alone could probably have fed his family for a year.
         

         
         The duchess lay like a black cloud in his arms, her head lolling against his chest. Her cheek still bore a red mark where
            she’d struck the roof.
         

         
         Should he attempt to apologize? Or explain? Or simply hope that she’d forget the entire incident?

         
         Why had she tried to throw herself off the roof? Had she loved the bastard that much? The Duke of Marsley didn’t deserve her
            devotion, especially two years after his death.
         

         
         He wanted to give instructions to the footman to keep her inside her suite, but doubted that would work. The duchess was their
            employer, the goddess in this little kingdom of Marsley House. None of the servants would go against her for fear they would
            be dismissed.
         

         
         Maybe the duchess’s maid was close enough to the duchess to be able to alter her behavior. She might have some influence.
            If she didn’t, maybe she’d know someone who would.
         

         
         But the maid wasn’t here, even though she should have been waiting for the duchess to return.

         
         He strode across the room, uncaring that his shoes squished on the expensive carpet or that the duchess’s skirt dripped a
            path to her bedroom.
         

         
         This chamber was as richly furnished as the sitting room. The bed was easily four times the size of his in the servants’ quarters
            and, no doubt, four times as comfortable.
         

         
         Here the ivory color was featured again, in the bed coverings and the curtains on the floor-to-ceiling windows. Even the vanity
            was swathed in ivory silk.
         

         
         He glanced at the silver brushes and assortment of jars. His late wife, Rebecca, or his sister would have loved this room.
            He could almost imagine each woman sitting there, delight sparkling in their eyes as they used the downy powder puff or that
            pink stuff. What did women call it? Pomade? He really didn’t know.
         

         
         He pushed the ghosts of his past away and walked to the bed, depositing the duchess on the spread before stepping back.

         
         He’d thought she was marble, but it was all too clear she wasn’t. Not with that agony in her eyes.

         
         She’d wanted to die.

         
         He stretched out one hand and pulled the bell rope beside the bed. A night maid, in addition to a night footman, was on duty
            in the kitchen, ready to serve the duchess if she required anything. This time she didn’t need tea or digestive biscuits.
            Only Ella, the lady’s maid who should have been here.
         

         
         She wasn’t his responsibility, thankfully, but was disciplined by the duchess or Mrs. Thigpen, the housekeeper, if the duchess
            preferred.
         

         
         After opening the chest at the end of the bed, he found a blanket, which he draped over the duchess. She needed to be undressed,
            and quickly, before she caught a chill. But he wasn’t about to compound his sins of the evening by attempting that.
         

         
         Her lashes were incredibly long, brushing her cheeks. Her face was as pale as any of those poor souls they’d found at Manipora.
            Death, or almost death in the case of the duchess, had bestowed a marble purity to their faces. The duchess’s lips were nearly
            blue, and he found himself wanting to warm them, to bring back some color. If for no other reason than to prove that she wasn’t
            dead after all.
         

         
         At least she hadn’t died tonight, but what would happen tomorrow? Would she succeed in her aim?

         
         When the night maid arrived, he had her send for Ella. The girl was a gossip, but one quick glance at him froze any future
            words she might have spoken. If anyone talked about him standing in the duchess’s bedroom, or her looking nearly like a corpse,
            he knew where to go. The young maid knew it, too, if the wide-eyed stare she gave him was any indication.
         

         
         She nearly flew from the room to fetch Ella, leaving him alone with the duchess once more.

         
         He didn’t move from his stance beside the bed. Stand easy was a pose he’d learned as barely more than a boy in the army. He assumed it now, his hands interlocked behind his back,
            his legs spread a foot or so apart. His gaze didn’t move from the woman on the bed. If he’d looked away, he would have missed
            the fluttering of her lashes.
         

         
         “It’s awake you are,” he said.

         
         He cleared his throat, annoyed at himself. When he was tired, or under the effect of strong emotion, he sometimes fell into
            the Glaswegian accent of his youth, the same cadence of speech he’d been at pains to alter once he’d left Scotland. It returned
            now, as did his accent, belying the twenty years or so since he last set foot on Scottish soil.
         

         
         She appeared to still be unconscious, but he wasn’t fooled. The duchess was playacting.

         
         Should he apologize or simply pretend that the incident on the roof hadn’t happened?

         
         If he didn’t appease her, he’d probably be dismissed on the spot, and he’d have to go back and admit that he’d failed spectacularly
            at his mission.
         

         
         That was not going to happen.

         
         She turned her head slowly, her eyes opening reluctantly.

         
         He felt a jolt when she pinned him with her stare.

         
         “Who are you?”

         
         He’d been introduced to her when she arrived back in London a few days earlier. She hadn’t looked up from her task of removing
            her gloves, one finger at a time. He hadn’t even warranted a quick glance. He’d opened the door for her on two other occasions
            and she’d sailed past like a schooner in full wind.
         

         
         This was the first time she actually looked at him. He didn’t move from his stance, but he allowed himself a small, cool smile.

         
         “I am your new majordomo, Your Grace,” he said. “Your solicitor hired me two months ago.”

         
         She closed her eyes again and turned her head once more.

         
         “Go away,” she said softly, her voice sounding as if it held unshed tears.

         
         “I’ve sent for your maid,” he said. “She should be here any moment.”

         
         “I don’t want her here, either,” she said.

         
         He knew hell all about a woman’s relationship with her maid, but he suspected it must be a close one. After all, the latter
            helped the former dress, cared for her clothing, fixed her hair, and was no doubt the recipient of confidences. Evidently,
            the Duchess of Marsley and her lady’s maid didn’t share that bond.
         

         
         He wasn’t going to send Ella away. In fact, he would feel much better if Her Grace had a companion at all times, especially
            if she got a yen to throw herself off the roof.
         

         
         She didn’t say anything further. Nor did he. Instead, they were separated only by a few feet, two silent people in different
            poses and in vastly different roles in society. They might as well have been on different sides of the world.
         

         
         He brought his feet together, released his arms, and took a deep breath. Walking to the opposite wall, he used a finger to
            lift one of the curtain panels, then stared out at the night. The rain was still falling steadily. The lightning was giving
            a show in the distant sky, but the thunder had been muted. Here, in this room, in this house, the silence was almost absolute
            but for the plaintive cry of a cat.
         

         
         The duchess didn’t have any pets, so he reasoned it was probably a stray cat that had taken up residence somewhere close by
            and wasn’t happy about the rain. When he finished with the duchess, he would go find the poor animal and give it some shelter.
            No creature deserved to be cold, wet, and probably hungry.
         

         
         The door opened, then closed. Footsteps heralded Ella’s arrival. A moment later she stood in the doorway to the sitting room,
            her attention first on the duchess and then on him.
         

         
         Ella was of an uncertain age, past the first blush of youth and slightly older than the duchess. She always appeared to be
            judging something, most often standing rigid with her hands clutched tight to each other at her midriff. She rarely smiled
            and although he’d heard other members of the staff laugh on numerous occasions, he’d never heard Ella. He didn’t think she
            was capable of it.
         

         
         The word dour had been invented to describe people like Ella.
         

         
         He didn’t like the maid, an instant judgment he’d made the third day after the duchess had arrived from the country. He and
            Ella had passed each other on the servants’ stairs and she’d given him a contemptuous look.
         

         
         He’d wanted to stop her right then and ask her why she thought she was so much better than the other staff. Was it because
            she served a duchess? Did she somehow believe that she possessed some power because she’d laundered a member of the peerage’s
            unmentionables? Or did her hair?
         

         
         As a real majordomo, he needed to be familiar with the various hierarchies in the world of servants. He wasn’t since he’d
            never employed a servant. Nor had he grown up around them, so he’d needed to do some research.
         

         
         A lady’s maid was a position that required some skill and experience. One needed to know—according to a book he’d found in
            the library—how to care for her employer’s clothing. She was to direct the staff that would care for her employer’s belongings,
            such as the maids who would clean the duchess’s suite. She ordered items of clothing, gifts, and other necessities as dictated
            by her employer.
         

         
         In Ella’s case, another one of her duties was to be as insufferable as possible.

         
         The maid’s expression was continually haughty. She didn’t dine with the rest of the staff, but planned her meals so that when
            everyone was finished she could eat in relative privacy in the small dining room set aside for the servants. No doubt she
            would’ve preferred to have a sitting room attached to her bedroom, but those two suites on the third floor had been set aside
            for the housekeeper and the majordomo.
         

         
         “Her Grace needs your assistance,” he said to Ella.

         
         The fact that he didn’t explain any further earned him a glance from the duchess.

         
         When he returned her look she closed her eyes, but not before giving him a quick impression of gratitude, which didn’t make
            any sense.
         

         
         Ella removed the blanket from the duchess. She shook her head when realizing the state of the younger woman’s attire. He didn’t
            know if the black silk dress was ruined and he didn’t care, but the duchess needed to change as quickly as possible and get
            warm.
         

         
         So did he, for that matter.

         
         “I don’t understand,” Ella said. “What happened?”

         
         He had a feeling that nothing would satisfy Ella but the absolute truth. However, she wasn’t going to get it from him. Let
            the duchess tell her maid whatever she wanted.
         

         
         He moved toward the doorway, wanting his bed and his solitude.

         
         “Airson caoidh fear gun onair a tha gòrach,” he said to the duchess before making his way out of her suite.
         

         
         He was rewarded with a frown from both women.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “What happened, Your Grace? Why are you wet?”

         
         She really wished Ella wasn’t here. She could have done for herself quite well if the room wasn’t suddenly spinning. She needed
            to compose herself and take a few minutes to blink back the dizziness, but Ella had an arm around her back and was insisting
            that she sit up.
         

         
         “What happened?”

         
         Suzanne swallowed against the sudden sourness on her tongue. She still tasted the wine she’d drunk at her father’s dinner.
            Too much wine. How many glasses had she consumed? Too many if she couldn’t remember.
         

         
         “Your Grace, why are your clothes sodden?”

         
         Here she needed to be careful. Drummond had surprised her by not revealing the entire story. But if she wasn’t cautious now,
            Ella would summon her father to Marsley House and Suzanne would be forced to endure his scrutiny and lectures.
         

         
         She opened her eyes. Ella looked even more angry tonight than she normally did.

         
         “The storm was spectacular. I went on the roof to see it.”

         
         “The roof?” Ella said.

         
         “I wanted to see the display of lightning.”

         
         There, that was plausible enough. In addition, it sounded slightly idiotic, which wouldn’t disappoint either Ella or her father.

         
         “But on the roof, Your Grace?” the maid asked, her voice conveying some degree of skepticism.

         
         “The rain had momentarily stopped,” she said.

         
         “Your dress is wet, Your Grace.”

         
         “It started to rain again,” she answered as Ella began unfastening her clothes. She was wet and the cold was finally beginning
            to penetrate the gray fog that always surrounded her.
         

         
         “Where is your other hair clip?” Ella asked.

         
         “My hair clip?”

         
         “Yes, Your Grace,” Ella said, her voice just this side of rude. “Your hair clip. One of two that you inherited from your mother.
            The ones that look like leaves, Your Grace, and are filled with diamonds.”
         

         
         Suzanne kept her eyes closed. She really didn’t want to see the maid right now. She didn’t want to see anything at all. How
            odd that she could still see the newly hired majordomo standing there in his militaristic way, his eyes heated with fury.
            How very strange to be hated by one’s servants.
         

         
         “Where is the hair clip?” Ella asked.

         
         Suzanne raised her right hand. Georgie’s mourning ring was still on her third finger. That, and her mourning brooch, were
            the only pieces of jewelry she cared about right now.
         

         
         No doubt Ella would inform her father of her laxity. The maid was fawning but only toward her father. Not a foolish thing
            to be, all in all. Had he encouraged her to spy on Suzanne? Sometimes she felt herself being observed by Ella, as if the maid
            were making mental notes of what to write at a later date. Did she journal as assiduously as her late husband, George?
         

         
         How odd that she didn’t know. Nor did she care. If she could have, she would have dispensed with Ella entirely, but her father
            would no doubt hire someone else in her stead.
         

         
         Ella was extremely proficient at her position. She hadn’t lost a collar, cuff, or corset cover since Ella had come to Marsley
            House six months ago. All of her lace was laundered to perfection. Her unmentionables were darned when necessary and replaced
            otherwise. A summons from Ella would bring all manner of tradesmen, seamstresses, and jewelers, each one of them eager to
            be recognized as providing trade to the Duchess of Marsley.
         

         
         If she cared about any of those things, she’d be quite content with Ella’s execution of her duties. Since she didn’t, Suzanne
            felt apathetic and wished she could feel the same about Ella.
         

         
         She didn’t like the maid, and that feeling seemed to be growing every day. How very odd. She hadn’t objected to Ella at the
            beginning, but then she hadn’t felt much of anything. Now the only emotion she felt was antipathy.
         

         
         She looked at Ella, trying to figure out what it was about the other woman that was sparking so much sudden feeling.

         
         Ella’s hair was much lighter than Suzanne’s own dark brown. Instead, it was almost the color of honey and seemed to have a
            will of its own, one of constant disobedience, frizzing when it rained. The maid’s eyes were brown, almost the color of whiskey.
            Her lips were thin, the better to disappear in her face when she was in a critical mood, and her nose was slightly askew,
            as if it had been broken once. Or perhaps the Almighty, having seen Ella’s character as an adult, had tweaked it in remonstration.
         

         
         She’d never asked Ella about her parentage, her childhood, her wishes or wants, or anything remotely personal. She hadn’t
            asked if the other woman liked chocolate or had a dog as a child, or what kind of weather she preferred. She knew as little
            about the other woman as she could and only wished that she could say the same about Ella’s knowledge of her.
         

         
         She kept her thoughts to herself. At least Ella could not invade them. She never willingly confided in Ella. Instead, she
            watched every comment she uttered in the maid’s presence, which meant that she hadn’t spoken freely for months.
         

         
         Her majordomo hadn’t been as constrained, had he? What had Drummond said to her? Had it been Gaelic? How strange that her
            solicitor would hire a Scotsman, especially since her father didn’t like Scotland or its people. She’d often heard him complain
            about them for some reason or another. Either they were too penurious or they had a tendency to speak their thoughts too honestly.
         

         
         One did not challenge Edward Hackney without paying a dear price.

         
         “Your Grace?”

         
         She met Ella’s eyes.

         
         “The hairpin?”

         
         She didn’t know where the hairpin was. She didn’t care. But if she said such a thing, Ella would tell her father and she’d
            receive an involved speech about treasuring the possessions of her dear departed mother. As if she needed a lecture.
         

         
         How many times in the past two years had she wished her mother had survived the cancer that had taken her life? How many times
            had she spoken to her in the quiet of the night, as if praying more to her mother than to God Himself?
         

         
         “Why was Drummond in your bedroom?”

         
         She didn’t remember that part. When she remained silent, Ella continued.

         
         “You returned from the dinner early, Your Grace.”

         
         Was the woman going to challenge everything she did? Yes, if Ella proved faithful to her past.

         
         Suzanne was so tired, almost too tired to care that she was wet and had probably soaked the mattress. Her head hung down,
            her hair plastered against her cheeks. She didn’t bother removing it.
         

         
         She stood, finally, a little wobbly and using the mattress behind her as a bulwark. Each separate garment was stripped from
            her, Ella’s ministrations not requiring any thought. All she needed to do was stand as straight as she was able, given that
            the room was spinning again, and obey her maid’s commands. Lift that foot, then that one. Raise your arm. Lower it, Your Grace.

         
         Ella led her into the bathing chamber, handed her a cloth to wash her face as she washed and dried the rest of Suzanne’s body.
            In earlier days, before Ella, she would have dismissed her maid and bathed in the polished marble tub across the room.
         

         
         If she hadn’t been so tired. If she had cared a bit more. If it hadn’t been beyond her.

         
         She raised her arms again when Ella dressed her in a voluminous silk nightgown. Once attired for the night, with all her other
            needs taken care of, she was led to the vanity, where Ella removed the rest of her hairpins and began to dry her hair with
            a thick towel.
         

         
         “I’ve looked through your garments, Your Grace, and I can’t find it.”

         
         She stared at Ella’s reflection in the mirror, uncertain what the other woman was talking about.

         
         “Your hairpin. Your mother’s hairpin.”

         
         Did she truly need to care about her mother’s hairpin? Would her mother mind if it was lost? Did angels care about such things?

         
         She was so very tired, but she tried to remember what had happened tonight. Her father had been displeased. She’d taken too
            many glasses of wine from the footmen circulating in the public rooms. She’d dared to look unimpressed at some official’s
            title. Or perhaps she’d done something else for which she’d been summarily banished.
         

         
         Earlier, however, she’d pretended attentiveness as she was introduced to her father’s newest protégé. She’d answered the questions
            put to her with a half smile on her face. She’d endured the endless conversations swirling around her.
         

         
         Now she just wanted to be left alone.

         
         No one seemed to understand that. Not Ella. Certainly not her father. Not even her Scottish majordomo.

         
         She opened her eyes and stared at her image in the mirror. There was a red mark on her cheek. When had that happened? She
            suddenly remembered. She’d fallen and he’d picked her up as if she’d weighed no more than a feather.
         

         
         Abruptly, Ella thrust a glass in front of her.

         
         Without looking she knew what the glass contained. A green liquid that smelled of grass and promised oblivion.

         
         “I don’t need it,” she said. The wine had dulled her wits, numbing her to everything.

         
         “I’m instructed to give it to you, Your Grace.”

         
         Her father’s orders. Keep Suzanne in a half-dazed state both day and night. She’s more amenable that way. She smiles more. She will agree to almost
               anything.

         
         She took the glass, but didn’t drink it.

         
         Ella didn’t move. She would remain where she was until Suzanne downed the contents. Part of her didn’t want to drink it. Another
            part, more the coward, craved the stupor that would come over her when she did.
         

         
         To forget, that was the aim. To pretend that nothing had ever happened. To live in a perpetual dream. If only she could. If
            only she didn’t have to wake every day.
         

         
         “You can leave, Ella. I’ll drink it later.”

         
         How strange that it hurt to talk. She pressed her fingers to her cheek.

         
         “If you don’t mind, Your Grace, I’ll stay until you finish the draught.”

         
         Leave me. Words she didn’t say. What difference did it make, in the end? She would take the potion and sleep. Tomorrow would be the
            same as today. Dress, Suzanne. Be pretty, if vacuous. Smile when commanded. Turn this way, then that. Nod or shake your head, depending on
               the situation or the dictate. She was only a body, not unlike those marionettes she’d once seen at Covent Garden. No one cared what she felt or thought.
            Why shouldn’t she live in the gray beyond?
         

         
         She downed the contents of the glass and handed it back to Ella, who smiled. Was that triumph she saw in the other woman’s
            eyes? She didn’t care about that, either.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Adam took one of the Marsley carriages to Schomberg House in central London, but he made a quick side trip first.

         
         Mrs. Ross, a widow and his landlady, had begun taking in boarders of a certain type to stave off loneliness, a fact she shared
            with him when he’d first arrived in London.
         

         
         “I’m partial to military men, myself,” she’d said. “They can handle themselves, and they’re handy to have around. They know
            what’s what.”
         

         
         He’d only nodded at the time, but she’d called on him over the years. He’d fixed a broken table leg, escorted a boarder who
            hadn’t paid her for three weeks back over the threshold, examined an oil lamp and declared it inoperable, moved countless
            pieces of furniture, and had been as helpful as he could be when he was there.
         

         
         Whenever he announced that he’d be away for a few weeks, she only nodded and asked him if he knew when he’d return. On some
            occasions, he’d been able to give her an answer. Most of the time he could only give her a general idea, but he always paid
            his rent ahead of time so she’d keep his rooms and dust and tidy up as needed.
         

         
         She’d taken one look at the scrawny black kitten he’d found trapped outside the duchess’s sitting room and welcomed him into
            her home.
         

         
         The poor thing had been shivering and terrified when he’d finally found it. Somehow it had crawled under an outcropping, a
            bit of decorative brickwork where there was some shelter from the storm. He’d wrapped it in a towel, warmed it, and managed
            to feed it some of his breakfast before bringing it to Mrs. Ross.
         

         
         “Oh my, yes, what a little darling. Of course he can be our mouser.”

         
         She’d welcomed him back to England with the same generosity of spirit. He’d been ill on the ship, suffering the effects of
            a lingering fever, and Mrs. Ross had nursed him back to health. He didn’t have any doubt that she’d treat the kitten with
            the same kindness.
         

         
         Some people in the world were generous and caring. Mrs. Ross was one of those.

         
         What type of person was the duchess?

         
         He hadn’t been able to stop thinking of her, and that both annoyed and concerned him. If she attempted to end her life again,
            would someone be there to prevent it?
         

         
         The carriage rolled to a stop in front of Schomberg House. The place was rumored to have once been a gambling den and a brothel.
            Now the redbrick-and-stone four-story building housed the organization for which he worked. They were housed here almost as
            an afterthought, but close enough to the War Office in Cumberland House, like misbehaving children under an adult’s stern
            guidance.
         

         
         The quarters were nothing like the site of the new Foreign Office building on King Charles Street that, along with the India
            Office, was going to be an example of Palladian architecture gone amok. Evidently, anyone visiting the buildings was supposed
            to come away impressed at the empire’s use of columns, decorative molding, and polished marble.
         

         
         The building he entered was devoid of columns or marble floors. Instead, there were hallways with doors, none of them marked
            save for a number. He took the first turn to the left and walked down a hallway tinted yellow by the sunlight spilling in
            through a far window.
         

         
         He might have been walking through a deserted building for all the sounds that reached him. The silence was profound, broken
            only by the muffled noise of a door closing on the second floor and the footfalls on the nearby stairs.
         

         
         The place smelled of dust and something else: strong black tea. Behind these doors were no doubt small braziers with kettles
            bubbling away. He was, after all, in the middle of a government building.
         

         
         Seven years ago, when he’d left the army, Sir Richard Wells had made him a proposition. “Come and work for me. It’s a new
            branch of the War Office. Something that might interest you.”
         

         
         Despite his questions, he’d only been given a cursory explanation of exactly what kind of branch it was, to whom they reported,
            and why. After a few dozen assignments, he had a better idea.
         

         
         What he was doing wasn’t officially sanctioned, but it benefitted the empire. He’d become a member of a group Sir Richard
            called the Silent Service, men who might never be recognized for their actions, but who were—one assignment at a time—making
            the empire safer.
         

         
         Adam stopped before a room bearing a thirty on the plaque and placed his hand on the wooden knob. When he opened the door,
            his first sight was of Oliver Cater sitting at his desk in the outer office. He’d been a corporal in their regiment, a young
            man with a subdued personality and a terror of loud noises. Roger had been his protector of sorts, making sure that Oliver
            wasn’t taunted for his lack of courage. The younger man had reciprocated by being intensely loyal.
         

         
         Adam hadn’t been surprised that Oliver had followed Roger to the War Office.

         
         He glanced up as Adam entered, his bushy eyebrows drawing together. When he got older, Oliver’s eyebrows would probably turn
            gray, get longer, and act like a forest in front of his small brown eyes. Adam couldn’t help but wonder what age would do
            to the moles that dotted Oliver’s face.
         

         
         He pulled out the handkerchief from his pocket, unwrapped it, and placed the candy on Oliver’s desk.

         
         “Grace’s licorice?” Oliver asked.

         
         Adam nodded. Grace, the cook at Marsley House, had a sweet tooth and kept several treats around for herself and the other
            servants as well. Adam always took a few from the jar when he was reporting to Roger and gave them to Oliver.
         

         
         He glanced toward the closed door. “Is he in?”

         
         After selecting one of the candies and popping it into his mouth, Oliver nodded. “He’s waiting for you.”

         
         Adam entered the office, closed the door behind him, and turned.

         
         Roger was his age, a little shorter and heavier, but possessed of an affable smile that he often used. He was smiling now,
            an expression that was lost on Adam. He always looked at a man’s eyes and he never missed the calculating glint in Roger’s,
            as if he were measuring the worth of someone even as he was convincing them to throw in with one of his schemes.
         

         
         The outside corners of Roger’s eyes turned down, giving him the appearance of a bloodhound. A very trustworthy, kind, and
            loyal bloodhound.
         

         
         Appearances could often be deceiving, however.

         
         If anyone could find an easy way to do something, it was Roger. In India he’d gotten a reputation for being able to procure
            those items a soldier wanted and was willing to pay for. The East India Company had been an unwieldy bureaucracy. The talk
            had always been that if you needed something found, Roger Mount was your man. Roger had gotten a reputation for finding things
            that couldn’t be found, for obtaining the unobtainable, and for making things happen.
         

         
         Until he’d been sent to Lucknow, a neighboring garrison, Roger had been making a tidy sum for himself.

         
         When they’d met again a few years ago, Adam hadn’t been surprised that Roger had achieved some of his goals. He was no longer
            just a former soldier, but had risen to the rank of Assistant Undersecretary for Foreign Affairs, a position that allowed
            him to act as a liaison to the Foreign Office. He didn’t doubt that Roger’s promotion was due in part to the other man’s ability
            to recognize a fortuitous circumstance when it appeared. The advantageous marriage he’d made had also helped. Roger was, simply
            put, ambitious.
         

         
         “I’m not right for this assignment,” Adam said, taking the chair in front of Roger’s desk. “I haven’t found the damn journal
            and I’m probably on my way out.”
         

         
         Roger Mount sat back in his desk chair, steepled his fingers, and regarded Adam as if he were much older and wiser. The pose
            was a wasted gesture. He and Roger had fought together in India. He knew the other man’s peccadilloes and failings. Nor was
            he impressed by this large office or the desk that looked as if it had cost a family’s yearly wages.
         

         
         “What makes you think you’re wrong for the position?”

         
         He debated telling Roger about his actions of the night before, then decided against it. For some odd reason, he didn’t want
            to divulge the duchess’s suicidal intentions to anyone. He couldn’t rid himself of the image of her face lit by lightning
            and the agony he’d seen in her eyes.
         

         
         “I just know I am,” Adam said.

         
         A muscle in Roger’s cheek clenched and released several times before the other man spoke again.

         
         “You’re the best I’ve got for the position,” Roger finally said. The words were uttered calmly and spaced apart to give them
            more weight.
         

         
         “Why, because I’m a Scot?”

         
         Dispensable, in other words. Easily explained away. Oh, yes, Drummond. Good man, but he was a Scot, you know.

         
         They stared at each other. They’d had this discussion many times in the past and here it was again.

         
         “No, not because you’re a Scot, damn it. You’re good at fitting in. People like you.”

         
         “I’m a lousy majordomo.”

         
         “On the contrary. I’ve heard very good reports about you.”

         
         Adam didn’t say anything for a moment. When he did speak, his voice was tight. “Do you have someone else at Marsley House?
            Someone spying on me?”
         

         
         Roger leaned forward, all earnestness and honesty. Adam wasn’t fooled by that pose, either.

         
         “You didn’t want to be a servant, Adam. Do you blame me? I had to protect the mission. It’s important.”

         
         “Who is it?”

         
         Roger shook his head.

         
         He wasn’t unduly surprised that Roger had sent someone in to check on him. Roger was capable of smiling to his face and saying
            something snide about him the minute Adam was out of his office.
         

         
         He’d never had any delusions that he and Roger were friends, not like Roger pretended. They hadn’t been friends in India and
            they weren’t friends now, especially since fate decreed that he had to report to the other man, albeit temporarily. He’d much
            rather have had his original boss, Sir Richard Wells, but Sir Richard had agreed with Roger that Adam would be best on this
            assignment. It had been Roger’s idea from the beginning to send someone into Marsley House.
         

         
         “I’m not sure I can find the damn thing.”

         
         “You’ll find it. If you don’t give up,” Roger said. There was a look in his eyes that dared Adam to argue.

         
         “The man wrote in a journal every day of his life. I’ve found journals that began from his boyhood.”

         
         “But nothing from India?”

         
         “I’ve found some from India, too, but they haven’t revealed anything.”

         
         He’d never failed before and he didn’t like the idea of failing now. But there were times—and he was very much afraid that
            this was one of those—when circumstances were arrayed against him.
         

         
         “I need you there,” Roger said.

         
         He’d heard that same sort of speech two months ago when he’d first been sent to Marsley House.

         
         Adam rolled his shoulders and angled himself in the uncomfortable chair.

         
         “You have to go back and find the damn journal. We can’t afford a scandal like that being made public. The Foreign Office
            is making amends in India, Adam. We’re trying to atone for the mistakes we made there. Can you imagine what would happen if
            it got out that the Duke of Marsley betrayed his own men? The world would see that whole business of Manipora in a different
            light.”
         

         
         “God help us,” Adam said dryly.

         
         He doubted that anyone would ever discover the duke’s confession. Most of the journals he’d read looked as if they hadn’t
            been moved since first being placed on the third floor of the library. However, it wasn’t his place to argue with a superior
            and for this assignment, that’s what Roger was.
         

         
         “Who the hell confesses to treason in a journal?” Adam asked.

         
         “Perhaps someone who wants to justify the action,” Roger said. “Or feels a sense of guilt?”

         
         He wasn’t familiar with questioning his superiors, but in this instance he couldn’t bite back his curiosity.

         
         “How do you know he wrote about Manipora? Or about what he did?”

         
         “The information was passed to us from a person very close to the duke,” Roger said.

         
         “Who?”

         
         He was coming close to insubordination, but he didn’t pull back the question. Instead, he waited, anticipating that Roger
            would tell him it wasn’t any of his business.
         

         
         “A member of his staff, someone who was very concerned about what he’d learned.”

         
         In other words, he wasn’t going to get an identity of the informant.

         
         “I know you disliked the duke,” Roger said.

         
         “The man was an idiot,” Adam said, stretching out one foot and tapping it on the bottom of the desk in front of him.

         
         The duke was not, contrary to his own estimation, a military genius. He’d been arrogant but also impulsive, a deadly combination.
            He hadn’t thought it necessary to solicit the advice or opinions of others, several of whom knew significantly more than he.
            Consequently, he’d often gone off without the whole story, leading his men into skirmishes that had proved deadly.
         

         
         Adam had lost his share of friends, not to the glory of the British Empire as much as the stupidity of one of its peers.

         
         “You’ve never let your personal opinions blind you on an assignment, Adam. Don’t do it on this one.”

         
         Roger let that comment linger in the air for a moment or two before sitting back, smiling, and offering tea.

         
         Adam didn’t want tea; he wanted answers, but he knew Roger wasn’t going to be forthcoming. He might get one piece of the puzzle.
            Another operative would get a second piece. The only person who could put the entire puzzle together was the man heading the
            assignment. As an operative, Adam wasn’t supposed to know every reason and rationale. He was only supposed to be a good civil
            servant and obey his directives.
         

         
         Most of the time he didn’t have a problem with that. This assignment was
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