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      Among the questions I am asked about this series, most concern the character of Pickett’s magistrate, Mr. Colquhoun. How, readers want to know, is his name pronounced, and why did I choose to give a character a name so difficult to read? According to Debrett’s Correct Form, the name is pronounced “Ca-HOON.” I chose it because Patrick Colquhoun was a real person who served as a magistrate in London from 1792 to 1818. I confess to fudging my history a bit; my sources place him at the Queen Square Office in Westminster, but I can find no evidence that he ever served in that capacity at the Bow Street Office. Certain aspects of his life, however, dovetail so nicely with that of John Pickett that I hope the reader will forgive me for taking a bit of artistic license.
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            Prologue

          

          In Which a Body Is Discovered in the Boudoir

        

      

    

    
      Julia Runyon Bertram, known to the fashionable world as Lady Fieldhurst, sat at her dressing table, resplendent in a high-waisted, low-necked gown of snowy white lace over satin. Diamonds at her ears and bosom winked in the candlelight, trembling slightly as her lady’s maid, a handsome Frenchwoman in her early thirties, pinned a jeweled aigrette into her golden curls. Beyond the dressing table, Viscount Fieldhurst stood framed in the doorway that connected his suite to that of his lady. A severe-looking man some fifteen years his wife’s senior, he leaned negligently against the doorjamb and studied her with the detached interest of a connoisseur examining the latest oil paintings on exhibit at the Royal Academy. Lady Fieldhurst avoided his gaze, toying with the various articles of toilette littering the dressing table—a silver-backed hairbrush, a pair of nail scissors, a gold-topped bottle of scent.

      Abandoning the doorjamb, the viscount advanced into the room. Joining mistress and maid before the mirror, he stroked the side of his wife’s slender neck with the back of his index finger. “You shall break hearts tonight, darling. A veritable goddess—Aphrodite, perhaps. Or do I mean Artemis?”

      Julia’s lip curled. “I am quite certain you meant Aphrodite.”

      Lord Fieldhurst shrugged. “No doubt you are right. But surely you said something about jonquil crape? Or was the temptation to air the Fieldhurst diamonds too great to resist?” His caressing finger dropped to trace the fall of gems over the bare expanse of flesh.

      Striving without success to repress a shudder, Lady Fieldhurst sought to cover her faux pas by plunging headlong into conversation. “Indeed, I meant to wear the jonquil, but it is the most tiresome thing! I spilled sherry on the skirt at the Blandford rout, and my good Camille has been unable to eradicate it.”

      The lady’s maid acknowledged this tribute with a tight little smile, but alas, Lord Fieldhurst would not be distracted. “But you shiver, my dear,” he said with a piercing look at his wife, sparing not so much as a glance at the discarded gown lying in a heap on the bed. “Shall I ring for the chambermaid to light the fire?”

      “That will not be at all necessary,” Lady Fieldhurst assured him hastily. “I shall be leaving very soon. Are—are you quite certain you will not accompany me?” The words sounded forced, as if she were hoping for a reply in the negative. If Lord Fieldhurst noticed this, however, he gave no outward sign.

      “Would that I might, my dear, but I’ve an appointment at nine o’clock, after which I shall probably spend the rest of the evening at my club.”

      “An appointment? Someone from the Foreign Office, I daresay.”

      The viscount neither confirmed this assumption nor denied it. “You disapprove, my dear? No doubt you would prefer that the Little Emperor be allowed to invade England, so long as he did not interfere with your pleasures. And yet,” he tweaked the short, puffed sleeve of her gown, causing it to slip from one white shoulder, “you have no objection to purchasing new frocks with the tribute of a grateful nation.”

      “Camille, you need not wait up for me. And you may have the jonquil crape as a reward for your efforts, fruitless though they were.”

      “Merci, madame,” murmured the serving woman. She bobbed a curtsy, then bundled up the rejected gown and bore it out of the room, exiting through the small jib door papered to blend into the wall.

      “I wish you will not say such things in front of Camille,” chided Lady Fieldhurst, tugging her sleeve back over her bare shoulder. “It cannot be comfortable for her, knowing that her wages are paid, at least in part, by our own war efforts against her native country.”

      One slanting black brow arched toward the viscount’s hairline. “Do you truly expect me to consider the sensibilities of a servant?” He chuckled at the very thought. “I have displeased you even more than I knew. I am flattered, my dear. I had no idea my escort was so important to you.”

      “Much as it pains me to disabuse you of so pleasing a notion, I fear I must inform you that Lord Rupert Latham is to call for me at half-past eight.”

      “Ah, then you have no need of my escort, after all. I shall trust to Lord Rupert to fill my place admirably.”

      The smile Lady Fieldhurst bent upon him was somewhat brittle. “Lord Rupert has given every indication that he would be more than pleased to fill your place in whatever capacity I have need of him.”

      The viscount did not pretend to misunderstand, but took her cold hand and raised it to his lips. “I’ve no doubt many men would. But I have every confidence in your fidelity, my dear.”

      And every confidence in my inability to conceive a bastard child with which to embarrass you, Lady Fieldhurst supplied mentally. Aloud, she merely said, “I must not keep Lord Rupert waiting. Goodnight, Frederick.”

      With head held high, she rose from the dressing table and exited the room in a cloud of white lace.
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      “Is something troubling you, Julia?” Lord Rupert Latham asked a short time later, as he escorted her from the dance floor.

      Lady Fieldhurst unfurled her small ivory fan and plied it vigorously, but the slight breeze it created offered little relief from the heat generated by two hundred wax candles and as many warm bodies. It was ever thus with London society; the mundane reality fell far short of the glittering illusion. Six years of a supposedly brilliant marriage had taught her that.

      “Troubling me, Rupert?” she echoed with a trace of defiance, snagging yet another glass of champagne from a tray borne by a passing footman. Was it her third, or her fourth? She decided she did not care. “What could possibly be troubling me?”

      “I don’t know,” said Lord Rupert, frowning as she downed the pale liquid far too quickly. “I only know that you look—”

      “Be warned, Rupert, if you intend to make unhandsome remarks about my appearance, I shall be forced to seek more diverting company.” She smiled, but her eyes held a reckless gleam.

      “I can find no fault with your appearance, Julia. I meant only to say that you look like a woman determined to enjoy herself, even if it kills her.”

      “I have never heard of anyone being done to death by enjoyment, although if one must go, it sounds as pleasant a way as any other.”

      Lord Rupert leaned closer and lowered his voice to a husky near-whisper. “Ah, but one may indeed be pleasured to death, Julia, and the best part is that one does not die at all, but lives to, er, die another day.”

      “Others may do so, perhaps, but not I,” said Lady Fieldhurst, not even pretending to mistake his meaning. “My husband assures me that he has every confidence in my fidelity.”

      “Is that it? Have you quarreled with Fieldhurst?”

      “My dear Rupert, Fieldhurst never quarrels! He is all that is urbane and charming—provided there are witnesses.”

      “The bastard! I don’t see why you—oh, damn!” muttered Lord Rupert as a portly gentleman emerging from the adjacent card room jostled his elbow, causing him to spill champagne down the front of his form-fitting pantaloons. “If you will excuse me, I shall go home and change.”

      “Must you, Rupert?” Lady Fieldhurst found herself reluctant to be left alone, even in the middle of a ballroom filled to overflowing. “It does not look so very bad. I daresay no one will even notice, once it has dried.”

      “In fact, all I have to fear is being rumored incontinent in the meantime,” he observed in accents of profound revulsion. “Never fear, Julia, I shall be back in time to escort you to supper.”

      The viscountess, painfully aware of having betrayed too much, waved him away with an air of nonchalance. “By all means, go! You need not hurry back on my account.”

      Lord Rupert regarded her with a sardonic look, then moved away and was soon swallowed up into the crowd milling around the edges of the ballroom. Lady Fieldhurst had not long to mourn his departure, for a dashing Hussar in scarlet and gold lace immediately solicited her hand for the cotillion, and a dandy in high shirt-points and an elaborately tied cravat claimed her for the contredanse which followed.

      She next took pity on a spotty-faced youth who, stammering, requested her hand for the boulanger, and who repaid her kindness by treading upon her train. Lady Fieldhurst, hearing the delicate lace and satin rip free from the high waist seam, was obliged to finish out the set as well as she might, before seeking refuge in the ladies’ withdrawing room set aside for just such emergencies. Holding up her ravaged train to prevent further damage, she pushed open the door to the withdrawing room—and surprised the maid on duty in the lusty embrace of a strapping young footman.

      “Oh! Beggin’ your pardon, mum,” the girl mumbled, red-faced. As her swain beat a hasty retreat, she tugged her starched apron back into place and snatched up the frilled mobcap that had fallen to the floor. “What can I do for you?”

      Lady Fieldhurst wondered fleetingly if she had asked the footman the same thing. If so, the girl would be wise to be rather less accommodating. But these were not her servants and therefore not her problem; let the young people take their happiness where they could find it.

      “I’ve a tear in my gown,” the viscountess said, turning so that the maid might inspect the damage. “I wonder if you would mend it.”

      “Aye, mum, I’ll have it done in a trice,” the maid assured her, all eagerness to please after her earlier faux pas.

      She helped the viscountess to disrobe behind a large screen, where Lady Fieldhurst was obliged to cool her heels clad in nothing but her shift while the necessary repairs were effected. Whatever her skill with a needle, the girl was not swift. It was fully a quarter-hour later before Lady Fieldhurst returned to the ballroom and noted to her consternation that Lord Rupert had not yet returned.

      He did not, in fact, return in time for the supper dance, so she accepted the escort of a noted Corinthian who had recently shocked and delighted Society by shaving a full seven seconds off the London-to-Brighton record held by the Prince of Wales. But though she danced and flirted and laughed at his more outrageous gallantries, she could not quite escape the echo of her husband’s voice. Aphrodite or Artemis? Love and beauty, or fertility and childbirth? She had understood his meaning as clearly as if he had spoken the words aloud. In six years of marriage, she had failed to give him an heir, and he silently flung her failure in her teeth every time he took a new mistress.

      Her mistake, she knew, was in caring too much. Other ladies, far more well-born than she, were similarly neglected by their husbands and it mattered to them not a whit. But although Lady Fieldhurst might be considered one of Society’s most glittering ornaments, in her heart of hearts she sometimes despaired of ever completely throwing off the countrified Miss Julia Runyon, sheltered daughter of a West Country squire.

      In retrospect, Somersetshire in 1802 seemed like a different world and in some ways, she supposed, it was. England and France had signed a treaty at Amiens, and the optimism of a world finally at peace had been personified in the young lady who had made her first curtsy at a Bath assembly room. The suave and sophisticated Viscount Fieldhurst, accompanying his mother as she took the waters on her physician’s advice, had swept the bedazzled Miss Runyon off her feet and married her in spite of his mother’s objections and her own parents’ bewilderment. Alas, the Peace of Amiens had proven as short-lived as her own wedded bliss: in less than two years, cannons fired and bullets rained down on far-flung locations from St. Lucia to Copenhagen, and not long after, a colder, quieter war was waged in Berkeley Square—a silent, bloodless battle that left the body unharmed while slowly killing the soul.

      She was pulled back to the present by a question from the gentleman seated on her left, a young soldier whose once-handsome countenance was marred by a long scar down his cheek and a black patch over one eye. When he offered to carve for her a slice of the succulent roast beef set before him, she accepted with gratitude and a certain feeling of kinship: they were wounded veterans, the pair of them, albeit of very different wars.

      After a supper which seemed interminable despite the pleasures of congenial company (to say nothing of the delights of turbot in lobster sauce, partridge a la Pompadour, and truffles with wine), she returned to the ballroom with the other guests, and was soon rewarded by the sight of Lord Rupert scanning the crowded floor for a glimpse of her. She smiled thoughtfully, tapping her fan against her chin, as he crossed the room in her direction. So Fieldhurst had every confidence in her fidelity, did he? Perhaps it was time his confidence was shaken and the unsophisticated Miss Runyon permanently banished.

      It was not as if such things were unheard of in London society, or even particularly frowned upon, provided they were conducted with discretion. Her own dearest friend, the Countess of Dunnington, had been estranged from her husband for years, yet never lacked for intimate male companionship. Indeed, in recent months the countess had urged Julia to follow her own example. Perhaps it was time she did. She snatched yet another glass of champagne off a silver tray, tossed it off in one gulp, and met Lord Rupert halfway across the floor.

      “Rupert,” she said, gripping the sleeve of his coat, “take me home.”

      One well-shaped eyebrow arched toward his hairline, but he drew her hand through the crook of his arm without protest. “I am yours to command, my dear.”

      Together they retraced his steps across the room, heedless of the curious glances and whispered speculations directed their way. They exited the ballroom, descended the staircase, and paused in the foyer only long enough to collect cloaks, hat, and gloves while waiting for the carriage to be brought ‘round. Neither spoke until the elegant equipage drew to a halt before Lord Fieldhurst’s town house in Berkeley Square. The windows were dark, Lady Fieldhurst noted; clearly, her husband had chosen not to await her return, but had made good on his expressed intention of spending the night at his club.

      Without waiting for the coachman to open the door, Lord Rupert did the honors himself, then lowered the step and turned to offer his arm to Lady Fieldhurst.

      “Come inside, Rupert,” she said huskily, tugging at his sleeve. “Don’t go.”

      Once again he saw the defiant, almost dangerous glitter in her eyes—although whether the danger was to himself or someone else, he could not begin to guess. Nor, at that moment, did he particularly wish to know. The moment he had long waited for had arrived. Who was he to question it? Nodding in acquiescence, he led her up the stairs to the front door.

      “Rogers is not here to open the door,” Lady Fieldhurst observed irrelevantly, turning the knob and finding it unlocked. “How very odd.”

      “I should rather call it fortunate,” Lord Rupert replied.

      The viscountess could not but agree. The cool evening air had begun to penetrate the champagne haze that had so emboldened her at the ball—Dutch courage, she supposed—and for the first time since leaving the ballroom, she realized the enormity of what she was about to do. She knew she could rely upon Camille’s discretion, but she was less certain where Rogers’s loyalty lay. To be sure, Frederick had done little enough to endear himself to his servants, but she was also aware that the servants rigidly adhered to their own code of honor. In the early days of her marriage, Rogers had shown great patience in dealing with a naïve country girl suddenly thrust in command of a large household; he might, however, look less favorably upon a mature woman of six-and-twenty intent upon cuckolding his longtime employer.

      A branched candelabrum on a small table beneath the curved staircase provided the only light. Lord Rupert picked this up, and together they mounted the steps to the first floor. Upon reaching the top, Lady Fieldhurst paused before the first door on the left.

      “This is it,” she said, although she could not have stated with certainty whether this simple observation referred to the location of her bedchamber, or the finality of the step she was about to take.

      She grasped the knob, turned it, and pushed. The door opened some four inches before stopping abruptly with a muted thud. The sudden halt, together with the quantity of champagne she had consumed, caused her to lose her balance, and she stumbled against the door.

      “Something is blocking the way,” she said, steadying herself in preparation for another attempt.

      “Allow me.”

      Lord Rupert placed the candelabrum on a nearby table, then put his shoulder to the door. It gave only grudgingly, but sufficiently for him to squeeze into the room. A low fire burned in the grate, casting flickering shadows onto a large, dark shape partially concealed behind the half-open door.

      “Julia?” said Lord Rupert in a very different voice. “Give me the candelabrum.”

      She obeyed, asking as she did so, “What is it, Rupert? What is the matter?”

      He raised the candelabrum. “Oh, my God,” he said, his tone curiously expressionless.

      “What is it, Rupert?” she repeated impatiently, standing on tiptoe to peer over his shoulder.

      She drew a ragged breath, pressing the back of her gloved hand to her mouth. There on the floor lay her husband in a pool of blood.

      “Rupert?” Lady Fieldhurst clutched his sleeve. “Is he—is he—?”

      “Yes,” Lord Rupert said curtly. “Undoubtedly.”

      “Oh. Oh, dear.” They were foolish, inadequate words, but then, what in the world was one supposed to say at such a time? Her head suddenly felt stupid and thick—the champagne, she imagined. How much had she drunk, anyway? “We had best send for the watch.”

      “What, and wake the poor fellow?” replied Lord Rupert in a tone that left no doubt as to his confidence in the night watchman. “No, Julia, I think this is a matter for Bow Street.”

      “Yes—yes, I daresay you are right.”

      She tugged the bell pull hanging beside the door. A short time later, a sleepy-eyed footman appeared, his breeches pulled hastily on over his nightshirt. “You rang, my—? Gorblimey!” he exclaimed at the sight of his recumbent employer.

      Lady Fieldhurst, though still alarmingly pale, had by this time regained some modicum of composure. “As you see, Thomas, his lordship has—has met with an accident,” she explained, quite as if the viscount had suffered no greater inconvenience than a stubbed toe. “Go as quickly as you can to Bow Street, and summon a Runner.”

      “Yes, my lady,” said Thomas, reluctantly tearing his gaze from the gruesome sight.

      Lord Rupert waited until the footman carried out the command, then asked harshly, “Do you really think that is what happened here? That Fieldhurst suffered an accident?”

      “He must have!” Lady Fieldhurst cried somewhat wildly. “What else could it be?” She knelt down and reached for her husband’s shoulder, but Lord Rupert held her back.

      “No, Julia, don’t touch him.”

      “It—it seems barbarous to just leave him here,” she protested.

      “Believe me, my dear,” Lord Rupert drawled, “barbarity is the least of his troubles.”
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      Having received his weekly wages shortly after coming on night patrol duty, John Pickett counted out the coins in the palm of his hand, mentally calculating where they would have to be spent. When he had first been promoted to the Bow Street Runners from the foot patrol, twenty-five shillings a week had seemed like untold riches. It had taken only a few months to discover that this was still barely enough to keep food in his belly and a roof over his head. Furthermore, as his new position occasionally made it necessary for him to testify in court, he was obliged to refurbish his wardrobe by exchanging the distinctive red waistcoats of the foot patrol for clothing more suitable for appearances in the Old Bailey. These did not come cheap, particularly the cutaway coat of black worsted he wore on this particular evening, as the washerwoman was currently striving to remove bloodstains (not his, thankfully) from his workaday brown serge.

      To be sure, there was always the opportunity for a Runner to supplement his earnings with lucrative private commissions, but it was unlikely that anyone wishful of hiring private detecting services would seek out a neophyte of four-and-twenty years, with scarcely six months’ experience on the Bow Street force. As he looked about the bustling police office, he was forced to acknowledge that he was unlikely to receive any such commissions from his present company. In one corner, a juvenile pickpocket protested his innocence in a high-pitched whine that turned abruptly to a howl as his victim, impatient with the ponderous workings of the law, boxed the boy’s ears. Near the magistrate’s desk, a fellow Runner struggled to interpose himself between two inebriates whose quarrel showed every sign of escalating into a bout of fisticuffs. Pickett could sympathize; in just such a way had his brown serge coat become bloodstained, after one of the drunken combatants pulled a knife. By the window, a dark-haired doxy loudly bewailed the trials and tribulations of a woman trying to earn what she very loosely termed an honest living. Pickett, recognizing the voice, pushed his way across the crowded room to tap the woman on the shoulder.

      “At it again, are you, Lucy?”

      She turned and smiled saucily, giving him ample opportunity to admire the full effect of flashing eyes and low-cut bodice. “Aye, and what if I am, John Pickett? A girl’s got to eat, you know. Else what’ll happen to my womanly curves?”

      She leaned closer, exposing still more of the curves in question. It was, for Lucy, a rare tactical error. Quick as a flash, Pickett thrust his hand down her cleavage. When he withdrew it, the strings of a small coin purse dangled from his fingers.

      “Well, Lucy, I’d no idea you counted purse-nabbing among your talents,” he remarked. “That’s a new lay for you, isn’t it?”

      “He was going to stiff me, he was!” Lucy protested, snatching ineffectually at the purse. “He promised me five shillings, God’s truth, and would have left without paying. So I lifted his purse, I’ll not deny it, and all for what? Why, there weren’t no more’n a couple o’ bob! Now, I ask you, whose crime is worse, mine or his? A fine thing it is, when a woman who’s just trying to earn a living the only way she knows how—”

      She might have run on indefinitely in this vein, had not a distraction occurred in the form of a new arrival, a rather pale young man clad in the blue and silver livery of a noble house.

      “Now, he’d be good for more’n a bob, I’ll be bound!” pronounced Lucy, the coin purse forgotten as she set off in the young man’s direction, hips swaying provocatively.

      “Lucy, don’t you dare—” began Pickett, hurrying after her.

      He caught up to her just as she reached the young man, who was by this time being questioned by William Foote, a fellow Runner some years Pickett’s senior who acted as unofficial head of the night patrol.

      “Berkeley  Square, eh?  Very  well, I’ll  be right—” Foote broke off abruptly at the sight of Lucy. “Well, well, what have we here?”

      Lucy, never one to miss an opportunity, batted her dark eyes, which now sparkled with tears. “La, sir, I’ve been cruelly used by a shameful rogue!”

      “Have you, now?” inquired Foote, eyeing her heaving bosom with interest. “Well now, we can’t let that happen, can we, missy? Here, Pickett, go with this young fellow to Hanover Square—”

      “Berkeley Square, sir,” put in the footman.

      “Yes, yes, wherever. I’ll see what I can do to help this poor chick.”

      “Mr. Foote, sir,” said Pickett with some asperity, “this ‘poor chick’ just nabbed a cove’s coin purse—”

      “What? Oh yes, I’ll take that. Move along now, Pickett, and report back to the magistrate in the morning. Here, now, missy, what’s your name?”

      Pickett opened his mouth to protest, realized it would be useless, and shut it again. With some resignation, he dropped the pilfered purse into Foote’s outstretched hand, reasonably certain that it would be back in Lucy’s possession by morning—along with several other shillings, he had no doubt—and set out with the footman for Berkeley Square.
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            John Pickett of Bow Street

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mr. John Pickett, my lady,” announced Thomas somewhat breathlessly, “from Bow Street.”

      Having never had dealings with Bow Street, Lady Fieldhurst was not quite certain what to expect: perhaps a stout fellow past his prime, befuddled with sleep or spirits, with a bulbous red nose—the same sort as might be found in any number of watchmen’s boxes across the metropolis. The individual who entered the room in Thomas’s wake, however, was very nearly her own age. To be sure, his nose was somewhat crooked, as if it had been broken at some point, but it was far from bulbous, and it was certainly not red. He was quite tall, almost gangly, with curling brown hair tied at the nape of his neck in an outmoded queue. He wore an unfashionably shallow-crowned hat and a black swallow-tailed coat of good cloth but indifferent cut; indeed, his only claim to fashion lay in the quizzing glass which hung round his neck from a black ribbon, and which he now raised, the resulting magnification revealing his eyes to be a warm brown. Julia might have been much reassured as to his competence, had it not been for the fact that his mouth hung open as from a rusty hinge.

      As if aware of this unflattering appraisal, the Bow Street Runner abruptly shut the offending orifice and cleared his throat.

      “Mrs. Fieldhurst?”

      “You will address the viscountess as ‘your ladyship,’ ” interposed the tall, formally attired gentleman at her elbow.

      “This is hardly the time to stand upon one’s dignity, Rupert,” the lady chided him before turning to the Runner. “Thank you for coming so promptly, Mr. Pickett. As you can see, my husband has—has met with an accident. We—we think he must have fallen and struck his head on the corner of the dressing table.”

      Mr. Pickett found it very difficult to concentrate on anything but the ethereal beauty standing before him, candlelight picking out her features in gold while the dying fire at her back lit her pale hair like a halo. With an effort, he dragged his gaze away and focused his attention on the dressing table she indicated. He raised his quizzing glass—an affectation, he knew, but one which frequently proved useful in his line of work—and examined the corner of the table. There was no blood, no hair—nothing, in fact, to suggest that anyone had struck his head there, fatally or otherwise. He dismissed the dressing table as irrelevant, then knelt to examine the body. The late Lord Fieldhurst lay facedown in a heap, his form-fitting blue coat pushed off his shoulders, his starched cravat askew. Both, as well as the carpet beneath him, were stained crimson. A lace-trimmed handkerchief bearing an embroidered crest covered the viscount’s head, the fine white lawn incongruous against the drying blood.

      “The handkerchief is mine,” the viscountess explained, as if reading his thoughts. “I thought it best to—it didn’t seem right, just leaving him—”

      “Quite all right, my lady,” Pickett assured her. “Has he been moved at all?”

      “No,” said the man she had called Rupert.

      “Yes,” said her ladyship at the same time.

      The two exchanged glances, then Lady Fieldhurst plunged into explanation. “The door was blocked, so we —Lord Rupert, that is, since I couldn’t get it to budge—had to push it open. We didn’t know what—what was on the other side.”

      Pickett made no reply, but removed the handkerchief so that he might look for a wound. As the neck had already grown stiff, he could not turn the head, but was obliged to push the shoulders, rolling the corpse onto its back. On the side of the viscount’s neck, bright red blood congealed along a short but ugly gash. Where the body had lain, a small metallic object gleamed. He picked it up, and Lady Fieldhurst gasped as he held it up to the light.

      “You recognize it?” he asked, watching the candlelight play along the short blades of a pair of silver nail scissors.

      “Yes,” she said. “They’re mine.”

      Lord Rupert stepped forward, as if to shield her. “That doesn’t prove anything!”

      “I’m not accusing her ladyship of anything,” Pickett replied blandly.

      “Really, Rupert, there is no need for this posturing,” protested Lady Fieldhurst. “Mr. Pickett is merely performing his duty. Of course he must know whose scissors they are, and how they came to be—”

      She shuddered, running a hand across her eyes as if to eradicate the sight of her dead husband on the floor at her feet. She looked unutterably weary, and Pickett, though “merely performing his duty,” felt like a cad for doing so.

      “I don’t have to know it all tonight,” he found himself saying. “You’ve had a nasty shock. I’ll need to ask you some questions, but they can wait until tomorrow, after you’ve got some rest.”

      Her smile, though feeble, made him tingle all the way down to his toes.

      “You are most kind, Mr. Pickett,” she said, her voice warm with relief and gratitude.

      “Kind,” he muttered to himself a short time later, as he plodded eastward. He could think of more fitting words: gullible, for one, or just plain stupid. What had possessed him to give the pair of them all night to concoct a pretty story? Hard on the heels of this damning question came another: how was he to explain this fit of gallantry to the magistrate?
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      The sky was beginning to lighten by the time Pickett reached his hired rooms off Drury Lane, allowing him only a few hours to rest before presenting himself in Bow Street. Alas, he was to be denied even this brief respite. Mrs. Catchpole, the woman who was both his landlady and (for a modest sum in addition to his monthly rent) his charwoman, was already up and bustling about the shop. Upon hearing her boarder’s tread on the stairs, she fell into her habitual harangue.

      “Is that you just getting in at this hour, Johnny?” she called, her tone slightly accusing.

      “It is, Mrs. Catchpole. I’m sorry if I disturbed you.”

      She waddled over to the staircase, a large rosy-cheeked woman whose starched mobcap covered once-beautiful tresses now more silver than gold. “Lord love you, you’re not disturbing me! I’ve been up this half-hour and more. But what’s kept you out and about all night?”

      “Bit of a dust-up in the West End,” Pickett explained wearily, pausing halfway up the stairs with one hand resting on the banister. “I’ll tell you about it later, but now I’m for bed.”

      “Aye, I don’t doubt it! What you need, Johnny, is a wife. Give you a woman waiting at home, and you’d be eager enough to seek your bed before sun-up, I’ll be bound!” She chuckled richly at the prospect, then returned to her scold. “Trouble is, the only females you meet in your line of work ain’t the right sort for marrying. Dolly-mops, most of ‘em, or pickpockets, or both.”

      Pickett could not dispute this home truth. He knew almost every prostitute from Long Acre to the Strand by name, yet he’d never “known” a woman in the biblical sense. He’d seen too many men wracked by disease, too many women selling their bodies to feed their bastard children, to avail himself of those all-too-fleeting pleasures. But he was not about to make a present of this information to Mrs. Catchpole; if she ever got wind of it, she wouldn’t rest until she saw him wed.

      “You’ll be happy to know, then, that tonight I met a woman who is none of those things.”

      Mrs. Catchpole saw the little half-smile playing about his mouth, and hope flared within her ample bosom. “You don’t say! Is she married?”

      “Widowed.”

      “Recently?”

      He nodded. “Quite—quite recently.”

      “Hmmm.” She frowned, pondering the difficulties inherent in courting a newly bereaved woman. “She’ll need plenty of time to mourn her husband, you know. Best not press her for a hasty marriage.”

      “I won’t be pressing her for a marriage at all—at least, not marriage to me. She’s a viscountess.”

      If Pickett had hoped for assurances as to love’s ability to conquer all, he was much mistaken in his confidante. Mrs. Catchpole collapsed into cackling laughter that set her numerous chins quivering. “A viscountess? Lord love you, Johnny, how you had me going! Here I was, thinking you was ready to post the banns!”

      Pickett hastily demurred, professing himself to be quite satisfied with his bachelor state.

      “Aye, that’s what you young fellows always say,” said Mrs. Catchpole, still chuckling. “You’ll change your mind when you meet the right girl, mark my words! Would you care for a spot of tea, or a bit of bread and butter? You’ll sleep all the better for a full belly.”

      Pickett wanted nothing more than to escape a conversation which he found uncomfortably personal, but at Mrs. Catchpole’s mention of breakfast, his stomach reminded him urgently just how long it had been since he had last eaten. He accepted, although he had no illusions that this indulgence would somehow come without a price.

      Nor did it. “You should meet my niece, Alice,” Mrs. Catchpole said, as she dispensed steaming tea into two mismatched cups. “As pretty as a morning in May, she is, and she knows how to hold household, which I’ll wager is more than anyone can say of this viscountess of yours!”

      By the time she had plied him with food and drink, and bethought herself of no fewer than three promising local girls, any one of whom would have been a more fitting object for his affections than any viscountess, it was time for him to report to his magistrate in Bow Street, and he had not yet shut his eyes.

      He was not surprised to find Mr. Colquhoun there ahead of him, and scarcely had time to wonder if the energetic Scotsman had already heard the news from Berkeley Square when the question was answered for him.

      “Hear you’d some nasty business in Mayfair last night,” observed the magistrate, regarding his most junior Runner from beneath bushy white brows.

      “Yes, sir,” agreed Pickett. “Viscount Fieldhurst, stabbed in the neck in his wife’s bedchamber. Found some time later by her ladyship and—” He paused for a moment to consult the small notebook in the breast pocket of his coat. “—Lord Rupert Latham.”

      Mr. Colquhoun’s forehead creased, and his eyebrows wriggled together like twin caterpillars. “And why didn’t Foote investigate?”

      Pickett recalled the senior Runner’s avid interest in Lucy’s exploits. “He was, er, otherwise occupied.”

      Upon reflection, the magistrate conceded that Pickett’s handling of the case might be a good thing, on the whole. Aside from an unexpectedly keen intelligence, the young man possessed a gift for mimicry, picking up and echoing back the speech patterns of the people around him apparently without conscious effort. In fact, there were times Mr. Colquhoun could detect traces of his own Scots brogue in his protégé’s conversation. Perhaps the Fieldhurst clan might find Pickett’s reasonably genteel accents less objectionable than William Foote’s cruder tones. Not being given to lavish praise, however, he merely grunted. “Hmph! Well, I suppose you’ll have to do, but I don’t mind telling you I would have preferred a more experienced man on the job. No offense, mind you, but the upper classes don’t like to have their dirty laundry aired in public, and what they don’t like, they can make downright unpleasant. Still, I suppose it can’t be helped. Any sign of the murder weapon?”

      Pickett nodded. “A pair of nail scissors belonging to her ladyship.”

      “Any evidence of a struggle?”

      “None, sir. Although his lordship’s coat was pushed down off his shoulders.”

      Mr. Colquhoun gave a grunt of satisfaction. “Taking it off preparatory to giving the little lady a tumble, no doubt. But she’s got this Lord Robert on her mind—”

      “Lord Rupert, sir.”

      “Yes, yes. So she sees her opportunity and, while his lordship’s arms are effectively pinned behind his back, she stabs him with the scissors. Classic love triangle, crime of passion—should be simple enough.”

      “Perhaps,” Pickett said doubtfully, “but I don’t think so.”

      “Come now, Mr. Pickett, don’t be naïve! What else would this Lord Rupert have been doing in Lady Fieldhurst’s bedchamber at such an hour?”

      “Yes, sir, but among other things, the timing isn’t right. The blood was already beginning to congeal by the time I arrived. My guess is that he’d already been dead for an hour, perhaps two.”

      “What makes you so certain you were summoned at once? The pair of them may well have plotted to kill Fieldhurst, then ‘discovered’ the body some time later to avert suspicion.”

      “Maybe,” Pickett said grudgingly, considering this possibility with some reluctance. “I don’t mind telling you that Lord Rupert strikes me as the sort who wouldn’t stick at much. But her ladyship—well, sir, you should’ve seen her. All white and scared, she was, and trying hard to convince me—and herself too, I’ll be bound!—that his lordship’s death was an accident.”

      “A clever pretense by a guilty woman.”

      “But she was so pale and—and sort of dazed, as if she couldn’t believe what was happening. She wasn’t pretending, sir. I’m sure of it.”

      “You have lodgings in Drury Lane, do you not?”

      Pickett was somewhat taken aback by the sudden change of subject, but he nodded. “I’ve a couple of rooms above a chandler’s shop.”

      “Then I daresay you’ve been to the theatre there?”

      Pickett recalled many enjoyable evenings spent in the pit at Drury Lane and wondered if Lady Fieldhurst might have been in one of the boxes above. It was strange to think that he had been unaware of her existence a scant six hours ago.

      The magistrate took his silence for agreement. “Then you know that there are women—yes, and men too, we won’t forget them—who make their living ‘pretending,’ as you say, emotions they don’t feel. Some of them do it very convincingly.”

      “Yes, sir, but—”

      “Tell me,” interrupted Mr. Colquhoun, his eyes narrowing in suspicion, “would you say Lady Fieldhurst is an attractive woman?”

      Pickett did not hesitate. “I’d say she was the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      The magistrate heaved a sigh at this unforeseen complication. “John, your instincts are among the best I’ve ever come across—God knows you wouldn’t be here if they weren’t—but you still have a lot to learn. You must never, ever, allow yourself to become personally involved in a case. Always maintain a professional distance.”

      Pickett regarded him with limpid brown eyes. “Like you did, sir?”

      Although his tone was innocent enough, Mr. Colquhoun was not deceived. He remembered all too well a lanky youth, already an accomplished pickpocket at age fourteen, whose father he had just sentenced to transportation to Botany Bay. A circuitous route had brought that same youth back to Bow Street ten years later, this time on the other side of the law.

      “Harrumph! One moment of weakness, and you see what it’s got me: an impertinent young cub who had one lucky guess, and now thinks he knows everything there is to know about police work! Well, you don’t, my lad, not by a long chalk, but you’ve got too much sense to let your head be turned by beauty in distress. Besides,” he added, lowering his voice as he leaned forward to prop his elbow on his desk, “Fieldhurst was highly placed in the Foreign Office, and what with the war on, it’s a bad time for them to lose an important man. There might be a lucrative reward for the man who brings his killer to justice.”

      “I have every intention of doing so, sir. But it won’t be Lady Fieldhurst. I’d stake my reputation on it.”

      “You have, Mr. Pickett.” Mr. Colquhoun leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “You have.”
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      With this dire warning ringing in his ears, Pickett left Bow Street and set out for Lord Rupert Latham’s rooms in the Albany. The door was opened to him by his lordship’s man, who looked down his nose and stated that his master was breakfasting while managing to convey his unspoken opinion that anyone worthy of being admitted to the lordly presence would have known better than to call at the uncivilized hour of ten o’clock. Pickett held his ground, however, and in the end the manservant was forced to content himself with a disdainful sniff before going in search of his master. He returned a short time later and grudgingly requested that Mr. Pickett be so good as to follow him to the breakfast room.

      Pickett obliged and was soon treated to the sight of Lord Rupert Latham, gorgeously arrayed in a dressing gown of Oriental design, addressing a plate of eggs, ham, cold chicken, and toast, all of which were washed down with coffee. Clearly, the events of the previous evening had had no detrimental effect on his appetite.

      “So, Mr. Pickett, we meet again,” said Lord Rupert. “I trust you’ve no objection to seeing me en déshabillé. Do sit down!”

      He waved his fork in the general direction of the chair opposite. Pickett sat.

      “I’ll not trouble you long, your lordship. I only need to ask you a few—”

      “Yes, yes, of course you do. But first, do tell me: whom do you intend to hang for the murder—the fair Lady Fieldhurst, or my humble self?”

      “I don’t intend to hang anyone—at least not right away. I’m only trying to fix the time of death.”

      “You relieve my mind.”

      “Then perhaps you won’t mind describing your movements last night.” Pickett withdrew his occurrence book from the breast pocket of his coat.

      “Not at all.” Lord Rupert fortified himself with a long pull from his coffee cup. “I called for Lady Fieldhurst at half-past eight. We drove straight to Lord Herrington’s residence in Portman Square. We returned to Berkeley Square at promptly two o’clock, as evidenced by the tolling of bells from a distant church; I regret that I cannot say with certainty which one. I escorted Lady Fieldhurst upstairs to her bedchamber and, finding the door partially blocked, shouldered it open to discover her husband dead upon the floor. The rest you know.”

      “Tell me, your lordship, what is the nature of your acquaintance with Lady Fieldhurst?”

      Lord Rupert’s cup froze halfway to his mouth, and his eyebrows arched. “My good fellow, I should think it was obvious.”

      “Humor me,” suggested Pickett, tight-lipped.

      “Very well,” Lord Rupert said with a shrug. “I first met Lady Fieldhurst—Miss Runyon, as she was then—in ’02, when she came out.”

      “Came out where?”

      Lord Rupert looked pained. “Came out in Society! Bath, to be precise, where I was obliged to economize, following a particularly unhappy night at the tables.”

      “The tables?” echoed Pickett, uncertain as to whether Lord Rupert had been driven to the medicinal spa by indigestion or some more serious complaint.

      “Gaming, my good man, gaming!” explained Lord Rupert, beholding his audience all at sea. “Pray, Mr. Pickett, are you by any chance acquainted with an establishment in Jermyn Street by the name of the Monastery?”

      “No, I can’t say that I am.”

      “Accept my felicitations! As they say, ignorance is bliss. Would that I might have remained equally, er, blissful.”

      Pickett, uncomfortably aware of an insult so ambiguous in nature that he could not be certain whether it was intentional or not, forced himself to swallow his spleen and steer the conversation back to the matter at hand.

      “About Lady Fieldhurst—you were saying?”

      “Ah, yes. She was the belle of the Season that year. I proposed marriage to her—several times, in fact—but it soon became evident that Miss Runyon had ambitions. Alas, the mere third son of a marquess cannot hope to compete with a viscount. She married Fieldhurst that very summer, and I—” He paused to drain the last of his coffee from the cup.

      “And you—?” prompted Pickett, when Lord Rupert seemed disinclined to continue.

      “I waited for the bloom to fade, and then renewed my attentions to the viscountess.”

      “With the intention of becoming her lover,” concluded Pickett.

      Lord Rupert inclined his head. “As you say. Unfortunately, she appeared to be unmoved by my, er, manly charms—until last night, upon which momentous occasion we arrived at the rendezvous only to discover Fieldhurst’s dead body waiting to greet us. Ironic, is it not? Even in death, he cuts me out.”

      “I should think you’d be pleased. After all, with Lord Fieldhurst safely underground, you’re free to wed his widow.”

      “Lest you seek to credit me with a motive for murder, Mr. Pickett, I must point out that, if I had murdered Fieldhurst with marriage in mind, I could not have served myself a worse turn. Lady Fieldhurst will now be obliged to spend the next twelvemonth mourning her husband—in letter, if not in spirit—and I will be obliged to hold my ardor in check for the duration. Why, I ask you, should I take such risks only to obtain, after a year’s delay, what the lady was already prepared to give without, as they say, benefit of clergy?”

      Pickett, finding himself possessed of a sudden urge to plant Lord Rupert Latham a facer, judged it high time to take his leave. After cautioning his lordship that he might well call again, should other questions arise over the course of his investigation, he collected his hat from the dour-faced manservant and stumbled out into the street. His pride was rather stung; he could not shake the nagging conviction that he had not emerged victorious from the encounter. Still, he knew Mr. Colquhoun well enough to know that the magistrate would not have been pleased to learn he had come to blows over a suspect (least of all that particular suspect), so he was left with no choice but to depart, and that right speedily. It was none of his affair, he reminded himself sternly. Adulteress or no, murderess or no, Lady Fieldhurst was not for the likes of John Pickett.
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      Lady Fieldhurst awoke the next morning with a throbbing head and a vague sense of lingering nightmare. When at last she summoned sufficient resolve to open her eyes and found herself not in her own suite, but in the best guest room, she knew that the disturbing images that had so troubled her sleep had been no dream. Her husband was dead, stabbed in the neck with her own nail scissors. He had been lying on the floor when she returned from the Herrington ball. Lord Rupert Latham had been there, too—in her bedchamber, no less. Good heavens! Just how many glasses of champagne had she drunk? And there had been a Bow Street Runner as well—not a highly intelligent man, by the looks of him, but he’d had such nice eyes . . .

      And he would no doubt be calling soon to question her. Bracing herself against the pain she knew would follow, she sat upright and swung her legs out of bed. Delaying the unpleasant tasks which lay ahead would not make them go away: arrangements must be made for transporting Frederick’s body to the family crypt at Fieldhurst Hall; mourning clothes must be obtained, and some of her old gowns dyed black to carry her through until new ones could be made up; her family must be notified, as well as that of her husband. The prospect of facing the dowager Lady Fieldhurst brought a queasy feeling to her already unsettled stomach.

      She tugged on the bell pull, and a moment later Camille entered the room, a black gown draped over her arm.

      “Bon jour, madame,” she said with a solemnity suited to the occasion. “I have taken the liberty of brushing madame’s black bombazine, if it would please madame to put it on.”

      Lady Fieldhurst recognized the gown as one of several she’d had made during the year following the death of some distant Fieldhurst relative. “Then you have heard?”

      “The news, she travels rapidement in the servants’ hall, madame.”

      Lady Fieldhurst could not dispute it; nor could she deny the speed with which gossip spread from one house to another, due in large part to friendships and family connections between servants. She must send word to her husband’s cousin at once; it would never do for the heir to learn of his inheritance from his valet.

      “Thomas must deliver a message to Mr. George Bertram,” she told Camille. “Pray fetch me paper and pen, and I shall write it at once.”

      “Un mille pardons, madame, but the pot boy has already gone to inform Monsieur Bertram, as Thomas cannot be spared.”

      The viscountess merely nodded, too overwhelmed to wonder why the kitchen boy should have been dispatched on an errand more suited to the footman, or, for that matter, why Thomas’s presence had suddenly become indispensable.

      “I shall require a great deal of you today, Camille. Some of my dresses will have to be dyed—the figured muslin, I think, and the blue crape should suffice, so long as the ribbons are removed.”

      “Oui, madame. It seems a pity, though. Such lovely gowns—”

      “Nevertheless, it must be done,” said Lady Fieldhurst in a voice that brooked no argument.

      “Oui, madame,” Camille said again, then left the room.

      She returned a short time later with a steaming kettle, which she emptied into the large porcelain bowl on the wash stand. Lady Fieldhurst washed her face and hands, then put on the black bombazine and allowed the maid to dress her hair before dismissing the woman. She then went down to breakfast, averting her eyes as she passed the closed door of her bedchamber on her way to the stairs. She was no more than halfway to the ground floor when Thomas the footman hurried up the stairs to meet her.

      “Beg pardon, my lady,” he said, “but Rogers has done a bunk. He’s not been seen since last night, and his bed hasn’t been slept in.”

      Lady Fieldhurst dashed a hand over her eyes. Would she never awaken from this nightmare? “Thank you, Thomas, I shall look into it. In the meantime, you must take Rogers’s place.”

      “Yes, my lady.” Thomas bowed, then left her to seek her morning meal in peace.

      The breakfast room, which faced east to catch the morning sun, was almost obscenely bright. Squinting against the light, Lady Fieldhurst drew the curtains, then fortified herself with strong coffee. Although the smell of buttered eggs and bacon made her feel ill, she somehow managed to choke down a single slice of dry toast. Scarcely had she risen from this Spartan meal when Thomas came forward once more.

      “The dowager Lady Fieldhurst, my lady, and Mr. and Mrs. George Bertram.”

      “Oh, dear!” said Lady Fieldhurst, glancing about the breakfast room as if seeking an escape route. “Put them in the—”

      “Julia! My poor child!” Thomas was pushed aside by a stout woman swathed in black, who advanced upon Lady Fieldhurst with every apparent intention of clasping her in a fond embrace.

      “M-Mother Fieldhurst,” stammered her daughter-in-law, submitting to her fate. “Cousin George, Cousin Caroline. How good of you to call.”

      She gave Mr. Bertram her hand, and he bowed over it, clicking his heels together sharply in a gesture that, along with his drooping mustache, was one of the last vestiges of an undistinguished military career. It seemed ludicrous to think of poor, ineffectual Cousin George (who had once obeyed his commanding officer without question, and now performed that office for his wife) as the new viscount. Whatever his shortcomings as a husband, the late Lord Fieldhurst had been a political force to be reckoned with, both in Parliament and in the Foreign Office. How he had hated the idea of his cousin stepping into his shoes! Never had Julia regretted her barrenness more.

      “We came as soon as we heard the news,” said the younger of the two females, a sharp-faced woman of forty whose filmy black draperies gave her the appearance of a large crow. “I was never more shocked! But we cannot talk here. We shall be much more comfortable in the drawing room.”

      Exactly as though she has already taken possession of the house, thought Lady Fieldhurst resentfully, as Mrs. Bertram herded the party into the drawing room.

      “I felt I must come at once to offer you a place in my home,” the dowager said, settling herself upon a sofa covered in bronze-green satin. “So distressing for you, staying here. Why, who knows but what next time a housebreaker might murder you in your bed!”

      “A—a housebreaker, ma’am?” echoed Lady Fieldhurst, still somewhat dazed by the suddenness of the invasion.

      “Of course it must have been a housebreaker! Who else would have reason to do such a thing to my poor son? Really, one wonders what the watchmen are being paid to do!”

      “And this house contains so many valuable things,” put in Mrs. Bertram, examining the furnishings as if calculating their worth. “There is certainly more than enough to tempt any thief.”

      “We have talked it over, and it is all settled,” announced the dowager. “Caroline says you are more than welcome to remain in this house after she and George move in—” Here Mrs. Bertram nodded her agreement in a flutter of black draperies. “—But she is convinced you would be most uncomfortable, sleeping in the very room where it took place—”

      “Not the very room, Aunt Lavinia,” tittered Mrs. Bertram. “I shall have that one, of course, as it adjoins the master suite. Although, Julia, you will be pleased to hear that I plan to redecorate the whole house so you would never know it for the same place. Lady Blandford has had the most cunning Egyptian furnishings from Mr. Hope, with the sofas and chairs supported by gilt sphinxes—”

      “For now, my dear Julia, you may accompany us to Fieldhurst Hall for the funeral,” said Cousin George, with the air of one bestowing an unexpected favor. “Not that you ladies will be expected to attend the service, of course, although I will naturally do so. But you may watch the procession from the window, if you wish.”

      “And afterwards we shall remove to the Dower House,” put in the dowager. “You will want to live very quietly during your period of mourning, of course, and I am sure I will be very glad of your company. You may take my dear little pug for long walks about the countryside, and in the evenings you may read to me. Alas, my eyesight is not what it once was—”

      “And, of course, when George and I are in residence at the Hall, you must dine with us for a special treat. I confess I look forward to seeing the Hall again. I told George just this morning that I think the rose garden should be dug up and a folly situated in its place, but I cannot decide between a Grecian temple and a Gothic ruin! I should value your opinion, Julia, if you will favor me with it.”

      Lady Fieldhurst, who had designed the rose garden and planted some of its more exotic species with her own hands, thought it wisest not to express her opinion on this particular subject; but she need not have worried, as she was given no opportunity to voice it in any case.

      “So,” declared the dowager, “all that remains is for you to have your woman pack your bags, and we may set out early tomorrow morning.”

      “Begging your pardon, ma’am, but I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

      At the sound of an unfamiliar voice, the entire company turned toward the open door. The dowager and Mrs. Bertram scowled at the somewhat shabbily-dressed man framed therein, but Lady Fieldhurst welcomed the interruption much as a drowning swimmer might a rope thrown from a passing ship.

      Pickett, finding himself the recipient of a smile that rivaled the sun in its brilliance, was emboldened to continue. “I’m sorry to interfere with your plans, ladies, but I must insist that Lady Fieldhurst remain here until the investigation is complete.”

      Julia, recovering her composure, hastened to explain. “This is Mr. John Pickett, the Bow Street Runner who will see that Frederick’s killer is brought to justice. I’m sure he has many questions for me, so if you will excuse us—”

      The visitors needed no further urging. With renewed outpourings of sympathy and promises to call again upon their return to Town, they took their leave. As they passed Pickett, the ladies carefully held their black skirts aside, so as not to contaminate them through contact with so humble a personage. Once they were gone, Lady Fieldhurst turned to regard her rescuer with a rueful smile.

      “Well, Mr. Pickett, I hope you are pleased with yourself. You have put me in the intolerable position of having to thank you for making me your chief suspect.”

      “Not at all, your ladyship, but—if you don’t mind my asking, who were those people?”

      “The dowager Lady Fieldhurst—my mother-in-law, that is—and Mr. and Mrs. George Bertram. Mr. Bertram is my husband’s cousin and heir presumptive to his title.”

      “Oh.” The thought that these dreadful creatures might be her nearest and dearest had not occurred to him. “Did you want to go with them?”

      “I should rather go to Newgate!” As the unfortunate implications of this speech became clear to her, she stammered, “That is, I—I did not mean—”

      “I know,” he said simply, and had the felicity of seeing her wary expression yield to a cautious smile.

      “So long as you understand that I am not making a confession, Mr. Pickett, is there anything you desire I should do for you?”

      The possibilities raised by this simple query were so outrageous as to make him blush. He was both relieved and disappointed to see that she was not similarly affected, but he was not surprised; it was highly unlikely that such a lady would entertain the sort of thoughts about him that he’d had of her from the moment he’d first laid eyes on her.

      “If I may, I’d like to have another look at your—at the scene of the crime.” Seeing her smile fade, he added quickly, “You need not come with me, if it upsets you.”

      She squared her shoulders and took a steadying breath. “No, I shall come with you,” she said resolutely. “You may have questions that I can answer.”

      “We don’t have to go right away,” he assured her. “First, I’d like you to tell me about last night.”

      “Very well,” said Lady Fieldhurst, more than willing to postpone the unpleasant task. “What do you wish to know?”

      “Everything—and nothing in particular. Just sit down and tell me about it, like you were telling a friend.”

      Her black skirts rustled as she settled herself on the bronze-green sofa so recently vacated by the dowager. “Where do I begin? I was promised to attend a ball given by Lord and Lady Herrington. Rupert—Lord Rupert Latham, that is—called for me at half-past eight, just as we had agreed.”

      “Did you often attend such things without your husband?”

      “I don’t know what you would call ‘often,’ but it was not unusual. As with most Society marriages, he had his interests, I had mine, and we rarely interfered with one another. On this occasion, he could not have escorted me in any case, for he had an appointment at nine o’clock.”

      “Did he, now? With whom?”

      “He didn’t say.” She watched with mingled exasperation and amusement as he withdrew a small notebook from his coat pocket and began to write. “If you truly wish for me to speak to you as a friend, Mr. Pickett, I must point out that my friends rarely take down my words.”

      He gave her a rueful smile, but kept writing. “A necessary evil, I’m afraid.”

      “In that case, I suppose I must resign myself.” In spite of these brave words, she turned slightly away from him, sparing herself the reminder of Pickett’s official capacity while at the same time unwittingly presenting him with a view of her elegant profile. “As I said, Lord Rupert called for me at half-past eight, and we were driven to the Herrington house in Portman Square. We returned several hours later. I did not note the exact time.”

      Pickett flipped back a page or two in his notebook and scanned the notes he had taken earlier that morning. Lord Rupert Latham had said quite decisively that they had returned at two o’clock. If they had concocted a story together, they had made a very poor job of it.

      “And while you were at the ball? Were you together the entire time?”

      She turned to regard him with an indulgent smile. “You do not understand how these things work, Mr. Pickett. Just because a lady accepts a gentleman’s escort to a ball does not mean she must sit in his pocket the entire evening. Indeed, it would be very bad ton to do so.”

      “Even if the gentleman were her lover?”

      “Especially if the gentleman were her lover.” The implication of her words wiped the smile from her face. “Mr. Pickett, I realize that it must look very bad for me, but I must tell you that Lord Rupert is not my lover.”

      “I’m no guardian of the public morals, my lady,” protested Pickett, blushing like a schoolgirl. “You’ve no obligation to explain to me—”

      “Nevertheless, I wish to do so. Whatever else my failures as a wife, I have always been faithful to my husband. But I’d had too much champagne, and Rupert was—indeed, I don’t know what I was thinking! I have asked myself a hundred times if I would have actually gone through with it. I still don’t know the answer.”

      “You’d quarreled with Lord Fieldhurst, perhaps?”

      “Quarrel is too strong a word for it. Certainly we were not in perfect charity with one another, but I believe such a state is not uncommon among married couples.” She glanced at the notebook on his knee, his hasty scrawl now filling its pages—with her own incriminating remarks, no doubt. “Goodness, how I have prattled on! You have a talent for making people say more than they ever intended to.”

      “It comes in handy in my line of work,” he said with a smile.

      “And it has no doubt sent more than one person to the gallows.”

      “And saved more than a few others. Come, your ladyship, you’ve nothing to fear from me. I want only to find someone who can prove that you’d no opportunity to kill your husband.”

      “But this is absurd!” protested her ladyship. “How could I have done so, when I was in plain view of almost three hundred people the entire—?”

      She faltered, and Pickett, seeing consternation writ large upon her face, prompted, “You’ve thought of something?”

      “I—It seems I would not have been in plain sight the entire time, after all,” she said slowly. “During one of the sets, my gown was torn, and I was obliged to withdraw from the ballroom long enough to see to its repair.”

      “How long would you say you were gone?”

      “Fifteen minutes, perhaps, no more than twenty.”

      Pickett, making a note of this in his occurrence book, looked up. “Does it really take that long to shove a couple of pins in?”

      Her ladyship colored slightly. “Your knowledge of ladies’ clothing is obviously not extensive.”

      “No, I can’t say that it is,” confessed Pickett with a rueful smile.

      Her color deepened. “Suffice it to say that I was obliged to remove the gown entirely.”

      “Did anyone see you?” asked Pickett, firmly banishing the mental image this confession inspired. “I mean—that is, did any other lady enter the room during this time, anyone who might vouch for your presence there?”

      “No, no one but the maid on duty. I do not know the girl’s name, but I daresay Lady Herrington could furnish it—unless, of course, she was hired as extra staff for the occasion. If that is the case, the employment agency that placed her would be the most reliable source of information.”

      Pickett wrote down this suggestion, but privately hoped for a less circuitous line of investigation. “What about Lord Rupert?” he suggested. “Was he perhaps awaiting you in the corridor? If he could swear that you were at that ball from eight-thirty to two—”

      “Oh, but he couldn’t. He was gone for part of the evening himself.”

      Pickett’s pencil fell to the floor with a clatter. “He what?”

      “He spilled champagne on himself—or rather, someone jostled him and caused him to spill it—and so was obliged to return to his rooms in the Albany for a change of clothes. He did not return until after supper.”

      As Lady Fieldhurst recounted the incident, Pickett once again sought confirmation from his notes. As he’d thought, there was no mention of Lord Rupert’s having left the premises. An innocent oversight on that gentleman’s part, he wondered, or a deliberate attempt to deceive? It might well be the former, but he would not put the
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