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          DEATH ON THE BLUE TRAIN

        

      

    

    
      Afterwards, everyone agreed it was the soup that killed him. Although it must be said that even before his untimely demise, Lord Clarence Weatherford—owner and founder of the illustrious Weatherford Publishing House and onetime editor-in-chief of the London Chronicle—had not exactly been enjoying his dinner.

      Well-known in certain circles—infamous even—for being a man of very particular gastronomical and dietary preferences, Lord Weatherford had recently been forced to limit his already narrow diet. His doctors were concerned about his weight, you see, or possibly his heart. But, as a spokesman for the Paris-Lyon-Méditerranée Railway Company later insisted, it was not the food itself which had spoiled His Lordship’s appetite. Certainly not! The world-famous Blue Train was the absolute pinnacle of steam-powered luxury, and its dining car—resplendent with bone-white china and extravagant five-course meals—was more than capable of meeting His Lordship’s exacting dietary requirements.

      Indeed, in any other circumstance, Lord Weatherford might have allowed himself an audible sigh of satisfaction after that first spoonful. But not that night, alas! That night, he barely noticed the taste or the smell. Perhaps if he had paid closer attention, His Lordship might have caught the faint hint of almonds where no almonds should be.

      Perhaps.
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        * * *

      

      As the first course was served, Lord Weatherford noted absently that the waiter—a young man of Swiss extraction—had ignored all his careful instructions and that the dish in front of him, while no doubt deliciously rich and creamy, would not have been approved by a single one of His Lordship’s over-priced doctors. Those fools!

      Lord Weatherford scowled. He was fit as a fiddle! Healthier than many men half his age! Still, that was doctors for you—worriers, the lot of them. And Soupe à l'oignon Lyonnaise was a particular favorite of his.

      Weatherford’s first spoonful left a bitter aftertaste in his mouth, but he paid no heed. Having indulged himself in this one small rebellion against the tyranny of the medical profession, he soon turned his mind to other matters.

      A newspaperman by training and inclination, Lord Weatherford amused himself by listening with half an ear to the low murmur of conversation around him. Most of what he overheard was in English, of course. The Riviera was the preferred playground for the wealthiest of Weatherford’s countrymen, after all, but he also caught snippets of French and German and a few mutterings of Italian here and there.

      From what Weatherford could tell, the favored topics of conversation appeared to be either the exploits of a gentleman thief known in France and beyond as La Chimère, or the newly christened “Trial of the Century”—the so-called Unsworth Murders.

      Lord Weatherford scoffed into his napkin. Trial of the Century, indeed! In the past decade alone, no less than six different trials had earned that epithet, all forgotten now. In time, this one, too, would pass from memory, but until then, Weatherford could not help but feel a distant sort of sympathy for Lord Unsworth’s plight.

      The two men had never been close friends, but in their youth they had both shared one or two interests in common. So, when asked, Weatherford had done his best to accommodate Unsworth’s secretary, a quiet, efficient little chap with an odd name—something to do with a bird, he thought—and had made sure the London Chronicle was comparatively gentle in its coverage. But only up to a point. People loved a good murder, after all.

      It was funny, Weatherford reflected, how things turned out. Until recently, he hadn’t thought about Unsworth for years, and now the man was everywhere—plastered across Weatherford’s own headlines. It was as if all Lord Weatherford’s old ghosts were gathering at once.

      Even being here on the train brought back memories. Once a regular visitor, Weatherford hadn’t travelled to the Riviera in years and, in truth, never thought he would again. But the summons had been urgent in its abruptness:

      
        
        IN TROUBLE. STOP. NEED HELP. STOP. COME AT ONCE. STOP.

      

      

      No one else on Earth could have dragged Lord Weatherford from house and home with such few words, but she had always been different. Always.

      His Lordship sighed at the memory. Lady Rosaline Barrett De Marchi—the infamous Widow of Treville-sur-Mer—had been a penniless actress at some backwater theater when Lord Weatherford had first met her. But within a few short years, she had all but conquered the globe—dazzling audiences from West End to Broadway, from Salzburg to Paris. Until, suddenly, while still at the height of her success, she had abandoned the stage to embark upon an equally successful marital career—for a given definition of success.

      Widowed thrice over since then, her trail of death, heartbreak, and scandal had been, at one time, the talk of Europe and fodder for countless headlines and gossip columns. Since then, her star had faded from public view, but unlike most of her former admirers, Lord Weatherford had never deserted her. Recently he had even agreed—against his better judgment—to publish her rather salacious memoirs. It was a prospect which had already caused a great deal of consternation in certain circles. Her old admirers may have forgotten her, but to their dismay, they discovered she had not forgotten them.

      Indeed, not! Lord Weatherford had heard from several sources that Rosaline had begun sending out letters—hundreds and hundreds of them—to many of her former acquaintances, friends, and lovers, discreetly offering to either alter their names or remove them from her upcoming memoirs—all for a small fee, naturally.

      Now, Weatherford had no personal qualms about blackmail. It came with the territory, but, in his opinion, Rosaline was being exceedingly reckless. After all, her old lovers weren’t the only ones with skeletons in their cupboards, not by a long shot. Her past, too, was a briar patch full of stings and nettles, and no one knew that better than Weatherford.

      Distractedly ladling another spoonful of soup with one hand, Lord Weatherford found the other reaching into his left breast pocket almost of its own accord. And as his fingers brushed against the crinkling yellow paper inside, he breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

      Still secret. Still safe.

      He had committed every word of that ancient letter to memory. Of course he had. Its contents had changed the trajectory of his life along with so many others. And it was proof that long, long ago, the future Lord Weatherford had done the soon-to-be Lady Rosaline a great and terrible service, and now he feared they might both pay the price.

      Lord Weatherford frowned suddenly. Something was wrong! He could feel a strange pain stabbing into his side, and when he brought his napkin to his lips, it came away bloody.

      “Garçon!” he cried out, but the waiter’s back was turned. “Garçon⁠—”

      The words choked in Weatherford’s throat, and he collapsed back in his chair, too woozy to think or speak. The dining car itself seemed to be spinning all around him, while the familiar clink of cutlery and tinkling of glasses echoed painfully in his mind, each noise sharp and dagger-like in his ears. And beneath it all came the constant rumbling of the train, thundering in time with the damnable pain in his chest.

      He was dying, Lord Weatherford realized in an excruciating moment of clarity, and in those final moments, his hand made its slow, trembling way back towards his breast pocket and the letter within.

      To have and to hold⁠—

      “Here, monsieur,” said a waiter, looming out of the spinning, swirling confusion. “Let me help you.”
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        * * *

      

      Lord Weatherford’s death somewhere between Cannes and Nice caused something of an uproar in the luxury dining car. Two Russian princesses, a count, and an elderly Bavarian knight all fainted in the excitement, but the head waiter moved with admirable speed and efficiency to reassure the other passengers. Smelling salts were acquired, drinks were poured, and suitably salutary words were spoken—first in French and then in increasing accented Italian, German, and English.

      A doctor came aboard at Nice, accompanied by a Commissary of Police, who together made quick work of the investigation but proved considerably slower when it came to the paperwork.

      Lord Weatherford was determined to be a gentleman of elderly persuasion with a known history of heart troubles and a cantankerous habit of ignoring sound medical advice. In light of these facts, the soup was quickly considered the most likely culprit. However, in deference to the Paris-Lyon-Méditerranée Railway Company, the offending dish did not appear on any official report, and the cause of death was listed as a heart attack.

      In the interest of thoroughness, however, it should be mentioned that the Commissary did, in fact, note that a telegram had been found in Lord Weatherford’s right jacket pocket. Its contents were dutifully transcribed by one of his deputies and filed in the appropriate manner. No mention was made of a letter, however, and when the jacket was returned to England—along with His Lordship’s body—the pocket in question was found to be entirely empty.

      It would be several long months, and at least two more bodies, before foul play was even remotely suspected.

      And that would only be thanks to the largely unrelated efforts of a certain quiet, efficient little chap with an odd name.

      Something to do with a bird.
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            MR. QUAYLE ON THE RIVIERA

          

        

      

    

    
      Mr. Quayle was not, he reflected sadly, enjoying his time on the Riviera—not in the least. Oh, it was beautiful, to be sure! The sun-drenched coast and achingly blue seas were as bewitching as promised. And Quayle longed with all his heart to wander the little fishing villages and towns, to practice his rusting, pidgin French at the varied stalls and markets, and, most of all, to lose himself amidst the oleander trees and olive groves. But, alas, such pleasures were not for him—not yet.

      It had only been a little over a month since his employer, the Thirteenth Earl of Unsworth, had gathered what remained of the family and fled to the south of France, hoping to escape the scandal that threatened to consume them. It was a desperate hope, in Mr. Quayle’s opinion, but he could hardly fault His Lordship for trying.

      As Lord Unsworth’s personal secretary, Quayle had gone far above and beyond the call of duty, doing his best to protect the family’s reputation in the weeks and months leading up to the trial. But in the end, no matter what tricks Quayle employed or how he wriggled and connived, the truth was incontrovertible. After all, he had uncovered it himself. The family had been involved in the murders—involved up to their necks—and even in France, there was no escaping that fact.

      Not that Mr. Quayle begrudged his labors on behalf of the family. After all, he owed Lord Unsworth a great deal—his livelihood, for one. After Quayle’s rather ignominious departure from Whitehall two years ago, potential employers had been few and far between, but Lord Unsworth had accepted him with open arms and had never asked a single awkward question. His Lordship required discretion from his servants and retainers but was always willing to offer the same in return. Mr. Quayle appreciated that more than he could say, but it was to Lord Unsworth’s son—to the lamented Lieutenant Colonel Theodore “Teddy” Statham—that his true debt was owed. And it was in Colonel Statham’s memory Quayle had labored—solving not one but three murders, and doing his best to blunt the aftermath. But now he was tired, so very tired. He could feel it in his limbs and in his thoughts. Some nights, he was so tired he dreamed of sleep, and he had hoped their little French excursion would give him the time he needed to rest. But it was not to be!

      Within a few days of their arrival, Lord Unsworth had asked Mr. Quayle to keep a quiet, watchful eye on His Lordship’s nephew, the Hon. Arthur Druce, a task which soon proved as exasperating as ever. Having learned nothing from his brief stint as a murder suspect, Arthur had taken to frequenting the casinos at Monte Carlo and fallen in with a dubious set of gamblers, adventurers, and cardsharps. And so, following in Arthur’s wake, Mr. Quayle had traded the fresh, pine-scented air and vast, stunning vistas for hazy, smoke-filled rooms.

      Mr. Quayle glanced down to check his watch, though he could barely read it properly in the haze and gloom. It was nearly five o’clock. Two long tables dominated the center of the room, each ringed by an ever-present throng of gamblers and onlookers—widows and heiresses, politicians and princes—all pressed in close as they watched in rapt attention while fortunes were lost and won and lost again.

      Arthur was seated in the far corner, away from the press of the crowd, enthusiastically trying his hand at baccarat as he had been these past few weeks. In fairness, Mr. Quayle was forced to admit that Arthur was not a terrible player, but he was an inconsistent one, much to the delight of his new friends, the mysterious Count and Countess Francesco and Lucia Scarlioni.

      Naturally, Mr. Quayle had made it his business to discover all he could about them and what he had found did not fill him with confidence. There was something almost sinister about their interest in Arthur, and Quayle wouldn’t trust them as far as he could throw them.

      “Ah, Monsieur Quayle! I thought I might see you here!”

      Mr. Quayle turned, startled, to find an owlish, well-dressed little Frenchman pushing his way toward him through the crowd.

      “Monsieur Tallier,” Quayle greeted. “This is a surprise.”

      “A pleasant one, I trust?”

      “Naturally,” Mr. Quayle replied, and meant it. The two men had struck up a casual acquaintance over the past few weeks—one of the trip’s few bright spots in Mr. Quayle’s estimation—and found they shared both a keen eye and a wry sense of humor.

      It was curious, though. Despite only ever encountering the man at the casino, Mr. Quayle could not recall a single instance of Tallier trying his hand at any of the tables—not roulette, baccarat or even blackjack—and the Frenchman had also proven to be remarkably well-informed about the various personalities around them. Indeed, much of Mr. Quayle’s information about Arthur’s new friends had come from Tallier.

      “I haven’t seen you in a few days,” Mr. Quayle said. “I was worried you might have gotten lost.”

      “Not at all. I simply had some business to take care of,” Tallier replied.

      “Business?” Mr. Quayle raised an eyebrow expectantly, but M. Tallier feigned not to notice.

      “Keeping as close an eye as ever, I take it?” he said instead, glancing over at Arthur.

      “Always.” Mr. Quayle accepted the blatant sidestep without pursuing the matter. It was hardly the first time M. Tallier had avoided the topic, and on the Riviera, discretion was the rule rather than the exception. Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies, as the saying went.

      “You’re worried about him, non?” Tallier asked.

      “Always,” Mr. Quayle repeated with a wry smile. “Arthur has an amazing talent for landing himself in the most absurdly troublesome situations.”

      “Ah, oui, I might have read a thing or two in the paper,” M. Tallier admitted. “Something about falling in love with his father’s mistress and absconding out the window in the middle of a police investigation?”

      Mr. Quayle frowned. It had been impossible to hide Arthur’s stint as a fugitive—after all, there had been a county-wide manhunt—but Quayle had managed to keep some of the more embarrassing details out of the papers. Even the attorneys at the trial had—after some gentle persuasion—been obligingly circumspect.

      “Where did you hear about the window?” Mr. Quayle asked.

      “I told you,” M. Tallier replied. “I must have read about it somewhere.”

      “Mm. Perhaps.” Despite enjoying the other man’s company, Mr. Quayle harbored no illusions that Tallier had approached him by mere happenstance. There was a purpose to the Frenchman’s interest in him and in the Unsworth family, and while Mr. Quayle did not believe it to be malicious per se, it was undoubtedly pointed.

      “They’ve offered him another loan,” Mr. Quayle said, testing the waters. “Quite a substantial sum this time.”

      “The Count and Countess.” It was not a question, and despite his best efforts, M. Tallier could not quite conceal his quickening interest, just as Mr. Quayle had hoped.

      “Indeed.” Mr. Quayle indicated the table, where Arthur—flanked on one side by the tall, austere figure of the Count and on the other by the Countess’ striking, glamorous visage—was in the process of losing for the fourth time that hour. “That’s their money he’s squandering,” Mr. Quayle said darkly.

      “Have you spoken to the boy?”

      “I’ve had a quiet word or two,” Mr. Quayle admitted. “He said they were being kind.”

      “Those two are never kind, mon ami.”

      “No,” Mr. Quayle agreed. “I wouldn’t have thought so.”

      “What have you done, then?”

      “Done?” Mr. Quayle shrugged. “Nothing. I work for the family, but I’m not one of them. And Arthur—Lord help us!—is a grown man. If he wants to consort with suspicious characters and accept dubious loans, that’s his own affair. I’m not his mother.”

      “But you could inform his mother.”

      “What? And bring Lady Constance crashing down on his head every time he makes a mistake? Arthur would never trust me again.” Besides, Quayle thought to himself, in this matter, he was acting on His Lordship’s instructions, not Her Ladyship’s, and he had no intention of being caught in the middle. Not if he could help it.

      “So, instead, you’re giving him enough rope to hang himself…”

      “I was rather hoping to cut the rope before it comes to that.”

      “Be careful, mon ami.” M. Tallier placed a warning hand on Quayle’s arm. “The Count and Countess are not to be trifled with. You must have heard the rumors.”

      “Some of them.”

      “They are said to have fled Mussolini’s Italy for…political reasons,” M. Tallier whispered. “But there are those who believe they are suspiciously close to the Italian ambassador and that they might have a different role to play…”

      “Spies, you mean.” Mr. Quayle shot M. Tallier a quick, searching glance. Was that it, then? Was that M. Tallier’s true identity—a spy catcher circling his prey? Mr. Quayle sighed. What had Arthur stumbled into this time?

      “That’s one possibility,” M. Tallier agreed.

      “But what would two Italian spies want with Arthur?” Mr. Quayle wondered.

      “Je ne sai pas.” M. Tallier shrugged. “Probably nothing, but there are other rumors about their activities.”

      “Ah, yes.” Mr. Quayle had heard those rumors too, but surely a pair of charlatans and mountebanks could find a more promising victim than Arthur Druce! The man was all-but-bankrupt. Still, they were paying Arthur an inordinate amount of attention, going out of their way to make his acquaintance, and encouraging all his worst habits. But to what end?

      There would be time enough to ponder their motives later, however. For now, he and Arthur had a more pressing engagement, and it was well past time they were on their way.

      “If you will excuse me, M. Tallier,” he said with a regretful tilt of the head, “I really should be collecting Arthur. We have a busy night ahead.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes.” Mr. Quayle’s lips twitched in what could have been a scowl. Like his employer, he was not particularly social at the best of times. “Lady Rosaline Barrett De Marchi is throwing a party tonight.”

      “Lady Rosaline! So, Arthur has merited an invitation from the Widow of Treville-sur-Mer, has he? Quite an honor.”

      “The whole family has,” Mr. Quayle explained. “Even I was invited for some reason.”

      “Well, of course, mon ami.” M. Tallier laughed outright. “You’re quite the curiosity yourself—the secretary who solved Lord Unsworth’s little murders.”

      “I didn’t solve anything!” Mr. Quayle protested ingenuously but retreated in the face of M. Tallier’s disbelieving stare. “That is to say, I may have assisted the police in their investigations, but I never⁠—”

      “You are too modest, monsieur.” M. Tallier shook his head in mock disapproval. “Far too modest. It was you who discovered this Major’s lies, non? Who ferreted the truth out of your war records?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Mr. Quayle lied. That was another piece of information he had deliberately kept out of the papers. Indeed, Quayle had done his utmost to downplay his own role in events, especially when it came to any connections he might have in the War Office. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, monsieur⁠—”

      “Bien sûr!” M. Tallier waved him away. “The Widow’s villa awaits. I hear she throws the most sumptuous parties.”

      “Mm.” Mr. Quayle took his leave warily. Tallier had revealed a depth of knowledge in the past few minutes that was, frankly, concerning. Perhaps Quayle had been too quick to judge the Frenchman’s purpose benign. But again, that was a problem for another time.

      Straightening his shoulders, Mr. Quayle made his way carefully through the press of humanity toward the baccarat table. He was not looking forward to extracting Arthur from the Count and Countess. Since coming to the Riviera, Arthur had regained much of his obstinate, reckless self—urged on, no doubt, by his two new benefactors—and was becoming harder and harder to manage.

      But then, Mr. Quayle reflected, Arthur was not the only one retreating into old, familiar patterns.
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            THE GREAT ARTIST AND HIS WIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      No one was watching as Fanny strode out to the edge of the cliff and stared down at the waters of the Mediterranean glistening far below. Standing there on the precipice with her eyes closed and her head thrown back, she took a moment to luxuriate in the warmth of the sun on her face, and listen to the sound of distant birds crying and circling overhead. It had been an eternity since Fanny had last felt so at peace with herself. Free from prying eyes and gossiping tongues. Free from the nagging voice whispering in her ear, from the endless self-recriminations, the judgment, the guilt, and—worst of all—from the embarrassment.

      Fanny felt her cheeks, already warm from the sun, reddening at the shame of it. She had thought herself so clever, so discerning—not at all like dear Cousin Arthur—but in the end, Fanny had been no less fooled and no less foolish.

      Since then, she had gone over events again and again in her mind searching for something—anything—that she might have missed, but to no avail. There was nothing, not a hint or a sign of the treachery to come. That should have made her feel better, but it hadn’t. All it meant was that she was still blind, even with the benefit of hindsight. And Fanny refused to be blind any more, refused to be tricked a second time. Never again.

      She opened her eyes with a sigh and, gazing down, turned towards the village of Treville-sur-Mer. A forest of masts and sails rose from the docks and quays, while brick rooves and painted houses—orange, pink, and blue—hugged the shoreline before sloping here and there upward into the hills and orchards above. It was a picturesque little town, almost from another century—serene and peaceful. But Fanny didn’t want serenity. She wanted noise and distraction. She wanted an escape and she had found one—of a sort.
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        * * *

      

      Fanny turned away from the grand vista before her and back toward the house. She had absented herself from their little gathering for as long as she could without being churlish or impolite, but had no desire to be rude to her hosts—or at least not to her hostess.

      The house itself was a charming little cottage nestled quietly amongst the trees, and in her short time on the Riviera, it had quickly become something of a home away from home for Fanny—moreso than the monstrosity her aunt and uncle had rented a few miles down the coast.

      The cottage was home to the acclaimed French artist and sculptor, Jean-Paul Léger, and his wife, Anne-Marie. They had both—Anne-Marie especially—been quite welcoming, and Fanny had allowed herself to be drawn into the small group of writers, artists, and playwrights over which the famed couple presided. Although, it might be more accurate to say it was Jean-Paul Léger alone who presided—or rather, held court—while Madame Léger played the dutiful wife and hostess. It was a role to which she was long accustomed, her devotion seemingly undiminished by her husband’s litany of rumored affairs or by his decades of towering self-aggrandizement.

      That was the legend, at least, but it had not taken Fanny long to spot the cracks in the façade, and to her eyes, Madame Léger was more seething than devoted. Whatever patience the older woman might have once had was clearly running thin. Not that Fanny could blame her.

      As she approached the cottage, Fanny saw Madame Léger coming down the garden path from her husband’s studio—a cube-shaped outbuilding set away from the main house, where the Great Man could paint and sculpt to his heart’s content.

      Madame Léger was a brittle, dignified woman in her late forties or early fifties—Fanny had difficulty distinguishing the age of anyone over twenty-five—who still retained more than a trace of her youthful vivaciousness and attractiveness when she smiled.

      She was not smiling now, however, and gave a little start when she noticed Fanny watching her.

      “Fanny!” she cried, slipping a key into her pocket. “I thought you were inside with the others.”

      “I was,” Fanny replied. “But I stepped out for some fresh air and thought I’d take a moment to enjoy the view.”

      “Yes,” Madame Léger agreed, following her gaze out toward the sea. “It is breathtaking, isn’t it? We bought this cottage nearly fifteen years ago now. Of course, in those days, we were still mostly living in Paris, but even after we moved here year-round⁠—”

      This time Madame Léger did smile, and her face was transformed into something bright, innocent and young.

      “—Well,” she continued, “they say familiarity breeds contempt, but that view, at least, never grows old.”

      “No, I imagine not.” Fanny was trying to decide what did, in fact, grow old when Madame Léger took her by the arm and led her toward the patio doors.

      “Come along, dear,” she said. “We shouldn’t leave that young man of yours alone for too long.”

      “He’s not my young man!” Fanny protested, perhaps a touch too loudly.

      “Of course not, dear.” Madame Léger patted her hand soothingly. “Of course not. But he’d like to be, non?”

      Fanny opened her mouth, another denial ready on her lips, but Madame Léger’s gaze was far too knowing. Unable to meet those merciless, teasing eyes, Fanny turned away, grumbling under her breath.

      He wasn’t her young man! She hadn’t been lying when she’d said that. But she hadn’t been telling the truth either and Madame Léger knew it. Damn her!

      Madame Léger laughed and, murmuring something about ‘young love’ which made Fanny’s blood boil, ushered them in through the back door.
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        * * *

      

      Inside, the cottage was filled to bursting with the fruits of Jean-Paul Léger’s career. Every wall was covered floor to ceiling in his paintings and sketches; every available surface was laden with his sculptures and an array of his preliminary models and maquettes.

      Looking around, Fanny wondered—and not for the first time—what it must be like for Madame Léger to spend her days living in what amounted to a museum dedicated solely and exhaustively to her husband’s greatness. It was not a pleasant thought.

      The others—a motley group of artists, sculptors, writers, and various hangers-on—were gathered in the drawing room, listening intently as Léger expounded on the philosophical nature of art and railed quite vigorously against those upstart Cubists and Surrealists. His sermon on the settee was met with a sea of nodding heads, but Fanny couldn’t help but notice one or two of them biting their tongues.

      Perhaps the Great Man’s grip on his disciples was not nearly as tight as he would have liked. Perhaps, at last, the world was beginning to pass him by! Although, Fanny reflected, if Léger was still referring to the Cubists as upstarts, perhaps the world had passed him by a long time ago. Certainly, he appeared far older than his wife, although only a scant few years separated them.

      One of the acolytes separated himself from the others. A handsome young man with reddish hair and a hangdog expression, he approached Fanny eagerly.

      “Where were you?” he asked, his tone a quiver shy of reproachful.

      His name was Joseph Hollins, and he was decidedly not Fanny’s young man, no matter what Madame Léger or, for that matter, Hollins himself chose to believe.

      “I took a quick stroll in the garden,” she replied and watched as Mr. Hollins clearly wanted to ask why she hadn’t invited him along and then just as clearly thought better of it.

      The poor man! He wasn’t nearly as subtle as he thought he was. But these days, that very quality, more than anything, was what appealed to Fanny.

      Hollins was an aspiring playwright and an avowed socialist without money or prospects. He had held a job once at one of Lord Weatherford’s many newspapers but had quit, purportedly on political grounds, and run away to join the theater.

      It was all quite romantic—at least in his own telling—but Hollins’ political leanings had not, Fanny noted, prevented him from pursuing her—the Earl of Unsworth’s distinctly aristocratic niece—or from idolizing Léger’s one-time friend and neighbor, the celebrated but decidedly bourgeoise playwright Henry Carrodus.

      No, as far as Fanny was concerned, Joseph Hollins was, at best, a grasping, moderately talented, and wholly hypocritical young man. Entirely unsuitable for the future Countess of Unsworth!

      Of course, after the fiasco last year, such characteristics only made Hollins more perfect in Fanny’s eyes. The Major, after all, had been eminently suitable, but he had turned out to be a liar and a murderer. And while Hollins might lack the courage of his convictions, he was hardly a killer. Besides, Hollins made her laugh, and laughter was supposedly the best medicine.

      The clock on the wall struck the half-hour, jolting Fanny from her thoughts. It was about time they started making their excuses. Hollins met her gaze and nodded, having reached the same conclusion.

      Fanny turned, searching for Madame Léger. Not wanting to offend, she preferred to have a quiet word in her hostess’ ear. Hollins, however, chose a different tact.

      “Fanny and I have been invited to Lady Rosaline’s party this evening!” he explained, practically giddy with glee.

      It was understandable, of course. Hollins had been trying to approach Lady Rosaline for months, desperately seeking her patronage, and tonight, at long last, he would have his chance. But the home of Jean-Paul Léger was not the ideal place for such a pronouncement.

      Indeed, within a moment, the air—largely congenial, if a trifle stifling thus far—grew tense, almost threatening, and all eyes turned to Léger. Clutching a wine glass in his trembling hand, he rose to his still considerable height. Even stooped and arched, he towered over the room like some fading colossus and stared down at Hollins with fury in his eyes. Watching, Fanny could only sigh. There was a reason she had tried to be discreet.

      Like many artists of his generation, Léger owed much of his early success to Lady Rosaline’s generous patronage. For decades he had painted only in the styles she had dictated, had art shows only in the galleries she had chosen, and had sold his pieces only to collectors she had approved, including his erstwhile rival for her affections—Lord Weatherford.

      Her connections and her direction had, without a doubt, made Léger one of the wealthiest and most revered painters in Europe, but eventually, he came to be seen as Lady Rosaline’s creature—her tame little artist.

      And so, desperate to succeed on his own merits, Léger had broken with Lady Rosaline. Unfortunately, his reputation had plummeted in the years since, leading many to believe that he had owed more to her influence than anyone realized.

      “Hah!” Léger barked a laugh, the sudden burst of threadbare humor doing nothing to ease the tension. “But of course, she’s invited you, Fanny. And the whole family too, non?”

      “Oui,” Fanny answered carefully. “We’re all invited. Hollins is coming as my guest.”

      “Naturellement.” Léger’s face cracked in a merciless, devil-may-care smile, but Fanny noticed the glass still shaking in his hand. “How could dear Lady Rosaline resist inviting the only residents in Treville-sur-Mer more notorious than herself? No, our Rosaline treasures her reputation for scandal far too much. Think of it—all those stories! She encourages them. How else would you explain the countless, meaningless duels fought over the right to escort her to this ball or that ball. Or poor Christophe Marchant, who drowned himself in the Seine when she rejected them. And he was hardly the only one. At least two other men threw themselves from the Blue Train because of her. The fools!” Léger shook his head in disgust. “And then, after all that, she ran off and married a fascist and was accused of spying by the Italian government!” He scoffed. “No one knows how many of those stories are actually true, of course, and Lady Rosaline prefers it that way, but you⁠—”

      “—we’ll be attending the party as well, of course,” Madame Léger interrupted from the doorway, effectively undercutting her husband’s scorn. “Lady Rosaline has kindly invited us, and my husband has gracefully set aside his pride and accepted. Forgiveness is a wonderous thing, non?”

      No one dared disagree, although Madame Léger herself did not look particularly forgiving at the moment, and Fanny couldn’t help but wonder who Madame Léger hated more—her husband or Lady Rosaline.
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      Lady Rosaline Barrett De Marchi, the Widow of Treville-sur-Mer, burst through the doorway and embraced the Earl of Unsworth and his sister, Lady Constance, in a terrifying explosion of exuberance and feathers.

      “Oh, but it is wonderful to see you again, Eddy!” Lady Rosaline cried, opening her arms wide and pitching her voice so as to reach the furthermost seats of some imaginary theater. “Absolutely wonderful!”

      Faced with such aggressive cheerfulness, Lord Unsworth could only smile and nod awkwardly. Quiet and retiring by nature, he found Lady Rosaline’s extravagant gestures and assumed familiarity to be more than a little exhausting. Eddy, indeed!

      His Lordship did not need to turn to see his sister’s expression, not when he could practically hear her eyebrows raising like guillotines readying to strike.

      It had been over twenty years since Lord Unsworth had last seen Lady Rosaline—or rather, Rosie Swanson, as she had been then—and, as far as he could see, she hadn’t changed in the slightest.

      Oh, that was not to say that time had not marched as steadily onwards for her as it had for him. Beneath the expertly applied powders, she had wrinkles and laugh lines aplenty—the marks of a life lived to the fullest—and yet she remained as beautiful and dazzling as ever.

      Lord Unsworth had been, he supposed, one of Rosaline’s earliest admirers, and he could still remember his first sight of her lighting up the stage as one of the ladies-in-waiting in some long-forgotten operetta. Constance had never liked her, though, and a quiet word in Father’s ear soon put an end to any possible association. Under no circumstances could the future Earl of Unsworth be seen cavorting with a mere actress. And as for marriage, perish the thought!

      They had been right, of course. Quite unsuitable. Although, as Lord Unsworth recalled, it had been a few months before he had stopped sulking and accepted the unhappy truth. God, had he ever truly been so young?

      And yet here they all were again—apart from Father, naturally—and Lady Rosaline was oddly determined to renew their acquaintance and resume old familiarities, as if no time had passed at all, as if it hadn’t been decades since they last set eyes on each other. It was, if Lord Unsworth was honest with himself, downright unsettling. Connie, no doubt, would use a different word—suspicious, perhaps, or conniving.

      Lord Unsworth sighed. He should have torn up the invitation to Lady Rosaline’s party. That would have been simpler all around. Or better still, he should have settled in a different part of the Riviera, somewhere the Widow of Treville-sur-Mer did not hold sway. But, in truth, Lord Unsworth had not spared Lady Rosaline so much as a single thought for over twenty years, and when he had asked Mr. Quayle to see to the travel arrangements, His Lordship had not known that Lady Rosaline had enthroned herself in this particular village.

      “Are we early?” Constance asked, glancing around the cavernous entrance hall for any sign of the other guests.

      “Early?” Lady Rosaline beamed at them. “Heavens, no! You’re as punctual as ever, Constance. No, the other guests are all out mingling in the gardens. There was a slight contratemps with one of the orchestra conductors, but the music should be starting up soon. In the meantime—” Lady Rosaline hooked one arm through Lord Unsworth’s, and then, in an even more Herculean feat, managed to capture Lady Constance’s arm with the other. “—before we join them, I thought the three of us might have a chance to become reacquainted.”

      “I beg your pardon?” His Lordship asked quietly, trying not to feel alarmed.

      “I’ve heard tell of your little trove, Eddy,” Lady Rosaline said with a wink. “But I have something of a collection myself, and there’s so much I want to show you—both of you. I just know you’ll love it!”
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        * * *

      

      The Villa Barrett De Marchi had been designed by Lady Rosaline herself with the help of a rather famous architect—another one of her admirers, no doubt—who had been willing to indulge in her architectural fantasies. Courtyards and fountains abounded, while sudden staircases emerged out of the shadows in the oddest places, and a preponderance of halls and corridors twisted and turned, seemingly leading nowhere.

      The entire structure was, in short, little more than a series of architectural cul de sacs, but every single corner and crevasse was filled with paintings, sculptures, and tapestries. Many of them had been gifts from her various friends and suitors, but some she had purchased in her own right, and Lady Rosaline was clearly proud of her knowledge and taste. There was not, she soon demonstrated, a single item in her collection that she could not discuss at length.

      As a renowned, albeit highly specialized collector himself, Lord Unsworth understood better than most the sheer time and effort Lady Rosaline must have expended, although he could not help but note that her selection of medieval tapestries and artifacts was riddled with errors. Not that he blamed Lady Rosaline, of course. Some of the pieces were genuinely impressive, if occasionally mistakenly labeled, and Lady Rosaline was an amateur, after all.

      “And this,” she finally declared, showing them into an antechamber which gazed out onto the gardens, “is the crowning jewel of my collection!”

      Perched atop a pedestal in the center of the room rose a small bronze statuette. It had clearly been gilded at one point, but the gold coating had mostly chipped away over the years, leaving only a handful of gilt remnants to glint in the evening sun.

      Perhaps thirteen centimeters high—not counting the pedestal—it depicted a young woman clearly caught in the grip of some religious or spiritual ecstasy. Lord Unsworth leaned in closer and could not resist a sigh of appreciation. The detail was exquisite, from the carved draperies protecting her modesty to the young woman’s face, resting in her hands as she gazed inward toward some secret, divine knowledge. It was beautiful, but also familiar.

      “Forgive me if I’m mistaken,” His Lordship murmured thoughtfully. “Renaissance Italian sculpture is hardly my forte, but surely I’ve seen her somewhere before? In Italy, perhaps? At the⁠—”

      “—at the Cathedral in Siena,” Lady Rosaline finished with obvious pleasure, gratified to have her prized treasure recognized, “in a little alcove beneath a marble arch.”

      “Yes.” Lord Unsworth nodded. “That rings a bell, a distant, rusting bell. Siena, eh?”

      He cast his mind back to his long ago grand tour of Europe. The trip had not been a roaring success. His companions had been far more interested in exploring the local nightlife than in seeing the sights, and their guide—a mincing little Oxford tutor who was now Vice-Chancellor of the university—had been a dyed-in-the wool classicist who believed that history ended with the fall of the Roman Empire. He had dismissed Lord Unsworth’s beloved medieval period as the darkest of dark ages and had only acknowledged the Renaissance with the greatest of reluctance. Naturally, the two men had despised each other and maintained an enjoyably contentious correspondence to this day.

      Nevertheless, his guide had ultimately managed to impart some small knowledge of the period, and they had visited the Cathedral in Siena where Lord Unsworth had seen a statue very much like this one, only larger and in marble.

      “The original is a Bernini, is it not?” Lord Unsworth asked, peering down at the statuette.

      “This is the original,” Lady Rosaline said a trifle sharply, but quickly recovered herself. “That is to say that when His Holiness Pope Alexander VII commissioned a statue of Saint Mary Magdalene for the Chapel, Bernini made a number of preparatory sketches, drawings, and,” she gestured proudly, “one, single full-body maquette. The only one in the world!”

      “That is quite a find,” Lord Unsworth said.

      And it truly was. Even Lady Constance, who had worked long and hard to cultivate an utter disinterest in either art, history, or architecture—largely, Lord Unsworth was convinced, for the purpose of aggravating him—was reluctantly impressed.

      “How did you come by it?” Lady Constance asked. It was the first time she had shown the slightest interest so far, and for a moment Lady Rosaline looked triumphant, as if she had won some game that no one else knew they were playing.

      “The Marquis de Saint-Adelin left the statuette to me in his will.”

      “How generous of him,” Lady Constance murmured.

      “I had admired it many times at his chateau, and he knew that I’ve always felt a particular affinity for Mary Magdalene.”

      "Have you, indeed?” Lady Constance’s voice, while sharp and pointed as ever, was so quiet that Lord Unsworth barely heard her. “I can’t imagine why.”

      For her part, Lady Rosaline gave no sign that she had heard anything amiss. Circling the statuette until she was across from Lord Unsworth and Lady Constance, and flanked on either side by two large windows that opened like doors into the gardens, Lady Rosaline reached out and gently caressed the statuette’s face.

      “We keep each other’s secrets,” she said softly. “Mary and I.”

      Lord Unsworth wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, but he was saved from having to respond when Lady Rosaline continued.

      “Herr Darvas—the curator of the Musée de Saint-Jean le Décapité—authenticated the Bernini himself,” she said. “So kind of him. But then, he is a very great friend of mine and has visited many times. In fact, he personally helped catalogue my collection,” she revealed with a grand wave of her hand.

      “Did he?” His Lordship had never visited the Musée de Saint-Jean le Décapité in Paris, nor, if what he had seen so far was any indication, did he intend to. Whatever this Herr Darvas’ virtues were when it came to Renaissance painting or Baroque sculpture, his knowledge of the medieval period was noticeably lacking.

      “In return,” Lady Rosaline continued, thankfully unaware of Lord Unsworth’s thoughts, “I loan certain items to the museum on a rolling basis so they can be enjoyed by the public.”

      “How philanthropic of you,” Constance replied. It was not a compliment, but Lady Rosaline could hardly be expected to discern that.

      “When I die,” Lady Rosaline divulged, leaning in close to whisper. Lord Unsworth caught a whiff of her perfume, and for a moment had trouble breathing. “When I die,” Lady Rosaline repeated solemnly, once His Lordship’s coughing had subsided, “I intend to donate the bulk of my collection to the museum.” She smiled beauteously. “It is my dearest wish to be remembered first and foremost as a devoted patron of the arts.”

      This time Lord Unsworth could not resist a darting glance towards his sister. Poor Connie’s face was contorted in a strange sort of grimace from the sheer effort of biting her tongue, but before she could say anything—or more likely burst a blood vessel—Constance was saved by a most timely distraction.

      A rotund, jolly gentleman reeking of cigar smoke and whiskey came charging into the room. “Ah! There you are, Rosey! I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” he cried.

      “Julius, how lovely to see you!” Lady Rosaline rose onto her tippiest toes and planted a kiss on each of his cheeks. More than capable of matching Lady Rosaline in exuberance if not decorum, Julius replied by engulfing her in a hug which all but lifted Lady Rosaline from the ground.

      “Forgive me, darling,” she said, once she had been deposited. “I didn’t realize you had arrived⁠—”

      “—Not to worry,” Julius said warmly. “Raymond and Vivi were more than welcoming in your absence.”

      Lord Unsworth turned and noticed for the first time the young couple lurking aimlessly in the doorway, their arrival having been overshadowed by the twirling Sir Julius. The young man was in his early twenties and had sharp, familiar features, a vaguely military bearing, and an expression that could curdle milk. He did not, in short, appear particularly welcoming. In fairness, the young woman glittering on his arm was attempting to compensate, but her smile was a little too strained to be wholly believable.

      “Oh!” Lady Rosaline clapped her hands together in a theatrical burst of glee. “I don’t believe you’ve been introduced.” She summoned the young couple with an imperious wave of her hand—one which she had to repeat thrice over when the young man proved reluctant to obey.

      “This is my son, Raymond—” she said with pride, while beside her, the young man’s expression worsened—if that were possible—and Lady Rosaline rolled her eyes. “—I mean the Honorable Raymond Montague Barrett, and his wife Genevieve—although everyone calls her Vivi.”

      Lady Rosaline smiled broadly. “And this, Raymond, is my old friend, the Earl of Unsworth and his sister, Lady Constance Druce.”

      Connie’s lips thinned dangerously at the unwelcome reminder of her husband, but Lord Unsworth intervened as deftly as he was able.

      “A pleasure, Mr. Barrett,” he said with a polite nod, one which the Hon. Raymond Montague Barrett begrudgingly returned, but only following a subtle jab in the ribs from his wife.

      “No, no! You simply must call him Raymond,” Lady Rosaline insisted. “After all, we’re practically family.”

      Lord Unsworth raised his eyebrows. He did not, as it happened, feel as though they were all practically family, and by the looks of him, neither did Raymond.

      Lady Rosaline, of course, was blithely oblivious, or, perhaps more accurately, blithely unconcerned. “And this,” she continued, “is Sir Julius Markham-Smythe. Lord Weatherford introduced us years ago—long before the knighthood. In fact, he was something of a protegee.”

      “You’re too kind.” Sir Julius and Lady Rosaline shared a roguish grin for a moment, but unlike the rest, Sir Julius proved himself capable of greeting Lord Unsworth and Lady Constance with all due protocol and deference.

      As soon as he was done, however, he turned back to Lady Rosaline. There was a familiar, adoring look in his eyes, which Lord Unsworth remembered from his own reflection some thirty years before, but there was also a hint—a soupçon—of desperation.

      “Might I have a word, Rosey?” he asked. “It’s rather urgent.”

      “O-o-oh?” Lady Rosaline looked positively delighted. “How intriguing.” She graced Lord Unsworth and Lady Constance with a dramatically apologetic glance. “If you would excuse us for a moment?”

      “Of course.” Lord Unsworth bowed his head, relieved to have a reprieve, however brief. It was exhausting being the object of that woman’s attention.

      “I’m sure you can all amuse yourselves without me,” Lady Rosaline said with a mischievous curl of the lips. “Try not to miss me too deeply, darlings!”

      And with a playful a wriggle of her fingers, she was gone, leading Sir Julius by
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