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The Necklace Affair





Chapter One


On an evening in late March 1817, I climbed to the third floor of Lucius Grenville's Grosvenor Street house in search of peace, and found a lady, weeping, instead.
In the rooms below me, Grenville's latest revelry tinkled and grated, Grenville celebrating recovery from a near-fatal injury. The entire haut ton had turned up tonight, Lucius Grenville being the darling of society, the dandy all other dandies aspired to be. The famous Brummell had fled to the Continent, Alvanley grew stout, but Grenville reigned supreme. He was an epicure who knew how to avoid excess, a sensualist who could resist the temptations of sloth and lechery.
I'd enjoyed speaking to a few of my friends below, but the transparent way Grenville's sycophants tried to exploit my acquaintance with him soon grated on my patience. I decided to sit in Grenville's private room and read until the festivities died down.
I used my walking stick and the banister, hand-carved by an Italian cabinetmaker, to leverage myself up the stairs. My leg injury, given to me by French soldiers during the Peninsular War, did not affect me so much tonight as did the near gallon of port I had drunk. I could never afford what Grenville had in his cellars, so when he invited me to partake, I took enough to last.
Therefore, I was well past foxed when I at last emerged onto the third floor and sought the peace of Grenville's sitting room.
I found the lady in it, weeping.
She sat squarely under the scarlet tent that hung in the corner of the room, a souvenir from Grenville's travels in the east. The entire room was a monument to his journeys-ivory animals from the Indies reposed next to golden masks from Egypt, rocks bearing the imprint of ancient American animals held pride of place near hieroglyphic tablets from Persia.
The lady might have been pretty once, but too many years of rich food, late mornings, and childbirth had etched their memories onto her face and body. Her large bosom, stuffed into a satin bodice and reinforced with bands of lace, quivered with her misery.
I took two steps into the room, checked myself, and turned to go.
"Captain Lacey?"
I halted, bowed, and admitted to be he. I had no memory of who she was.
The woman swiped at her wet cheeks with a handkerchief so tiny she might as well not have bothered. "May I make so bold as to speak to you? Mr. Grenville said you might assist me."
Had he, indeed? Grenville was apt to volunteer my services, as I'd been of some use in solving problems that ran from innocuous misunderstandings all the way to violent murders.
I ought to have walked away then and there and not let myself be drawn into the whole sordid business. I was tired and quite drunk and had no reason to believe that I could help this sorrowful lady.
But her red-rimmed eyes were so pleading, her wretchedness so true, that I found myself giving her another bow and telling her to proceed.
"It is my maid, you see."
I braced myself for an outpouring of domestic troubles. My head started to pound, and I sank into the nearest comfortable chair.
"She is going to be hanged," the lady announced.



Chapter Two


Her blunt statement swept the fog from my brain. I sat up straight as several facts clicked into place.
"You are Lady Clifford," I said.
She nodded, dejected.
"I read of it in the newspaper this morning," I said. "Your maid has been accused of stealing a diamond necklace worth several thousand pounds." The maid was even now awaiting examination by the Bow Street magistrate.
Lady Clifford sat forward and clasped her doughy hands. "She did not take it, Captain. That horrible Bow Street Runner said so, but I know Waters would never have done such a thing. She's been with me for years. Why should she?"
I could think of a number of reasons why Waters should. Perhaps she saw the necklace as her means of escaping a life of servitude. Perhaps she had a lover who'd convinced her to steal the necklace for him. Perhaps she bore a secret hatred for her employer and had at last found a way to exact revenge.
I said none of these things to Lady Clifford.
"You see, Captain, I know quite well who stole my diamonds." Lady Clifford applied the tiny handkerchief once more. "It was that viper I nursed at my bosom. She took them."
I knew from gossip which viper she meant. Annabelle Dale, a gently born widow, had once been Lady Clifford's companion and dearest friend. Now the woman was Earl Clifford's mistress. Mrs. Dale still lived in the Clifford home and, from all accounts, continued to refer to Lady Clifford as her "adored Marguerite."
But all of London knew that Lord Clifford spent nights in Mrs. Dale's bed. They formed a curious menage, with Mrs. Dale professing fierce attachment to her old friend Lady Clifford, and Lord Clifford paying duty to both mistress and wife.
"Do you have evidence that Mrs. Dale took it?" I asked.
"The Runner asked just the same. He could produce no evidence that Waters stole the necklace, yet he arrested her."
The arresting Runner had been my former sergeant, Milton Pomeroy, who had returned from Waterloo and managed to work his way into the elite body of investigators who answered to the Bow Street magistrate.
Pomeroy was far more interested in arresting a culprit than in slow investigation. He was reasonably careful, because he'd not reap a reward for the arrest if he obtained no conviction. But getting someone to trial could be enough. Juries tended to believe that the person in the dock was guilty, and a maid stealing from an employer would make the gentlemen of the jury righteously angry.
However, I conceded that Lady Clifford would know a maid she'd lived with for years better than would Milton Pomeroy. Interest stirred beneath my port-laden state.
"As I understand the story," I said, "your maid was upstairs in your rooms the afternoon the necklace disappeared. Before you and your husband and Mrs. Dale went out for the day, the necklace was in place. Gone when you, Lady Clifford, returned home."
Her lip curled. "Likely Mrs. Dale was nowhere near Egyptian House as she claims. She could have come back and stolen it."
My injured leg gave a throb. I rose and paced toward the windows to loosen it, stopping in front of one of Grenville's curio shelves. According to the newspaper, the other Clifford servants had sworn that Mrs. Dale and Lord Clifford hadn't returned to the house all afternoon. "You want very much for Mrs. Dale to have stolen your necklace."
"Perhaps I do. What of it?"
I touched a piece of jade carved into the shape of a baboon. "You must know that however much you want Mrs. Dale to have taken it, someone else entirely might be guilty."
"Well, Waters is not."
I studied the jade. Thousands of years old, Grenville had told me. The carving was intricate and detailed, done with remarkable workmanship. I rested the delicate thing on my palm. "You might be wrong," I said. "Are you prepared to be?"
"Mr. Grenville promised you would help me," Lady Clifford said, tears in her voice. "Waters is a good girl. She doesn't deserve to be in a gaol cell with common criminals. Oh, I cannot bear to think what she is suffering."
She broke into another flood of weeping. Some ladies could cry daintily, even prettily, but not Lady Clifford. Her large body heaved, her sobs choked her, and she blew her nose with a snorting sound.
I set the miniature beast back on its shelf. Lady Clifford might be wrong that the solution was simple, but she was in genuine distress. The fact that some of this distress was pity for her poor maid made up my mind.
Lady Clifford sniffled again into the abused handkerchief. "Mr. Grenville said I could rely on you utterly."
The little baboon smiled at me, knowing I was caught. "Very well, my lady," I said. "I will see what I can do."

"I did not exactly say that," Grenville protested.
I eyed him from the opposite seat in his splendid carriage. I had awakened with the very devil of a headache, but I felt slightly better this afternoon, thanks to the concoction that my landlady, Mrs. Beltan, had stirred for me upon seeing my state. Grenville had arrived at my rooms not long later, and now we rolled across London in pursuit of the truth.
In his suit of finest cashmere and expensive kid gloves, Grenville's slim form was a tailor's delight. I bought my clothes secondhand, though I had a coat from Grenville's tailor that he'd insisted on gifting to me when my best coat had been ruined on one of our adventures.
I said, "Lady Clifford strikes me as a woman who so much wishes a thing to be true, that it is true. To her. But this does not mean she is mistaken. If the maid did not steal the necklace, I have no wish to see her hang."
"Nor do I," Grenville said. "Her predicament played on my sympathy. Lady Clifford might have exploited that, but I sensed she genuinely cares for poor Waters." He gazed out at the tall houses of Piccadilly then back at me, a sparkle in his eyes I'd not seen since before he'd been injured. "So, my friend, we are off on another adventure. Where do we begin?"
"I should speak to Pomeroy," I said.
I imagined my old sergeant's dismay when I turned up to muck about in what he'd believed a straightforward arrest. "And I'd like to speak to the maid Waters if I can. And we can try to discover what became of the necklace-whether anyone purchased it, and from where, and trace backward from there, perhaps to the culprit."
Grenville grimaced and glanced again at the city rolling by outside. "A needle in a haystack I would say."
"Not necessarily." I had pondered this all night, at least, as far as my inebriation would let me. "A master thief would try to get the necklace to the Continent, to be reset and sold. In that case the necklace is gone forever, and the maid obviously did not escape with it. At most, she was an accomplice. As highly as Lady Clifford speaks of her, we cannot rule out the possibility that Waters was coerced by a lover to steal the jewels. A petty thief, on the other hand, might try to dispose of the necklace quickly, close to home, which means London. If I were the thief, I'd find a pawnbroker not much worried about where the merchandise came from, one who knew he could reset and sell the thing with no one being the wiser."
"Your knowledge of the criminal mind is astonishing," Grenville said.
I gave him a half smile. "Sergeant Pomeroy likes to tell me about it over a pint now and again. And Sir Gideon Derwent has worked to reform criminals most of his life. He's told me many interesting tales."
"Very well, then, a petty thief who seized an opportunity might sell it to a shady London pawnbroker. But what if you were Mrs. Dale? A gently born lady, who likely has no knowledge of unsavory pawnbrokers?"
I shrugged. "If she is the evil viper Lady Clifford paints her, she either passed it to a confederate to dispose of it for her, or she is hiding it to pin the blame on the maid and upset Lady Clifford."
"A dangerous proposition. Would Mrs. Dale risk hanging to gloat over her rival?"
"I have no idea," I said. "The ways of lady rivals are unknown to me. But if the maid or other servants stole the necklace, we will find it at a pawnbroker's."
"Yes, but which one?"
"We check them all," I said.
Grenville gave me a look of dismay. I had always wondered how Grenville would respond when my adventures turned into dogged work, but to his credit, he did not try to wriggle out of his offer to help. "It will take less time if we recruit Bartholomew and Matthias and divide the search."
"Some areas are more likely than others," I assured him. "Not every corner in London sports an unsavory pawnbroker. And the theft will be talked about. We might be able to pry loose some information, at the very least."
Grenville squared his shoulders, wincing a little because the wound he'd received during our last investigation still pained him. "Very well. I will change my boots and soldier on."
The carriage listed around the corner, and I braced my walking stick against the floor to steady myself. The handle was shaped like a the head of a goose and bore the inscription, Captain G. Lacey, 1817. A gift, and a fine one, and it gave me an idea.
"I know someone who does understand the ways of lady rivals," I said.
Grenville knew exactly who I meant. He shot me a grin. "Ah, but will she help?"
"Who can say? She will either be interested or show me the door." Lady Breckenridge was nothing if not unpredictable.
"Her observations are usually directly on the mark," Grenville said. "I saw her last week at a garden party, where she told me that if I'd hurt myself during the Sudbury affair, it was my own fault for not taking proper care when it came to you. Any friend of Captain Lacey, she said, was bound to come to some kind of danger, and that I was a fool to take what you did lightly."
My fingers twitched on the walking stick. "Considering I almost got the poor woman roasted alive, that remark was almost kind."
"And probably true, with regard to me. I tend to believe myself untouchable."
I still hadn't quite recovered my guilt over the incident, though Grenville had cheerfully taken the entire blame himself.
"I will write to her," I said. "And discover whether she will condescend to see me. If she does not think it too dangerous to associate with me."
"She would be an excellent person to ask for the lady's point of view."
"I hesitate to mention it," I said. "But so would Marianne. She's been an actress for some time, so she'd have seen female rivalry, as well as, I'm sorry to say, petty theft."
Grenville's expression went still, even blank, which I'd come to learn was his way of stemming his anger. Marianne Simmons, who had lived upstairs from me before Grenville had spirited her away to a fine house in Clarges Street, was a bit of a sore point between us.
Marianne, as poor as she was, did not like cages, no matter how luxurious, and she'd flown from Grenville's almost at once. I knew why, and the reason was a good one, but I suspected she'd not yet told Grenville. She'd softened toward him when he'd been injured, but I hadn't spoken to her since his recovery.
"I am afraid I've not seen much of Miss Simmons of late," Grenville said in a cold voice. "But please, do ask her advice if you think it would be helpful."
"I've not seen her either. I wondered if you had."
"Not since shortly after our return from Sudbury." His frown held frustration, anger, and concern.
"I would not worry about her. Marianne is resilient and will turn up when she feels it necessary."
"Indeed."
Grenville glanced out the window again, and though he'd never admit it, even under torture, I knew he was struggling to regain his composure. The closest we'd come to a permanent falling out had been over Marianne. He knew that I knew her secret, and that I had given her my word not to tell him. Grenville and I had made an agreement not to speak of the matter, but I knew it grated on him.
Grenville at last turned back to me, his lips tight but his equanimity restored. "I will obtain a map and ask Gautier about pawnbrokers," he said. "If we divide the task between us and Matthias and Bartholomew, we can make short work of the search. And while they put lists together, you and I shall take a repast. Anton is experimenting again, and I need someone to help me eat his creations. If he continues on this bent, I shall grow too stout for my clothes, and my reputation will be at an end."
The troubles of the very rich, I thought dryly. Not that I would refuse a lavish meal prepared by Anton, Grenville's French chef. My pride ran only so deep.



Chapter Three


Anton did not like us to talk about business while we dined, especially when he was in a creative mood, so I endured the lobster brioche, asparagus soup, squabs stuffed with mushrooms, and a large and tender sole drowning in butter to please him. After each dish, the chef hovered at Grenville's elbow to wait for his precise opinion and hear what might be improved.
To me it was all ambrosia, but Grenville thoughtfully tasted each dish then critiqued its texture, flavor, piquancy, and presentation. I simply ate, while Bartholomew and Matthias, Grenville's two large, Teutonic-looking footman, kept our glasses topped with finest hock. Being Grenville's friend had decided advantages.
Once the final dish-a chocolate soup-had been taken away, Grenville bade Matthias bring out the map of London. Mathias laid out the leaves of it on the table, and the four of us bent over it. I was always fascinated by maps and resisted tracing the route to my own street, Grimpen Lane, off Russel Street near Covent Garden.
I tapped the area that showed Bond Street, Hanover Square, Oxford Street, and north and east up into Marylebone. The necklace had been stolen from the Clifford house in Mayfair. The areas I'd indicated could be reached fairly quickly from there and were rife with small shops and pawnbrokers, though those in Bond Street were less likely to purchase a strand of diamonds tossed at them by a serving maid or known thief. But one never knew. A Bond Street merchant had only last year been arrested for selling stolen goods brought over from France and Italy.
Bartholomew and Matthias turned eager eyes to me as they received their assignments. The brothers enjoyed helping investigate these little problems, and I often envied them their exuberance. Bartholomew had become my valet-cum-errand runner in order to train himself to be a gentleman's gentleman, but while he now held himself above other footmen, including his own brother, he'd never forgo the chance to help on one of my inquiries.
Grenville provided the shillings for hackneys to each of us, and we went our separate ways, agreeing to meet at a coffee house in Pall Mall that evening.
Grenville had been given the Bond Street area, because the proprietors there knew him well. Grenville was a Bond Street shop owner's greatest treasure. Not only did he have exquisite taste, but he paid his bills.
Matthias and Bartholomew hastened north toward Marylebone, and I turned to Conduit Street and Hanover Square.
I found that pawnbrokers were less willing to speak to me unless I made the pretense of wanting to purchase something. Questions were not welcome, and clients kept in confidence.
I let them infer that I shopped for a gift for a friend and had difficulty choosing. The proprietors thawed a bit as I looked over bracelets that had once adorned the wrists of debutants and earrings pawned by wealthy matrons. That the jewelry now lay in trays for me to pick over meant that they'd been sold to pay off the ladies' gaming debts. In a world in which highborn women had little to do but gamble and gossip, ruin lay very close to the surface.
I found earrings encrusted with tiny diamonds, emerald brooches, and strands of sleek pearls. One shop carried a comb made of ebony with a sprinkling of sapphires that made me imagine it against Lady Breckenridge's dark hair. I eyed it regretfully and longed to be deeper in pocket than I was.
Nowhere did I spy a strand diamonds that matched the description Lady Clifford had given me.
North of St. George's, just off Hanover Square, I found a possible candidate in a dark and dusty little shop. When I professed to the short, gray-haired proprietor with a protruding belly that I was looking for just the right string of diamonds for my lady, he admitted to recently having purchased such a thing. I tried not to hope too much as he fetched it from the back room and laid it out for me on the counter that it was the necklace I sought.
The diamonds lay against a black velvet cloth like stars against the night. The necklace winked even in the dim light, brilliance in the drab shop.
"Beautiful," I said.
"At a fair price. Fifty guineas."
Too dear for me, but far too low for Lady Clifford's diamonds. Her husband had valued them at three thousand guineas, Lady Clifford had told me. Even if the proprietor suspected the necklace to be stolen, he'd likely try for a higher price than fifty.
"Who would part with such a lovely thing?" I asked him.
"A lady down on her luck. What lady, I did not ask. A servant brought it, a respectable-looking lady's maid. Sad, she was. It was a wrench for her mistress to let the necklace go, she said, but she had debts to pay. It happens, sir. The way of the world."
My heart beat faster. "An unhappy tale," I said.
The pawnbroker nodded. "Pretty little thing, the maid. Probably worried she'd lose her place if the mistress had pockets to let. Felt sorry for her. Gave her more than I should have by rights."
I decided to approach the thing head on. I looked the proprietor in the eye. "You must have heard that Countess Clifford had a diamond necklace stolen. Her lady's maid was arrested for the deed. Can you be certain that the lady's maid who brought this in was not the thief in question?"
The man did not blink. "I read the newspaper account, of course. But these are not Lady Clifford's diamonds, sir. I saw her ladyship's necklace once, and I'd not forget a piece like that. The Clifford necklace was set in Paris and is much larger, the diamonds more numerous. And see here." He lifted the strand and pointed to one of the stones. "Cut is not quite exact, is it?"
I peered at it. The diamond, as beautiful as it was, had been cut slightly askew, the facets not straight.
"Lady Clifford's would be of higher quality, that is a fact," the proprietor said. "This bauble was intended for lesser gentry; possibly a country squire had it made for his wife. This would never be fobbed off on Earl Clifford. And I assure you, sir, were someone to bring me Lady Clifford's necklace, I would send word to a magistrate at once."
He said this with a virtuous air. I could not be certain whether he truly would send for a magistrate, but I saw no guilt in his eyes, no nervousness of a man who had stolen goods hidden behind his counter. If he were a very good criminal, of course, he would have mastered hiding his complicity, but short of forcing him at sword point to prove he did not have the necklace, there was not much I could do.
I thanked the man and left his shop, which was the last on my list. I took a hackney to Pall Mall, rather short of information.
I found Grenville already there. He bade the host bring us both a cup of rich, almost chocolaty, coffee while we waited for the footmen.
Grenville had found out little himself. The Bond Street proprietors had opened up to him, had readily talked of Lady Clifford's necklace, which was beautiful, they said, but they had no idea what had become of it.
"The task is a bit more difficult than I expected," Grenville said glumly. "The thing might already be cut up and in Paris."
I had to agree. When Bartholomew and Matthias arrived, however, the blond, blue-eyed brothers were pink-faced and grinning.
"Matthias has got it, sir," Bartholomew said. He dragged a straight-backed chair from another table and straddled it back to front. "Clear as day. In a pawnbroker's near Manchester Square. One large diamond necklace, brought in not three afternoons ago."
Grenville leaned forward, excited, but I tried to keep my skepticism in place. Though I hoped we'd found an easy end to the problem, I had learned from experience that solutions did not come so readily.
We had to wait until the publican had thunked down two glasses of good, dark ale for the brothers and retreated. Matthias and Bartholomew both drank deeply, thirsty from their search, then Matthias began.
"'Twas not much of a shop," he said, wiping his mouth. "It's in a little turning full of horse dung and trash. I told the proprietor that my master was looking for something nice for his lady and sent me to scout, but I didn't mention who my master was, of course. Would have swooned if I'd told him, wouldn't he? That someone like Mr. Grenville would even think to soil his boots in such a place would have him so agitated he wouldn't be able to speak. So I kept quiet, and he came over quite chatty."
"Good thinking," I said, as Matthias paused to drink.
"What he had in the front was mostly cheap," Matthias continued. "The sort of thing I'd expect him to show gentlemen of not much means. I said that my master was looking for something better, because he'd just become flush in cash and wanted to please his lady. Well, as soon as I said that, the proprietor came over all secretive. He shut the door of the shop and drew the curtain, and told me he had something special. Something he was keeping for customers who were obviously up in the world."
"And did he show it to you?" Grenville asked.
"That he did, sir. He brought out a necklace. My eyes nearly popped when I saw it. Lots of stones all sparkling. Much nicer than anything in that shop. Out of place, like. I professed my doubts, saying my master wouldn't have truck with anything stolen. Proprietor grew angry, said he'd never buy from thieves. If a highborn lady wanted to bring her necklace to a pawnbroker's, why should he mind? He paid her a sum which near ruined him, he said, and would be glad to get it off his hands."
I exchanged a look with Grenville. "A highborn lady," I said. "Not her maid?"
"Highborn lady," Matthias repeated. "I couldn't ask him for a description, because he was already getting suspicious of me. So I thought I'd nip off and tell you."
Grenville snatched up his gloves. "Well, if this pawnbroker is anxious to have it taken off his hands, we will oblige him. You've done well, Matthias. Lacey, come with me?"
I went out with him to his sumptuous carriage, and the two footmen pushed aside their ales and followed, not about to let us finish the problem without them.
When we reached Manchester Square, Grenville was set to leap down and charge into the shop, but I persuaded him to let me have a look at the necklace myself. Matthias was correct-if the grand Grenville walked into a down-at-heel pawnbroker's, the news would fly around London and be picked up by every newspaper in the land. I, on the other hand, in my worn breeches and square-toed boots, could enter any shop I pleased without all of society falling into a swoon.
Grenville was disappointed, but he conceded that we needed to go carefully, and said he'd wait in the carriage around the corner.
I had little difficulty persuading the proprietor to show me the necklace. It was much as Lady Clifford described it-a large stone with three smaller diamonds on either side of it, all linked by a gold chain. When I'd asked Lady Clifford for more particulars, she'd looked blank, as though she could not remember anything else about it. I wondered what it must be like to have so many expensive baubles that the details of them blurred in the memory.
I played my part as an ingenuous husband, recently come into some money, wishing to ingratiate myself with my wife. The proprietor volunteered that these were the goods, from a lady, in fact. A true lady, well spoken and well dressed, not a lackey or a tart. I suppose Matthias had made him nervous with his questions, because the proprietor was happy to tell me all.
Grenville had supplied the money with which to purchase the necklace if necessary. I paid it over and returned to the carriage with the diamonds in my pocket, the pawnbroker happy to see the necklace go.
Satisfied that we'd found it, Grenville was ready to call on Clifford and confront Annabelle Dale on the moment. I persuaded him to fix an appointment for the next day, saying I wanted to be certain of a thing or two before then.
Grenville chafed with impatience, but he'd come to trust my judgment. I gave him the necklace to lock up in his house for the night, and we parted ways.
Once Grenville was gone, Matthias with him, I told Bartholomew to fetch us a hackney, then I returned to the shop near Hanover Square. There, I talked the proprietor down to a price I could afford and took the smaller necklace home with me. Bartholomew was full of questions, but I could only tell him that I did not know the answer to them myself.
The next morning, I received a note from Grenville that fixed a visit to the Clifford house in South Audley Street for three o'clock that afternoon. Lady Breckenridge, to whom I'd written the previous day, sent me a short and formal reply, as well, also giving me leave to call on her near three.
I had Bartholomew clean and brush my coat, and I left my rooms in plenty of time to hire a hackney to Mayfair.
As I walked toward Russel Street, however, a large carriage rolled up to block the entrance to tiny Grimpen Lane, where my rooms above the bake shop lay. Grimpen Lane was a cul-de-sac, no other way out. I halted in annoyance.
I knew to whom the coach belonged, which annoyed me further. I did not at the moment want to speak to him, but I was unable to do anything but wait to see what he wanted.
A giant of a man stepped off his perch on the back of the coach and opened the door for me. He assisted me in, slamming the door as I dropped into a seat, leaving me alone to face James Denis.
Denis was a man who had his hand in most criminal pies in England, who obtained precious artworks-the ownership of which was hazy-from half-wrecked Europe, and bought and sold favors of the highest of the high. He owned MPs outright, and with a flick of his well-manicured fingers, had them manipulate the laws of England to suit him. London magistrates, with only two exceptions that I knew of, answered to him. Denis had the power to ruin many without a drop of that ruin touching him.
I thoroughly disliked what Denis was and what he did, but I was not certain how I felt about the man himself. I'd never, in the year I'd known him, gotten past his facade. He was so thoroughly cold and revealed so little of himself that anyone could reside behind that slim, rather long face and dark blue eyes. Denis was only in his thirties, and I had to wonder what on earth had happened to him in his short life that had made him what he was.
The carriage remained squarely in front of the entrance to Grimpen Lane, and I knew it would remain there until Denis had gotten from me what he wanted.
"The Clifford necklace," he said without greeting me. "You've undertaken to find it."
He did not ask a question. That he already knew about my involvement did not surprise me. He paid people in my neighborhood to watch me and report to him everything I did.
I saw no benefit in lying. "I have. What is your interest?"
"Let us say I have had my eye on the piece. I would very much like to be informed when you have found it."
"Why?" I asked, curious in spite of myself. "It is a Mayfair lady's necklace. Expensive, yes, but hardly in your league."
His expression did not change. "Nevertheless, report to me when you have found it. Better still, bring it to me."
I regarded him as coolly as he regarded me. "I know you find this repeated declaration tedious, but I do not work for you. Nor do I ever intend to work for you. Lady Clifford asked me to discover what has become of her necklace, and that is what I will do."
Denis did not like the answer no. He'd been known to punish-thoroughly and finally-those who told him no too often. But I could not say anything else. I had pledged myself to Lady Clifford, and that was that.
"I did not say I would not allow you to return the diamonds to Lady Clifford," Denis said. "I want to examine the necklace myself first, is all."
"Why?"
"That, Captain, is my business."
Meaning I'd never drag the reason out of him, no matter how much I tried. "What is special about this necklace?" I asked instead. "You betray yourself with too much interest."
Denis tapped his walking stick on the roof and almost instantly, the pugilist footman wrenched open the door. "That I can determine only when I hold it in my hands. Good day, Captain."
The footman helped me climb to the ground. Denis turned to look out the opposite window as the footman closed the door again, finished with me.
I was happy to go, but he'd started me wondering. Denis did not involve himself in anything that did not bring him great profit. A missing lady's necklace should be, as I'd told him, far below his notice. I would have to find out.
The carriage rolled on, unblocking the lane, and I continued on my way to the hackney stand.
Once I reached Grenville's house in Grosvenor Street, we rode in his carriage to our appointment with Lord Clifford.
Lord Clifford's study, where he received us, was crammed with books up to its high ceiling, the tall windows letting in light. I saw no dust anywhere, but the place smelled musty, as though damp had gotten into the books.
Lord Clifford was a tall man with a bull-like neck and small eyes. He wore clothes that rivaled Grenville's for elegance, but he looked more like a farmer in his landlord's clothes than a gentleman of Mayfair.
"Lot of nonsense," Clifford said to us after Grenville introduced me and told him our purpose. "Waters never took the blasted necklace. I told the magistrate so, and he released her. She is home, safe and sound, back below stairs, where she belongs."



Chapter Four


Grenville and I stared at him, dumbfounded.
"You made your inquiries for nothing, gentlemen," Lord Clifford said. "All I had to do was have words with the magistrate. If my wife hadn't gone ranting to all and sundry that the necklace had been stolen, her maid would not have been arrested at all. Serves her right for not leaving me to deal with it. Some housebreaker took it, must have done. The Runner had it all wrong."
"I would not say our inquiries were for nothing," I began.
Clifford gave me a look that told me I should not speak before my betters. "Of course they were. I told you. The bloody thing's probably on the Continent by now. Long gone."
"What the captain means is that we may have found your necklace," Grenville said. He removed a box from his pocket and opened it to reveal the necklace Matthias had run to ground yesterday.
The earl stared at it. "Who the devil gave you this?"
"I purchased it from a pawnbroker near Manchester Square," Grenville answered.
Clifford studied the diamonds a moment, then he snorted. "Well, he played you false, then. This is not my wife's necklace."
Grenville blinked, but for some reason, I felt no surprise.
"Are you certain?" Grenville asked.
"Of course I am certain. I gave her the damned thing, didn't I? My diamonds were of much finer quality and more numerous, the smaller stones surrounded by even smaller ones. I've never seen this necklace before."
I dipped into my pocket and removed the strand I'd persuaded the proprietor off Hanover Square to sell me last evening. "What about this one?"
Grenville shot me a look as Lord Clifford examined the stones. "Yes, this belongs to my wife. But it is not the necklace that was stolen. She's had this since before we married. Bit of trash." He tossed the necklace onto a satinwood table and did not ask me where I'd obtained it. "Someone has played you for a fool, Grenville. Probably my wife. She is eaten up with jealousy. Her maid never stole the necklace, and neither did Mrs. Dale, as much as she's putting that story about."
"Can you be certain about Mrs. Dale?" I asked.
"Mrs. Dale was with me at the time the necklace disappeared." Lord Clifford touched the side of his nose. "You gentlemen understand what I mean."
Grenville looked pained. "Quite."
"So," I said, "not at Egyptian House, as she told the Runner."
"Well, of course not, but she could hardly confess where she truly was, could she?" Lord Clifford jerked his thumb at the necklace in Grenville's hand. "Enjoy the bauble, gentlemen. You bought it for nothing. Teach you to go mucking about in a man's affairs. Should be ashamed of yourself, Grenville."
He made no such admonishment to me-whether because he expected someone like me to not know any better or because he caught the angry look in my eye, I didn't know. Grenville, his sangfroid in place, bade Clifford a cool good afternoon, and we took our leave.
The sangfroid slipped, however, as the carriage pulled away from Lord Clifford's door. "Boor," Grenville said between his teeth. "I've never liked him." He transferred his annoyed stare to me. "Where did you find that other necklace? Why did you not tell me about it?"
"Because I was not certain," I said. "It was a pure guess, and I could have been entirely off the mark."
"Bloody hell, Lacey, you do play your cards close to your chest. What is this all about?"
"I am not sure, truth to tell. Lady Clifford sells one necklace and has the other stolen, or so she claims. Too much coincidence."
Grenville heaved a sigh. "At least the maid has been cleared. Perhaps Lady Clifford only harangued about the necklace being stolen to push the blame onto Mrs. Dale. For vengeance. Then feels remorse when her beloved maid was accused instead and turned to you to unravel the tangle."
"I do not think it is quite so simple." I thought of Lord Clifford throwing aside the necklace I'd bought, proclaiming it a "bit of trash." He'd not even asked where I'd found it or why I'd had it. "But I am happy the maid was allowed home."
"And what has the second necklace to do with anything?"
"I am not certain. I need to think on it."
Grenville put the pouch containing the wrong necklace we'd bought into his pocket. "I suppose I can find a use for this," he said.
I doubted he meant to give it to Marianne. He'd buy her something new, something another woman hadn't already worn. Marianne might not appreciate it, but Grenville treated her better than she deserved.
"Can you ask your coachman to let me out here?" I asked, glancing out the window. "Lady Breckenridge answered my request to call on her, and her house is only a few doors down."
I knew Grenville was irritated with me, but he agreed. As I descended at Lady Breckenridge's door, Grenville gave me a pointed look. "We will speak later."
Which meant I would have to confess everything. I tipped my hat to him, he muttered a goodbye, and the carriage rolled away.

Lady Breckenridge, cool in a gray so light it was silver, her dark hair threaded with a wide bandeau, regarded me from beside the fireplace in her very modern drawing room.
I'd sat in this drawing room amongst the highest of the high a few weeks ago, when the double doors between this chamber and the next had been pulled open, the room filled with chairs and people. We'd listened to a tenor make his London debut, and while I'd not thought much of the young man as a person, his voice had filled me with joy.
The drawing room had been restored to its former arrangement of sofas and chairs, footstools and side tables, grouped together under a chandelier dripping with crystals. The chandelier was dark today, the room illuminated by sunlight streaming through the two front windows.
Lady Breckenridge did not sit down, so I remained standing.
"Business, your letter indicated," she said.
"Indeed," I said. "I thank you for agreeing to admit me."
She lifted one dark brow. "Gracious, Lacey, your conversation has become as stilted as your letters. I had half a mind to ignore your request on that transgression alone."
The note I'd dashed off to her yesterday afternoon, written on a scrap of paper I'd torn from a letter she'd sent me during my sojourn in Sudbury, had requested a half hour of her time and said nothing more. I suppose it had been a bit abrupt.
"Forgive me," I said, giving her a half bow. "I ran away to the army before I was able to complete my upbringing and learn the gentlemanly art of entertaining letters. I was in a hurry."
Lady Breckenridge did not smile. "It was not so much the form of the letter, you know, as the request within it. If you wish to see me only in a matter of business, I hire gentlemen to take care of that for me. I can give you their direction."
I'd offended her, I realized. Not long ago, in this very drawing room, I'd told her that I counted her among my circle of close friends, of which I had few. I realized that my hasty missive yesterday must have seemed brusque, demanding, and nothing to do with friendship.
"I beg your pardon," I said, giving her another bow. "Grenville admonishes me in much the same way. I get the bit between my teeth, and I forget that I am easily rude. I said 'business' because I hate to take advantage of friendship, and I find myself needing your help."
Her dark blue eyes remained cool. "Ah, you thought yourself softening the blow. I must say, you do not read your fellow creatures well."
"I never pretended to."
Lady Breckenridge regarded me a moment longer, then she uncrossed her arms, moved to a settee near the fireplace, and reposed gracefully on it. She sat in the middle, so if I tried to join her, I'd either crush against her or force her to move.
I chose a chair instead, one near enough to her to be conversational but not so close as to impose myself.
Lady Breckenridge was not a woman who flirted or was coy, and she did not like coyness in return. She asked for honesty and was somewhat brutally honest herself. Her marriage had been unhappy, her husband a bully. I suppose she had taught herself to trust cautiously.
"Well, then, what is this business?" Lady Breckenridge asked. "If it is entertaining enough, I might consider forgiving you both the letter and the presumption."
"It's to do with Lady Clifford's stolen necklace."
Lady Breckenridge stopped short of rolling her eyes. "Good God, I am bloody tired of hearing about Lady Clifford and her bloody necklace. The woman has a flair for the dramatic, always making heavy weather of something-her husband, her daughter's marriage, the hated Mrs. Dale, her losses at cards, her stolen necklace. If you ask me, she sold the damned thing to pay her creditors and professed it stolen so that her husband would not discover she is up to her ears in debt."
"I wondered if she might game deeply," I said.
"She has a mania for it. Sometimes she wins, mostly she loses. Lord Clifford has come to her rescue before, but I gather he has made it clear that she is to cease. Not that she has."
I thought about the smaller necklace Lord Clifford had sneered over, declaring it one his wife had owned before their marriage. The pawnbroker had told me that a lady's maid had brought it in for her mistress who was "down on her luck." Lady Clifford selling her own jewelry to get out of debt explained the transaction, but Lady Clifford hadn't claimed that necklace to be stolen.
"Grenville and I and our footmen searched every jeweler's and pawnbroker's up and down the center of London," I said. "If Lady Clifford had sold the necklace, surely we would have found it, or at least heard word of it." As I had with the smaller necklace.
"My dear Lacey, if I wanted to sell my diamonds and pretend them stolen from me, I wouldn't rush to flog it to a pawnbroker. I'd be much more discreet. There are gentlemen who do that sort of thing for you."
"What sort of men?" I asked. I'd not heard this, but then I was not much of a card player. I preferred more active games of skill-billiards, boxing, horseracing.
"Oh, one can find them if one knows where to go," Lady Breckenridge said, looking wise. "Who, for a percentage, are willing to smuggle bits and pieces out of the country while you go on a tear about having them stolen. You pay off your creditors, your husband or wife or father never knows, and embarrassment is saved all around."
"She might have done such a thing, true. But why then loudly point at Mrs. Dale? Lord Clifford tells me that Mrs. Dale was-shall we say, entertaining him-at the time the necklace went missing. Mrs. Dale would have to reveal that alibi to save herself, possibly in a public courtroom. The world knows that Lord Clifford is carrying on with his wife's companion, but would Lady Clifford wish to publicly acknowledge it?"
"Lady Clifford rather enjoys playing the wronged woman, I think," Lady Breckenridge said. "Much sympathy flows her way, though much disgust as well, I am afraid. The way of the world is such that when a man is unfaithful to his wife, it of course must be because the wife has not done enough to keep him at her side."
I heard the bitterness in her voice. Lady Breckenridge's late husband had been notorious for straying. While Lady Breckenridge had professed she'd been rather grateful for his habit, because it kept the boorish man away from her, I imagined that she'd faced blame the likes of which she'd just related. Hardly her fault that her husband had been cruel and uncaring.
"I am sorry," I said.
"I did not say such a thing to stir your sympathy, Captain. It is only the truth."
I knew that when my wife had left me, no one had blamed me harder than I had myself. I'd blamed Carlotta as well, yes, in my rage and heartbreak. I could have behaved better toward her, but she ought to have told me how unhappy she'd been. And I'd never forgiven her for taking away my child. My girl would be quite grown now. I hadn't seen her in fifteen years.
The last thought hurt, and for a moment, there in Lady Breckenridge's sitting room, the pain of it squeezed me hard. I studied the head of my walking stick, the one Lady Breckenridge had given me, as I fought to regain my composure.
"Captain?" she asked. "Are you well?"
Her voice was like cool water in the darkness. I looked up to find Lady Breckenridge watching me, her arms stretched across the back of the settee now, which made her more graceful and lovely than ever. The pose was practiced, probably trained into her by a ream of governesses and her aristocratic mother.
"I beg your pardon," I said.
Any other lady might express curiosity about my thoughts and why I'd let my attention stray from her, but not Lady Breckenridge.
"You have not told me precisely why you need my help," she said.
I did not know quite how to begin. This was the first investigation in which I'd found a place I could not go, people I could not question. I was generally accepted among Grenville's circle if not embraced, because my pedigree measured up even to the most snobbish. Additionally, because I took rooms over a bake shop in a genteelly poor section of town, I was able to speak to the denizens of Covent Garden and beyond without awkwardness. But an aristocratic lady's private rooms were beyond my sphere, and I doubted Lord Clifford would invite me to return his house, in any case.
"Say it all at once, and I shall respond," Lady Breckenridge said. She sounded in no hurry.
"Lady Clifford's maid was released, absolved of the crime," I said. "But I know Pomeroy. He will harass the household until he finds another culprit to take to trial-a footman, another maid, even Mrs. Dale. I'd like to find the true culprit, and the necklace, before that happens. To do so, I will better need to know the layout of the Clifford house and what happened on the day of the theft. Unfortunately, Lord Clifford has made it clear that I am unwelcome, and I have no idea when I will be able to speak to Lady Clifford again."
"I see," she said after a thoughtful moment. "And so you thought to ask me to speak to her for you."
I could not tell whether she were pleased at the prospect or dismayed. Her tone was neutral, her look direct.
"Discreetly," I said.
"By all means, discreetly. It would have to be. Lady Clifford and I don't exactly see eye to eye. Not a pleasant task you thought to set me."
"You see now why I did not want to presume upon our friendship," I said.
"Indeed. You do this sort of thing often, do you not, speaking to people whose conversations you would never dream to seek in ordinary circumstance. Such as when you played billiards with me at Astley Close while you looked into the Westin affair."
I gave her a smile. "Touche."
"You did not like me, but you wanted information. I thought you a vacant-headed toady of Grenville's, and I sought to teach you a lesson, but I failed in that regard. You intrigued me mightily, you know."
"I am honored."
"Cease the Spanish coin, Captain. I will help you, because you are never interested in a thing unless it is worth the interest." Her eyes took on a mischievous sparkle. "But if I am to do you this favor, Captain, you must do me one in return."
"Of course," I said at once. "Tell me what it is, and I am your servant."
"I highly doubt that. I will ask you when I am finished interrogating Lady Clifford."
I had to wonder what she had in mind, but I was happy that she was willing to help. "I will be obliged to you," I said.
"Goodness, you must truly be fascinated by the Clifford problem if you rashly promise that. But do not worry. I will discover what I can-discreetly-and report to you. Lady Clifford loves to talk about herself, in any case. I do not imagine I will have much difficulty."
"Could you contrive to speak to Mrs. Dale, as well? I very much would like to talk to her, but I've never met the woman."
"I will manage it." Lady Breckenridge spoke with firm self-confidence. "I believe she is an opium eater."
I stared. "Mrs. Dale?"
"Very likely in the form of laudanum. She has the look-red-rimmed eyes, rather pasty complexion, trembles a bit but strives to hide it. Such things happen."
Indeed, some people took laudanum for legitimate ailments, as I did when the pain in my leg proved too great, but then they could not leave off when they felt better. Poets apparently produced works of genius in this state. Grenville had an aversion to laudanum, even a fear.
"Tell me, Lacey," Lady Breckenridge said. She straightened up and sat neutrally, no artifice. "Why are you so interested in this theft? Aside from making certain your galumphing Runner does not arrest and hang the wrong person, that is. The solution is simple. Lady Clifford sold the necklace to pay her debts, she tried to push the blame on her rival, and her maid inadvertently was arrested instead. The problem is ended."
"Perhaps," I said. I rubbed my thumb over my engraved name on the walking stick. "But there seems to be more to it. And truth to tell, when I found Lady Clifford in such misery, I wanted to help her. Doubly after I met her husband."
"Yes, Clifford is ghastly. You are quite the romantic, Captain Lacey, ever one to assist a lady in distress."
"Sometimes there is no one else to care," I said. "If that is romantic, then so be it."
Lady Breckenridge rose, came to me as I got to my feet, and put her hand over my much larger one. "It is one of the reasons I have decided to call you friend." She raised on her tiptoes and pressed a light kiss to my cheek. "Now, do go away. I must dress if I am to pay a sympathy call on Lady Clifford."

As I left Lady Breckenridge's house and walked down the street to find a hackney, I felt anew her kiss on my cheek. It reminded me of other kisses she'd given me, on the lips, as well as the few precious times her head had rested on my shoulder. My mood, soured by the encounter with James Denis and the dressing down Lord Clifford had given us, lightened considerably.
I had the hackney driver let me out at Southampton Street, and I ducked into the Rearing Pony for a restorative measure of good, bitter ale before walking home.
The city was darkening, clouds rolling in to spoil the sunshine and drench us in more rain. The last shoppers were purchasing supper in Covent Garden as I made my way through, and I paused to be entertained by a troupe of acrobats near one corner.
I continued the short way down Russel Street and turned in at Grimpen Lane, and made for the outside door next to the bake shop that led upstairs to my rooms. Mrs. Beltan, my landlady, who owned the shop, stood at her doorstep to watch me approach, looking impatient.
"There you are, Captain," she called. "I wasn't certain what to do. A gentleman has called on you, and I didn't want to let him up in your rooms without you here." She stepped close to me as I neared her and lowered her voice to a furtive whisper. "He is French."



Chapter Five


I looked past Mrs. Beltan into the shop and the gentleman there. The man was on the small side, with gray hair cropped close against a fine-boned face. He wore respectable clothing, nothing very costly. I did not know him, but he looked harmless.
"Sir," I nodded at him as I entered the shop. "We can talk in my rooms above and let this good lady retire."
The man bowed back to me. "Thank you, monsieur."
His accent was quite thick, as though he spoke English only when he could not avoid doing so. I stood back to let him pass and tipped my hat to the anxious-looking Mrs. Beltan.
"Do not worry," I murmured. "The war is over. I doubt we'll reenact Vitoria in my sitting room."
Mrs. Beltan gave me a displeased look, but she shrugged her plump shoulders and retreated. I took the unknown Frenchman upstairs and unlocked the door to my rooms.
Bartholomew had already stoked the fire, though the lad was nowhere in sight. The Frenchman moved to the fire and held his hands out to it. The coming rain had turned the evening cold.
"How can I help you, sir?" I asked.
He turned and regarded me with a cool gray stare. Though he was, as I'd observed, a small-boned man, he held himself with dignity, almost arrogance. "I have heard that you are a man to be trusted, Captain Lacey. A man of honor."
"I make that attempt, yes."
I closed the door behind me but didn't lock it then moved to the cupboard for brandy and two glasses. I had no worries about offering my brandy to a haughty Frenchman, because Grenville had given the stuff to me, so it was the best France could supply.
The man stood silently as I poured out and brought him a glass. He passed the goblet I handed him under his nose, then his expression changed to that of a man who'd unexpectedly come upon paradise.
He closed his eyes as he poured a little brandy into his mouth, then he pressed his lips together and rocked his head back in pure delight.
When he opened his eyes, I saw tears in them. "Thank you, sir. This is exquisite. I have not tasted such… in many years." He spoke heavily and slowly, pausing to make a low "hmm" noise in his throat.
"My friend Mr. Grenville has impeccable taste," I said. "You are an emigre?"
He had the bearing of wealth and breeding, but his cheap clothes, his heavy accent, and the fact that he was in London at all told me he'd fled France long ago, when Madame Guillotine had been searching for victims.
"I am. I was… hmm… once the Comte de Mercier du Lac de la Fontaine. A long time ago now. Now the English call me Monsieur Fontaine."
An aristocrat, which explained the bearing. Likely the master of a vast estate, with hundreds of peasants toiling to keep him in silk stockings and the best brandy. All gone in the blink of an eye. I wagered that Fontaine's estate was now in the hands of a nouveau riche banker from Paris.
My wife lived somewhere in France, in a small village with her French officer lover. I doubted that this man knew her-I was willing to believe he'd fled France when the first danger had flared in Paris, before England and France went to war.
"What may I do for you, Monsieur le Comte?" I asked.
"My daughter, she is… hmm… married to an Englishman of some respectability. He is a member of White's club and quite proud of the fact." De la Fontaine gave me the ghost of a smile. I envisioned a pompous young Englishman pleased with himself that he'd landed the daughter of a French count.
"Do I know him?" I asked.
"It is possible you have met him, but he holds himself above all but the… hmm… top of society. He is acquainted with your friend, Mr. Grenville."
Which meant that Grenville at least tolerated the man. If Grenville had disapproved of this son-in-law, he would have found himself eventually pushed out of his precious White's.
"I can't speak for Grenville," I said. "If you wish me to ask him something on your behalf, I can't promise to. I suggest that you write to him yourself."
Monsieur de la Fontaine's smile vanished, and the cold aristocrat returned. In spite of his cheaply made suit, he had the bearing of a leader, one whose ancestors had held their corner of France in an iron grip.
"No, indeed, Captain," he said stiffly. "I have come to speak to you. About this affair of the stolen diamonds."
"Lady Clifford's necklace?" I asked in surprise.
"Not… hmm… Lady Clifford's, Captain. Mine. The diamonds that this English comtesse wishes you to find belong to me."

Thinking it through, I decided I should not be very astonished. At the end of the last century, French emigres had sold what they could in order to flee France, sometimes giving ship captains everything they had in return for being smuggled across the channel. The necklace had been made in Paris, the pawnbroker I'd spoken to had told me. Everything fit together.
"Captain, may we sit?" de la Fontaine asked.
I noticed his hands trembling. He might once have been a proud aristocrat, but now he was an elderly man, his bones aching with the rain.
"Of course." I gestured him to the wing chair, the most comfortable in the room and closest to the fire. I refilled his brandy while I dragged my desk chair over to his and sat.
Another sip of brandy restored the comte's stern but dignified stare. "Do you believe me?" he asked.
"I do," I said. "The necklace came from your family?"
The count tapped the arm of the chair with his brandy glass. He was angry, and holding the anger in. "The diamonds entered the de la Fontaine family during the time of Richelieu. They were… hmm.. handed down through the generations. Cut, re-cut, set, and reset. They reached their present form in the middle of the last century, when my grandfather was the trusted confidant of the king's official mistress. She had them set into the necklace as a gift to him. My grandfather gave them to my father, who gave them to my mother on their marriage. When my mother passed, they came to me, and I determined to give them to my own daughter when she married. My only son was killed fighting Napoleon for the English, and my daughter is all that is left of the de la Fontaines."
He caught my sympathy and my amazed interest. A necklace created by the mistress of Louis XV would be worth far more than the several thousand pounds Lady Clifford had claimed the necklace cost. James Denis's interest also became clear. Denis would not concern himself with a simple lady's necklace, but he'd consider one with such a history well worth his notice.
"Why the devil does Earl Clifford have it, then?" I asked. "Did you sell him the necklace to pay your way out of France?"
The anger built in de la Fontaine's eyes. "I never sold it, Captain. Everything else, yes. Hmm. Everything. To save my daughter, it was worth it. But I kept the necklace. It was her legacy. Then it was stolen from me. I had it before I crossed the Channel-when I arrived on this shore, it was gone."
"The ship's captain? Or crew?"
He shrugged. "In France, I had met an Englishman-Lord Clifford-who'd agreed, for a very large sum, to arrange passage for me and my daughter and son. My wife had succumbed to illness the year before, and my children were all I had left. I feared for their lives, and so we went. The voyage was fairly easy, and the captain seemed sympathetic. But when we disembarked, I discovered the meager belongings I'd managed to carry were all gone, and we had nothing but the clothes on our backs. When I reached London, I applied to Clifford for help, but was turned away at his front door. I was too proud to beg at his scullery for scraps, so I walked away. But the necklace was gone-I assumed stolen by the captain or one of his men. Lost forever. It… hmm… broke my heart. But at least I was alive and safe and so were my children."
"I am very sorry for your circumstance," I said.
I too, had lost much at the hands of others, and he had my sympathy. My estimation of Lord Clifford, not high in the first place, took a decided plunge.
Fontaine leaned forward. "And then, one evening last summer, my daughter and her husband took me with them to Vauxhall." He chuckled, still with the humming sound. "Taking the old man out to entertain him. As we supped in the pavilion, Captain, I saw the necklace. The jewels belonging to my family were hanging boldly around the neck of Countess Clifford, wife of the Englishman who'd helped me and my children fly from France."
"You are certain it was the same?" Even as I asked it, I knew he had been.
"Very certain. My wife handed the necklace back to me the day she died, telling me she wished she could have seen our daughter wearing it. I walked up to Lady Clifford and introduced myself. She pretended to remember me as an emigre her husband had helped, but I knew she had no idea who I was. She never once blushed that she wore my daughter's inheritance, as you say, under my nose."
"It is likely she did not know," I said. "I've met Lord Clifford."
"Then you know what sort of man he is. I'd not have taken his assistance at all had I not been desperate. That night, he knew that I knew, but he looked at me and… hmm… dared me to say a word."
"You did not go to a magistrate? Report the theft?"
"I am French, I am in exile. You have just finished a long war with France, and even the fact that my son lost his life fighting Napoleon for the English has not made me beloved here. What am I to tell a magistrate? I have only my word. Any paper about it, any proof I have that the necklace belongs to the de la Fontaines is long gone. Earl Clifford, he has money and influence. I have…" He opened his hand. "Nothing."
He was correct. De la Fontaine knew he could not prove the diamonds had belonged to him, and even I had to decide whether to believe him. He could be luring me into finding the necklace and giving it to him, whereupon he'd be several thousand pounds richer, and I'd be in the dock.
But I did not think he lied. De la Fontaine did not have the bearing and manner of a liar, and I could verify the story by browbeating Lord Clifford-a task I'd cheerfully perform.
"And what do you wish me to do?" I asked.
De la Fontaine finished his brandy, set down the glass, and rested his hands on his knees. "What I would wish is for you to find and return the necklace to me, and tell the earl that you have failed in your quest."
"And the moment your daughter wears the necklace to a soiree with your respectable English son-in-law? She or he will be accused of stealing it. Or at least of purchasing stolen goods."
He closed his eyes. "I know. I have no solution. I considered having the stones reset, but given its provenance…"
The fact that Madame de Pompadour had commissioned the necklace would be worth as much as the diamonds themselves. I appreciated his dilemma.
"Then I do not understand why you believe I can help," I said.
De la Fontaine opened his eyes. He had deep blue eyes, and now they looked old and tired. "I want someone to know the truth. I want you to find the diamonds and make certain they are safe. If they must reside with Lady Clifford forever, then so be it."
His resignation decided the question for me. Remembering Clifford snarling at Grenville that he ought to be ashamed to interest himself in the affair, and then watching this aged, exiled man slump in defeat, angered me not a little.
"You may leave things in my hands," I said. "I might be able to find you some justice."
De la Fontaine shook his head, his ghost of a smile returning. "Do not make promises, Captain. I have grown used to losing."
I rose, made my way to the brandy decanter, and poured him another glass. We'd finish all the brandy quickly at this rate, but Grenville would be happy to know it had been drunk by two men who appreciated it.
"Why do you not return to France?" I asked as the liquid trickled into his glass. "The king is restored, the emperor dead. There is peace now."
Fontaine saluted me with his goblet before he drank. "All I had in France is gone. My daughter is here, married to her fussy Englishman, and I have grandchildren who are growing rapidly. This has been my life for nearly thirty years. I have no reason to return."
I nodded, understanding. I was much like him-except for the fact of his ancestors ruling France and having diamonds set for them by Louis XV's beautiful mistress. My ancestors had been wealthy landholders, but their little estate in Norfolk was as nothing compared to the vast acreage this man must have commanded.
Now we both had nothing, reduced to wearing secondhand clothes and enjoying brandy gifted to us by a wealthy acquaintance. Out of place, wondering how this came to be, and not knowing what to do with ourselves.
We did finish the brandy. De la Fontaine seemed to want to linger, and I let him. He asked me how I came by my injury, and winced in sympathy when I described how I'd been beaten to a bloody pulp by a band of French soldiers then strung up by the ankles. One of the more sympathetic men had cut me down after a time, but when English and Prussian soldiers had attacked the French deserters' camp, killing them to the last man, they hadn't noticed me among the dead.
De la Fontaine shook his head at my story and told me how his son had been in the infantry, dying at Badajoz. I hadn't met the young man-I'd been cavalry in the Thirty-Fifth Light Dragoons, and we'd been fairly snobbish about the infantry.
"Bad fighting there," I said. "Brave lad."
" Oui. So I have heard."
We finished the decanter in silence. When de la Fontaine made to depart, I gave him a box of finely blended snuff-another gift from Grenville. I rarely took snuff, preferring a pipe the rare times I took tobacco, but de la Fontaine thanked me profusely.
I led him back down the stairs, and we took leave of each other. De la Fontaine shook my hand in the English way, lips twitching when he saw me bracing myself for a farewell in the French way.
Still smiling, he walked down Grimpen Lane, a bit unsteadily, through the rain. I leaned on the doorframe and watched him, wondering how the devil I was going to find the blasted necklace for him.

Three days passed. I told Grenville about de la Fontaine's visit and his assertion that the necklace was his. Grenville professed to be amazed, and his anger and disgust at Lord Clifford escalated to match my own.
Grenville and I continued searching for the necklace, taking into account Lady Breckenridge's intelligence that a lady wishing to sell her jewels to pay her creditors would find someone very discreet to make the transaction for her. Her man of business, perhaps, if she could hide such a dealing from her husband.
However, when Grenville and I visited Lady Clifford's man of business, we found a dry, very exact man who seemed to march in step with Lord Clifford regarding household affairs. Ladies were fools and ought to do nothing without the approval of their husbands. In his opinion, Lady Clifford had carelessly lost the necklace and tried to pretend it stolen to shift the blame from herself.
This left us no further forward.
I could see that Grenville was losing interest in the problem. Lord Clifford's grumbles about Grenville poking his nose into other gentlemen's business were beginning to circulate through the ton. While Grenville refused to bow to public opinion-any indication that he cared about such a thing could spell his downfall-he also did not believe there was much more to be done. Though Grenville agreed that de la Fontaine's story was creditable, he also suspected that the necklace would never see the light of day.
I saw that I would be soldiering on alone. I had not yet heard from Lady Breckenridge, but I did hear again from Denis, whose carriage pulled in behind me when I left Grenville's on a wet evening three days after de la Fontaine's visit.
The rain that had begun the afternoon I'd met de la Fontaine had continued with little abatement. The downpour was not as freezing as a winter rain, but still as drenching. When the carriage halted next to me and the door opened, I could not help but yearn for the warmth of its plush interior, in spite of the coldness of the man inside.
"De la Fontaine," Denis began as soon as I was sitting opposite him, the carriage moving on its way to Covent Garden. "One of the wealthiest men in France before the terror. Now living in a back bedroom in his proper English son-in-law's house, treated like a poor relation." Denis shook his head, but no emotion crossed his face. "Not a happy tale."



Chapter Six


"I do not remember mentioning de la Fontaine to you," I said. Not that I was amazed that Denis knew all about de la Fontaine's visit to my rooms. He kept himself well informed.
"He is quite right about the necklace's provenance," Denis said, ignoring my statement. "A heavy blow to him that he lost it."
"Am I correct in guessing that you did not know that Lord Clifford had de la Fontaine's famous necklace?" Unusual for Denis, who hired people to roam Europe looking for such things for him, the rightful ownership of which was, to Denis, a trivial matter.
"I confess that I did not." Denis's brows drew together the slightest bit, a sign that the man behind the cold eyes was angry. "Hence why I wish to examine the piece myself. I knew the de la Fontaine necklace had disappeared many years ago, but not until Lady Clifford made a fuss about hers being stolen and involved Bow Street did it come to my attention that the two were one and the same. I had not thought Clifford resourceful enough to steal such a thing, but perhaps he seized an opportunity. Or perhaps the ship's captain stole it and sold it to Clifford, neither man appreciating what it was." Again the small frown. "Clifford owes me much money and has been reluctant to pay. He might have reported the necklace stolen to prevent himself from having to sell it to pay me, or in case I took it in lieu."
"Lord Clifford owes you money," I said. "I might have known."
"Many gentlemen owe me. Including you."
I let the remark pass. It was an old argument.
"If Clifford were to sell the necklace," I asked, "or his wife were to, how would they go about such a thing? Beyond common pawnbrokers and jewelers I mean. Who would they contact?"
Denis gave me a touch of a smile. "Me. I know of no other who could discreetly dispose of so obvious a piece."
"But if they did not realize what it was?"
"They might try the usual avenues, of course, but as soon as it came onto the market, jewelers in the know would put two and two together. Most likely the jewelers or pawnbrokers would offer the necklace to me, or at least ask for my help in shifting it."
"And you have not heard of it coming up for sale?"
"No. Not yet."
I twisted my walking stick under my hand. "If you do hear of it, will you tell me?"
"As I said, I want a look at it first."
"I am aware of that. But I've pledged myself to find it. Will you tell me?"
Denis regarded me in silence while I kept twisting the stick. There was a sword inside the cane, a fact he well knew.
When he spoke, Denis's voice held a careful note. "You have done me good turns in the past, Captain, and you are fair-minded. But I like to keep the balance clean, or at least bending slightly in my favor. If I do keep you in the know regarding this necklace, I will expect a like intelligence in return."
I hadn't the faintest idea what I could know that would interest him, but I was certain he'd come up with something devious. Denis liked things all his own way.
"It is a simple matter," I said. "I want to be informed if the necklace comes up for sale or when you lay your hands on it."
"Certainly. I will allow you to be in on the bidding."
"Bidding?" I clenched the walking stick, which stopped its twirl.
"If the necklace proves to be the de la Fontaine diamonds, I will assuredly wish to sell it," Denis said. "I am not in the business of assisting impoverished French emigres or feckless English aristocrats. Clifford owes me money, and whatever price I can obtain for the necklace will more than suffice to pay his debt. He will not fight me for it."
"The necklace is de la Fontaine's," I said angrily.
"De la Fontaine's family stole the original diamonds themselves, you might be interested to learn, during some continental war long ago. And who knows from whence it was originally looted? Such famous pieces often have murky histories."
"You are splitting hairs. The necklace belongs to de la Fontaine, and I intend to give it back to him."
Another twitch of lips. "Of course you do. I will inform you if I come into possession of it, to that I will agree."
I sat still and looked at him, the impeccably dressed young man, kid-gloved hands folded on his walking stick.
I wondered, as I always did, how he'd come to be like this. Who was James Denis? What of his family? What sort of child had he been that he'd become a man who bought and sold precious objects, people, secrets? Had he loved and lost? Raised himself from nothing? Or been defeated and climbed out of the ashes?
If I asked, he'd never tell me, so I did not ask.
Denis looked at me as though guessing my thoughts. He knew by now exactly where I'd come from, who my people were, and what I'd done for the last forty years of my life. Denis was that thorough. I would have to be just as thorough about him.
One of his brows twitched upward. "Did you truly think I would tell you exactly where to find the necklace, Captain?" he asked. "It is worth far more than Lord Clifford understands. De la Fontaine understands. Perhaps it will ease your conscience if I tell you how many peasants de la Fontaine and his family worked to death in France during the height of their power. They lived quite well on the backs of many."
I knew that if de la Fontaine had come from landed wealth, then yes, he'd worked it out of others. But I couldn't help thinking of the broken man whose only joy these days was the chance sampling of Grenville's brandy and the occasional treat outing with his daughter and her stuffy husband.
"Have you become a republican?" I asked Denis.
He gave me a small shrug. "I must believe in every man being allowed to do what is best for himself, or I would be out of business."
He fell silent to look out the window at the rain, the conversation finished. We didn't speak until Covent Garden, where Denis had his coachman halt, and he bade me good night.

Now four people wanted the necklace: Lady Clifford, Lord Clifford, de la Fontaine, and Denis. Five people. Me.
I'd find the damn thing, and to hell with the lot of them. I would check de la Fontaine's story, and if he hadn't told me false, he would win the diamonds. I'd do something to placate Lord Clifford to keep him from turning his wrath on Lady Clifford. Clifford was the sort of man to blame his wife for his troubles. I cared nothing for what Denis thought of the matter. He'd find some other piece of art or jewelry on which to turn his attention soon enough.
When I entered my rooms in Grimpen Lane, Bartholomew was there, my fire roaring, my coffee hot. There were compensations for allowing him to practice valeting on me.
"Post's come," he said, pointing to a small pile of letters on my writing table. "I say, Captain, Mr. Grenville is asking for my help tonight. I've got your dinner in. Can you manage on your own?"
"It will be a struggle," I said, sitting down at the writing table. Bartholomew had left a plate of beef in juice sitting perilously close to my post.
Bartholomew grinned. "Aye, sir. I'll be back before morning."
"Stay at Grenville's and return tomorrow. No need for you to be rushing across town in the middle of the night in the rain. I can manage to hobble downstairs for a bit of bread on my own for breakfast."
"Are you certain, sir?" Bartholomew liked to believe I'd be hopelessly lost without him. "I can tell Mr. Grenville you can't spare me if you like."
"Mr. Grenville pays your wages, not me. What entertainment is he having tonight? I'm not expected, am I?"
"No, sir. It's his circle of art fanciers. They have supper and talk about Constable and Dah-veed and that French chap with the name like the sound of your throat closing up."
"Ingre?" I asked.
"That's the sausage. Sorry, sir, Mr. Grenville didn't tell me to tell you to come."
"Thank God for that. I'm hardly in the mood to talk about the intricacies of David and his pupils. David was a radical revolutionary, did you know that? Probably ran Comte de la Fontaine out of his home personally, thereby allowing de la Fontaine to be preyed upon by an Englishman looking to line his coffers. Possibly best I do not bring this up at Grenville's supper with his art critics."
"No, sir." Bartholomew gave me a dubious glance. He never knew what to do with me when I started waxing philosophical.
"Never mind. Go on, then."
Bartholomew poured me more coffee then made ready to depart with a look of relief.
I was glad to see him go, because I'd recognized the handwriting on the top letter of the pile as that of Lady Breckenridge, and I wanted to read her missive in private. I shoveled in beef and bread while Bartholomew scrambled upstairs to gather a few things to take home with him.
As soon as Bartholomew had trundled down the stairs and out-slamming the door hard behind him-I wiped my hands, broke the seal on the letter, and opened it.
My dear Lacey, Lady Breckenridge wrote. I think that I shall never forgive you for persuading me to undertake this decidedly dreadful task. I must invent many more favors for you to do in return.
I smiled, but with a touch of uneasiness, and read on.
I have been seeing much of Lady Clifford of late, and I cannot express what a relief it is to return to my quiet home in the evenings. Barnstable brings me thick coffee, which he liberally laces with brandy, bless him. Though I believe an entire decanter of the stuff would not be enough to rid myself of the taste of the Clifford household. Heaven help you, Lacey.
But I will cease complaining and come to the heart of the matter. It was easy enough to worm myself into Lady Clifford's household. I approached Lady Clifford on the pretext of asking her to assist me with one of my musicales-there is a soprano who sings like an angel-I believe you will agree when you hear her.
Who knows why Lady Clifford so readily believed I sought her help. Her taste in music is appalling-or, I should say, nonexistent. But I soldiered on, and she professed delight.
The poor woman has not much more to do in her life but play cards and gossip. Even her companion, Mrs. Dale, does all the embroidery for her, while Lady Clifford sits and pretends to conduct interesting conversation. She does knit on occasion, for the poor, though so badly that I suspect the poor simply unravel the yarn and use it for some more practical purpose.
These drawbacks are not entirely her fault. Her husband, I have now observed firsthand, tells Lady Clifford outright that anything she endeavors is foolish, and so she gives up before she begins. Lord Clifford tried to include me in one of these rants but, as you can imagine, he had no success in that regard.
Lady Clifford is much too easily cowed by him. Bullies are encouraged by meekness, as I have come to know.
Mrs. Dale, the companion, is not as easily cowed, but her strength lies in her silences. She is able to remain perfectly still, eyes on her sewing, no matter what storms rage on around her. She is not quiet like a serene pool-more like a stubborn rock that refuses to be worn down. Because of this, she hasn't much to say for herself, although I note that, when we ladies are alone, some rather sarcastic humor comes out of her mouth. Not often, but it is there.
Mrs. Dale does indeed take laudanum, as I suspected. Her excuse is headache, which, she says, is why she likes to sit so quietly, but that is all fabrication. When anything unnerving happens in that household, it's a quick nip from the laudanum bottle. And believe me Lacey, unnerving things occur all the time.
For instance, Mrs. Dale mislaid Lady Clifford's knitting basket (on purpose, I suspect). Instead of simply telling a servant to find the blasted thing, Lady Clifford went into hysterics. She screeched at Mrs. Dale about her every fault, until Lord Clifford, who was home, had to come to see what was the matter.
I stepped to the next room, pretending the need to refresh myself-and indeed, I was developing a headache as fierce as Mrs. Dale's supposed ones. I heard Lord Clifford quite clearly tell his wife that the loss of the knitting basket was her own fault, that she could not keep account of any damned thing, and there was a reason he'd begun to favor Mrs. Dale over her.
I am not certain he'd have said such a thing had he known I was listening, but then again, Lord Clifford hasn't the best of manners. But really, what a thing to tell your wife! Lady Clifford cried all the more, Mrs. Dale joined her when Lord Clifford stormed out, and I returned to two weeping women.
But interestingly, I found them trying to console each other. Dear, dear Annabelle wasn't to blame, said Lady Clifford, and Mrs. Dale cried that dear, dear Marguerite was brave to suffer so much.
They continued weeping and embracing even after I sat down and pointedly started going through the guest list for the musicale. I gather that the two were the dearest of friends before Lord Clifford decided he wanted both his meat and his sauce in his own house. Saves him the bother of going out for it, I suppose. The two ladies are putting up with it as best they can.
The truce did not last long, however. Before another hour was out, Mrs. Dale was once more a hard-hearted, ungrateful bitch, and Lady Clifford a slow-witted fool.
I took Mrs. Dale aside and asked her why she stuck it here. I do not for one moment believe that she has fallen in love with Lord Clifford. From all evidence, she rather despises him.
Mrs. Dale blinked red-lined eyes at me and bleated that she stayed because she had nowhere else to go. This I can well credit. Her husband hadn't a penny left to his name when he died, and Mrs. Dale immediately went to live with her girlhood friend, Lady Clifford. She's been in the house ever since. Mrs. Dale did not say this, but I also had the feeling that she does not want to leave Lady Clifford to face Lord Clifford on her own.
Both ladies are well under Lord Clifford's thumb, and I strongly suspect that his interest in Mrs. Dale is more a game of power over his wife than any sort of sentimental feeling.
This was confirmed by my maid who spent the time in the kitchens while I was there (and by the bye, she is not very forgiving of you, either). Lord Clifford apparently satisfies some of his baser needs with maids below stairs, including the very maid arrested for stealing the necklace.
Of the necklace itself, I haven't a dratted clue. I have run very tame in Lady Clifford's house but have been unable to find a trace of it. I began with the most obvious place, Lady Clifford's own bedchamber and dressing room. The woman has many baubles-Lord Clifford does not stint on hanging finery on her. He must be of the ilk that believes a jewel-encrusted wife reflects well on him. However, the necklace in question was nowhere in Lady Clifford's chambers that I could see.
Next was Mrs. Dale's meager chamber, but again, I had no luck. What I discovered there was that Mrs. Dale wears Lady Clifford's castoff gowns, modified to fit her rather narrower figure. Her jewelry is quite modest. Again, I suspect, gifts from her dear Lady Clifford before their falling out.
Lord Clifford might favor Mrs. Dale in his bed these days, but he certainly hasn't rewarded her with anything costly. Or, if he has, she neither displays these gifts nor keeps them in her bedchamber. I assure you, I was quite thorough.
Other rooms revealed nothing. I could not do much searching in the main sitting room, because Lady Clifford and Mrs. Dale were sitting in it. Constantly. I took a quick look at the dining room, but I had little time, and it's likely anything hidden there would be found by a servant.
Not that the staff of Lady Clifford's house is anything like efficient. I would sack the lot of them, and I told the housekeeper so. The housekeeper is an exhausted stick, not pretty enough for Lord Clifford, I gather, and he does run rather hard on her when he bothers to notice her at all. Were it my lot in life to be a housekeeper, I'd certainly try to find a better place.
Nonetheless, the servants at least attempt to keep the large house clean, and anything hidden in the public rooms would come to light eventually. That leaves the kitchens, the chambers of the servants themselves, and Lord Clifford's private study and bedchamber.
A servant might hide the necklace for her employer out of loyalty, but I do not think so in this case. I have not seen here the sort of affection some servants have for their employers. Barnstable looks after me as though he still regards me as the naive young wretch who first married Breckenridge, ages ago it seems now. The staff in the Clifford household simply do their jobs, and from what my maid tells me, the family is not much respected below stairs.
As I say, that leaves Lord Clifford's private study and bedchamber. If I can contrive to enter them, I will, but apparently, there is but one reason a lady enters Lord Clifford's bedchamber, and forgive me, Lacey, but there is a limit to my interest in this little problem. Lord Clifford's chamber might have to go unsearched.
I am afraid this letter will not help you much. In conclusion, if the stolen necklace is still in the house, it is well hidden. And if it secretly has been sold, I cannot tell either, because no one here ever discusses the necklace at all. A forbidden topic, I gather.
The atmosphere is strained and full of anger, and Lady Clifford, Mrs. Dale, and Lord Clifford make a strange threesome. There is no love lost between them, and much misery exists.
Now, then, Lacey, in return for my prying, I will ask one of my favors right away-and that is for you to attend said musicale tonight. I have observed that you dislike crowded gatherings, but you must put a brave face on it and come. If nothing else, your presence will give me a chance to speak more to you about this problem.
Wear your grand uniform and stand about looking imposing, as you do, so that my guests will have something to talk about. They grow bored and need a good whisper about the captain friend of Grenville's who turns up at Lady Breckenridge's gatherings now and again.
Besides, in truth, you will quite enjoy the soprano. Unlike Lady Clifford, I do have fine musical taste, and I shall have Barnstable look out for you.
Ever yours in friendship,
Donata Breckenridge



Chapter Seven


Bartholomew would not return tonight, so I had to dress myself for the musicale. Bartholomew was convinced I could no longer do this on my own, but he kept my clothes so clean that they always looked fine, no matter how clumsy I might be at buttoning my own coat.
I peered into the small square mirror in my bedroom as I brushed my thick hair and fastened the braid across my chest. The regimentals of the Thirty-Fifth Light consisted of a dark blue coat with silver braid and dark cavalry breeches with knee-high boots. I wore the regimentals for social occasions, this being the finest suit I owned.
Imposing, Lady Breckenridge had written. I glanced into the aging glass again. She either flattered me or poked fun at me.
I took a hackney across London to South Audley Street and entered Lady Breckenridge's house with a few moments to spare.
Lady Breckenridge prided herself on her musicales and soirees, styling herself as one of the tastemakers of London. Therefore, her sitting room was filled to overflowing, and I sidled through the crowd as politely as I could.
Sir Gideon Derwent was there, his kind face breaking into a smile when he saw me. Next to him was his son Leland, a slimmer, younger version of the father, and a pace behind them, Leland's great friend, Gareth Travers. The Derwents were a family of innocents who invited me to dine with them at their house in Grosvenor Square once a fortnight. There, they'd beg me to entertain them with stories of my army life. Travers had a bit more cynicism, but he seemed to enjoy the unworldly companionship of the Derwents as much as I did.
We took seats for the performance. Lady Breckenridge, dressed in a russet gown that bared her shoulders, introduced the lady as Mrs. Eisenhauf, a young Austrian who was just beginning her career. A pianist played a few strains on her instrument, and the soprano launched into her aria.
I found myself floating on a cushion of music, sound that filled my entire body. The woman's voice soared, loud and full, then dropped to the tiniest whisper, never losing its strength and quality.
Those around me were enchanted as well, but after a time, I stopped noticing anyone else. I heard only the music, observed only the curve of Lady Breckenridge's cheek, her face soft with enjoyment. Lady Breckenridge might once have been the naive young wretch she described, but she'd left that girl far behind.
For a moment, I forgot about necklaces, weeping ladies, de la Fontaine's unhappiness, and the cold rain outside. There was only this bliss of warmth and music, and Lady Breckenridge's smile.
The aria ended, not in a crescendo, but in a few low notes of pure sweetness. As soon as the lady closed her mouth, the room erupted in applause and shouts of Brava! Brava!
They surged forward to meet her, swamping Lady Breckenridge, who stood next to her protege. I wondered why Lady Breckenridge had brought me to this crush if she wished to speak to me privately as her letter had stated. I'd never get near her.
I spied Lady Clifford, dressed in a blue velvet gown too tight for her figure, her high feathered headdress bobbing as she moved among her acquaintance. Hearing snatches of her conversation, I learned that she took much of the credit for arranging the gathering and persuading the soprano to sing.
Lady Clifford spied me watching her. She made her way to me, clamped her hand around my arm, and drew me into a corner.
"Have you found the thief, Captain?" she asked, a bit too loudly for my taste.
"I am afraid I've turned up nothing, yet," I had to say.
"I wanted to tell you, I believe my husband was right that I made a mistake asking for your help." She smiled at me, but the smile was strained. "You have no more need to bestir yourself. Waters came home, and so that is all right. The real thief will be found by the Runners, eventually. Nothing more for you to do."
I hid my surprise at her request, but perhaps Lord Clifford had bullied her into dismissing me. "You at first believed Mrs. Dale had taken the necklace," I said. "You told me so."
Lady Clifford flushed a blotchy red. "As to that-I again made a mistake. Annabelle has many faults, but she would not be so foolish as to steal something so valuable as the necklace. I did not realize.. "
She trailed off, not telling me what she hadn't realized.
"Did your husband tell you that I found your other necklace, Lady Clifford?" I asked.
"Other necklace? What other necklace?"
"The one you took to a pawnbroker near Hanover Square. Your husband identified it as a yours. Said it was a necklace you'd owned before your marriage."
Her flush deepened but I saw relief in her eyes. "Captain, really, you should not have interfered there. It was mine to sell as I pleased."
"You sent Waters to sell it for you, did you not? The proprietor described her."
"Yes, well I could not go myself, could I? Not to a pawnbroker's." She nodded so vigorously that her feathers bent and swayed as though she stood in a heavy wind. "I see what you are thinking, Captain. That I sold the larger diamond necklace as well, for my own reasons. Well, I did not. I certainly did not."
"I believe you," I said.
Her agitation dissolved into surprise. "Do you?"
"I do. Would you like me to continue to find the answer? And the necklace?"
"No," she said quickly. "I think it doesn't matter anymore." She paused then shook her head, feathers dancing. "No, it does not. But I thank you, Captain. Thank you for believing me."
She clutched my arm again, fingers crushing, then at last released me and flowed back into the crowd.

I still could come nowhere near Lady Breckenridge, so I enjoyed myself sipping brandy and speaking to the Derwents and Gareth Travers. I asked Sir Gideon his opinion of Lord Clifford, and he gave me a surprising answer.
"Not a good-humored man, certainly. And his household is not a happy one, from what I hear. No, his benevolence lies elsewhere. He has given much money to help the London poor and is a staunch supporter of many of my reform efforts. He's made speeches in the House of Lords on my behalf."
I contrasted this picture to the snarling, unpleasant man I'd met, and Sir Gideon chuckled.
"You are amazed, Captain. Yes, it comes as a bit of a shock to those who have made his acquaintance. I offer no excuse for his demeanor. Some men are born surly, I suppose. But he was able to convince the magistrates to release his wife's maid. He speaks loudly to the right people about the appalling conditions of prisons and of corruption among magistrates. He was able to bring her home and have the charges dismissed."
"To think, I imagined this would be a simple matter," I said.
"Nothing is simple where Lord Clifford is concerned. He is a cipher, Captain, even to me."
I thanked Sir Gideon for his opinion, and we turned the conversation to other matters.
Guests seemed determined to stay until breakfast, but once the soprano said her farewells and departed, they began to migrate toward the doors. Lady Breckenridge edged me away from the lingerers, until we ended up relatively alone at the fireplace.
She put her hands to her cheeks. "My face hurts from all this bloody smiling. The things I suffer for my artists."
"But you enjoyed the performance," I said. "The pleasure I saw in you was real."
A hint of the earlier smile returned. "Yes," she said. "But cease the compliments and listen, before someone decides to drag me off into an inane conversation. I have something to tell you that was not in my letter. Which, I trust, you read carefully."
"Every word," I said. "It was quite intriguing."
"I am certain it was. However, when my maid was dressing me this evening, she imparted intelligence from Lady Clifford's kitchens. Waters, the maid, was enjoying telling her harrowing tale of Bow Street gaol and being up before the magistrate. Reprieved at the last moment by testimony from Lord Clifford."
"Sir Gideon has been telling me that Lord Clifford is a bit of a reformer who worries the magistrates."
"Gracious, there is more to the story than that. According to those below stairs, Lord Clifford was persuaded to intervene on the behalf of young Waters by Annabelle Dale. Begged him tearfully, said an upstairs maid, who overheard the conversation. Apparently, Mrs. Dale asked Lord Clifford to help for 'poor, dear Marguerite's sake. We must all do what we can to spare Marguerite.' Extremely interesting, do you not think?"
Exceedingly. Spare Marguerite. Spare her from what?
"Life in the Clifford household must certainly be interesting," I said with feeling.
"I agree." Lady Breckenridge glanced across the room at Lady Clifford, and her mouth tightened with impatience. "I believe I will be more careful of the favors I do you in future."
"Investigating crime is not always a pleasant thing."
"I never thought it was. Certainly nothing for a gentleman or a lady who knows better. But that is why you interest me, Lacey. You never do what you ought."
"Nor do you."
The looked she gave me was measuring. "But I am an aristocrat and have the excuse of being removed from my fellow beings. You must strive to be utterly respectable, and yet, you do not always bother. I believe that is why I like you."
"I am obliged to you for that liking."
She regarded me for one more moment, her expression unreadable. "I can never decide, Lacey, whether you are complimenting me or mocking me, but it is no matter. I see that Lady Clifford has cornered an admiral. I am afraid I must rescue him. Good night, Captain."
I bowed. "My lady."
She sashayed away, throwing that sincere smile over her shoulder, and I stood for a moment, enjoying watching her go.

As I left the Breckenridge house, settling my hat against the rain, I wondered. Had Mrs. Dale actually taken the bloody necklace as Lady Clifford had first suspected? Just as she'd hidden Lady Clifford's knitting basket and caused a scene? Perhaps guilt had made her beg Lord Clifford to bring home the maid. Or perhaps Mrs. Dale had shown benevolence toward the maid to land herself in Lady Clifford's good graces again.
Whatever the answer was, I was growing thoroughly tired of this problem. It was late, the cold rain made my injured leg throb, and after the beauty of the soprano's voice and Lady Breckenridge's smiles, all else seemed drab, dull, and not worth bothering about.
I would lie in bed all the next day, have Bartholomew fetch me coffee, read the newspapers, and tell my blasted curiosity to go away. I was cold and sore, and I deserved a rest. Earl Clifford and his odd household could worry someone else.
I became so enamored of this idea that I thought of little else as the hackney bumped me back to Covent Garden. Therefore, my dismay was great when I walked into my bedchamber and found a woman lying fast asleep between my sheets.



Chapter Eight


I woke the woman without hesitation. "Marianne, what the devil are you doing?"
Marianne Simmons, actress from a Drury Lane company, once my upstairs neighbor, and now, in theory at least, Grenville's mistress, sat up and blinked china-blue eyes at me.
"Blast you, Lacey. Your voice is loud, and my head aches something awful. You weren't using your bed, so I saw no harm in borrowing it."
"I remember locking my door before I went out," I said.
"I stole your key months ago and had my own cut."
She could easily have done. I'd grown used to having Bartholomew here to let me in, plus I'd spent most of the last month out of London. Marianne could have stolen the key from my drawer at any time, me none the wiser.
"I am too tired to argue with you," I said. "Make use of the bed if you must, and I'll adjourn to Bartholomew's attic. Tomorrow you can tell me why you aren't sleeping in the house Grenville keeps so nicely for you."
" That is none of your affair. And good heavens, the attics must be freezing. This is a large bed, and there's a good fire. Plenty of room for both of us."
I was exhausted and aching, that was true. "I imagine myself explaining to Grenville why I was in a bed with you. He'll call me out for it, and then I'll have to let him shoot me, because I have no desire to kill him. My death will be on your head."
"Do not be ridiculous, Lacey. First, he is far more interested in supping with his art friends tonight than in calling on me. Second, you look all in. I'm certain a climb to the top of the house to a freezing room will kill you. When I was in a traveling company, we slept seven or eight to a bed such as this, too tired to do anything but snore." She scooted to the far right of the bed and patted the mattress beside her. "I promise not to touch you."
I believed her. Marianne, as far as I could tell, had very little interest in men apart from how much money they could give her. The exception was Grenville. She'd professed genuine confusion and not a little dismay that he'd not yet asked of her what most gentlemen asked of her.
I knew Marianne had no amorous designs on me-she regarded me as a person from whom she could borrow candles, coal, food, drink, snuff, and now, my bed. I use the word "borrow," but in truth Marianne never repaid what she took, whether in cash or in kind. I'd not stopped her, knowing that without what she took from me, she'd have gone hungry and cold many a night.
She was right that it was a long way to the top of the house, and Bartholomew relied only on the heat from the chimney. Fine for a robust youth, bad for a man twice his age whose stiff limb was hurting him very much tonight.
I smothered a sigh, went out to the front room, and stripped down to my shirt and drawers, and returned. I did not don the nightshirt that Bartholomew had left on the bed to warm, because Marianne had helped herself to that too.
The bedchamber was dark enough for modesty, and I slipped under the covers without having to blush. I admitted that the bed was nice and warm from Marianne's body, and true to her word, she kept herself on the far edge.
I lay back, tiredness and hurt overriding my common sense. "Be gone before Bartholomew returns in the morning," I said. "I might not be able to awaken you in time."
"Not to worry, Lacey. I am adept at covertly leaving a gentleman's bed."
"And never say such a thing to Grenville."
"Thank you, but I know how to manage him."
"Is being here part of your efforts to manage him?" I asked, closing my eyes.
"No, this is my effort at seeking a bit of quiet. You are the only person on this earth who does not plague me to tears."
"I am pleased to hear it."
I searched for the oblivion of slumber, but though I had nearly nodded off in the hackney, my mind, treacherously, was now wide awake. My body wanted to sink into the dubious comfort of my mattress, but my thoughts could not rest, and I fidgeted.
The bed shifted, and I guessed without looking that Marianne had propped herself on one elbow. "Perhaps you should talk about it," she said. "Let loose what is in your head so that you can sleep."
So she might say to one of her paramours. I knew gentlemen who professed that what they most enjoyed about their mistresses was that the ladies actually listened to their troubles.
At this moment, talking was exactly what I needed. I found myself telling her everything, from the moment I'd met Lady Clifford in Grenville's private sitting room to my evening at Lady Breckenridge's musicale. I did not know how much of this Marianne already knew, but she listened with interest to my tale.
When I finished, I did indeed feel better. Quieter in mind, ready to let it all go for now and seek sleep.
"Lady Clifford and Mrs. Dale," Marianne said thoughtfully. "At each other's throats one minute, oozing affection for each other the next, then back to baleful glares? Do I have the right of it?"
"So Lady Breckenridge tells me. And now Lady Clifford has entirely changed her mind about accusing her rival and wanting me to investigate the matter. Damn the woman."
"Her rival," Marianne repeated. She went silent as she settled down and arranged the covers over her. "I've been an actress for a while, you know. I've worked in several companies, both meager and great. When you are thrown side by side with men and women for long stretches at a time, where modesty and politeness go hang, you learn much about people."
"Seven or eight in a bed helps with that, presumably."
"Exactly. Men and women stuffed together. No privacy at all-for anything. Privacy is for the wealthy. What you describe of Lady Clifford and Mrs. Dale I've observed before, several times. Lowly actresses or highborn ladies, there really is not much difference, despite what people say."
"A love triangle is a triangle, no matter where it is placed, you mean?" I agreed with her. In the army, I had been thrown into close contact with men and women of all walks of life. Though rigorous care might be taken to separate the ranks, we all bathed, ate, loved, and died together.
"I mean that you are viewing the love triangle, if there is one, the wrong way around," Marianne said. "Not Lord and Lady Clifford broken apart by Mrs. Dale. I mean Lady Clifford and Mrs. Dale, broken apart by the maid, Waters."
My eyes opened. "Lady Clifford and Mrs. Dale?"
Marianne laughed. "Gentlemen are so shocked when they learn that women do not prefer them. It grates on their pride, I believe. But it happens more often then you like to think, and can you blame them? Men like Lord Clifford can be quite awful."
I lay still, thinking of the tangle in light of Marianne's speculations. "Lady Breckenridge never put forth this idea."
"Because Lady Breckenridge has no use for other women, and so she does not watch them particularly closely. As horrible as her own husband was, she would never turn to ladies for consolation. And so, she might not recognize the need in others."
I turned my head to look at Marianne, unashamedly stretched out beside me, her head on my pillow. "And you?"
She shrugged. "I too, have little use for women, but I've been thrown among them far more than has your Lady Breckenridge. Lady Clifford and Mrs. Dale sound like lovers who had a falling out over something. Or someone. This Waters, is she pretty? And I imagine that Mrs. Dale has no choice but to comply when Lord Clifford makes advances to her. He could turn her out of his house, after all, if she resists."
And Mrs. Dale had professed to have nowhere else to go.
I let out a breath. "Good God."
"Think of it that way, and I'm certain it will help. Good night."
So saying, Marianne turned over, dragged the quilts over her, and fell fast asleep. Or at least, she pretended to.
Marianne had given me much to think about. Most people would believe, as I had, that Mrs. Dale and Lady Clifford were enraged at each other because of Lord Clifford's amorousness. Two women fighting to possess the same man.
But thinking on what Lady Breckenridge had told me, both women thoroughly disliked the bullying Lord Clifford. A romance between the ladies, on the other hand, especially if they'd quarreled over Lady Clifford's affection for her maid Waters, might explain Lady Clifford's spiteful accusation that Mrs. Dale had taken the necklace. It would explain her about-face on the matter as well.
Perhaps it hadn't been brought home to Lady Clifford what could happen to Mrs. Dale-Newgate, ignominy, hanging-until the maid, Waters, had returned to describe her harrowing ordeal.
It also threw into new light Lady Breckenridge's observation of the two women crying and hugging over the missing knitting basket. They'd been comforting each other after Lord Clifford's harangue-lovers who cared more about each other than for the brutal man who bullied them both.
Mrs. Dale had begged Lord Clifford to help bring Waters home. Because she felt sorry for her "dear Marguerite" and wanted to spare her more pain? Or to try to restore peace between herself and Lady Clifford? Both, possibly.
"Hell, Marianne," I said.
Marianne only snored.

True to her word, Marianne was gone before I woke. The window showed sunshine, the rain finished for now, the bed beside me empty. I heard Bartholomew in my front room, and a moment later, he strode into my bedchamber with his usual energy, coffee balanced on a tray.
"Did you not see your nightshirt?" he asked when he saw me in my underclothes. The garment lay across the bed again as though it had never been worn.
"I didn't bother to make a light," I said, extemporizing. "I was exhausted."
I felt a bit better this morning, although by the light outside the window, the day was already moving on to afternoon. Talking things over with Marianne, followed by a good night's sleep, had restored my vigor.
Bartholomew left the coffee and lifted the nightshirt. As I sat up and reached for the coffee, Bartholomew frowned at the nightshirt, then he delicately sniffed its collar. He raised his brows at me.
I took a nonchalant sip of coffee, telling myself he would not recognize Marianne's perfume. Bartholomew had started working for me before Grenville had taken up with Marianne, and the lad did not accompany Grenville on his visits to her in Clarges Street. Grenville had a different staff for that house, in any case.
"Not a word," I said.
Bartholomew drew himself up. "A gentleman's gentleman is discreet, sir."
"I know you are, Bartholomew. A bath, I think."
"Sir." Bartholomew went away, carrying the nightshirt over his arm.
As I bathed and let Bartholomew shave me, I again considered Marianne's revelation about Lady Clifford and Mrs. Dale.
I'd met two hermaphrodites, as people had called them, in the village where I'd grown up. They'd been elderly ladies, styling themselves as a lady and her companion. Everyone knew, but of course did not mention in public, that they were lovers, or at least had been.
I didn't remember much about them except that one was kind to me, and I couldn't remember to this day which had been the lady and which had been the companion. They'd passed away within months of each other when I'd been about nine years old. No one had bothered them, but then, they'd been two spinster ladies who'd lived quietly, well past the age of anyone's interest.
Lady Clifford, on the other hand, was a married lady prominent in society. And Mrs. Dale was a poor widow, dependent on others for her bed and board. Dangerous for any gossip about her to circulate. They would have to be secretive.
Last night I had thought about letting the investigation go, leaving the Clifford family to sort out their own troubles. But then, there was de la Fontaine. His tale had tugged at me. I knew that I sympathized with him because I felt he was like me-a long way from his old life, unsure of his place in the world, dependent on others when he did not want to be.
The necklace belonged to de la Fontaine. He should have it back.
To find it, I needed to speak to Lady Clifford again. After breakfasting, I penned a letter to Lady Breckenridge asking her to fix an appointment for me with Lady Clifford. I could imagine Lady Breckenridge's exasperation when she received the note, and I would be in her debt again, but I also knew that she'd arrange the meeting.
I decided to leave it at that and make my way to Hyde Park and the stables for a little exercise. At one time, I'd given riding lessons to a lad I'd met while investigating the Hanover Square problem. The lad's father stabled his beasts in Hyde Park and generously allowed me to ride one of his geldings whenever I liked, even now that the boy had returned to school. His father had told me he recognized a man who could handle horses right enough.
It was nearly two when I rode out, I having slept longer than usual. The fashionable hour wouldn't begin until five, but plenty of riders and drivers already moved about the park, enjoying the respite from the rain.
I walked and trotted the well-trained gelding, letting him canter a bit down an empty stretch of the Row. I turned down a lesser path to keep riding and spied Grenville astride his bay ahead of me, his tall hat shining in the sunshine.
I nudged my horse into a faster trot to catch up, but as I neared Grenville, another man on horseback swung out of an intersecting path. I recognized Lord Clifford, who began bellowing as he rode at Grenville.
"What do you mean by it, Grenville? Hounding a man's womenfolk until they're ill with it? My wife's life hung by a hair's breadth, all because of you and your interfering captain."
As I spurred my horse forward, Lord Clifford leaned down and tried to drag Grenville from the saddle.



Chapter Nine


My horse leapt forward in a burst of speed. Grenville's mount was already dancing sideways, Lord Clifford's doing the same. My long cavalry experience let me steer my gelding between them and wedge the two horses apart.
"What the devil?" Grenville said, out of temper. "Have a care, Clifford."
Lord Clifford was red-faced, spittle flecking his mouth. "What will you do, Grenville, have me thrown out of the Jockey Club? Doesn't matter. I refuse to be a member when fellows like you hold sway. You nearly killed my wife."
Clifford tried to ride around me and at Grenville again, but I remained firmly between Grenville's horse and Clifford's. I rode better than either of them, and Clifford would not get through me.
"Explain yourself," I said to him. "What happened?"
"My wife swallowed a large dose of laudanum last night, that is what happened. Only the care of her ladies brought her back to life. She cited some nonsense about guilt and misery, and how she never ought to have spoken to either of you. You gentlemen have turned my house into Bedlam, and I will not have it."
"Is Lady Clifford well?" I asked quickly.
"She will recover. Likely she only took it for the attention, but this was your doing, Grenville. Stay the hell out of my private affairs."
With that, he turned his horse and spurred it cruelly. The horse leapt away, ears back, gravel flying from his hooves.
Grenville was breathing hard. "Damn the man. He is an ogre. He doesn't care that Lady Clifford might have died, only that her troubles have disrupted him." He removed a handkerchief from his black coat, brushed away the dust Clifford's horse had kicked up, and carefully folded the handkerchief again. "I will have to do something about him, I think."
"He is not wrong," I said. "Our interference, especially mine, did lead to her distress of mind, but something does not quite ring true. I spoke to Lady Clifford last evening. She told me she'd changed her mind about Mrs. Dale being the culprit, and that she no longer wanted me to pursue the matter. She was agitated about it, but hardly in a state to go home and take too much laudanum."
"Unless she did not administer it herself," Grenville said. "You did say that Lady Breckenridge believed Mrs. Dale drinks laudanum for pleasure. She'd have a bottle close at hand."
"Possibly, but why she'd want to kill Lady Clifford is unclear to me." I told Grenville the theory about Lady Clifford and Mrs. Dale being lovers, or at least former lovers, without implying that the idea had come from anywhere but my own head. Any mention of Marianne would likely turn this conversation in an uncomfortable direction.
"You might be right," Grenville said. "It's a very insular household, and something like that would be kept quiet. But does it have that any bearing on the lost necklace?"
"I have no idea," I said. "I hoped to speak to Lady Clifford today, but…" I broke off. "I will try to find out."
"I for one will be pleased to be quit of Clifford and his family. They are devilish melodramatic."
While Grenville, I realized, disliked personal drama of any kind. No wonder Marianne drove him distracted.
"My boyhood home could be as melodramatic," I said. "Histrionics seemed to be the sought-after state, in my father, the housekeeper, the staff-anyone he controlled. My father was a bit like Lord Clifford, in fact."
Grenville straightened his hat, his face still red, but he regained his composure as I watched. "Well, I am pleased you turned out as well as you did, my dear fellow. My boyhood home was devoid of emotion at all. We were calm and careful from sunrise to sunset, sunset to sunrise. My father tolerated no dramatics of any kind. I'm not certain which is more devilish uncomfortable-too many emotions or none at all."
"Perhaps that is why you and I rub along well," I said. "I find your coolness restful, you find my volatility interesting."
Grenville raised his brows. "I do hope our friendship has progressed beyond that. Shall we ride on, Lacey? It is a fine afternoon, the park is not yet crowded, and I dislike to waste the opportunity simply because Clifford put me off."
He turned his horse and guided it onward, and I followed.
I admired Grenville's ability to brush aside bad encounters and continue serenely with his day, as though no one could possibly upset him. Perhaps he was practiced because he'd been raised to it, but I'd never learned the art of it, and doubted I ever would.

I received word from Lady Breckenridge the next morning that I could call on her, but when I arrived at her house in South Audley Street, the lady she had in her front sitting room was Mrs. Dale.
Annabelle Dale was much as Lady Breckenridge had described-red-rimmed eyes, past her first youth, thin and pale. She regarded me calmly, though her fingers twitched in her lap.
I was introduced, Lady Breckenridge and I sat down, and Barnstable brought coffee with cakes-an innocuous gathering. When Barnstable departed, Mrs. Dale set aside her cup and lifted her gaze to mine.
"Well, Captain Lacey. What did you wish to ask me?"
"I wanted to express my regret for the harm this incident has done," I said, "and to ask after Lady Clifford. Is she well?"
"She will recover. She has done this before, unfortunately. Living with his lordship is a great trial to her. He does everything to set us against each other." She smiled, and I could see that once, Annabelle Dale had been quite pretty. "It piques him that he cannot, not forever."
"But you and Lady Clifford must have had a bad quarrel," I said. "She was willing to accuse you of stealing her necklace."
"It is nothing we have not weathered before. I've known Marguerite since we were girls. She feels things too deeply and can become so easily jealous. She sought to punish me for… well, let us just say it was jealousy. And hurt. She sought to punish her husband, as well. Two in one blow."
"Then she felt remorse when Waters was arrested," I said. "But she was still angry at you, which is why she accused you to me. I think she hoped that I, with my reputation for running down criminals, could find an outside party on which to pin the crime. A known housebreaker or jewel thief. That person would be arrested, and you and Waters would be cleared."
Mrs. Dale pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, but she only clutched it between her fingers. "You have the right of it. Marguerite can be a fool sometimes. When you spoke to her at the musicale, she realized that you were unraveling her lies, and she panicked. She drank enough laudanum to make her dangerously ill, and of course Lord Clifford went to shout at Mr. Grenville. Mr. Grenville would tell you to leave it alone, and all would be finished."
Lady Breckenridge, who sat with her elegant legs crossed, her cup held daintily, broke in. "Lady Clifford does not understand the captain, then. He is like a bulldog-does not let go once he sinks his teeth in. He will have the answer to the problem, no matter who does not wish him to find it."
I winced a little at her assessment, and she raised her brows at me over her cup.
"I realized that," Mrs. Dale said. "And so I felt you deserved the truth. Please understand, and leave Marguerite be, Captain. She was silly to approach Mr. Grenville in the first place, and now she is paying for her foolishness."
"I understand," I said. "Lady Clifford is a most unhappy woman, and she is lucky she has you to look after her." I leaned forward, resting my arms on my knees. "The necklace was never stolen, was it?"
Mrs. Dale glanced quickly at Lady Breckenridge. "I can hardly answer that."
"I have no interest in telling Lord Clifford," I said. "Neither, I am certain, has Lady Breckenridge. Yesterday, Clifford went so far as to try to assault Mr. Grenville in the park. My loyalty was never to him. It was Lady Clifford who asked for my help, and to Lady Clifford that I answer."
"And I am most discreet," Lady Breckenridge said. "You may tell Lady Clifford that she will remain on my guest list, no matter what happens. Clifford is a brute and a bully, and she deserves more than being her husband's creature." Which was one of the most generous things I'd ever heard Lady Breckenridge say about another woman.
"I am right, am I not?" I asked. "If the necklace truly has been stolen, then I will find it and the culprit. If not, I will leave it alone. But no search of your house, not by you and your servants or by Pomeroy and his patrollers has turned up the necklace. What became of it, Mrs. Dale?"
Mrs. Dale pulled bit more on the handkerchief, and her face burned red. "I threw it into the Thames."
I stared at her. Lady Breckenridge quickly set down her porcelain cup. "Dear heavens," she said. "Why?"
"Marguerite asked me to. She hated the thing. She loves the little strand of diamonds her mother left her, but Lord Clifford has forbidden her to wear them, saying they are not prominent enough. Marguerite decided that if she pretended the large necklace had been stolen, she'd never have to see the bloody thing again. She had no way of knowing things would escalate into such a mess, that her husband would be goaded into hiring a Runner who would arrest poor Waters. Marguerite gave the necklace to me, and asked me to drop it into the river. So I did."
"Good Lord." Lady Breckenridge lifted her cup and took a large swallow of tea.
De la Fontaine's legacy, swimming in mud at the bottom of the Thames. "Mrs. Dale, you do know those diamonds were worth thousands of guineas, do you not?"
Annabelle Dale shrugged. "What is that compared to peace, Captain Lacey? Thousands of guineas well spent, I think."
Her voice was calm, her hands quiet around her handkerchief. Mrs. Dale, stuck in the Clifford household, too poor to live on her own and subject to Lord Clifford's unwanted attentions, could have hidden the necklace, planning to use it to fund her way to freedom. But watching her, I didn't think she had. I saw understanding for Lady Clifford in her eyes, and fierce devotion.
This, in other words, was a gesture of love from Mrs. Dale and one of defiance by Lady Clifford. A gesture they could reveal to no one but themselves. The necklace had become a symbol of victory of two women over the man who held them in thrall.
"And then you quarreled," I said gently. "And in her burst of anger, she accused you of stealing the necklace. No proof, of course. Lady Clifford must not have truly believed you would be arrested, or at least did not think about it too much. Waters would not have been taken either, except that Pomeroy likes to arrest people. You then asked Lord Clifford to use his influence to save Waters."
Mrs. Dale nodded. "Marguerite was so fond of her, was so heartbroken, and of course Waters was entirely innocent. I have some little power with Lord Clifford, and so I used it."
"It was kind of you."
She met my gaze again. "Please leave it alone, Captain. Let her be at peace."
I nodded. How I would explain to de la Fontaine that his beloved family heirloom was at the bottom of the Thames, I did not know. Some waterman would find the necklace in the mud, years hence, and consider himself lucky. He'd either turn it in for a reward or try to keep it.
A strange ending to a strange problem.
"Thank you, Mrs. Dale, for being so candid," I said. "You may assure Lady Clifford that I understand and will cease with the matter altogether."
Mrs. Dale folded back into her seat and pressed her handkerchief to her mouth. "Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you."
When Barnstable had seen Mrs. Dale out, Lady Breckenridge rose and plucked a cigarillo from a box on the mantelpiece. She lit it with a spill from the fireplace and blew out a gray plume of smoke.
"You do like to keep your friends in the dark, Lacey. I had the wrong solution all this time. Why would Mrs. Dale do such an odd thing? She hasn't two coins to rub together-why not tuck the necklace under her cloak and run off with it? Gracious, I would have."
"I would have been tempted to do the same," I said. "But Mrs. Dale is devoted to Lady Clifford. Very much so. She'd never have left her alone to face Lord Clifford."
Lady Breckenridge drew again on the cigarillo, and her brows rose as she released the smoke. "It is like that, is it? I know now why Grenville grows so frustrated with you. You like to keep the most interesting tidbits to yourself."
"If I must."
She gave me a steady look. "Well, I will decide whether to grow offended or to admire your integrity. But in the meantime I will call in another favor for my assistance on this problem. And no, I will not tell you what it is until time."
I saluted her with my teacup. "I will wait with anticipation."
"I highly doubt that." Lady Breckenridge smiled. "I will write when you are to call on me again, and then the balance might be paid. Now I must bid you good afternoon. So many things to do."
I had not thought to leave so soon, but I conceded that a dowager viscountess would have a full schedule during the high season. She softened the dismissal by kissing me again, this time pressing her lips to my mouth.

And that, I thought, was the end of it.
Lord Clifford still hung out a reward for the return of the necklace but made clear he wanted no one else in his household accused. Pomeroy continued to try to hunt down a thief, but because he could turn up no evidence of anyone else having taken the necklace, he soon moved to other, potentially more lucrative cases. I hadn't yet told de la Fontaine that his daughter's legacy had been tossed into the river, trying to decide how to impart this without betraying Lady Clifford.
Not half a week later, James Denis sent me a letter-brief and to the point-instructing me to pay him a visit. He'd send a carriage for me to avoid my excuses of not having enough shillings to pay my way across town.
I disliked obeying commands from Denis, but this time, I was interested in what he had to say. Denis's sumptuous coach carried me to Curzon Street, and once inside the house, I was ushered into his uncluttered study.
Denis waited, his hands folded on the blank surface of his desk while one of his pugilist footmen gestured me to an armchair and poured a glass of brandy for me. As soon as he and a second footmen took up their places-one at the door, one by the window-Denis spoke.
"I have found the diamond necklace belonging to de la Fontaine," he said.
My brows shot up. "Found it? Muddy, was it?"
Denis's eyes flickered, and for the first time since I'd met him, I sensed that I'd puzzled him.
"I located the necklace in France," he said.
"France?" My turn to be puzzled.
"In the possession of a minor aristocrat in the court of Louis XVIII. A minor aristocrat willing to give up the necklace for a fraction of its worth, because he was too ignorant to understand its value. According to his story, he bought the necklace from an Englishman in London three years ago and carried it back to France with him when the Bourbon king was restored to power."
My mind swam as I struggled to rearrange facts. "What Englishman? Clifford? Three years ago? He was certain?" But what then had Mrs. Dale thrown into the Thames?
"I had the necklace examined by a jeweler," Denis continued. "One of mine. He is the best in the business and quite reliable, I promise you. He proclaimed the diamonds real and the necklace de la Fontaine's. That means, Captain, that the stolen necklace you and Mr. Grenville have been chasing all over London is a copy, a paste replica. You have been led down the garden path."
"By whom? Clifford?"
"Assuredly, since he is the man who sold it to the Frenchman."
Bloody hell. No wonder Clifford had been so furious with Grenville and me for trying to find the necklace. Lady Clifford had made a fuss and gained the attention of Bow Street, but then Lord Clifford had done everything in his power to stop the investigation and deter Pomeroy. I wagered that Clifford didn't care two figs for how much we'd disturbed his household; he was only worried that we might reveal he'd been forced to sell his wife's jewels and humiliate him. Damn the man.
Denis opened a drawer, drew out the necklace, and laid it on a velvet cloth on top of his desk.
The diamonds glittered against the dark cloth, facets white and sharp blue in the candlelight. The center stone was the size of a robin's egg, perfectly cut from what I could see. The surrounding pieces, large diamonds encircled by smaller ones, were just as fine. I was no expert in jewels, but even the slowest person could see that this necklace was remarkable.
"It could be yours, Captain, if you wish it."
I lifted my eyes from it, entranced. "What on earth would I do with such a thing?"
"Sell it, give it to your lady, restore it to de la Fontaine… Whatever you like."
I sat back, my enchantment with the jewels gone. "For what price?"
"You are a resourceful man, Captain. I could use you, as I've told you before. Pledge yourself to me, and the necklace is yours." His voice held nothing, no emotion, his face, even less.
"You'd never believe I would agree to that, would you?" I asked.
"Not really." He nearly smiled, as close to amused as I'd ever seen him. "But I thought it worth a try." Denis closed the cloth over the magnificent diamonds and slid them back inside the drawer.
"That belongs to de la Fontaine," I said.
"De la Fontaine does not have the resources to buy the necklace back from me, nor does he have much to offer me in kind. He has cut off all ties to anyone who might be useful to me, preferring to live quietly in middleclass London with his daughter and grandchildren. He at least has found contentment with his family."
"Which is why you should return the necklace to him," I said in a hard voice. "He wishes to give it to his daughter."
Denis pressed his palms flat on his desk. "You have a strong sense of fairness, Captain, which is why I continually attempt to recruit you. I have not said I would not give the necklace to de la Fontaine. His son-in-law has a political bent. He hopes to win a seat in the House of Commons as soon as he can. Perhaps I can help him with such a thing."
Which meant that Denis would control that seat in Commons, and de la Fontaine's son-in-law would back any bill Denis wanted him to, vote the way Denis wanted him to-jump up and touch the ceiling whenever Denis wanted him to.
"For once, could you not do something out of benevolence?" I asked. "Imagine what such a gesture would do for your credibility."
Denis signaled to the pugilist at the door, who came forward. The interview was at an end. "I told you about the necklace as a courtesy, Captain. What I do with it is for me to decide. I imagine de la Fontaine will have it in the end."
"Leave him alone," I said with heat. "He has lost everything. Let him die in peace."
Denis's brows rose the slightest bit. "The Comte de la Fontaine used to be a great tyrant. He is one of the reasons the revolution in France began at all. He fled as soon as the tide began to turn, because he would have been among the first to the guillotine. The cry for his arrest had already gone out."
"He lost his only son, in our war."
"Fighting the republican bastards who drove him from his home," Denis said smoothly.
"Perhaps." I stood up, finding myself next to the pugilist who'd halted beside my chair. "But he's had to live thirty years in poverty in the damp of London, and is now a poor relation to his rather thick English son-in-law. That is enough of a punishment for any man, do you not think?"
Again, the look of near amusement. "As you say, Captain. I will keep you informed. Good day."

I knew Denis wanted me to be grateful to him for bothering to tell me about the necklace at all. He also wanted to rub my face in the fact that he'd used everything I'd done in my investigation to further his own wealth and power.
He might be right that de la Fontaine had possessed the same kind of arrogant ruthlessness that Denis himself had now. But the world turned, and it changed, and eventually all tyrants fell to become dust.
I wrote to de la Fontaine, telling him that Denis had the necklace, and suggested he apply to a magistrate I knew who was not in Denis's network. I then wrote to the magistrate in question, informing Sir Montague Harris of all that had happened, though I kept silent on the roles Mrs. Dale and Lady Clifford had played in the necklace's loss. After all, they'd only disposed of an inexpensive copy.
I had no way of knowing whether de la Fontaine would act against Denis or end up bargaining with him. Or perhaps drop the matter altogether.
I somehow did not think he'd choose the last recourse, and I was correct. Several days later, Sir Montague replied to me, saying that he'd spoken to de la Fontaine, but that de la Fontaine had not wanted to prosecute either Denis or Lord Clifford.
I received a letter from de la Fontaine himself soon after that. In it he thanked me for my assistance, told me that the necklace had been returned to him, and made a vague suggestion that perhaps we might share fine brandy again one day. Nothing more. Not until months later did I see his son-in-law stand for Parliament and be elected by a landslide. James Denis had won again.
For now, I was finished with the business. I tied the last two threads of the affair the day after I received de la Fontaine's letter. The first came in the form of a note from Lady Breckenridge, calling in her favor and bidding me to attend her at her home.



Chapter Ten


"Such a delight," Lady Breckenridge said. "Captain Lacey answers a summons. I hear from Grenville that you do not always comply."
She'd received me in her sitting room, she wearing a deep blue afternoon dress, its decolletage trimmed with light blue ribbon woven through the darker cloth. The ribbon matched the bandeau in her hair and brought out the blue of her eyes.
She did not invite me to sit down. We stood near the fireplace, the heat from the coals soaking into my bones. I leaned on the walking stick she'd given me, its handle warm under my palm.
"I can be abominably rude at times," I said.
Lady Breckenridge shrugged, her shrugs as smooth and practiced as Denis's own. "You do not rush to obey those who seek to command you. Your independence makes people puzzle over you."
I gave her a wry smile. "They puzzle over why a poor nobody does not hasten to snatch from every hand."
"Your behavior does give others something to talk about, Lacey."
"Including you, my lady."
Her gaze went cool. "I admit to the curiosity, but I choose very carefully to whom I speak about what."
I believed her. "I beg your pardon," I said. "I was teasing and meant no censure. You have invited me here to call in your favor. Perhaps you should tell me what it is."
She smiled. "Have done with it, you mean? I can imagine you wondering like mad what I would ask of you as you rode over from Covent Garden. But you may cease worrying. The task is very simple. I wish for you to meet my son."
I blinked in surprise. I'd never met Lady Breckenridge's son, who would be about five by now. The young Viscount Breckenridge stayed with his grandmother in the country much of the time, so I had been told, tucked away with nannies and tutors and other caretakers.
Lady Breckenridge seldom spoke of the boy, but observing her now, I realized that her silence was not because she had no affection for him. I saw in her the same thing I'd seen in Marianne during the Sudbury School problem-a woman who loved desperately and protected fiercely.
I gave her another half bow. "I would be honored, my lady."
"Very well, then." She turned from me in a brush of faint perfume and tugged on a bell pull. When the ever-efficient Barnstable glided in, she said, "Tell Nanny to bring Peter downstairs."
"You mean you wish me to meet him now?" I asked. "He is here?"
Barnstable had already disappeared to carry out his lady's wishes. "Before you can change your mind," she said. "Shall we?"
She slid her hand into the crook of my arm and more or less forced me to guide her out of the room.
The staircase hall of Lady Breckenridge's house was plastered in pale colors, with niches holding vases of hothouse flowers. Paintings from centuries past hung on the walls-originals, not copies. Wide stairs with a polished railing ran up into the dim recesses of the house.
I heard a door shut high above us. In a few moments, two people came down the stairs: a tall, slender woman in neat black, and a small lad for whom the black-clad nanny slowed her steps.
The boy's suit was a miniature of what Grenville would wear, down to the pantaloons and well-shined pumps. However, Viscount Breckenridge would never attain Grenville's taut slimness. He had a sturdiness that spoke of developing muscle, and in a dozen or so years, he would attain the large, powerful build of his father.
The lad stopped a few stairs above me and stared with undisguised curiosity. I was in my regimentals, my braid neatly fastened, my unruly hair somewhat tamed, my boots as polished as Bartholomew could make them. I saw the lad take note of my height, the breadth of my shoulders, my bearing, my uniform.
"This is Peter," Lady Breckenridge said, a note of pride in her voice. "Peter, this is Captain Lacey, my friend I have mentioned."
Peter was inclined to do nothing but stare, but at a surreptitious nudge from his nanny, he bowed correctly. "How do you do?" he asked.
He was far too polite for a lad of five. He ought to be tearing up and down the stairs and shouting at the top of his voice. But perhaps he'd been persuaded to be on his best behavior for me-either that or I'd stunned the lad.
I made a formal bow. "How do you do, Your Lordship."
I'd never been one to seek the company of children, except for my daughter, but I decided that a brief smile was called for. Young Viscount Breckenridge grinned back at me then quickly hid it.
A pang bit my heart. My daughter and I had exchanged such covert smiles when we were supposed to be formal and serious, knowing we'd both be scolded if caught. I missed her with an ache that had never subsided.
"Do you ride?" I found myself asking the boy.
"Yes, sir." The small voice held a scoff, as though I were an idiot for asking. He was a lordship after all, born to horse and hound.
"Perhaps your mother will allow you to ride with me in the park sometime. I have some modest skill."
"Will you show me how to ride like a cavalryman?" The scorn vanished, and Peter sounded like a normal, eager boy.
I glanced at Lady Breckenridge, but she looked in no way dismayed. She went to Peter and took his hands. "If you are good, darling. Now give me a kiss good night."
Peter obeyed, and I was pleased to see that he kissed his mother with affection. There was no strain between Lady Breckenridge and her son.
Introductions over, Peter was taken his slow way back upstairs with nanny. He glanced back down at me over the banisters but did nothing so undignified as wave. I gave him another friendly nod, and he continued climbing, seeking his nursery once more.
I turned to Lady Breckenridge. "Have I fulfilled my obligation?"
The smile she gave me eased the some of the hurt in my heart, enough to make me believe that the pain could be assuaged a bit were I often enough in her presence.
"Excellently well, Captain," Lady Breckenridge said. She touched my arm again, her fingers warm.
I dared lift her hand to my lips. "I am pleased to hear it, my lady," I said.

The last thread of the necklace affair was tied when I accepted Grenville's invitation to dine at Watier's that night. Watier's, famous for food provided by chefs of the Prince Regent, offered the deepest gaming in London. Games of macao and whist relieved gentlemen of their fortunes in one room, while the dining room provided excellent cuisine with which to ease the sting.
Grenville was in full dress that evening, which meant that he wore a suit so tailored to his figure that he might have been poured into it. Pantaloons that emphasized his muscular calves were buttoned at the ankle above fine leather pumps. His quizzing glass hung on a fine gold chain, ever ready for scrutinizing the gauche.
After we'd finished our excellent meal and looked in on the games room, I was dismayed to see Lord Clifford making so bold as to approach us. A few of the dandies looked up with interest when Clifford walked to Grenville and put a hand on his shoulder.
Grenville glanced disdainfully at the large hand on his immaculate frock coat, but Clifford did not notice the censure. He let go only after he'd turned Grenville away from the crowd.
"I want to thank you, Grenville," Lord Clifford said.
"Do you?" Grenville's voice was icy. "Whatever for?"
"For agreeing to stay out of my business. Decent of you."
I suppressed my sudden urge to punch the man, but this time it was Grenville who took retribution. He stepped back one pace, lifted his quizzing glass, and studied Clifford through it.
"Let me see," Grenville said. "You stole an extremely valuable necklace from a wretched French emigre who was trying to remove his family from the dangers of France. A necklace you later sold-probably for a fraction of its worth-to cover your debts, whatever they were, giving your wife a copy so she wouldn't guess what you'd done. Then, when the false necklace goes missing and Lady Clifford seeks our help, you harass and browbeat her so much that she attempts to take her own life. All the while betraying her with her closest friend and companion, the only comfort she has. I'd say there was not much decent in the entire business."
Clifford flushed. "I told you, Grenville, what goes on in a man's household has nothing to do with you."
"Oh, but it has. Your wife reached out to me and Captain Lacey, because she had nowhere else to turn. And you may be correct that your household is your business, but the fact remains that you stole the diamonds from de la Fontaine in the first place. Not very sporting of you. In fact, one might call that a crime."
"Fontaine was hated among the French," Clifford said. "They'd applaud me."
"Ah, you are a latter-day Robin Hood, stealing from the corrupt rich to give to the… well, to yourself. And then to sell them and drape your wife in paste diamonds. Dear me." Grenville shook his head.
We had the attention of much of the room. Though we spoke in low voices, Grenville's attitude of derision spoke volumes.
"I had to sell them," Clifford said. "I'd promised Derwent a large sum for his damned reforms and then had some bad luck at games. I sold the necklace to pay my debts and not leave Derwent standing. Would have made me a laughingstock. Nothing else to be done."
"You might have explained to your wife," I said. "You ought to have trusted her with the truth."
"Damn it, Lacey, you've met my wife. You know what she is. She would never be able to keep her damn fool mouth shut. She'd blab all to her blasted companion, upon whom she's much too dependent. A wife should know who is master, after all."
So, he'd taken Mrs. Dale to his bed to keep Lady Clifford under his thumb. A man who ruled his household by manipulation, lies, and fear. How was he better than a French aristocrat who'd made a hundred peasants labor for him?
He wasn't. De la Fontaine had risked all and given up everything to take his children out of danger. Even after it had been safe for him to return home, de la Fontaine had stayed in his reduced circumstances to be with his one remaining child and his grandchildren.
Grenville's look turned to one of unfeigned disgust. He sniffed, lowered his quizzing glass, adjusted his gloves, and said, "I believe, Lord Clifford, that I will have to disapprove of you."
"What the devil does that mean? Why should I care whether you approve or disapprove of anything I do?"
Lord Clifford did not realize his danger, but I knew quite well what Grenville meant. Clifford might be an earl, but such was the power of Lucius Grenville in the fashionable world that if he wanted a man to be cut, that man would be cut. One can be an earl, I could imagine Lady Breckenridge saying in her clear, acerbic tones, and still be invited nowhere.
Grenville did not wait. There, in the very crowded gaming rooms of Watier's, with one movement of his slim shoulders, with one spin on his immaculate heels, Grenville turned his back on Lord Clifford, and ruined him.
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