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  To my beautiful Bella, who always belongs to herself, with all my love.
Also, for Claire Ryan, the Shieldmaiden of Romancelandia.







  
    
      “Whether we fall by ambition, blood or lust, like diamonds we are cut with our own dust.”


    

    
      The Duchess of Malfi

John Webster
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February 21, 1820

Midnight




The Earl of Hertfordshire’s carriage deposited Ada Ryan in front of St Germaine’s Parfumerie. Once the coachman helped her down, the peer himself leaned from his window. Ada allowed him to kiss her glove and watch her curtsey. She straightened, dizzier from champagne than she ought to be. Clasping her hands inside her muff she peered upwards, reminding herself not to squint.

“Did you enjoy the ride, m’dear?” His imperial moustaches loomed suggestively.

Ada trilled her practised laugh. “I thank you, my lord, yes. I’m pleased you attended our revue.”

His lordship smoothed his alarming whiskers. “Your revue is hardly as entertaining as its leading lady.”

“You flatter me, sir.” Ada did her best not to sound nettled on behalf of her company. “Miss Kemble’s Revue honours Mr Kemble’s late daughter and my friend, who—.”

“Kemble’s no playwright,” her companion declared. “Why else is his revue folding? You’re the sole draw at Theatre Royal and all of London knows it.”

“It’s difficult to compete with the spectacle of two royal funerals in a week.” Ada stopped speaking when she saw the earl wasn’t listening. He was in fact leering down her bodice in the light from his carriage lamps. Her lip twisted in distaste but she couldn’t afford to offend. Lowering her register, she released a chuckle as scripted as her interest. “I’m returning in the Duchess of Malfi next week.” She pursed her lips carefully. “Will I see you in your box?”

The earl’s gaze did not so much as flicker over her face. “If you’ll agree to my proposition, you’ll see more of me than that.” His oily smile returned.

Ada shivered at the glint in his eye.

“I’m not a patient man, Miss Ryan.” The Earl rapped on the windowsill with his cane and drove off.

His lordship didn’t say ‘you’re not the only hard up actress in London’, but he may as well have done. Ada stared after the carriage into the fog, recalling the last time she’d ridden in such quarters with a man. A man she’d thought was the Prime Minister’s brother, Lord Lindsey. A man she’d kissed in her dressing rooms, in his carriage, in a poste house – and who hadn’t been Lord Lindsey at all. Instead, she’d kissed Lindsey’s lookalike valet, Mr Felix. Handsome he might be but she’d best forget the firm, gentle press of his lips. It didn’t make sense for a hard up actress to kiss a valet, though he tasted sweeter than the earl’s champagne. The night air cooled the beginnings of heat in her cheeks. It didn’t make sense for an actress to blush off-cue either.

A man’s voice startled her from the shadows. “You’re late, Miss Ryan.”

“Oh!” Ada clapped her palm to her lips as a familiar shape stepped out from the parfumerie doorway.

“Mr Felix, you alarm me!”

“Accustom yourself to this fact, Miss Ryan: I’m charged with your safety, and your sister’s.”

Mr Felix’s thick hair peeked out beneath his cap. The dimple he’d sported while watching her on stage was absent. Nevertheless, the man proffered his usual bouquet of dyed blue roses. My favourites.

“You left these in your dressing room, Miss Ryan.” The man’s tone was clipped.

“I left them on purpose,” Ada admitted. Oh dear, is he offended?

She swallowed as though she could draw heat from her cheeks to her gut. His fist still clutched her bouquet. Blue roses were both unique and impossible. Impossible and impractical. Pragmatism demanded the truth: her security lay with Hertfordshire, not this man. Ada accepted his flowers in any case, feeling like a chastised youth. I’m not a child.

“How many times must I request you not loiter outside my apartments, Mr Felix?”

“It has long ceased to amuse me as well, Miss Ryan.”

He’s definitely offended.

“And I do not loiter.” Mr Felix pointed out. “Lord Lindsey requires I escort you home each evening. Your revue ended hours ago.”

Oh that’s scolding. Anger sparked – if Mr Felix knew the earl pursued Ada as his next mistress, then he must know she’d not agreed. Yet. Ada sniffed, tossing her head.

“The earl’s carriage is new and most luxurious. He offered himself as escort.”

“Lord Lindsey’s carriage provides safer transport.”

“A carriage ride is no more contract than a kiss,” she retorted coolly, taking proper consolation in his loud ‘Ha!’

“A man who impersonates his employer to gain my kiss is scarcely trustworthy, Mr Felix.”

“Miss Ryan—.” Her companion stepped forward into the beam of streetlight. Ada saw his attire properly, taking in his workman’s breeches and worn jacket.

“I see you’re in costume again. It’s poorly done if you’re to pass as anything at all.” Ada shrugged as though she didn’t care. “Who are you this evening, then?”

He visibly flinched and she wished his jaw less angled, his waist less trim. His dimple less absent.

“I’m not at liberty to discuss this, Miss Ryan.” He sounded truly regretful but Ada had had her fill of pretense this night.

She turned unsteadily toward her door. “You have your secrets, Mr Felix, and I have mine.”

“It’s no secret when all of London knows you accept closed carriage rides from such as Hertfordshire.” He responded fiercely.

How dare he? Ada turned back, staring at the man she’d kissed five weeks ago, recalling his tangerine taste, his hair sliding through her bare fingers in a way that had her wishing to know more. Ada hadn’t remembered the peers who clamoured to escort her home that evening, or the bouquets of flowers crushed beneath her skirts as she’d leaned into the warmth of this man, in his carriage first, and then at this very doorway.

The blue door seemed the same. Felix’s angled jaw, the same; the scent of his cologne when he stood so close, the same. Everything as it was, except the distance between her and this man. His manner was now so restrained Ada could believe she’d dreamed his kiss. Five weeks ago. Five weeks and three days since Felix held her tight against his body, her heart drumming against her ribcage. Much as it was doing now.

She forced her stare into a glare so he knew his offense. She must be offended – why else her racing heartbeat? The earl’s moustaches did not elicit this response. This is maddening.

“This isn’t the first time I’ve ridden with a man,” she retorted and could have bitten out her tongue. The look on his handsome face was devastating – as though she’d cut him with knives, or shot him through the chest.

“Good evening, Miss Ryan.” He bowed. “I’ll report you’ve arrived home safely.”

Ada tasted regret as he turned into the shadows. Affected hauteur was one thing; cruelty was another. I can’t leave it like this. Nor would her pride allow an apology. Bollocks.

She sighed inwardly. “Mr Felix.”

He stopped.

“Must I endure your escort to rehearsals tomorrow?” Ada did her best to foment the last of her practised irritation.

“I’m under orders, Miss Ryan.” Mr Felix bowed again, stepping away into darkness.

The kissable valet did not turn back. Exhaling heavily Ada let herself in to her apartments above the parfumerie, the bouquet drooping heavily in her hand. Raising the dyed blooms to her face, she took a breath before remembering these flowers had no scent. Foolishly, Ada wondered whether beautiful things could be real or if she must always pretend.
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Half-past Midnight

Tiptoeing across the carpeted hall, Ada gained her room and rang for Florrie. The girl arrived with a curtsey and soundlessly began disrobing Ada.

“Bless you, Florrie,” Ada sighed. “Both for your assistance and your silence this night. I’d no intention of arriving home so late.”

“Aye, Miss,” replied Florrie. “I’ve arranged your bath in the dressing room. It’s near ready, though not so hot as might be.”

“You’re a treasure,” Ada said. “I’ve secured your tickets for our last show. Will four do for your young man and some acquaintances?”

Florrie beamed. “You’re too kind, Miss Ada. We’ve enjoyed Miss Kemble’s Revue very much.”

Ada chuckled. “Then you’re in a minority. I appreciate you filling the seats.” She smiled. “I’ll find you a pair for opening night at Malfi to make it up for you. Mr Kean is a true artist. It’ll likely be the pit I’m afraid, but nearer the front if I’m able.”

The girl nodded, hung Ada’s garments and left her dressing gown on the bed. “Will there be anything else, Miss?”

“A cup of strong tea would be lovely. Then you may retire.”

“Very good, Miss.” The maid curtsied again and left her alone.

Ada breathed in the quietude, tied on her robe and padded through to the dressing room she shared with her sister Claire. Florrie had turned the lamp down, but fat candles were lit in several holders, casting a golden shimmer over the steam rising from her tub. Dropping her robe to the floor Ada slipped into the warm water and closed her eyes, remaining utterly still as the last of the earl’s champagne finally wore off.

She smiled at the thought of returning as the Duchess of Malfi at the Royal. It was her favourite role in her favourite play. She hoped to write a script so well one day. Ada knew the part cold, having performed it in Sally Kemble’s stead. This was how she’d become acquainted with Mr Felix and his blue roses. The swooping in her belly increased as his handsome face appeared behind her eyelids. She groaned quietly. Why was Lindsey’s valet so attractive, and so attentive? Why can I not stop thinking of him? Clenching her fists beneath the water she released her tension slowly, determined to let go of this foolishness. The warmth soothed her nearly asleep, until a strange choking noise sounded from the adjoining chamber: Claire.

In a trice Ada sprang from the tub, drawing on her gown before knocking quietly at the other door.

“Claire?” She whispered.

When no response came, she took up a candle and looked in. Claire was on her feet, disgorging her dinner into a basin. She seemed more furtive than frightened when she glanced up at last. The sour scent of bile wafted between them.

“Sister, you’re ill.” Fear clutched as Ada hurried across the room. She waited for Claire to wipe her mouth before drawing her back towards her bed, tucking her into her blankets.

“Thank you, Ada.” Claire smiled thinly. “I didn’t mean to wake you – wait, why are you wet?”

“I was in the tub. Your fire’s out so budge up and tell me what’s wrong.”

“Get in, else you’ll catch your death.” Claire said weakly, shifting over to give Ada all but the smallest corner of bedspace.

Ada blew out her candle and slipped beneath the covers, finding Claire’s hand in the darkness. She held it tight in the ominous silence.

“I fear something impossible is occurring.” Claire said at last.

“As impossible as convincing admiring lords to finance my own play?”

A strangled laugh came from the other side of the bed. Claire’s hand clutched hers convulsively. “Not exactly. M-my courses are irregular.”

Ada gasped. “Claire, are you certain?”

That worrying laugh came again. “Is there a way to be certain? Xander and I, well, we’ve—.”

“I’m aware of your relations with Lord Lindsey, dear,” Ada finished for her. “But it’s always been said you cannot bear a child.”

“Madame Angelique was in today to fetch her order.” Claire spoke definitively. “She’s an accomplished midwife, Ada.”

“And?”

“She believes there’s been some little mistake.” Claire replied softly.

“Little?” Ada gulped, aware of the hammering of her heart beneath her breastbone. “How long since your courses, sister?”

“F-five weeks,” Claire stammered. “You know I’ve not been irregular before.”

“This need not mean you’re breeding.” Ada dragged her arm from the blankets and hugged Claire close. “Some of the older actresses at the Royal have dealt with this. There’s a place—,”

“Ada don’t!” Claire’s shock frightened them both. “Do not speak of it, I beg you. I don’t know what Xander will do. I do love him, sister. So very much.”

“A child complicates your relations, but it need not destroy them,” Ada replied bracingly. “If you’re carrying Lindsey’s child, he has responsibilities. Five weeks is not definitive though, Claire. Perhaps wait a little?”

“Waiting feels foolish,” Claire replied in a low voice.

“You’re the one who usually counsels patience.” Ada said seriously. “You must heed your own advice.” She hugged her sister tight again, gratified to feel an easing of tension in her frame. “And though Claire Ryan is many things, a fool is not one of them. I’ll wager Lord Lindsey is well aware of this.” Ada projected her voice into the space around them, as though her words could support her sister. Words, and family.

“When does Papa return from France?”

“He travels with the Queen and is at her disposal.” A note of irritation carried her sister’s voice.

“Well, then, when do you next meet Lord Lindsey?”

“We report to the Prime Minister tomorrow,” Claire’s tremulous tone returned. “I’ve no good news for Lord Robert. Our case is stalled.”

Ada ignored the fear tightening her belly. “You’ll find Sally’s poisoner, sister. I know it, and Lindsey is a steady man.”

“Steady as a spy for the Crown, and steady in the face of one’s breeding mistress, are two entirely different things.” Claire said in a small voice Ada had never heard her use before.

Ada curled protectively around Claire’s larger frame. “Rest now, dear sister. Let’s see what the day brings.”

Her sister’s soft snores sounded soon enough. Ada lay beside her, wide awake and tempted to give way to tears herself. She didn’t doubt Lord Lindsey’s affection for her sister, but this was a trial of any couple’s fortitude. A child meant the end of Claire’s service as Her Majesty’s covert operative, and Lindsey required a royal sanction to marry. Mr Felix’s absent kiss flitted across her mind, a reminder of unions that could never be. Her heart sank a little further.

* * *

Drury Lane

Dawn

Felix pulled his flat cap low over his brow, keeping several paces behind his quarry. The man he shadowed through Soho stood out in this part of London. Arthur Thistlewood dressed in workman’s garb, though this supposed revolutionary clerked for a banker. Felix ducked into The Soho Club’s mews as Thistlewood swivelled abruptly, peering back along the road. Turning up the collar of his short coat Felix shrugged down, shivering his way past London’s stallholders opening up Covent Garden.

The increased activity afforded more cover as he tailed Thistlewood from the Boar and Bull on the Edgware Road, all the way to the White Hart in Soho. What business this man might have between public houses at this hour, and for the third time this week, Felix didn’t know but The Soho Club’s information tallied with his own: Thistlewood was up to something. The man could not have come to the club’s notice – or Westminster’s – if he weren’t. Leaning into the shadows Felix stationed himself a few doors up the road, opposite the Theatre Royal.

He expelled a long, low breath, wishing operatives in the pay of Westminster could choose their assignments. As Lord Lindsey’s protégée Felix was accustomed to protection detail. He oversaw the safety of the Prime Minister himself, but politicians didn’t present nearly the challenge of Ada Ryan. Wilful didn’t begin to describe her. What did she mean, his costume wouldn’t ‘pass as anything at all’? Such a challenge was unsettling – and intriguing.

“Maddening, more like,” he muttered under his breath, training his gaze on the White Hart’s narrow entrance. He pushed away his memory of kissing her, joyfully, five weeks ago. He refused to recall the touch of her lips on his, her hands at his waistcoat buttons – if the real Lord Lindsey hadn’t summoned him away, who knows what might have… Hell, Felix knew what nearly happened.

Annoyed at the time of their interruption, he could feel relieved now. There was the earl last night and who knows whom else Ada Ryan entertained? Felix should feel relieved – but he didn’t. Clenching his jaw, he paused by a shop window to glower irritably at Thistlewood’s reflection hurrying down the public house steps.

Felix had little time for reminiscences. His weekly summons before the Prime Minister was imminent, and the palace’s newest operative could not appear before the most powerful peer in England attired as a workman. Glancing up at the sound of hooves, Felix watched a hack depositing two reeling fellows at the theatre’s back entrance. He yanked his headgear down hurriedly. One of the men was theatre doorman Richard Davidson, who knew Felix as Lord Lindsey. Moments later Thistlewood rounded the corner into Brydges Street, vanishing into the stonework of the Theatre Royal at the corner of Drury Lane. What the devil? Hiking up his coat collar one more time, Felix ran across to the hack.

“Cavendish Place, man. Quick as you like.”

He had time for a bite of breakfast before delivering his report. It had been a long night.
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Seven o’clock in the morning

Felix and Lindsey’s regular report to the Prime Minister took place at Westminster Palace. Miss Claire Ryan, the Queen’s operative and nearly as lovely as her sister, was already seated within. She rose, curtsied, then waved her hand unsteadily over the seat beside her own.

“Mr Felix, won’t you sit?” She scarcely looked Lindsey in the eye, an uncharacteristic frown marring her energetic features.

Felix noted his mentor’s furrowed brow but he nodded and sat, offering Lord Lindsey a small shrug. Ada’s sister looked paler than usual, tapping her fingertips against her skirts as though signalling ciphers. If Felix didn’t know better he’d have said she was nervous, which was unusual. The door opened and they stood to bow again. Prime Minister Lord Robert Liverpool entered, closely followed by his private secretary, Mr Lovedale, who stood dutifully behind his employer. The Prime Minister nodded towards Miss Ryan and Lord Lindsey.

“I beg your pardon, Miss Ryan, Alexander, for trying your patience. It’s rather strained around here. Long Live His Majesty,” Liverpool exclaimed, dropping into the leather chair behind his ornate desk. The politician looked older than his forty-eight years, his hair greyer and his face haggard. “Have any of you news from Cornwall?” Lord Robert affixed his monocle, glancing over his stack of papers as though measuring its height.

“The maid in Cornwall did not sicken by accident.” Miss Ryan’s tone was sombre. “She was poisoned, like Miss Kemble. I believe it is the same poison, and the same murderer.”

A cold heaviness settled over Felix. Another maid dead, and they seemed no closer to unmasking the people responsible. Both his fellow investigators sat dejected, as though they might abandon the case. No.

“We can’t give it up.” Felix all but barked the words, shocking everyone including himself. “The newly-installed King hardly cares for two dead girls below stairs, nor does Whitehall, but the people do.” I do. “What else do we know of the maid in Cornwall?”

“Only her name,” Claire Ryan replied. “Miss Ellen Davidson.”

Something nagged at the edge of Felix’s memory, the hairs on his neck prickling upright. He eyed the decanter by the window. Was it too early for scotch? Lindsey’s gaze followed his eyeline to the drinks cabinet and back. Felix quirked his mouth apologetically.

“His Majesty remains grateful for the return of his jewel.” The Prime Minister glanced up, meeting Felix’s gaze with a flash of pride. “We remain in the dark regarding the thief’s identity and his motivations.”

Felix nodded. “We know the diamond was taken from Queen Charlotte’s jewel case while His Majesty was Regent. That was years ago,” he said.

“Indeed.” Lindsey stated. “The Regent returned it to his Mama on the occasion of his marriage to the Crown Princess. The jewel was returned to His Majesty upon the late Queen’s passing.”

“When the Regent renewed illicit acquaintance with Mrs Fitzherbert,” Miss Ryan affirmed.

“And when Princess Caroline established herself in Italy,” Lord Liverpool hastened to add, in a manner which made all but the Queen’s operative shift in their seats.

Felix sighed inwardly. Queen Caroline had taken a lover. His Majesty had dozens. The diamond meant – what did it mean? He looked from the Prime Minister to Lord Lindsey.

“Could the jewel theft have been a blind?”

Miss Ryan turned in her seat, fixing him with an appreciative gaze that reminded Felix of her sister. This is not the time, nor the place. He blinked and cleared his throat.

“Go on,” Lindsey said.

“Whether the Whigs took the diamond to unsettle the King’s alliance with the Tories, or the Tories took it in hopes the Whigs were blamed, seems beside the point.” Felix stared at Lord Robert. “Parliament is fairly united against His Majesty, is it not?”

The Prime Minister scarcely flinched. “The King is attempting to shore up his influence in Whitehall, and we’ve a deal more to discuss than this. What of suspects and locales? What of the journal kept by the dead girl?”

A sharp noise drew their attention. “Her name is Miss Kemble,” Miss Claire Ryan spoke tightly. “The journal’s a stage prop, nothing more. A pair of covers filled with scribbles to fool an audience. Miss Kemble’s quick thinking secured this device to conceal the jewel and get it safely away.”

“It was sent to a Catholic,” Lord Robert persisted.

“It was sent by a Catholic.” Claire Ryan reminded him.

Lord Robert appeared to forget that an angry Miss Ryan is not to be crossed. Felix wished, not for the first time, that Sally Kemble had mailed her journal to anyone other than Ada Ryan. Anyone else at all.

“My sister was Miss Kemble’s understudy.” Claire flexed her fingers. “Mailing the journal to Ada at Drury Lane was the most expedient manner of getting the missing jewel to me. That is all.”

“Your sister remains in London, I take it?” The Prime Minister’s tone was barely civil.

“I report to Queen Caroline, not His Majesty,” Miss Ryan snapped. “I am not obliged to share my reports with Westminster.” She stood, fingers tapping at each other as though wishing for weaponry. “Her Majesty does not care for your politics at all.”

So saying she swept to the door, ignoring the men’s part-standing rush to bow her out. In an action as unlikely as it was deliberate, Ada’s sister slammed the library door. Retreating footsteps sounded loudly in her wake.

“Oh, well done, brother,” Lord Lindsey’s clipped tone was furious. “Well done.” His clenched fists rested over his knees as he glared mutinously at Lord Robert. A grim satisfaction balled in Felix’s gut. The most powerful peer in the land had walked this line for weeks. He’d finally failed.

“Where is her sister?” The Prime Minister repeated.

“For God’s Sake, Robert!” Lindsey burst out.

Felix wondered if the politician was insensible or merely indifferent. “Miss Ada Ryan has returned to the stage. Her performance in Miss Kemble’s Revue is dedicated to her friend, the poisoned maid.”

“The maid who saved the King’s dignity.” Lindsey glared at the Prime Minister.

“The Catholic girl, my lord.” Felix grimaced. The actress, like mama. He blinked to banish the memory of his mother shivering with fever in her last days. Anger simmered as he stared at the empty grate. Liverpool’s administration was garnering a reputation for cold-hearted indifference towards the underclasses. The Prime Minister was no friend to the Irish Catholics – especially those in service – yet the King, and Liverpool’s administration, owed them much. The same thought seemed to occur to the earl.

“How is the rest of your investigation proceeding?” Lord Robert adjusted his monocle, gazing at Felix.

Felix glanced uneasily at Lord Lindsey. “As the Queen’s operative indicated, the general populace are clearly unhappy. Their dissatisfaction with the King—,”

“There was no visible unrest at the late king’s funeral four days ago.” The Prime Minister observed.

“It’s not likely our citizenry would attempt anything at a state event,” Lindsey said reasonably.

Lord Liverpool rubbed his hands over his face. “Then what is likely, Alexander? The King believes his people adore him.”

“Then he’s as delusional as his father, and without his excuse,” Felix declared.

“You risk too much, Felix!” The Prime Minister rose.

Felix glared back.

“I’ll await your apology.”

Slowly, deliberately, Felix shook his head.

Lindsey rose then, pulling Felix to his feet. “Forgive him, Robert. Like me, Felix spends his days gathering information from various establishments. His nights are about tailing suspected trouble makers. He’s dedicated himself night and day to this case, for weeks now. What I mean to say is,” he took a breath. “Felix is worn through.”

Felix flinched. “My lords—,”

“I’d stop speaking, if I were you,” Lord Lindsey said quietly, returning his attention to the Prime Minister.

Lord Liverpool resumed his seat and slowly closed his eyes. Taking a deep breath, he opened them again, staring steadily at Felix. “Well? Do any of your inquiries bear fruit?”

“There is something afoot,” Felix replied at last. “Posing as George Edwards, disgruntled soldier, I’ve heard talk of a February action.”

“This is definitive news and eases demands.” Lord Liverpool sat back. “I thank you both.”

“Whose demands, Robert?” Lindsey prodded.

His brother fingered the papers before him, his seal ring glinting in the candlelight. Tension gathered in the room like tightening watch springs.

Here it comes…

“Parliament prefers the matter closed.” The Prime Minister said flatly.

“That’s unacceptable.” Felix and Lord Lindsey spoke together.

“Two maids connected with the Theatre Royal are dead.” Felix continued. “Our operative was poisoned and the dagger found at the scene implicates the Duke of Cumberland, sir.” Felix met the statesman’s gaze and held it, along with his breath. In for a penny…

“Do you believe the House of Hanover misleads us, my lord?”

“I cannot confirm it.” The Prime Minister stared intently at Felix before repeating himself with less vigour. “You know, I cannot.”

“Then you’d best take care, sir.” Felix bowed, and Lindsey with him. “I mean, Prime Minister.”

“May we speak privately, Felix?” The politician flicked a glance at his sibling. “This isn’t about the case, or I’d not dream of excluding you, Alexander.”

“Whereas I dream of excluding politics from my discourse daily, brother.”

“Half!” The Prime Minister reminded them all.

“If my parentage excludes me from Harrowby’s soporific speeches, I do not covet yours, Robert.” Lord Lindsey winked at Felix. “I’ll await you in the carriage.” He left them alone.

Felix faced the statesman. “Yes, Prime Minister?”

“The girl, Ada—,”

“Miss Ryan,” Felix interjected.

“Do sit down.” Lord Liverpool jerked his head at a seat.

“I prefer to stand.” Felix stared at the man before him, struck by the weariness in the older man’s eyes.

“You’re certain Miss Ryan did not arrange receipt of the King’s gem herself?

Felix stiffened. “I am, sir.”

“Are you equally certain she plays no part in this plot?”

His temper sparked. “I am, sir.”

“On what basis do you deduce this?”

His lordship’s incredulity rankled. “I was with Miss Ryan when she discovered the jewel in the book.” Felix watched the Prime Minister’s eyes widen. “She’d not opened the parcel prior. Her surprise was very great.”

“She’s an actress,” Lord Liverpool pointed out.

“I am aware,” Felix replied carefully. As is all of London.

“A mere actress in a failed revue, Felix.”

Felix closed his mouth firmly, swallowing epithets. He kept his gaze on the older man’s face, one fist curled behind his back.

“You’re of age now, and she has a certain reputation.” The other man went on. “She is not a suitable acquaintance for —,”

Oh no you don’t, old man.

“For whom, Prime Minister?”

“For you,” the earl replied quietly. “Consider your position, Felix.”

“To what, precisely, do you refer?” Felix spoke each word slowly, as though irony had a flavour.

“Your position in my half-brother’s household is a – an unique one.” Lord Liverpool’s firm manner nearly gave way. “Felix, men of our position dally with actresses. We don’t acquaint ourselves with such,” he stopped, seemingly choked by his own tongue.

“We, your lordship?” Felix’s voice grew dangerous. “I do not dally, sir. Perhaps you’ve confused me with my father.” He watched the monocle fall from the old man’s face, dangling over his waistcoat like a pendulum. “I serve Lord Lindsey at your request sir, and I’ve not made any demand on you. I shall make one now, however.” He speared the old man with a glare saved for this very purpose. “You are to leave this matter entirely alone.”

“Felix, you cannot—,”

“My personal affairs are not your concern, sir.” Felix had no idea what the Prime Minister said after that. Bowing as though his knees were oak, he left while his lordship was still sputtering.

As soon as he gained the carriage Lord Lindsey clasped his arm, staring into his eyes as though uncertain he’d survived his interview intact.

“All right, man?”

Felix nodded resisted the urge to turn away from the man who knew him better than anyone else. In this moment, Lord Lindsey was all the family Felix had. An image of Ada Ryan flashed through his mind. That makes no sense. Felix took a steadying breath, releasing it slowly. Some of the tension left his torso.

“The earl wished to discuss the Misses Ryan,” he said shortly.

“Ah,” his friend replied serenely. “He ambushed me with a similar conversation some weeks ago.”

Felix leaned forward and crossed his arms on his knees. “How did you respond?”

“I informed him that a gentleman’s private affairs are precisely that,” Lindsey said quietly. “My brother occasionally forgets himself.”

“He wishes me to remember that the younger Miss Ryan is merely an actress,” Felix exhaled again, clenching and unclenching his fists.

“Your mother was ‘merely an actress’” Lindsey concluded, as calmly as before.

“After my mother died I found letters from your father, denying Mama. Denying me.” Felix spoke roughly. He bit down on his tongue, tasting shame.

“The late earl was not a consistent man,” Lord Lindsey replied evenly. “Truly, Felix, he was not. He took care of me because he loved my mother, I believe. He took no care of Miss Jenkinson, or of you, because in his mind he had no requirement to do so.” He straightened abruptly. “This officiousness is unlike Robert.”

Felix gazed at him. “Is it?”

His friend smiled without humour. “You’re thinking he is often stiff-necked and bigoted?” He chuckled at Felix’s nod. “He is, Felix, but he is also pragmatic. Antagonising you cannot serve his cause. Interfering in my life is equally pointless.”

“What is your conclusion?” Felix asked in spite of himself.

“That he is hard pressed just now. The new King’s politics are more precarious than anyone is aware.” Lindsey tapped his lips with his forefinger. “Do you intend to heed him, at all?”

“In what way?”

His lordship made a rude noise in the back of his throat. “Come man, do you like the girl, or not?”

I do not like her in an earl’s carriage. Felix’s face heated.

“Never mind,” replied his companion. “Words are unnecessary with your face alight like that. Remind me never to partner you at cards. Bluffing is clearly not your forte.” He managed to make this sound like a compliment.

“Thank you, my lord. I fear the Prime Minister remains suspicious of Miss Ryan in this matter.”

Lindsey jerked his head. “That’s a politician for you. I can’t say I’m surprised.”

“You do not concur?”

“I’ve been an operative for over a decade, Felix. Miss Ada Ryan is no more a thief than she is a light-skirt. She is certainly no insurrectionist.” Lindsey clapped his hands together once, making Felix jump. “Your theory regarding the blind makes the most sense,” he added. “I was never more delighted in my life to hear you expound so.”

Felix reflected, not for the first time, on his good fortune in Lindsey’s acquaintance. As the carriage turned into Cavendish mews, he checked his fob. He’d escort Ada Ryan to rehearsals shortly. Despite her behaviour last night a charge shot through him, as though he’d gulped brandy or been warmed by fire. Do you like the girl, or not? Felix sighed. He liked her – he wished he didn’t, but his expression would not be schooled. Bluffing is not your forte. His lordship had a point.

He had his preoccupations as well. “Did Claire’s behaviour seem odd to you, Felix?”

“Miss Ryan is generally more even tempered than her sister. This case has consumed us all rather dreadfully. Perhaps she’s worn through.”

“Perhaps,” Lindsey echoed absently.

“She’s not issued my orders this week, sir. No new persons of interest, nor any direction at all. She’s not been seen at The Soho Club for a fortnight either.”

His companion looked shocked. “You’re escorting Miss Ada Ryan from her revue tonight, are you not?”

“Tonight and every night, until Miss Kemble’s poisoner is apprehended.” Felix twitched one irritated shoulder. “I fear I’m rather in her way.”

“Has she said so?” Lindsey’s incredulous tone cheered him.

“Not as such.”

“Then do not be so ready to believe it.” Lindsey assured him. “The ton’s acclaim is fleeting, and being pursued by so many chancers is no compliment. It makes a girl jaded, Felix. Your own mother—,”

“Was an actress of renown,” Felix replied uneasily. “She was only pursued by one, so far as I know. I never understood how you knew of us.”

“The late earl discussed your circumstances with my mother,” Lindsey admitted. “Mama didn’t like the way he’d behaved, and said so. When he died, and we found ourselves so well provided for, Mama requested I find you out and see what might be done.”

A sudden memory assailed Felix. His mama, stitching before a lamplit shop window on the high street, sparing the candles he required for schooling.

“I remain grateful for your assistance when Mama fell too ill to work.”

“Nonsense. I’m pleased she allowed it.”

“She had no choice.” The words grated in his throat.

“Precisely.” His lordship’s crispness banished the last of Felix’s memories.

“Are you saying Miss Ada’s choices are necessarily prudential?” Felix unclenched his fist.

“I’m saying don’t be a fool,” Lindsey replied. “Miss Ada Ryan is a beautiful, talented actress on the cusp of success. Her decisions now, decide her whole future. Staying out of her way does not serve you.”

“What do you recommend, then?”

“One thing I’ve learned, Felix, is that the Ryan women won’t respond to half measures.” Lindsey spoke slowly, as though something dawned on him as well.
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Ten o’clock in the morning

Ada woke to Claire’s rough shakes and a blurry vision of early morning. Her sister was partially dressed, her stays tied loosely from the front.

“Wake up.” Her sister sounded uncharacteristically panicked. “Ada, do wake up! Please.”

Ada sat up, rubbing her face. “Is the parfumerie afire? French spies beneath our beds?”

“Ada!” Her sister clearly had little patience for levity today.

Well, Ada had even less. She donned her glasses, starting at her sister’s too-pink cheeks and wide, harried eyes. Claire caught off guard was a rare astonishment.

“You look as if the curtain’s rising but you’ve not learned your lines.”

“Florrie says Xander’s downstairs.”

Ada glanced at the clock. “Mr Felix is due at eleven, but why the alarm—?” She stopped as visible ripples of tension shot across Claire’s collarbone. “You mentioned yesterday did not go well. Is this why he’s come?”

Claire turned, actually tugging at her hands like an unschooled miss. “I cannot see him until I’m certain of my situation, Ada.”

“Claire, surely you must speak—,”

“I cannot, sister.” She fixed on Ada’s face with huge, pleading eyes.

Ada groaned, reaching for her gown. “Is there hot water in the dressing room?”

“Yes.” Claire exhaled, embracing her. “Florrie’s brought up her strongest tea as well.”

Ada rose, eyeing her clever sister. “You knew I’d agree?”

A small smile tweaked Claire’s lips. “I hoped, sister.”

Ada entered the dressing room and took up her tea. Potent and hot, it was nearly as good as a full night’s sleep. “I’ll assist you this morning, dearest, on one condition.” She washed her face and hands, stepping into her petticoats.

“Condition?” Claire tied Ada’s underskirts in place and began work on her stays.

“That you’ll agree to marry, if Lindsey offers this.”

“To protect the child.” Claire’s voice wavered.

“His child,” Ada affirmed, rapidly resurrecting last night’s braids. “Marriage will protect you both, and Saint Germaine’s.”

“Ada, I cannot simply—,”

Ada turned, taking her sister by the arms once more. “You love him. You know you do, and he loves you. I’ll not harbour a fool for a sister any more than I’d tolerate a bounder for a brother.” With that, she glanced down to ensure her buttons were correct and left her sister to her musings. Once on the landing she adjusted her posture before descending the stairs. It was time to face her audience.

Would his lordship’s presence mean she’d not see Mr Felix this morning? The stab of disappointment took Ada by surprise. This is about Claire, not me. She cleared her throat, gripping the balustrade as she descended to the hall. Lord Lindsey paced the floor as though a force consumed him from within. This boded well.

“Good morning, my lord.” Ada curtsied. “I did not expect your carriage so early.” I expected your valet.

“Forgive me, Miss Ryan. I’m come to inquire after your sister.” Lindsey paused his pacing, seemingly stilled by an exertion of will. “Is – erm, that is –.” He blinked a few times, fast. “I take it she’s well?”

Ada missed his gaze deliberately. Taking a breath, she placed a palm on each balustrade.

“My sister is not at home,” she spoke clearly, though sympathy twanged through her.

“Is this about my brother?” Lindsey scowled. “Lord Robert was—,”

“She is not at home, my lord.”

“I must see her,” Lindsey pressed.

“Did you defend her?”

“I beg your pardon?” Lindsey’s brows rose.

“When the Prime Minister insulted my sister, did you defend her?”

The Prime Minister’s brother swallowed slowly, taking a visible breath. “He did not insult your sister, Miss Ryan. He insulted you.”

Claire did not tell me. More secrets.

“In my absence? How chivalrous of you all.” Sympathy gave way to hot needles in Ada’s belly, heat on her cheeks and in her tone. She found her actress’s laugh again. “You ought to return to Mayfair, sir.”

“Claire seems unwell,” Lindsey repeated doggedly.

“I’ll not discuss it.” Ada held her stance at the foot of the stairs.

“Then there is something.” Lindsey replied quietly, watching her like a cat stares out windows. “I can’t bear this.” He spoke as though to himself before looking up at Ada, the expression in his eyes fierce. “Will you be good enough to convey a message to your sister?”

“Which is?” She lifted her chin, on the cusp of refusing him, refusing them both. Claire did not tell me.

“Tell Claire that I’ll not give her up.” He said impressively, eyes boring into her. Lindsey’s strong resemblance to Mr Felix struck Ada all the way through. She stared as though in a trance, nodding.

“Thank you.” Lindsey bowed and collected his hat from the hall. “Allow me to wish you good luck this evening.”

“You’ll not attend our final revue?”

Lord Lindsey studied her. “Felix is known as Lord Lindsey at your theatre, Miss Ryan. He never misses your performance.”

A funny little skip jumped in her chest. Her heart? Impossible. “Never?”

Lindsey’s gaze turned pitying. “I’ll not disturb your sister in your absence, but I will return.” With another determined glance upward, his lordship left.

Ada sagged against the balustrade, her neck prickling as Claire approached directly behind her.

“For a spy, you’re not terribly good at that.” Ada turned to stare at the Queen’s operative. “Men are nothing to be afraid of, Claire. Especially not a man in love with you.”

“So you’re not afraid of revealing yourself to Mr Felix?” Her sister shifted gears.

“Don’t change the subject.” Squeezing past Claire on the narrow stairs, Ada ignored her scorching cheeks.

“You only blush when you lie, Ada,” her sister called after her.

Such insight was unwelcome this morning. Ada closed her chamber door with a snap.

* * *

“Good morning, Miss Ryan,” Mr Felix bowed in the downstairs hall, holding out his arm. Once outside he handed Ada into Lord Lindsey’s carriage, seating himself opposite. “I have a request to make of you.”

“Last night he disapproves of me. This morning, he requests favours.” Ada looked down at her muff, eyeing her companion from beneath her lashes. He never misses your performance. “I do hope this means I’m forgiven.”

Lord Lindsey’s lookalike valet wore his aggrieved expression like a shield.

Well, Ada Ryan wasn’t about to put up with a valet’s offended pride. Yes, she’d kissed Mr Felix five weeks ago. If they’d not been interrupted she might well be kissing him now. So it’s a good thing we were. A folded revue and a possibly pregnant, unwed sister demanded a pragmatic approach.

“I’ll not beg your pardon for looking after myself and my family,” she declared. “If that’s your request, you can—,”

“It’s not,” Felix seemed to avoid offering a smile. “I tailed someone to Drury Lane last night. They appeared to disappear into a wall of the Theatre Royal. I wonder how this is possible.”

“The theatre is a veritable rabbit warren. Besides Brydges Street and the laneway, there are several other entrances. Where, exactly, did your quarry elude you?” She saw him nettled, but listened attentively to his description.

“It sounds like he used the props gate. It’s used when a new production bumps in. Some of the sets for Malfi are quite large and Mr Kemble is careful of the work required.”

“Do I understand that another party must be within, to raise this gate?”

“It’s usually Mr Davidson.” Ada shrugged. “Though he wasn’t there last night.”

“Are you certain?” Mr Felix’s inquiries turned urgent. “What do you know of Mr Davidson?”

“Mr Kemble finds him rather rough I’m afraid, but he’s kind to me.”

“How kind?” The question came with heightened colour in Felix’s face.

“This isn’t a conversation, is it?” Ada straightened in her seat, answering herself. “It’s an interrogation.” She put all her frustrations into her voice, drawing back from this spy.

“I’ve never connected you with the theft of the King’s jewel,” Felix said stoutly. “Both Lord Lindsey and I spoke for your family before the Prime Minister yesterday.”

“You defended us?” Relief washed through Ada as rapidly as she pushed it aside. “I mean, Lord Lindsey did so?”

“Can you doubt me, after all these weeks?” A small, prickly pause ensued but the gentleman didn’t give up. “It’s important I understand Mr Davidson, Miss Ryan.”

“I suppose you can’t tell me why? Of course not.” She muttered with a sigh, watching Mr Felix shake his head.

“Very well. Mr Davidson serves as a doorman for the Theatre Royal’s back of house. There are rumours he runs rum for sailors on the Thames, and —,” Ada’s gaze fell to her lap. “He arranges matters for some of the actresses, when a patron requires this.”

“What sort of matters?”

Ada addressed her muff again. “I – I am not entirely certain, Mr Felix. I repeat only what I’ve heard from the others at the Royal. If an actress finds herself in trouble with a patron, Mr Davidson involves himself. He – ah, has connections in the great houses, having served a Governor in the West Indies, you know. Mr Kemble has his full history.” She glanced up, hoping to catch a softening of expression in her companion’s eye but he seemed as disappointed in her as ever.

“Thank you, Miss Ryan,” he said at last, before ceasing to speak at all.

“Not at all,” she replied wearily, determined to avoid any uncomfortable silences. “Are you merely Lord Lindsey’s valet today?”

“Not quite, Miss Ryan.” He glanced at her briefly, his dimple appearing with his half-smile.

“Ada,” she said to the dimple, which deepened.

“His lordship would not permit such address.”

“It is not his lordship’s decision, Mr Felix.” Ada met his guarded gaze with her own. “Five weeks ago, we kissed.” She cocked a brow, but her practical side would not be silenced. “You were presented to me as Lord Lindsey.” Ada reminded them both.

Mr Felix spoke steadily, his tone firm as iron. “Yes, we kissed, Miss Ryan. Until his lordship summoned me away, we were kissing. We kissed for some time, if memory serves. I may not be a lord, but I’m not a fool, either. I do not believe we kissed because you mistook me for Lord Lindsey. You are neither so foolish, nor so near-sighted.”

Dropping her gaze to her muff again Ada kept it there, breathing out until her cheeks seemed in no danger of blushing. “That was business, Mr Felix.”

“Business?” His toned chilled and it was as though winter filled the carriage. He said nothing further for the rest of their ride, and neither did she. It was a poor actress who could not school her face on command, but Ada was raw from so many emotions since Sally died. Perhaps disguise had its limits, like family and affection. Not in my line of work. She raised her head to meet Mr Felix’s flint-eyed gaze. Ouch. This man had quite the glare.

Ada tossed her red-gold head. If Claire were here, she’d tell me to stop acting and speak truth. Her sister’s advice may be hypocritical but this didn’t make her wrong. Another annoying sisterly habit.

“I am near-sighted, in truth,” she blurted, watching her companion’s eyes widen. The confidence surprised her as well. Her eyeglasses were a secret shared only with Claire. What was it about this man that made her wish to don them? Perhaps the way his face closed after his initial surprise. As though he was interested but did not wish to be.

“The truth of it is I have some idea how to flirt and smile.” She decided one of them should attempt candour. “I’ve no idea how ‘real’ is done, Mr Felix.”

“Have you not?” His smile warmed his eyes for the first time this morning.

Ada sat back in her seat, assessing his dimple as she would a new leading man. That dimple feels dangerously familiar. “I remain puzzled by your connection to his lordship. Lord Lindsey doesn’t appear old enough to have fathered a man your age.”

Mr Felix gave a surprisingly deep, belly laugh. “No, indeed, Miss Ryan. Lord Lindsey is the natural son of the previous Lord Liverpool. The similarities in our appearance prove useful in our work.”

“You could be his younger brother.” Ada observed.

“However, I am not,” Felix shifted in his seat. “I suspect his lordship requests I dress as he does in order to discomfit the Prime Minister.”

Ada laughed at this. “I understand from my sister that Lord Robert is unerringly stiff,” she agreed. “Would it not be a fine thing to see him unbend?”

Her companion sobered abruptly. “He has much to consider, especially at the moment. His Majesty’s policies are—. Ah, here we are.” Felix leaned towards the window as they neared the Theatre Royal. “No sign of the doormen yet, but it’s early still. Has your sister mentioned the case?”

Ada straightened her spine. “Claire keeps all your secrets.” She heard her bitterness and amended her tone. “I mean, she is clever and quick but she seems stymied. Has Lord Lindsey said anything?”

She expected him to duck her question, but Felix responded with the sort of eyebrow twitch that suggested he might tire of secrets too.

“Your friends at Drury Lane may know more than they realise. Do you think Mr Kemble will assist us?”

Ada rubbed her palms together. “I hope so, though he’s absent-minded at the best of times. Thanks to the kindness of Lord Lindsey, Sally’s father believes she passed due to sudden illness.” She sighed audibly.

“It doesn’t benefit anyone to expose a cruel truth.” Mr Felix appeared to address her sigh rather than her words. “You disagree, Miss Ryan?”

Ada fixed him with a serious gaze. “My Mama passed when I was a child. Papa insisted she was ‘gone out’, and then that she visited friends abroad. I learned too slowly that these were untruths.” She swallowed the hot ball of hurt in her throat, astonished at such indestructible pain. Holding stone-still, Ada willed her feelings back into place, as though tears could run back beneath eyelids. There’s nothing men detest more than a sobbing woman.

“I understand now that the truth was painful and difficult for him, but the other hurt me more so.” Her voice quaked in revelation. “It was Claire who finally realised I was unaware. I’d not been permitted at the funeral, you see. ‘Too young’, Papa insisted. He was wrong, you know, because even as a child I’d have given anything for the chance to say goodbye to my Mama.”

“I’m so terribly sorry,” Mr Felix said gently. “For your loss of course, but more so that such pain should have been yours.”

“Thank you.” Ada smoothed her palms over her skirts several times. “I often wonder if this is how I came to make a sort of deception the business of my life.” She hadn’t meant to speak so aloud. “Forgive me, Mr Felix. I’m not usually maudlin.” Ada released her silly little laugh, forcing the proper smile for sitting beside a handsome man in a closed carriage en route to her theatre. After all, riding with a handsome gentleman isn’t an unique occurrence for an actress. It is if he’s merely a valet.

“I’m glad you told me,” Mr Felix replied solemnly.

Ada nearly doubted her senses because this man seemed sincere. Allowing herself several deep breaths, she gazed out at the silent, shuttered theatre. The building looked forlorn in daylight. Framed playbills from Miss Kemble’s Revue occupied both displays. A faded wreath lay discarded in the street. Swallowing hard, Ada fought back shockingly familiar sadness.

“We don’t have to do this today, Ada.” Felix laid his hand over her gloved fingers. “I’ll explain it to the others.”

Ada blinked hard, shuddering once. “No, we must, Mr Felix. I must. You’ve no new leads for five weeks now. We – Sally and I – were often rivals, but we were friends, really. True friends. We rehearsed together, shared dressing rooms, costumes, gloves, suit—. All manner of things. It’s a different sort of life, a theatre company. A kind of family, with all the family tensions and tempers but deep, abiding affection too.” Her voice finally broke and she dashed at her eyes, looking up at her companion.

Mr Felix simply gazed back, listening intently. Ada experienced a rush of gratitude so powerful she could have kissed him – again. He truly did have the most beautiful mouth, with fuller lips than Lord Lindsey’s, and a deeper dimple.

“I-I am not like my sister,” Ada hastened to explain. “I am not careful and controlled, a-and stoic. Claire has been an operative for so long whereas I feel, you see. I have to. I must, or my work on stage won’t be any good at all.” She closed her mouth then, shaking her head. “I beg your pardon, Mr Felix. I’m talking too much, aren’t I?”

His warm smile finally returned. “There’s no such thing as too much, Ada.”

“Truly?” She could not stop herself asking, nearly flushing.

“Truly,” he replied with such earnestness that she believed him. “And it is actually Felix, if we’re scandalising the Prime Minister properly. The ‘Mister’ is affectation.”

“Thank you, Felix.” Ada offered a small smile.

Felix nodded towards the door of their carriage. “Shall we?”

“I can’t let Sally down now.”

“That’s the spirit.” He rapped on the roof. Within moments, the door opened and Lindsey’s smartly-dressed coachman bowed them out.

“Walk the horses, please, Dawkins. We shan’t be long.”
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Midday

Ada led the way backstage, knocked at the door to her manager’s office and waited. When no response was forthcoming, Felix opened the door and drew in a harsh breath. Ada ducked beneath his arm and stopped dead, a shocked hand over her mouth.

Mr Kemble’s desk rose like a rudderless ship amid a sea of discarded papers. The ‘captain’ of this ship sat hidden behind yet more piles of paper and several bottles of liquor, all empty bar one that seemed stuck to the filthy glass beside it. The fetid smell was enough to make Felix’s eyes water. Beside him, Ada paled visibly.

“You ought to wait outside,” he murmured.

“Don’t be silly.” The actress’s voice wavered but she approached the shattered old man briskly. His linen appeared days old and he was clearly soiled. Pushing aside what looked like critiques of his failed show, Ada crouched beside Mr Kemble, taking his unsteady hands in her own. Sally’s father turned glassy, unseeing eyes towards her.

“Mr Kemble? It’s Miss Ryan, sir.”

“Ada?” His speech drowsed.

“Yes, sir. S-sally’s friend.” Her voice nearly broke and Felix watched the girl’s eyelids flicker, shallow breaths moving in and out of her tense frame. Ada swallowed, straightened her spine and gave herself a small shake. Her hands steadied as she stood. It was the most impressive feat he’d yet witnessed from this woman.

“I should have been here sooner, sir. How-how long have you been like this?” Ada said gently.

The old man mumbled something unintelligible, scrabbling frantically for his glass. Ada poured the last finger of scotch into the scummy glass and handed it to him.

“Ada.” Felix’s whispered admonishment made no difference.

“Do you think he’s left this place at all since yesterday?” Her shaken undertone was no act.

Felix looked around. “Someone’s been with him, or he’d not have all this to drink. Regardless, Mr Kemble will not be answering questions today.” The lady’s piercing stare reminded him that this fellow had lately buried his daughter.

“We ought to get him outside.” Felix swallowed his irritation, moving to place the older man’s free arm across his shoulders.

Mr Kemble slurped the dregs of his drink and shook him off. “Who’re you?”

“Mr Felix, sir. I’m here to assist you.”

“Linney’s man? You’re ‘ere from ‘is ‘lorssip?”

“I am, sir. It’s time we left.”

“Can’leave,” the old man slurred, stumbling against Felix. “Gotta fix Sally’s revoo.”

Ada squared her shoulders, stepping to Mr Kemble’s other side. “I’ll take care of it, Mr Kemble. Come with me, now.” Between them they raised the old man heavily to his feet. Step by step, they walked him to the door as Felix turned towards the lobby.

“Back stairs,” gasped Ada as the old man fell against her. “Sally’d never forgive me if I let her Papa be seen in this state.”

“Right.” Felix turned the other way, marching Mr Kemble as rapidly as possible toward the old wooden staircase behind them. He did his best to take as much of the man’s weight as he could. His fair companion managed her employer rather better than Felix expected. Ada Ryan had clearly handled inebriated old men before. The thought concerned him, though he’d enough to occupy his mind at present.

“Why isn’t Davidson manning the back stairs?” He wondered aloud.

“I can’t imagine where he’s got to,” Ada replied shortly. “He’s mostly required in the evenings, but he’s employed to see to Mr Kemble as well.” She sounded worried.

“Perhaps he’s ferrying bottles of scotch for our friend here,” Felix remarked as he approached the rickety stairs.

“Yes,” Ada replied absently. “Mind how you go, Felix. The wood’s more than a little worn from the third step down.” She fell silent then, watching her own footing.

Felix remained silent as well. The fact of Davidson’s absence resonated but such inquiries would have to wait. It was no mean feat to step backwards with Mr Kemble’s weight above him. Felix held his breath each time he ventured another step downward. This was a blessing, given the state of the old man. A part of him revolted at Ada’s act of ill-scented compassion, the more so because the lady was not just a witness, but an active participant. He realised he hadn’t expected her to be kind.

They reached the bottom step eventually, both exhaling noisily as Felix leaned Sally’s father gingerly against the back wall of the theatre. The old man stood in a patch of pale sunlight, blinking into the sky like a babe. Ada took his hand, drawing his unfocused gaze to herself.

“Wherearewe?” Mr Kemble mumbled.

“We’re outside now, sir. Isn’t this a great deal better? A little air, and some daylight.” She looked up and down the back alleyway.

Felix followed her eyeline. Mid-morning in London’s theatre district scarcely warranted a crowd.

“What do you intend to do with him?” The idea of climbing into a closed carriage with their soiled friend made him wince. “Bedlam?”

“No!” Ada appeared to blink back tears. “He’s not mad.”

“A physician, then?” Felix did his best to sound neutral. He looked at the old man, then shifted his gaze to the sky. “It’s cold, and there’s rain on the way.”

“I can’t leave him, Felix.” Ada furrowed her brow, breathing hard. “I’m not sure of his lodgings.”

Felix nearly sagged with relief. “I’ve been at work on his daughter’s disappearance for two months together. The Kembles lodge on March Road,” he said, and whistled for the carriage. “Their landlady is a Mrs Cook.” They led Kemble to the end of the lane. The coachman hopped down beside him.

“How are you at manhandling, Dawkins?”

“As well as you.” The man grinned, slipping his arm round Mr Kemble to hoist the fellow into their carriage. While Dawkins said nothing about the smell, Felix noticed the coachman didn’t inhale.

“Are you able to assist us at March Road, Mr Dawkins?” Ada asked.

“Anything for a lady, Miss.” He doffed his hat, winked at her and climbed back atop his seat. Felix felt Ada stir, her posture sharply rigid. Before another word was said she’d climbed in and seated herself beside Mr Kemble. Her pale skin made it impossible not to notice the bright pink spots on her cheeks.

An embarrassed actress? The peerage would be surprised to learn such women existed in the dressing rooms of Drury Lane. Felix twitched uncomfortably at Dawkins’s assumption, but he could not reprimand the man. The coachman had escorted Felix between Drury Lane and Miss Ryan’s apartments for weeks and had clearly drawn his own conclusions. There was also no denying Ada Ryan’s professional manners were designed to send a man’s thoughts in a certain direction. There was no denying it worked, either. Felix tensed as he took his seat on Kemble’s other side. He wasn’t a chancer, and this wasn’t a game.

“Are you comfortable, sir?” Felix tucked a rug around the old man, keeping his focus on ensuring the theatre manager was warm enough. He must have managed it because the carriage hardly pulled into the road before the old man threw his head back, emitting a loud snore.

Felix glanced at Ada, hoping to catch her eye and share a grin but her face was turned away, studying something absorbing beyond the window. Felix could make out nothing beyond shopfronts and doorways. His gaze dropped to her glove-clad hands. Ada rubbed her fingers together in a repetitive manner, the pink spots on her cheeks brightening as she gazed out at whatever it was. He revised his assumptions – this woman wasn’t embarrassed. If anything, she appeared offended. Before he could inquire, Dawkins rolled them to a jerky stop in front of a well-looking boarding house.

“Perhaps it’s best if you wait in the carriage?” Ada suggested as Felix assisted her exit.

“You’re concerned about the propriety?” He didn’t add ‘why now?’, but she must have seen it in his expression.

Ada stood below the steps, studying her muff again. “I realise we’ve been seen previously but that was before quite so much had occurred.”

She didn’t say ‘before I kissed you.’ Felix wondered if she thought about it and how often, and whether she kissed any of the other men squiring her about London… Such thoughts confirmed her choice was the right one.

“I beg your pardon if Dawkins offended you.” Felix spoke his next words quietly because he did not intend to deter her.

Miss Ada Ryan met his gaze with a smile so falsely bright, Felix fairly squinted at the gleam. She waited with unyielding certainty while Felix and Dawkins assisted Mr Kemble to the road.

“Here we are, Mr Kemble. If you’ll attend me, sir?” She took the old man’s arm and Mr Kemble followed with barely a murmur and a foolish sort of smile. Her forced gaiety remained in place while she coaxed the old man indoors, murmuring succour. Felix remembered where he’d heard her speak with such unnatural cheer before – on the stage, in one of her many guises: when he’d been mere audience and she, the performer. Her trilling laugh cut the air as he climbed back into the carriage, slamming the door to shut out the sound that could cut glass.

He didn’t truly wish to be present while the girl consigned this distraught man into his landlady’s care. Nor did he wish to trespass in the home of the late Miss Kemble, whose performances he’d very much enjoyed. She wasn’t as wonderful on stage as Ada, but she’d had skills enough and no reputation for flirtation at all.

On the subject of reputations, Ada Ryan was a puzzle. She professed experience and carelessness, but Felix knew bravado when he saw it. He did not believe she was loose, no matter what clankers the rumour mills might spin. Talented performers – especially those with the attributes of Ada Ryan – had no need to barter for favour. Felix exhaled wearily, aware he’d had too little sleep and that one of the most beautiful women in the capitol kept him from rest. Irritation aside, he was worn to the bone. Leaning his head back against the wool upholstery, he rested his eyes. A moment, just one, surely…

* * *

He woke some time later to find Lord Lindsey’s large woollen rug tucked round him and the carriage swaying smoothly. He sat up, fumbling for his fob. He’d been asleep over an hour – and where was Ada? For that matter, who was driving his lordship’s carriage? Dawkins did not direct the team so smoothly and odd sounds emanated beyond his window. Above his window, in truth.

Waking properly, Felix rubbed his face and stretched, listening intently. The libretto from Don Giovanni was unmistakeable. Only one chanteuse in London sang it so well. Drawing back the window coverings he peered out at Hyde Park, noting several vehicles circling the Serpentine.

Standing up, he knocked gently on the roof of the carriage. The equipage slowed to a gentle stop and he opened the door, twisting his neck to gape upward at a pelisse-clad Ada. She regarded the horses in the first instance.

“Well done, girls.” She smiled down at Felix. “Good afternoon. Mr Dawkins remained to assist Mrs Cook. I volunteered to take his place. Your mares are excellent animals.”

“They are, indeed.” He blinked in the light and smiled. “Good afternoon to you. There’s no need to halt your performance by the way. I can’t recall a lovelier rendition.” He cocked his head to one side in invitation.

Ada laughed, took a breath and completed her chorus as she drove them on, following this up with the rest of the song. She smiled as little bouts of applause burst out like fireworks from the surrounding coaches. By the time the horses stilled and Felix exited, a little knot of park-goers had formed on the grass, watching her bring the final bars to a close. Ada stood atop her carriage-stage, achieving both pitch and melodic perfection.

Felix gazed upward with the rest, taking in this woman’s windblown curls beneath the russet bonnet, her matching pelisse and laughing eyes. Her flushed cheeks were from the rapidly freshening winds. He did his best not to stare at her mouth, which was difficult because her smiling lips were pink and lush, her tongue darting out to wet them occasionally. Yes, he definitely needed to look away from those lips. Glancing at the coach he noted it was perfectly parallel to the fountain basin. He knew few women who drove a carriage and four so well and none at all who parked so neatly. He studied her smile again, her mouth. Those lips…damn.

* * *

“I did not know you managed a coach,” Felix sounded gratifyingly impressed. “Driving and song appear to agree with you.”

Ada nodded. “Oh, yes. My sister and I managed many of these tasks over the past decade. We delivered our receipts door to door you know, before Papa opened premises on High Street. We often sang as we drove.”

“I must beg your pardon for my inattention, and thank you for taking the reins.”

Ada couldn’t help laughing. “You must stop at some point, Felix. You’ve been pell-mell on this case for over a month.”

“So have you,” he pointed out.

“Work in the theatre accustoms me to little sleep. I do not tire easily,” she declared, displaying an almighty yawn behind her lace-edged glove. “Oh, I beg your pardon.”

Felix didn’t trouble to hide his grin.

“My sister roused me far too early this morning.” She said with a smile. When in doubt, blame Claire. “This is entirely her doing.”

“The lack of progress in our case disturbs Cavendish Place as well,” Felix assured her. “Your sister left Westminster before giving us her report.”

Ada grimaced. “I doubt Claire could be persuaded to share her findings with Westminster this day.”

“Not even with Lord Lindsey?” Felix said quickly.

Ada’s next breath caught in her throat. She prayed he’d abandon his gentle probing. Do not make me lie to you.

“Is Miss Ryan well?”

“She is well, Mr Felix. I thank you.” A traitorous shiver nearly upended Ada’s breakfast. Why could she avoid Lord Lindsey’s interrogations, but not this man’s?

“Then, why does she refuse his lordship?”

“Lord Lindsey did not fight for her. He let the Prime Minister’s insult stand.” Ada stammered. Let this go, Felix.

“Miss Ryan did not witness what transpired after she left us,” Felix said quietly. “I assure you Lord Lindsey did not allow his brother’s words to pass.”

“I shall inform my sister.” Her words sounded limp.

Felix’s reply was to twitch one blond brow upward, like a question mark. The heavy pause should have warned Ada but her mind was a jumble today. Every day, where this man is concerned.

“Your sister’s distress is disproportionate,” Felix said slowly, his broad shoulders tightening.

“You claim intimate acquaintance with Claire’s character, sir.” Did she sound protective – or jealous?

“Miss Ryan does not give vent to emotion easily.” Felix’s deep concern, both for her sister and his friend, showed in his worried tone. “I can think of an event that may affect her so.”

Clamping her lips closed Ada stared at her hands, fearing to look up lest this man see the truth in her face. The urge to confide in him – to speak whole truths instead of parrying lines – hung over her like a pending wave. If the actress does not believe her role, the performance is bound to fail

Felix seemed to speak without judgement, his voice scarcely audible. “Is your sister with child?”

Ada’s gaze shot to his face. “I believe my sister is wrong to deny his lordship.” She kept her voice low as well. “Claire is near ten years my senior, Mr Felix. It’d take more than my advice to make her see sense.”

“I understand you precisely, but other operatives besides your sister and Lord Lindsey know how to mount a secret assignment.” He smiled mysteriously, his dimple dancing a challenge. “Are you game, Ada?”

His voice firmed and Ada recognised a familiar determination. A sort of charge ran through her. “If Claire is too stubborn to meet his lordship, how will you manage it, Felix?”

“There is one summons no operative may deny.” Mr Felix’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes, but his baritone laugh was genuine enough. He held out his hand. “Come, my dear. I believe it’s my turn to drive you.”

Felix helped Ada into the carriage before buttoning his coat against the wilding wind. They’d nearly passed Hyde Park corner when the heavens opened, and Ada could be grateful they’d changed seats. She hoped Felix’s sudden inspiration included direction to some place dry.

A half hour later they drew up before the Prime Minister’s residence in St Margaret Street. Ada worked hard to conceal her shock.

“Felix, what are you about?” She blurted as soon as he appeared at the carriage door.

“I won’t keep you long,” he said without smiling.

A lace curtain twitched briefly in the window of the Prime Minister’s residence, revealing a stern-faced man who was not Lord Robert. Felix stepped away from the carriage to address someone behind the smallest of openings at the door. Ada couldn’t hear any of what passed, but Felix returned to the carriage door with an umbrella, opened it, and assisted her descent. Tension flowed from him in waves, his posture as stiff as Lord Liverpool’s politics.

A few moments later the door opened for several footmen to lay wooden boards across the water-rushed cobbles.

“I do not imagine the Prime Minister is at home to you or I.” Ada stared at the drenched Felix, mystified.

“Oh, he’s at home.” Felix’s voice rose above the rain. Angling his umbrella, he offered his arm until they gained the hall.

“Good afternoon, sir.” The butler bowed, relieving Felix of his dripping hat. “The young lady is Miss Ryan?” The man bowed again, collecting Ada’s bonnet and pelisse

“I thank you, yes.” Ada curtsied, shrugging off an air of tense expectation. “I do not understand why you’ve brought me here, Felix.”

He glanced down at her. “I beg your pardon, Ada. I’d enlighten you if I could. As it is, I –,” he stopped, his tone gentling. “I ask for your trust.”

He looked at her for a long time, the tentative affection in his eyes causing her belly to flutter again. I’m here to assist Claire. Her pragmatism had spoken. Ada straightened her stance. Better. The fluttering did not ease. Bollocks.

She turned to the butler. “Is Lord Liverpool at home?”

“His lordship instructs me to inquire whether Mr Lovedale might do.” The butler addressed Felix exclusively. Ada puffed out her cheeks and tried not to pout.

The curt edge returned to Felix’s voice. “No, Lovedale will not do.”

“Of course.” The servant opened a door. “In that case, his lordship is at home. There’s a fire not out in the parlour, sir.”

Once alone in the parlour, Felix ignored the puddling round his boot heels and turned to Ada. “Welcome to Westminster Palace. I do beg your pardon.” The colour in his cheeks seemed more angry than embarrassed. “Lord Robert’s manners are sometimes lacking.”

“I beg your pardon,” came the familiar voice from the doorway. The Prime Minister sketched a bow.

“Good afternoon, my lord.” Ada curtsied in her turn, drawing up her chin as she rose.

Lord Robert appeared not to notice. “How may I assist you, Felix? I’ve much to attend to at present. Next time send Lovedale your card and make your appointment.”

The sheer fury in Felix’s eyes left Ada speechless. She’d worked a circus for a time, witnessing a young lion facing down an older lion in the ring. She watched as Felix’s face reddened by shades, until the man appeared nearly scarlet. Claire’s harried face formed in Ada’s mind. What was it the lion tamer taught her? Oh, yes. Stay out of the way. Not likely.

Stepping hurriedly between the two men, Ada levelled her famed ‘duchess’s glare’ at both of them.

“I understand you wish to progress the investigation into my friend’s death, Prime Minister.” Placing one hand on her cocked hip, Ada quirked a brow and tapped her foot.

“Miss Ryan—,” The politician began.

Raising her palm before the earl’s astonished face, Ada took a measured breath. “Then you’ll send a note to the Queen’s operative immediately. Insist she completes her report at Cavendish Place.”

“Shall we say four o’clock? The King’s operative will not object to tea.” Felix followed her lead admirably, rummaging in an escritoire with surprising familiarity. He laid out paper, ink, and a goose feather quill, looking across at Ada with an expression she’d not seen in a man’s face before. Respect? This thought sent warm flares through her belly. Her quivers returned and had nothing to do with confronting the peerage. Lord Liverpool looked as though he would refuse them. A sort of swallowed objection escaped his lips.

“Is her report material, Felix?” He huffed at last.

“It is essential to your case.” Ada interjected.

The earl’s gaze moved between Felix and Ada as though something grave was occurring. “It shall be done directly.” The incline of his neck may have been a bow.

Ada barely bent her knees.

“We’ll see ourselves out.” She turned away, Felix beside her.

He said nothing until they were safely ensconced within Lindsey’s carriage once more, when he broke into a round of applause.

“It’s as well you’re for England, Miss Ryan!”

Ada blinked up at him in obvious parody. “I beg your pardon, sir?”

“You’re too commanding to be coy.” Felix shook his head, treating her to that rumbling laugh again. “You’ve just managed the nation’s head of government as though he were a schoolboy.” He applauded again, seemingly to study her response.

Ada leaned back in the carriage with a satisfied smile. “Confidence is everything in performance.” She turned towards Felix. “And a lead is nothing without her supporting cast,” she declared warmly. “Thank you, Felix. Truly.”

She savoured the sight of his dancing dimple as his smile became an infectious grin, and the carriage bore them on to Cavendish Place.

Now for Xander.
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Two o’clock in the afternoon

Lord Lindsey’s butler had never bowed so low. “Shall I announce Miss Ada Ryan?”

Felix smiled at him. “I’d no idea you frequented the theatre, Doyle.”

“Naturally not, sir.”

As Mr Doyle took charge of their outer wear Ada silently admonished herself for staring at a still-damp Felix. From his rain-shined boots to his drenched trouser legs and damp, worsted wool jacket, the man was beautiful. Without the jacket his soaked linen slicked flat, revealing strongly-muscled forearms. His hair, burnished to a dull gold, was drying out, curling temptingly at his temples.

“You ought to get out of your clothes,” she said aloud, biting back a sigh as his smile widened, his dimple dancing suggestively. At last. “You’ll catch your death.”

“I can’t leave you in the hall,” Felix replied. “Lord Lindsey will never forgive me.”

“What will I not forgive?” His lordship’s voice was followed by his head poking out from a doorway to their left. “Good afternoon, Miss Ryan.” He stepped into the hall, indicating they ought to join him in his parlour.

“It’s a pleasure to welcome you to Cavendish Place, Miss Ryan. You’ll find Felix and I rarely stand on ceremony,” he explained before running his eye over his protégée. “You’d better dress, Felix.”

The younger man bowed and departed, leaving his lordship with Ada. “What news from Drury Lane?”

She’d hardly begun explanations of the morning when a knock sounded. Lindsey opened the door to receive a missive on a tray. “Thank you, Doyle.” He raised his brows. “From Saint Margaret Street. The Prime Minister commands we host his guest for tea. Another of his cronies, I expect. Politics, ugh.” Lindsey made a face, glancing at the clock.

Ada swallowed, smoothing her skirts and wishing Felix might return. “Perhaps the Prime Minister prefers his friends take tea in company, while he is engaged.”

Lord Lindsey frowned. “It’s odd you say so.” He waved his note in the air as though dispelling an odour. “Very odd indeed.”

“Is it?”

“I’ll say. Robert rarely invites anyone anywhere, and he detests tea. I note he’s absented himself, so this guest must be truly dull.” He studied Ada as though he might say something else, then rose abruptly to bow. “If you’ll excuse me, I must inform Mr Doyle.”

Ada looked around the room properly for the first time. On the wall hung a well-done portrait, displaying the vivacity of a lovely russet-haired woman with dark eyes and a face so perfectly formed she might have been an artist’s model, if she hadn’t a career as the previous earl’s mistress. Another portrait showed the late earl standing rather taller than Ada expected. The former peer seemed oddly familiar.

“It’s a pity Kemble’s revue was not better received,” Lindsey remarked when he returned. “Do you think he’ll be all right?”

Tears burned behind Ada’s eyes. “Truly, I do not know if he’s able to weather this latest blow.” She stared at the motley collection of evidence littering the table. Evidence that leads nowhere.

“Mr Kemble sounded so blank and hopeless this morning. He reminded me of my father, after Mama passed and the Paris shop burned.” She fell silent, old pains resurrected. Accepting a watered scotch from her host, Ada gulped down bad memories with liquor in a large swallow.

“Thank you, my lord.” She managed a small smile. “Mr Kemble may rally when rehearsals for The Duchess of Malfi commence. It’s his favourite work.”

With a jolt, Ada remembered the Earl of Hertfordshire expected as assignation on opening night. Pragmatism whispered she mustn’t waste the opportunities afforded her, but what if Hertfordshire’s society wasn’t the career it seemed? Ada mentally chided herself. What else is there?

An image of Felix at rest in Lindsey’s carriage returned to her. The thought of laying her cheek against his broad, strong chest crept over her. The Ada-sized space on the seat beside him was tempting. Too tempting, and this is foolish.

She sipped the remains of her drink, glancing over the scattering of items on the table. Taking up a silver dagger, she studied the equine motif on the hilt. “Is this the blade that—,”

“Was found on Miss Kemble’s corpse? It is.” Felix’s voice came from the doorway, drying cloth in hand. He bowed to Ada. She curtsied as he straightened, drawing her focus to the tightness of green silk across muscle. She kept her gaze resolutely on his curving half-smile as he lifted the spare glass of liquor, nodding his thanks to Lindsey.

Ada poked at the false book with the tip of the dagger. “Sally’s journal.” She pulled it across, fingering the chunked pages. “This dummy paper is terribly thick.”

“It’s vellum,” Lindsey replied. “It’s made as such.”

“Odd for a prop.” Ada cut her finger on the wadded pages, letting out a cry. “You’ve slit the vellum.” She stared accusingly at Lindsey.

“I did it,” Felix admitted. “The black diamond design was created by concealing a message between two pieces of card. This is what led our investigation to The Soho Club. I considered Miss Kemble may fashion her prop the same way.”

“Or he cut into it out of five week’s frustration,” Lindsey frowned. “Anything for a new lead.”

“The Crown wants this case closed.” Felix explained.

“Presumably Whitehall agrees?” Ada scowled.

Lindsey grunted, freshening their drinks. The two operatives looked as defeated as Mr Kemble. Ada turned to Felix.

“Did you find anything between the vellum?”

“Foolscap pages filled with gibberish. It’s a prop, as your sister says. A pretend book filled with pretend writing.” He took up his drink.

Ada stared at him quizzically. “Except there’s no reason for concealing pretend writing within such a prop,” she said slowly. “At least, no theatrical reason.”

Felix paused, his glass part way to his lips. “Do you mean—?”

“Have you this gibberish to hand?” Ada had never held an audience’s attention so fully.

Wordlessly, Felix pushed a small pile of pages across the table. A shiver of excitement ran through Ada as she turned them over, squinting a little. There was sense here, a pattern. Like a role reprised, recognition dawned slowly. I know this.

“Hmmm, let’s see.” She leaned closer, spreading all the pages out in a single line. “Not quite,” she murmured. “I think, this way.” She adjusted the order back and forth. “Perhaps…yes. Yes!” She looked up at Lord Lindsey and his protégée. “Are either of you acquainted with shorthand?”

“Hardly in the Eton curricula.” Felix observed quietly.

Ada checked her smile, though his lordship snorted.

“Sally’s script notes were always written as stenographs.” She glanced at her companions. “These markings are similar.”

“A cipher?” Lindsey suggested.

“Nothing so complex, my lord. Shorthand is not intended to be mysterious, but one must know the method.”

“Can you read it?” Felix asked urgently.

“I believe so.” Ada studied the papers a moment longer. “I can write it out for you all, though it’ll take some time.” She consulted the clock before glancing at Felix. “My sister expects my return at Saint Germaine’s.”

“Of course,” Felix replied so emphatically that Ada forgot herself, hoping the wash of colour across her face went unnoticed. He looked at Lindsey. “If we allow Miss Ryan the carriage she might assist us this afternoon.”

“Excellent notion, if your sister has no objection.” Lindsey replied.

“You’ll join us for tea at four?” Felix reminded her, before Ada could say anything else.

“Certainly, Mr Felix. If you’re able to send the carriage, I shall consult my sister.” She stole a surreptitious glance at Lindsey, but his lordship stared into his scotch glass as though it were an oracle. Ada concentrated on not rolling her eyes. My sister will not avoid Xander today. On this, she was determined. As for the journal, this was one mystery she would out. She’d had her fill of secrets, thank you. She’d had nearly enough of hard-headed lords as well. Thank Heavens for their irritatingly handsome protégées.

* * *

Ada found St Germaine’s closed for the day and the downstairs grate empty. Florrie’s direction was that ‘Miss Claire has gone out.’ More than this, she ‘could not say’.

“All right, Florrie.” Ada sighed as she tidied the shop display. “Is there nothing else?”

“Only that Miss Claire suggested I fill the tub for your return.”

Ada brightened. “Please do. I’ll be up shortly.”

The girl curtsied and made her escape. A short while later the shop bell jangled loudly.

“At last,” Ada exclaimed, before noticing the tension in Claire’s face. “Sister?”

“I’ve come from Brougham House, where my employer has left word.” Claire said shortly. “You’re not to involve yourself further in this case, Ada.”

“I am involved in this case.” Frustration and fear rose in Ada’s gut as she followed Claire up the stairs. “Claire—,”

“I cannot discuss it.” Her sister’s tone softened. “Do not ask, sister.” Claire flopped down on their chaise longue.

Ada stood in front of her and blew out her cheeks, shocked by the force required to swallow the lump in her throat. “You do not trust me.”

“Of course I do.” Claire exhaled loudly without looking up. “Withholding information from you is not my choice, Ada. You must know this.”

“Lord Lindsey is aware the Prime Minister still suspects me. You did not withhold case details from him.” Ada read the truth in her sister’s startled eyes. “I see.”

“It is different,” Claire declared. “Xander and I are in the same business, on the same case.” Her voice stuttered to silence.

Ada raised her gaze to Claire’s, a new resolve forming. “I do not like secrets, you know. Sally was my friend, and I have few.”

“I could not tell you of it,” her sister pleaded.

“I know and this makes it worse.” Ada said clearly. “At least, it hurts worse. When will you notice I am no longer a child? I am a grown member of this family, Claire.” Taking a large breath, she asked. “When will I be included?”

Claire’s expressions flickered through shock, regret, and guilt. Ada stood before her, tightening her jaw. This impasse had followed them from the nursery. Claire always had the last word. Ada always had more lines. She wondered if professionalism trumped pregnancy.

Ada headed for the tub, closing the door firmly between them. Lying back in the steaming water, her temper cooled. It could not be easy being the sister of a celebrated artiste. Perhaps Claire held back facets of her life as a sort of equaliser. Ada shrugged this off. Her sister was not little in that way. Any jealousy remained backstage, and it truly wasn’t Claire’s fault that her work required such secrecy.

Once she’d dried herself and dressed before the fire, Ada straightened her pale green tea gown and knocked on the opposite door.

“Come in.” Claire’s thickened voice meant she’d been crying.

My sister, pregnant and crying. Guilt pricked.

“I beg your pardon, Claire,” she offered. “I – it has been a bear of a day. I do not like making apologies. I also do not like you out of spirits.”

“I do not like feeling so,” her sister responded wearily. “Quite apart from m-my health, this is deep business and I wish you were well out of it. Your argument is valid, Ada. I’ll speak with Papa as soon as I’m able.”

“Might we both see him?” Ada pressed. “Together?”

“Yes,” Claire agreed. “As soon as he returns. Meanwhile, I’ve a summons from the Prime Minister.” She snorted. “He sent round a strange note begging my pardon and ordering me to report at Cavendish Place for tea, though I’d rather not see his brother.” She attacked her auburn curls with her brush.

“Mr Felix asked me to tea today so you’ll not be alone in it, sister. He’s to send a carriage. Here dear, allow me.” Ada relieved her sister of the brush, taking up an ivory comb Claire rarely wore. In a few moments she completed Claire’s braided chignon and inserted the comb. “There.” Her gaze met her sister’s in the mirror. “Will it do?”

Claire smiled. “It’s been some time since we’ve dressed each other’s hair. Do you miss it?”

“I shall have a dresser at the theatre for Malfi. The leads do.” Catching the fleeting sadness in her sibling’s eyes, Ada yielded up the brush. Heavens, had she become so estranged from her sister? Claire’s standoffishness had come first but Ada did not used to mind it. Did distance become a habit, if one practised it long enough? She hoped not. Leaning back to catch her sister’s eye, she watched Claire settle her red-gold braids. “I forgot how accomplished you are at arranging my hair.”

“I ought to be. I was your dresser for some years.” Her sister’s short laugh sounded odd.

Ada studied her again. “I never think to ask, but I suppose you’re all right about this, Claire?”

Her sister seemed surprised. “What is it you mean? This case concerns me greatly.”

Ada swallowed and almost stammered – heavens, why were real conversations so poorly scripted? “I mean my theatre work. I am becoming known now and wish–,” she cleared her throat, because truths were harder than meaningless niceties. “I wish to be a credit to you. To Saint Germaine’s, and our family.”

“Your performance is outstanding,” Claire replied stoutly, then pressed her lips together.

“I sense you have more lines, sister.” Ada said mildly.

“I wish you to take care.” Her sister spoke with a softness Ada hadn’t heard since childhood. She leaned back against Claire’s skirts, drawing her sister’s hands into her own.

“I flirt and I smile, but I do not play.” Not yet. Moustaches loomed in her memory until recollections of dimples forced them away. Ada smiled uncertainly. “The gossip you hear is mere rumour, sister.”

“I don’t give a tinker’s curse for gossip.” Claire’s bracing gaze locked on Ada’s in the mirror. “I see you, Ada Ryan, and your heart is not jaded. It’s golden, like Mama’s. Do not let this world break it.”

The determination in her sister’s eyes reassured her. Ada glanced up. “I’ll take care, Claire. I promise.”

Her sister dropped a kiss on her newly-coiffed crown just as Florrie announced the carriage. Ada gathered up her bonnet and they left. The short drive to Mayfair gave her time to fill Claire in on her morning at the theatre.

“Poor Mr Kemble.” Claire shook her head. “Your triumph in Malfi must lift his spirits.”

“You’re so certain of me, sister.” She shifted closer to Claire’s side.

“No one who’s seen you perform the duchess can doubt you, Ada.”

Ada’s gratified smile left her face abruptly as they turned into Cavendish mews. Tension twanged all the way from her fingertips to her toes. My sister may never forgive me for this.
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Half-three in the afternoon

“We’d quite despaired of you.” Felix met them in the hall with a bow as Doyle gathered in bonnets and cloaks.

Ada dropped back beside Felix, daring a whisper. “Is his lordship —?”

“Lindsey, not Liverpool,” Felix’s low baritone assured her. “Doyle is to lock them in together.”

“How indecorous.” Ada did her best not to smile.

“Utterly improper.” Felix’s lips twitched.

“His lordship awaits you, Miss Ryan.” Doyle bowed Claire towards the library.

“Very well, Mr Doyle.” Claire glanced back at Ada, arching a brow. “Shall we, sister?”

Ada nodded, following her to the library. As soon as they entered Felix secured the doors. Claire stopped dead, staring at Lindsey who looked up from contemplating the bottom of another scotch glass.

“Where is Lord Robert? What are you up to, Xander?”

“Claire! Darling!” He scrambled to his feet.

The relief on his face and in his voice would be irresistible to most women. Ada’s sister wasn’t most women. She took a breath, turning to Claire.

“Lord Lindsey defended me to his brother. He defended us, sister. Felix witnessed it.” She glanced at Felix who nodded bravely, considering the glare Claire aimed at them both.

“Ada, what are you about?” Her sister’s voice sharpened and quieted at the same time, like a threat.

Well, if Claire’s a threat then her sister’s dangerous by association. Dangerous is something close to brave. Ada took another large breath, not daring to look away from her sibling.

“Claire Ryan, you are the strongest woman I know. You’ve never lacked courage.” Her words gentled. “You must speak, sister. You know you must.”

Claire’s eyes were round, worried, brimming with fear and accusation. She jerked her head towards Felix. “Does he know?”

Ada didn’t flinch. “He guessed, Claire. If Felix can guess, then anyone can.”

“Thank you.” Felix put in drily, before turning to Claire. “I have the greatest respect for you, Miss Ryan, but your sister and I concur. You must speak, and his lordship must hear you.”

“Hear what?” Lord Lindsey’s frustrated bellow made them all jump.

Ada slipped her arm through Felix’s. “That’s our exit cue.”

Leading him into the hall they watched Doyle shut Claire and her lord in together, before posting himself before the door like a tower guard.

Ada stared at the closed door. “My sister may despise me forever.”

Felix sighed. “His lordship may call me out as well, but your sister and Lord Lindsey are too well-suited not to find their way.” He stared down at her with such intensity that Ada could not hold his gaze. “We must trust in love a little. Do you not agree, Ada?”

Trust in love… Ada hardly nodded, wondering if bravery ran out like greasepaint. She may have reached her limit this day. She missed her quietude, and Felix’s dimple distracted her. Turning deliberately away, Ada walked towards the parlour.

“Sally’s journal awaits, and I work best in peace and quiet, Felix.” She shut the door between them and got to work.

* * *

Ada sat at Lord Lindsey’s writing desk, a piece of foolscap to one side as she deciphered her late friend’s shorthand. She’d donned her eyeglasses at last, grateful all three operatives were absent. It was better for her focus that she sat alone in this oversized (presumably) antique chair. Her stenography was rusty enough without managing her near-blushing response to Felix’s proximity.

The journal had a distinct odour, which Claire must have noticed as well. The same reek surrounded Mr Kemble this morning: despair, defeat, grief, and drink. Ada stared at the blurred ink on the pages, then closed her eyes to shut out the memories of assisting Claire to haul their drunk, broken father from bawdy houses. Real lessons are not learned on the stage.

Somewhere in the house a clock chimed four. Ada had reworked a third of her friend’s faded symbols before coming across Sally’s notes concerning St Germaine’s. She stretched out her arms, rolling her neck muscles. Rising from her too-large seat she planted both feet on the carpeted floor, legs slightly astride. Bouncing up onto the balls of her toes and back again on her heels released most of her tension. She startled when the door opened, barely grabbing her eyeglasses off her nose in time.

“Beg pardon, Ada.” Felix’s deep drawl sounded suitably apologetic. “I did knock.”

“Of course. Does my sister need me?”

Felix shrugged, stepping further into the room. “I’ve not heard a sound this half hour. Ought we to inquire?”

“I think not,” Ada decided. “They’ve much to discuss.”

“Then I must beg your pardon again. Doyle says tea is ready.” He held out his arm. “Shall we?”

Ada glanced at her notes, her glasses cutting into her hand. “I do not mean to be disagreeable, but I’ve a little left to write out for you all.”

“The case comes first,” Felix moved towards her. “May I assist you?”

“You’ve done nothing but assist me since I made your acquaintance.”

Her bluntness surprised them both, if Felix’s raised brows were any indication. Is this what working without a script feels like? The parlour door swung slightly ajar, a crack of light between the door and the jamb. Did propriety matter when a woman had already kissed the gentleman in question? In such cases as these, it matters more. Ada’s inner pragmatist made little sense today. The Earl of Hertfordshire’s proposition made even less. She stared accusingly at the nearly-closed door.

Felix’s gaze followed hers before returning to fix on her face – and there it was, the blush she’d managed to keep at bay since she’d met this man. Kissed him. Been kissed by him… Something real, warm, and wonderfully powerful rushed through her, like winter sunlight after frost. She shivered, opening her mouth to speak and banish this strangeness but no words came out. For the first time since she’d stood before an audience, Ada Ryan closed her lips without uttering a sound. Her gaze found Felix’s. He studied her face as though enchanted. His strong jaw relaxed, lips parted in the beginnings of a smile, his dimple half-visible, half-lost.

“Are you thinking of our kiss?” She asked, her cheeks heating further.

“Five weeks ago,” he replied, still smiling. Heavens, that dimple.

Five weeks, three days, and twenty-two hours. Ada nearly pouted at her memory’s stubborn persistence. She reached towards him as though she’d lost control of her limbs. Felix was across the room in an instant. His palm cupped her cheek, his eyes staring searchingly into her face.

“Ada, are you certain?”

Ada placed one palm over his, the other reaching up to stroke his hair. Tugging gently, she settled his mouth over hers, tasting citrus and scotch, intoxicating, enthralling, and gently questing. Ada sighed, nestling closer as his mouth teased hers, nipping at her lips while his palms cradled her face in the gentlest caress. His fingers moved delicately against her cheeks, as though she were precious, important, and valuable simply as Ada. So she kissed him as Ada; gently, wonderingly, with a hesitancy she’d not felt before…a kiss that was not ‘business’, or theatrics, or demanded. A kiss that was quiet and deliciously sweet, balancing desire with depth.

She drew back, swallowing the taste of him deeply, holding this honeyed moment still. When she nerved herself to meet his gaze, Ada saw warmth and gentle acceptance. She saw hunger too – fierce and potent. A trilling laugh bubbled up from her throat. She bit it back, forcing it away from this sensation that didn’t belong to staged scenes. It belonged to Ada and Felix. Laying her eyeglasses on the desk she stared at this man, awake to the shock of being real.

I liked kissing you she wanted to say, but confidence was one thing; brazenness was quite another. There were rumours all over London about the ‘new duchess’ at Drury Lane. Perhaps Mr Felix believed them.

“Mr Felix, I–,” she took a breath, locking her eyes to his. “I am not–,” she blinked slowly, exhaled. “I am not as London thinks I am. I – I wish you to know this.”

“Thank you, Ada,” Felix murmured, drawing her against him. “I believe I was gradually coming round to this conclusion.”

“W-were you?” Ada gazed up at him, emboldened by his nod. “I-I am not an innocent either.” She swallowed. “I like kissing you.” She whispered, trembling in every nerve.

“Then I am the luckiest man in London, dear Ada.” His lips found hers again, his tongue meeting hers as his fingers teased the sensitive skin at the sides of her neck. Rose scent mingled with musk when he ran his hands over her shoulders and along the length of her arms, never breaking their kiss. Linking his fingers through hers, he took over, seating himself before drawing her into his lap. Felix shifted his mouth from her lips to the curves of her neck. Ada gasped, pressing closer, her body igniting with need and one wild, unreasoning demand: More.

“I want you,” she murmured, sliding closer, wrapping her arms around his waist until she felt his urgent desire, and knew he wanted this as much as she did.

She kissed him again, teasing with her tongue while her hands found him through tight cloth. Felix shifted beneath her touch, growing hotter, harder. Her hands made short work of his waistcoat buttons before drawing up his linen. Trembling palms found his hot, bare flesh. Ada revelled in his deep groans as Felix’s hands fell lower, stroking the swells of her breasts. His mouth followed and her breaths grew short.

“Ada,” he moaned, when her hands found him again. Lifting his shirt, she bent her head, kissing the line of his ribs. His fingers tugged at her hair as he uttered a string of filthy, erotic phrases. Ada grinned as she sat up, meeting his gaze.

Felix slipped his powerful arms round her hips and Ada found herself lifted, supported in Felix’s arms as his fingers explored her.

“Oh!” Ada pulled his mouth against hers, holding him there until she could hardly stand it.

His mouth moved against her ear again, as Felix whispered all the things he wanted to do, stroking her in time with every syllable, until she shook against him, muscles quivering with restraint.

“Now, Felix. Now!”

Felix didn’t need to be told. He’d already unbuttoned his breeches, pushing aside her skirts, realigning their hips until Ada felt his hard heat rubbing her slick, wet folds. She twisted in his lap, whimpering, moaning in pleasure.

“Felix,” she breathed, her lips hot on his as he slid against her, inside her. and Ada gasped, because he filled all of her, effortlessly and with so much potent heat. She clenched around him immediately, waves of pleasure rippling outward. She couldn’t wait then. Couldn’t stop, lifting herself, heat coursing through her as she rose above him again and again. She heard him swear. Ada cried out as ecstasy consumed her, perfectly, powerfully, and then she couldn’t hear anything but her own heartbeat as shivers of delight took her and Felix called her name, lifting her to one side and aiming himself to the other, spilling across dark upholstery.

“Oh, Felix.” Ada’s head collapsed against his panting chest and she stilled a moment, spent and spared. Ada pressed her lips into her lover’s shoulder, releasing a long, slow sigh. This was all she managed as Felix’s heart raced in rhythm with her own. She listened to the beat beneath her ear, slowing, soothing, powerfully reassuring. She matched her quiet breath to his.

“Ada?”

She lifted her head to find Felix offering his dimpled smile, filled as much with gratitude as love. Ada smiled back, wondering at such truly blessed silence. Felix kissed the corner of her mouth with a contented sigh, caressing her face with his thumb tip. He did nothing else. He said no more, quietly gazing, waiting. Loving?

Ada stared up at this man who waited for her choices. Who gave her space, and loved her in it. Her inner pragmatist was silent. All she heard was her heart’s rhythm in triple time: this is real, this is real, this is real.

“Felix,” she whispered, leaning closer.

The clock chimed for five. Felix leaned back, his warm gaze remaining like an anchor point. Ada nearly closed her eyes again at the wonder of it.

Instead, she reached out an arm and drew Sally’s journal closer, like a talisman. “I believe these words are important.”

Felix looked down. “It’s a list of names,” he noted, leaning closer to study one in particular. His face grew grim as he lifted Ada to her feet. He rose to dress, eyeing the clock. “We’d best go in to tea. Your sister and Lord Lindsey require our missing pieces.”

“And our heads on a plate.” She rose, allowing Felix to assist with her skirts.

Accepting his arm, Ada revelled in this man’s steady presence, his gentle strength. Not even the machinations of the House of Hanover dampened this slow warmth simmering between them.

Shaking her head at unspoken treason, Ada checked her smile. “I hope the others are at table, else my sister’s as likely to throw a knife at me as not.”

“Then she’d best beware,” Felix glanced down, tucking her more securely to his side.

“Oh, it’s never a dull day with the Ryans.”

“So I am learning.” Felix grinned, his dimple showing up in support.
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Five o’clock in the evening

“You may go,” Lindsey ordered his footmen as Ada and Felix sat down to table. The servants secured the doors in pensive silence. Ada’s slight frame stilled beside Felix as the premier spy in England joined the Queen’s operative to spear them both with matching scowls.

“We’ve something to say to both of you,” Lindsey announced firmly.

“If either of you deceive us this way again, I’ll not scruple to toss a knife at your necks.” Claire declared.

“Nor I, to shoot you.” Lord Lindsey’s brows drew together.

Ada turned to Claire. “I’ll not beg your pardon, sister, so don’t waste your breath.” She regarded both of them in turn. “I’m not remotely sorry. The two of you appear whole enough.”

“Oh, we’re better than whole.” Lindsey’s delight ruined his glower.

“Xander,” Claire spoke warningly. “We’ve a case to complete.”

“Yes, of course.” His lordship still gazed at Claire with a glowingly sentimental expression.

Felix smiled, clearing his throat loudly.

“While you’ve been attending each other, Ada has deciphered Miss Kemble’s shorthand. Half the names she’s noted down are men we’ve been watching, Thistlewood among them. The mystery of the journal’s solved, anyhow.”

Lindsey helped himself to meat. “We’re fortunate to have you with us, Miss Ryan.”

Felix admired the way Ada waved the compliment away while warming towards it at the same time. Her lovely eyes brightened as he watched.

“So far it’s scant sentences followed by a list of names.” Ada turned to Claire. “One of the names is Richard Davidson. Were you aware he’s seen service at Kew Palace? Sally’s journal tracks his recommendation by the Governor of Antigua to his great friend, Lord Harrowby. I suppose he serves the Carlton House set by turns.”

“According to my Soho Club informant, one of the morning footmen at Carlton House was let go at the turn of the year,” Claire explained. “His replacement is on loan from Harrowby House. If we assume he’s Davidson this places him at the poisoning of both maids.”

“And our own,” Xander interrupted, fisting his hand into his other palm. “Damn! Robert can’t have known. Doesn’t anyone vet these people?”

Felix held his focus. “So, Davidson’s connected to Kew Palace, Carlton House, and Drury Lane. The maid in Cornwall was Miss Davidson.”

Claire nodded. “Ellen Davidson was Richard’s sister. So either she was placed in service to Mrs Fitzherbert to aid this plot, or turned to this use by her brother. In any case the poor girl’s had her desserts. If we assume Felix is correct —,”

“Of course he is,” Ada interjected.

Felix coughed, aware of his red cheeks. “Right, well, if the theft of the gem is a blind, the attempted robbery that followed was obviously to secure the journal.”

“Which Sally Kemble had the good sense to send out of the house as soon as she could.” Ada looked up, rubbing her fingers against each other. “I – I’ve not told you all,” she said to the table centrepiece, though she appeared to address Felix. “Sally’s journal mentions a new receipt. Some of her pages are horribly blurred but this is it, as near as I can make it out.” Ada pushed a leaf of foolscap over to Claire, who took it up with great trepidation. “It’s Saint Germaine’s, isn’t it?”

Claire read through the receipt, nodding slowly. “I created this scent for Lady Graves last Christmas. I’d no idea she resided with His Majesty.”

“She doesn’t,” replied Ada. “According to Sally’s journal, Lady Graves visits Carlton House when the Duke of Cumberland visits his brother. His Grace is certainly embroiled in this plot.” She turned to Felix. “Sally knew of Cumberland’s complicity. That’s why she noted Kew House in her journal entries and copied out Claire’s receipt. No wonder she feared for her life.”

“Could she not communicate this to the Queen’s operative?” Lindsey asked Claire, but it was Ada who answered.

“How should my sister announce the treason of the king’s brother?” She shook her head. “Sally would never place Claire in so dangerous a position.”

Felix noted Claire’s emphatic nod.

“Yesterday the Prime Minister declared that Miss Ryan, and all Irish Catholics, remain suspects in this case,” he reminded his friend.

“I do beg your pardon gentlemen, but we’ve not your connections.” Ada met Felix’s gaze with a candour that made him want to touch her again. Time and a place.

“Would the Queen not assist her operative?” Lindsey pressed.

“Miss Kemble had no knowledge of my employer.” Claire replied. “Her Majesty’s confidence remains delicate.”

“You mean unreliable,” Ada amended in exasperation.

“Ada, you do not understand.”

“Oh, I think I do,” Ada interrupted. “I esteem you greatly, sister, but we’ll not conclude this investigation by tiptoeing around the peerage like so many French ballerinas.”

Felix checked his smile. “You’ve more duchess in you than you know, Ada.” He mixed her wine and poured it. “We’re scarcely able to be as open as we like.”

“Agreed,” Xander and Claire replied at once, before blushing the same shade of pink.

Ada pressed her lips closed, raising a brow at the Queen’s operative. Felix laughed.

After dinner they collected themselves in the library where Felix built up the fire, watching Ada squint over the final page from Sally’s journal, her shoulders twitching irritably at her sister’s sighs.

“Hush,” the actress responded without lifting her head. “I’ll have done in half a minute.” There was a strained quality to her voice by the time she looked up. “Who is ‘Cato’?”

“He’s not a peer,” Lindsey replied promptly.

Felix’s gut tightened. “Cato Street is off the Edgware road, where I’ve tailed Thistlewood and Thomson previously. They drink at the Boar and Bull there.” He looked at Lindsey. “What else, Ada?”

“Sally’s note says ‘engaged for Cato’, then a few lines regarding Mr Davidson’s service and her father.” She looked up, biting her lower lip. “That’s all.”

“A meeting at Cato Street,” Claire affirmed. “Once we know when it’s to be, one of us must attend.”

“A spy,” Lindsey suggested ironically.

Ada stood, chin raised. “I’ve played men before, and Sally was my friend.”

“No!” Felix and Claire objected together, Claire’s eyes warming as she stared her sister down.

Felix turned swiftly to Lord Lindsey. “This is what I’ve trained for, my lord.”

“It is,” Lindsey gazed at him with that odd mixture of pride and concern.

Felix faced Ada who was blinking very fast to forestall her tears. He reached for her hand, but the girl shrank away, staring into the fire. He glanced round, catching Lindsey’s eye. His lordship took his lady by the hand, withdrawing soundlessly behind the bookshelves.

Felix waited for Ada to speak but she simply stood, facing the fire. She may as well have been in another world. He placed one tentative palm over her back. She shuddered, moving away. His heart twisted in his breast.

“I cannot countenance anything happening to you, my love.” He hoped she heard the entreaty in his voice. “Please, Ada?”

Her voice huffed out a small, sobbing murmur. “W-what do I have to do?”

“About what?” Setting aside his confusion, Felix listened.

“To be included,” she said in the same barely-audible voice. “To be part of this.”

Oh!

Felix’s palms slid over her slim shoulders as he turned this woman to face him. Ada stared up at him, eyes streaming. She sniffed indelicately.

“I am the best person to undertake this. You know I am.”

“I do know it,” Felix said seriously. “You are the finest actress in London. You are not, however, equipped for danger. I am,” he felt in his waistcoat for a kerchief. Ada allowed him to dab the tears on her cheeks – a good sign. “This is also my responsibility.”

“What is it you mean?” She huffed.

“Another secret, I’m afraid. One I cannot discuss now.” Felix winced at the distance in her eyes. Hmmm.

Ada took the cloth from him, mopping her face herself.

“What happened to Sally could easily have happened to you.” He fought to speak clearly, the thought of losing her a like a blade in his chest. “Besides, the men at the Boar and Bull already know me as George Edwards.” Felix prayed she considered his words. There was no sign of her false brightness. For the first time since he’d known her, Felix wished this wasn’t so.

At last Ada nodded, peering up at him. “May I offer some advice, Mr Edwards?”

“By all means.” Felix saw her focus shift.

Reaching up, Ada rubbed at his hair until (he assumed) it looked distinctly ungroomed. She took her time about this, stroking his scalp with firm fingers that made him smile. When she’d finished Ada tipped her head to one side, eyeing him critically.

“Ring for beer,” she suggested. “Tip a little over you.” So saying, she stepped to the bell and tugged hard. “You may be expert in deductive reasoning and covert operations.” She raised her voice, calling to the others. “You all may.” Ada looked at Felix. “However, disguise and performance are my speciality.”

“Agreed.” Felix grinned as Lindsey and Claire emerged from their hiding place. Neither pretended they hadn’t been kissing. Doyle knocked and showed himself in to spend several minutes in earnest conference with their actress, after which the butler bowed to both ladies and left.

“Doyle will return shortly with a bucket of dirt,” she informed him.

Felix started. “Dirt? What for?”

Ada laughed with genuine amusement.

“I believe Ada intends to smear our Mr Edwards,” Claire told him.

Felix’s face fell further when Lindsey chuckled. “For king and country, Felix.”

Sod the lot of them.

“What of Davidson?” Felix asked. “He’ll recognise me for Lord Lindsey at once.”

“Excellent point,” Lindsey replied. “The last thing the Prime Minister needs is his family caught up with a gang of insurrectionists.”

“Davidson likes a drink.” Felix spoke his thoughts aloud “We’ll likely find him at his nearest public house.”

“The sooner he’s out of the way, the better.” Lindsey unlocked his desk drawer with the key on his watch chain. Removing several weapons, he handed the manstopper pistol to Felix.

“Load it,” he ordered, taking up his Queen Anne with the folding trigger to do the same. “My brother may never forgive me,” he murmured in an undertone.

“What will you do?” Ada’s horrified gaze flickered between Lindsey and Felix as though deciding which man was more fearsome. “When you find Mr Davidson, I mean.”

“We have to stop him.” Felix loaded the smallest pistol, not daring to look at her. He could not face the fear in those eyes.

“With any luck we’ll find him and pour enough ale down his throat to keep him out of the way.” Lindsey stared at Felix. “What do you say, man?”

Felix met Lindsey’s hard-eyed gaze and held it, nodding once. Lindsey spoke truly, but they both knew there was a decent chance Davidson needed to be dealt with permanently. Claire Ryan uttered an inarticulate sound, something between a gulp and a gasp. She was a smart operative but she was no assassin. The Prime Minister left this sort of work for his closest family. Felix grimaced. What a fortunate family we are, Prime Minister.

“We’d best go.” He turned to the Ryan sisters, holding out a loaded muff pistol to Ada. “Take this.” He watched her eyes widen with shock. “Please, Ada.”

“Claire has her blades.” Ada looked to her sister.

“I do,” Claire replied. “However, Felix is right. These are deep waters, sister, and you ought to be prepared.”

Closing her lips as though words hurt Ada palmed the little pistol, drawing it close like a lucky charm. Fingering the silver handle, she fitted one knuckle into the trigger as though testing her resolve. Felix released a relieved breath as she tucked the weapon into her muff, as per its design. Muff pistols held only a single shot. He hoped this wasn’t common knowledge among poisoners.

Doyle knocked, entering with Felix’s rough clothing and a small bucket of dirt. Felix vanished between the bookshelves, emerging a few moments later transformed in dress from Etonian gentleman to luckless roughneck. He watched Ada unbutton her glove. Dipping a soft, perfect palm into the bucket, she proceeded to smut up his visage, taking care to smear his cheek. She smacked the flat cloth cap into the dirt several times before fitting it over Felix’s ruffled hair as a finishing touch. Not once did her focus undo the fearful softness in her lovely eyes.

“There,” she said, standing back. “You’ll do.” Her voice was warmly thick, as though she’d accidentally revealed a secret. Felix was surprised to note the pink bloom in her cheeks.

“A little more on the chin, Ada.” Claire eyed him critically from across the room. Felix reminded himself to thank her one day for the gentle rub of Ada Ryan’s palm over his stubbled jaw.

“Slouch, and walk for me.” The actress gestured to the carpeted floor.

Felix dropped his shoulders and plunked his hands in his pockets, dragging his feet in a careless gait to the fireplace and back. He turned to Ada with a cocked brow.

“Well? Shall I disgrace you?”

“You were doing rather well until now.” She told him. “No eyebrow quirks. They make you look too handsome.”

“You think I’m handsome?” Felix grinned.

“You know you are.” Her slow smile was a gift. “Though Mr Edwards is not so handsome as his lordship’s valet.”

“All right, you two,” Lindsey broke in testily. “This is all sweetly civil, but we’ve dangerous work to do and a man to apprehend. Miss Ryan’s instruction is sound. Try it again.” He took his place beside Claire and they all watched as Felix attempted his impersonation again.

This time all three nodded approval and Ada applauded. Felix grinned again and bowed, flushing.

“Thank you.” His gaze traced the lift of Ada’s lips as she smiled without performance. The true Ada was enchanting enough, was someone he could love, if she loved him back – and if he returned from tonight’s assignment. Luck, if you’re with us, keep her safe. He glanced at Claire. Keep them both safe.

“You two had best remain here.” Lord Lindsey’s gaze focused on Claire.

“It’s safest,” Felix agreed.

“All night?” Claire asked shrilly.

Ada cocked one impatient brow at her sister. “Really Claire, you’re with child. You were poisoned mere weeks ago, and you’re his lordship’s mis—.”

“Very well.” Her sister snapped her gaze to Felix. “Take care of my lord then Felix, or I’ll blade you through.”

Felix blinked. Lindsey laughed, then blanched as he caught Ada’s deadly glare.

“And you’d best look after Mr Felix,” the actress said fiercely. Leaning up, she planted a soft kiss on Felix’s cheek.

He tried to remember he was walking into danger, tried to focus past her warm lips on his skin and the quickening thump in his chest. There wasn’t a lot he wouldn’t do to be worthy of this woman. He raised her hand, pressing his lips there.

“We’ll be back soon,” he said, releasing her.

Following Lindsey’s example he stowed his weaponry and bowed himself out.
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Eight o’clock in the evening

Felix studied the public house patrons slouching against walls and the old oaken bar. He didn’t see Davidson’s distinctive countenance anywhere.

“Ale,” he said to the publican, sipping the sour beverage placed before him. He recognised several faces, including Thistlewood and Thomson. At least there were no women in the place, although the rooms above stairs proffered this service. Perhaps this accounted for the busy custom. He sipped his drink, wincing. It certainly wasn’t the beer.

He selected a table and chair shoved into the shadows. If Davidson were upstairs or arrived through the main door Felix would know him at once – before their quarry identified him, or Lindsey. His lordship occupied a seat across the room, his attention seemingly on a card game. He wore his hat pulled well down and seemed not to know Felix at all. Lindsey’s dress consisted of a frock coat and last season’s breeches. The less they resembled Mayfair and each other, the better.

Near an hour later Lindsey had been dealt in to the wager, and Felix stared at the stairs until his eyes watered. There were twenty-three stairs to the upper landings where men paid women for their company and women paid far more. The arrangements between whore and patron were scandalous. How might a private affair with an actress be viewed? The truth stabbed Felix’s ribcage. Love between London’s most celebrated actress and a – whatever he was these days – could not be hidden.

Felix recalled the care and compassion Ada showed Mr Kemble; her earnest concern for Felix’s welfare, as well as Lindsey’s. Even the Prime Minister’s wellbeing concerned her, though she owed the latter no such kindness. He remembered waking in the carriage in Hyde Park, realising this famed actress of London had tucked him up for a nap. He let out a breath, miraculously managing not to turn red.

Lindsey glanced his way for a split second. Felix stiffened, gaze zeroing in on a man stumbling downstairs. His legs and build resembled Davidson’s stocky physique, his shambling gait encouraging. His face wasn’t yet visible and Felix tensed, his fingers idling towards his boot pistol. The fellow stepped down. Felix saw his face and sat back. Not Davidson. He exhaled, settling in for a long night. A dice game opened up at Thistlewood’s table and Felix moved across. He may as well learn to bluff.

* * *

Ada paced the perimeters of the library, glancing irritably at her sister. “Heavens, Claire, how do you bear it so calmly?”

“I assure you, Ada, I’m as concerned as you. I’m more practised, is all.” She glanced up, sanding a note she’d penned. Next, she set out a game of cards.

Ada stared. “Are we expecting company?”

“Not at all,” her sister replied. “I find card games soothing. I thought you may wish to join me. That’s if you care to wager?” The wobbly curve of her lips showed how truly worried Claire must be.

“Very well,” Ada sighed. “If I’m to be included in this covert business of yours I must become inured to such trials.” She arranged a chair and sat. “Piquet?”

“Naturally,” her sister’s smile firmed.

Claire shuffled and dealt. Ada mixed them each a scotch and water and they began. Her sister jumped at each quarter clock chime, which Ada found oddly comforting. She looked down at the score sheet to realise she was losing.

“Come, Ada, pay attention,” Claire pretended to chide her but took Ada’s hand in her own. “Xander is with him. They will be well.”

Ada spoke into a silence punctuated by pops and hisses from the fireplace. “You sound so certain.”

“I trust my instincts, dear sister.”

“What do these instincts of yours say?”

“That your love will come home safe,” Claire said after a beat.

“My love,” Ada repeated, wonderingly.

“We did not complete our earlier conversation where you pretended not to know you liked him,” Claire observed. “I’m glad to see you’ve progressed so far.” Looking at the scoresheet might have been a kindness on her part.

Ada took a fortifying breath. “Claire?”

“Hmm?” Her sister looked up from pretending to calculate.

“When did you know you loved Xander?” The urgency in her voice matched the drumming of her heartbeat.

Claire regarded her steadily. “When he gave me space and loved me at the same time,” she said slowly. “It’s still rather new, you know. Do not assume I have this worked out, sister. I’m older than you, but no more experienced.” Her sister paused. “Less so, perhaps, in flirting matters.”

“Flirting is not love,” Ada replied stoutly. “Being driven about in a lord’s carriage is, likewise, not security.” The words surprised her, but she meant them. “I love him too much to stumble it,” she said with a funny little shrug, because this was truth. This was her. This was love.

“It – oh, Claire, dare I hope this is real?”

“I can’t answer for you, Ada,” her sister said smilingly. “You have instincts too, and more intuition than you realise. If you truly believe a stipend from an earl is your best course I advise you to terminate your acquaintance with Mr Felix immediately.” Her teasing was unmistakeable.

“You know I never would do so.” Ada responded, laughing lightly.

Claire took her hand and squeezed it. “I’m delighted to hear you say so. Felix will be happier still.” She sobered. “Has he spoken of such things, at all?”

“He asked if I was certain,” Ada smiled down at her lap. “With that smile of his.”

“Dimples are terribly hard to resist, sister.”

“I did not resist,” Ada murmured. “We–”

“There, you see? Sound instincts,” said her sister, turning in her seat as a knock came.

“Good evening, Miss Ryan, Miss Ada.” Doyle bowed in the doorway. “Your room is ready. There’s the fire lit, and I’ve put you in together. Will it do?”

“Oh, yes.” Claire smiled at him.

“You need not concern yourself, Mr Doyle.” Ada stood. “We’re sisters after all, and well-practised in chaperoning each other. Allow us to bid you goodnight.”

“I thank you, Miss Ada.” Leaving a candle to light their way, the butler bowed himself out. The sisters ascended the stairs together, Claire leading the way in a familiar manner. She opened the door to a warmed, well-appointed apartment, with two large beds made up in prettily-worked linens.

“Lord Lindsey is terribly kind,” Ada commented.

Claire glowed. “He is. This room was first fitted up by his mother and he’s kept it to her tastes. Felix has an excellent mentor.”

Ada wasn’t surprised to find Claire had nightdresses to hand. Between them, they supplied the necessary accoutrements for bed. Once the fire burned low Claire put out the lamp and soon seemed deeply asleep. Ada lay in the darkness, listening to the wind in the eaves and the thumping echo of her anxious heartbeat. Thump-thump, thump-thump, thumpitty-thump…CLUNK!

Ada sat bolt upright. Clunk!

There it was again. Clunk!

“Claire,” she whispered. “Claire, did you hear it?” Faint snores came from the other side of the chamber. Tossing aside the covers Ada stood, listening closely. The sound came from the window, which she’d latched herself.

Moving tentatively in the dark she found the tallboy and the lamp, but it was devilishly difficult to light the wick in the dark. It was only when she swore for the fifth time that she sensed her sister beside her.

“What are you doing?” Claire whispered.

“I heard something,” Ada hissed back. “At the window.”

Clunk-clunk. CLUNK!

Ada felt Claire swivel slowly towards the window as the drapes billowed outward. Drawing Ada by the hand until they stood behind the large armoire, her breath moved beside Ada’s ear.

“Not a sound, sister.”

Ada squeezed Claire’s fingers in response, gripping her arm as two shadowy legs appeared below the curtains. A bulky, dark-on-dark shape made its way towards the nearest bed. Eyeing the partially opened armoire, Ada reached soundlessly for her muff.

The man loomed further into the room as Ada found the small pistol, raising it to chest height. Taking a breath, she summoned her best Duchess of Malfi voice.

“I’m armed,” she said loudly.

The man made no sound, simply stepped forward into the room, a large iron implement dangling from one hand. He froze at the glint of moonlight on metal. “I thought you were bluffing,” said a familiar voice.

“Mr Davidson.” Ada adjusted her grip on the handgun. “Claire, it’s Richard Davidson.”

“So I see,” her sister responded, and Ada knew she stood ready to throw her blades.

In the dark a pistol gave them a better chance. Ada cleared her throat, staring at the man opposite. Davidson wasn’t large but he’d likely best them both, given his chance. She licked her lips, squared her shoulders, and imagined addressing the audience seated furthest from her stage.

“You’d best secure him, Claire.”

“The ties on the drapes may do.” Her sister slid away while Ada faced their intruder, conspirator, poisoner. Sally Kemble’s killer.

“Miss Ada.” Davidson’s plea was part-wheedle, part-threat. “We know too much about each other.”

Rage flashed through Ada as she thought of Sally and poor Mr Kemble. Her finger flexed once on the pistol trigger. “I know Sally is dead, Richard. Her father, who was so good to you, is broken by this, and your sister —,”

“Leave my sister out of this,” he snarled, lunging forward.

“Don’t you dare,” muttered Claire.

A crash of chinaware was followed by a muffled grunt and scuffles. By the time Ada lit the lamp Claire was propping their quarry against the tallboy, arms secured behind his back and a slack-jawed expression on his face. Shards of porcelain littered the carpet. The housebreaker’s jemmy rolled nearby.

“What did you hit him with?”

Claire looked up from securing their intruder’s feet. “Let’s just say I hope that wash jug wasn’t an heirloom.” Ada offered her a hand up, which Claire accepted. Together, they stared down at their captive.

“Excellent knots, Claire.”

“One of the advantages of being a woman is that we’re always underestimated.”

“True enough,” Ada replied, dragging on the bell pull. “I suppose he’ll not attend the Boar and Bull after all.” Her relieved smile matched her sister’s.

Given the hour, Doyle arrived as trim and correct as possible. To the butler’s astounding credit he took in the two sisters in their nightrails, the bound man on the floor, the smashed wash jug and the jemmy, in a single glance.

“I won’t keep you a moment.” He stepped out and Ada heard running feet and a few whispers before most of the activity shifted below stairs. Her sister’s collected behaviour was likewise impressive.

“I suppose this sort of thing happens a fair bit in an operative’s household.”

“Heavens, Ada, hardly that. Such occurrence is rare.”

A knock sounded. Davidson gave a muffled moan. Ada hurried to admit Mr Doyle again, accompanied by two burly footmen. Under the butler’s direction, they yanked the semi-conscious man upright and departed. Mr Doyle took up the jemmy, crossed the room and turned in the doorway with a deep bow.

“I beg your pardon, Miss Ryan, and Miss Ada. I do hope you’re able to pass the night in a chamber with a damaged jug.”

Ada nodded, thinking of Richard Davidson whom she’d thought a friend, an admirer, and who had tried to hurt her tonight. “What will become of him, Mr Doyle?”

The butler’s expression hardened. “I’ve sent for his lordship. This fellow’s fate is up to him.” He bowed again. “If there’s nothing else?”

Claire was examining the window. “There’s a rope ladder and hook still attached to the outside over here.”

“I’ll remove it myself directly,” he replied.

“You may need to repair your window latch as well,” Ada added.

“Understood.” The butler bowed again. “I’ll bid you goodnight one more time, ladies.”

“Goodnight, Mr Doyle, and thank you.” Ada said.

Once the man took his leave she sagged onto the counterpane, tiny tremors shivering through her. “Oh, Claire.”

Her sister plunked beside her. “I know, sister. I know.” Claire raised her arm, showing Ada her trembling limbs. It helped, a little.

“Do you believe he intended to harm us?”

“It’s the journal he wants, though he’d likely have hurt us as not. Davidson won’t escape his noose.” The chill in Claire’s tone was safety.

Ada clasped her hands together, understanding for the first time why her father sought solace in drink. Her sister rubbed her back.

“Will you be able to sleep, do you think?”

Ada nodded, climbing into her bed with a small smile.

“Shall I leave the lamp lit?” Claire seemed to steel herself as she’d always done. Protecting her little sister, as she’s always done. There was Claire’s child to consider now.

“We’ve had a full day and tomorrow looks as like. Put it out, Claire dear, and sleep.”

Her sister obeyed and Claire’s gentle snores soon filled the chamber once more. Ada’s mind buzzed, her nerves tightening, ears alert for any sound. She calculated how long a messenger might take to reach a public house on the other side of London. Would their hosts walk or fetch a hack? After startling awake at every clock chime, Ada gave it up. Whatever she assured her sister, sleep eluded her this night.
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Midnight

Felix fairly sprinted across Cavendish Square, arriving ahead of Lord Lindsey despite the latter having summoned a hack. Doyle met him by the door, handing him brass knuckles as smoothly as he drew off Felix’s jacket and cap.

“In the butler’s pantry,” Doyle informed him. “He’s bound.”

“Gagged?”

“There are two footmen outside his door. He tried yelling and they warned him against it.”

Felix nodded, clasping the man’s arm. “I owe you a debt, as does his lordship. He arrives directly.”

“Yes, sir.” Doyle resumed his position before the main door, no more faithful guardian in all of Mayfair.

Felix pocketed his knucks and strode through the sparsely-lit hall.

“Felix?”

He stopped at the foot of the main staircase, making out Ada’s shape in the gloom. He adjusted his priorities, noting how easy this was.

“I understand you’ve had a visitor.”

She made a tiny noise, her fingers trembling as she took his hand. “I – yes, I couldn’t sleep until I knew you’d returned.”

The brass weighed heavily in his pocket now.

“You’re going to question Richard.” The tremor in her voice tensed every muscle in his body.

“Yes,” he said shortly, wondering how well Ada knew Davidson and if the man had ‘offered’ her to Hertfordshire, or others. He bit down bile.

“I came to ask you not to mill with him, if you’re able,” Ada said in a small voice. “Please, Felix.”

“He’s an insurrectionist, Ada. A murderer. You realise it’s he who poisoned your sister and Lord Lindsey? He’s the one with access, motive, and opportunity.” Not to mention the hubris. He kept this to himself, his voice hard and unyielding. He released her fingers when he realised he’d stopped rubbing them, doing his best not to raise his voice in frustration. “I understand he’s your friend —”

“No one who injures Claire is my friend.” Her sharpened reply was steel before softening. “But many people are poor and desperate in this country. And – and he’s lost a sister.”

“At his instigation,” Felix said. “If not, at his hand.”

“And he’ll hang. I simply ask if it’s possible to obtain the information we need without violence, that this be done,” she finished.

Felix’s neck muscles tightened further. “I do not find interrogations amusing, Ada.”

“This business has already cost people I care for. Davidson is something of a pugilist, you know. All Mr Kemble’s doormen are, so I had to try.” A pause, then her pained whisper shook his senses. “I couldn’t bear it if he hurt you, Felix.”

That’s entirely different. His arms stole around her waist as he drew her to his chest and stroked her hair. Her whole body shivered against him and Felix understood how truly frightened she’d been this night.

“Ada.” He leaned back the smallest fraction, tipping her face up in the darkness. He didn’t need to see her tears to know they were there. He didn’t need to speak, either. Felix held her close, palms circling over her back, gentle sobs shivering through her as she rested herself against him. The hall clock chimed one in the morning as he planted a kiss on her soft curls.

“I must see to our intruder,” he murmured, though right now he’d rather remain precisely where he stood, holding this woman in his arms. “Will you be all right?” He glanced behind her up the stairs, feeling her nod.

Lighting a taper from the hall lamp, he handed it to her. “Take care on the stairs.”

“Goodnight, Felix.” Ada’s palm stroked his cheek, dirt-face and all. Her touch was love.

Felix watched her ascend the stairs and return to her room, registering then that they’d been observed. His face heated.

“How long were you there, sir?”

“Long enough, Felix, though it’s delightful to know I’m able to surprise you.”

Felix nearly smiled. “At your service, my lord.”

Once they reached the butler’s pantry, Felix fitted on his knucks inside his pocket.

“After you, then.” His lordship placed himself near enough to hear all that passed, but made no move to cock his Queen Anne. “Remember, our bird believes you’re Lindsey.”

Felix took up the covered dish prepared by Doyle and a mug of ale laced with laudanum. He opened the door to angry curses and spitting jibes from Richard Davidson, lately in service to the Duke of Cumberland at Kew, former doorman at the Theatre Royal, and currently employed at Harrowby House. The man’s bloodied face indicated Doyle’s men had done their best to discipline him. He sported an impressive shiner and Felix admired a cut over his other eye. The result of the Ryan sisters’ pottery attack, presumably.

“I’ll not tell you a thing,” hissed their captive.

“Oh, I think you will.” Felix placed the food and drink before his prisoner, taking up a position in the far corner of the room. “When did you last eat, Mr Davidson.”

The man leered back at him. “Had yer fill of our wares, have ye?” He spat. “What kind of lord keeps a bevy of actresses in his home?”

Felix’s brows rose. “I keep them alive at any rate. Whatever I may be, I’m no murderer.”

“Nor’s me!” Shouted the man vehemently. Felix glanced across at the tiny window and jerked his head. “Out there’s a man with a pistol, Mr Davidson. He stands ready to shoot you dead.”

The man’s eyes grew round. He stared at the door, squinting at the line of Lindsey’s head beyond the glass.

“Ye’d never! Yer a lord,” Davidson sputtered.

Felix shrugged, staring at the man. “A lord into whose home you’ve broken.” He spoke as though this was small inconvenience. “Whose guests you’ve attacked.” His tone remained mild. “One of my guests claims you as a friend.”

“I am her friend, but there’s things more important than friendship,” he said loudly. “It’s the book I’m after. Sally’s book,” he spoke as though addressing a crowd in the taproom. “If ye think I coulda hurt Ada Ryan, yer madder than yer auld king.”

“That’s enough!” Felix’s brassed-up fist curled of its own accord. “I’ll hand you to the runners. You can explain yourself to them.”

A sly look came over the man’s face. “There’s more I can tell them of actresses and ye know it. She won’t thank ye for that.”

His slimy tone made Felix pocket his fist again, lest he abandon the knucks in favour of wrapping his hands round the cur’s windpipe. “Miss Ryan is no criminal.”

“Whatever ye say, yer lordship, but she’s right fond of me, she is,” Davidson’s cocky tone made Felix’s blood boil.

“Miss Ryan attempted to intercede on your behalf,” he replied quietly. “Until I told her you poisoned her sister.”

Davidson blanched. “I never!”

“It’s purely on Miss Ryan’s account you still have teeth.” Felix’s granite tone forestalled further excuses. “Unlike the Misses Ryan, I’ve free rein to do whatever it takes to stop you, man. Whatever it takes.” He glanced at the food. “Eat before you bleed, Davidson.” Opening the door, Felix left, his furious gaze colliding with Lindsey’s raised brows almost immediately. His lordship jerked his head towards the stillroom.

“Admirably done,” Lindsey said in an undertone. “If that doesn’t frighten him into talking, he’s a fanatic. I thought I’d have to burst in when he mentioned your Miss Ryan.”

“I mastered myself.”

“Barely.” His mentor took a breath. “I know you like her, Felix—,”

“I love her,” Felix clarified, watching his friend’s brows rise in a manner that reminded him of Lord Robert. Felix forced himself not to flush. “And I think she might love me back,” he murmured these words as though asking a favour of the Heavens.

“Indeed?” Lindsey grinned, pausing a second to allow a darkening of mood. “We’ll leave him an hour or two. Give the laudanum time to take effect.” He glanced at Felix’s attire. “Doyle’s arranging a bath. Clean yourself up and report to the morning room in an hour.” He looked down at his wrinkled linen. “I might do the same. It’s as well we breakfast with two of the loveliest ladies in the capital, Felix. I confess to great weariness and little wit this morning.”

While Felix refused to admit to the frailties of a man ten years his senior, he wasn’t so young that a night’s lost sleep didn’t tell. As Doyle’s footmen poured the last of the hot water into his tub, the butler entered with a pewter cup and pot.

“A serve of chocolate in all the rooms this morning, sir.”

“Doyle, you’re a wonder.”

The butler beamed. “I thank you, sir.” The man turned, leaving Felix alone.

Felix stripped off as quickly as he could, feeling Davidson’s desperation fall away with the coarse linen. He stepped into his tub, sinking into the hot water with a sigh he felt down through his toes. Leaning back he closed his eyes, mind filling with thoughts of Ada’s flesh surrounding his and the way her mouth felt against his chest. I couldn’t bear it if he hurt you. Felix’s shoulders dropped by inches as warm water seeped over his skin.

* * *

At breakfast they put the pieces together.

“Davidson’s not on his own.” Felix stated as soon as the servers left the room. “A plot of this complexity requires money. This is Cumberland’s work.”

“I concur,” Lindsey replied. “Of all His Majesty’s brothers, Cumberland is the most politically damaging. Once the Whigs are blamed for whatever happens tonight the King cannot take their side. This sinks the Catholic Emancipation bill, undermining both His Majesty and Westminster. There’s much at stake.”

“Davidson is angry and unpredictable.” Felix added. “He’ll not give up His Grace easily.”

“Perhaps if I speak with him?” Ada suggested.

“It’s unsafe.” Felix exhaled.

“But—.”

“And unnecessary.” Claire levelled a quelling stare at her sister.

Ada glared stubbornly back. Felix nearly smiled. She was so damnably, irritatingly determined. He’d never seen her like. She is Ada, that is all. Doyle’s knock interrupted Ada’s retort. He bore a sealed missive on a silver salver, presenting it to Lindsey with a flourish.

His lordship’s brows rose to his hairline. “From Kew Palace,” he announced, breaking the seal. “His Grace the Duke of Cumberland requests the return of his morning footman.” He glanced at Felix, then Claire.

“The audacity!” Ada blurted, while her sister uttered something more colourful.

“Mr Davidson moves in exalted circles.” Felix noted.

“We cannot send him back.” Lindsey said.

“No, indeed.” Claire affirmed.

“Lie,” Ada said loudly as they swivelled their heads in astonishment. She spoke earnestly to Lindsey. “Ring for note paper and pen your reply. Say you’ve not received any footmen into your service for quite some time, and you hope they may locate him. Sign it with your father’s ring.” Her gaze dropped to the late earl’s seal ring on Lindsey’s little finger.

His lordship’s cocked brow indicated he was impressed. “You’re more like Claire than you know.” He grinned, yanking on the bell. “They’ll assume we’ve rolled him. I wonder at the penalty for lying to a duke.”

“I’m certain it pales in comparison to the penalty for accusing one of high treason,” Claire replied drily, gazing at her sister. “You’ve a natural talent for this sort of work, Ada.”

“The play is nothing without a good plot.” Ada blushed prettily. “Strategy is a necessary skill for both my trade, and my gender.”

The pleasure in her face reminded Felix of fireworks at Vauxhall – exciting, wondrous, and hopeful all at once. He nearly left his seat to take her in his arms, admiring her flaming cheeks as she learned she was more than merely beautiful. As we all learn this. His Ada was spirited. His? Yes, his.

* * *

By the time their reply had been sanded, dried, and dispatched, the morning was nearly gone. They agreed to await His Grace’s response before interrogating Davidson again. Doyle reported their ‘prisoner half-drank them out of ale, and consumed bread and cheese enough’. Claire and Ada returned to St Germaine’s in the carriage, with orders to ‘prepare a trunk and return with Florrie directly.’ Felix was grateful Ada did not argue. Like his friend he wanted the woman he loved close, safe, with him. He thought briefly of Lord Robert’s ire before pushing such concerns aside. A gentleman’s private affairs are precisely that.

Seating himself in Lord Lindsey’s parlour, Felix watched the latter nodding in and out of a doze, the newspaper in his lap fooling nobody.

“Should you not be resting, my lord?” He was rewarded with a glare that could melt glass.

“I beg your pardon, sir.”

“Hm.” His lordship responded, and promptly fell asleep.

The day wore on with no response from His Grace. The ladies returned to them, retiring to bathe and dress for tea. The thought of Ada Ryan disrobing above stairs and sinking into his tub was enough to rouse Felix. Such thoughts regarding her sister may have had a similar effect on Lindsey, because Felix found himself shaken awake at a few minutes past four o’clock.

“Wake up, man. Are you infirm?” His lordship grinned down at him. “Time to have another crack at our bird.”

“No response from Kew?” Felix rubbed his face and stretched.

“It appears they’ve left him to us.” Lindsey’s brows rose suggestively. “Think that’ll loosen his tongue?”

“Only one way to find out.” Felix stood, palming his brass again. “I’ll split his chin if I must.”

“One wonders why you’ve not done so.”

“Ada warned me he’s trained for a boxer.” Felix could not keep the pride from his voice.

“I see.” Lindsey smiled. “Don’t let the Prime Minister get in your way.”

“I’d prefer not to discuss love and blood in the same sentence, my lord.”

“A fair point, indeed.” Lord Lindsey resumed his position behind the door, checking his fob. “You’ve not much time if you’re returning to the fray as Edwards tonight.”

“Understood.” Felix straightened and entered the pantry, his knucks visibly menacing. “Well, Davidson, have you anything to say?”

The man didn’t rise, blinking heavily. Felix wondered whether they’d overdone the laudanum.

“It’s you who’s for it, milord,” Davidson slurred.

“You should know a certain peer is under the impression you’ve turned.”

At this the man’s face turned ashen and he fell to his knees, a wailing sound emanating from his throat. “No, ah no, he’ll not let me hang.”

“I’m afraid he will,” Felix continued grimly. “He has a great deal more to lose than you do.” He paused, giving Davidson time to absorb the enormity of His Grace’s betrayal. “However, if you answer my questions, I’m prepared to offer you a chance.”

“A chance?”

“I’ll not tell the runners for a day, and I’ll not inform His Grace at all.”

“Y – ye’d let me orf?” The man sounded incredulous, as well he might.

“I can’t do that and maintain my own position,” Felix replied reasonably. “I’m offering you a day’s start. You can hop a river boat and have out of the country by dawn. I’ll see you’ve a purse.” He stopped there. Offering too much could not be credible. Davidson might be a roughneck but that didn’t make him a fool.

“You poisoned your sister.” Felix kept his tone neutral with an effort.

“Aye.”

“Why did you need to kill her?”

“Ellen was supposed to kep an eye on the gem,” Davidson explained. “Tell me the lady’s rooms and such. Once I had this, His Grace told me the rest of the steps to take. I didn’t know it, but Ellen hadn’t left yet.” He shuddered, eyes welling up again. “When she begged me not to go on with it I knew she’d heard our plans. She said she’d wrote it all out for her mistress in pages – and I’m his man, sir. His man. Still, I’d never have done it if he hadn’t said I must. Never.” Laudanum tears spilled down his cheeks as he dragged a sleeve across his nose, seeming younger than his years. Felix squeezed his knucks, pressing back a twinge of guilt. There, but for the grace of Lord Lindsey… Still, Davidson was a wretched being. A murderer.

“And you poisoned Miss Kemble for the same reason? She knew your plot?”

“She found Ellen’s papers and hid the jewel. I tried to get ‘em back. Made her ill, offering a remedy if she returned ‘em, but nothing doing. I didn’t expect her to die,” he said defiantly. “Not over quality who doesn’t give a tinker’s for the likes of us.” A note of disdain crept into his voice. “Fool of a chit.”

“Watch it!” Felix growled. “Your men searched Carlton House.”

“Yeah, but nothing doing. It’s all our necks with the gem and the journal out there.” Davidson protested.

“You were on the door at the Royal when Miss Ryan received Miss Kemble’s package. Why didn’t we see you?”

“I was out. Getting drink for the drunk.”

Felix’s tone hardened. “Were you planning to kill Mr Kemble too?”

“While his show’s closed there’s no steady work for the likes o’me,” the other man spat back. “Ye’ve no clue what it’s like.” Davidson gestured to the world beyond the butler’s window. “People’re hungry, corn prices are too high, and there’s no work,” he shouted. “Not near enough anyway. Ellen’s me eldest sister. I’ve six more, yer lordship. Six more,” he panted. “Me mam’s about worn to nothing and I’m working at great houses, for Kemble, and at the hostelries when I’m able. It’s still not enough to buy bread.” Fresh tears beaded in the younger man’s eyes. “Just bread.”

Felix stared at Davidson, shocked to his core because he did know, he did understand. A memory of his mama flashed across his mind, flaming hair greying with age and illness. The bare, freezing room in winter without coal, for they’d not the pennies… He shook himself back to the present, trying to remember how to bluff.

“Be that as it may you’ve killed two maids to protect this grand endeavour, not to mention risking your neck. Wouldn’t you like to know if it’s worth it?”

Felix had his attention now.

“Whadaya mean?”

“His Grace’s plan isn’t the revolution you believe in, Davidson.”

“It is!” He insisted. “Like that French lot.”

Felix nearly laughed. “With Cumberland as your Bonaparte? You can’t be serious,” but Davidson clearly believed his rhetoric. It didn’t take much to foster strife and resentment these days. Mention of the King met dissatisfied rumblings everywhere a man went. Felix heard movement behind the door again and the hall clock chimed. They were running out of time.

“Davidson, you astonish me. His Grace’s interests differ so widely from your own.” He watched the effect of his words on his prisoner, sending up a silent prayer. Now or never, man.

“With Cato Street exposed – and we’ve men in place to achieve this – do you believe the King will arrest his own brother?”

“You know about the Cato Street house?” Davidson’s face betrayed true fear. “They’ll blame me,” he whimpered, screwing up his mouth like a child. “He’s a right bastard.”

“Who is?” Felix forced his voice to remain level.

“Cumberland,” the man huffed out. “He’s paying for the men, the weapons, and Cato street. The duke’s urging us to attack them.”

“Them?”

His prisoner reached into his waistcoat pocket. Felix tensed, raising one brass-knuckled fist, but Davidson merely produced a scrap of newsprint.

“Thirty of us.” Davidson clutched his paper. “Armed and ready to take them by force tonight.”

Tonight?

Felix snatched at the paper, skimming the smudged newsprint. He glared back at Davidson.

“You mean to kill them all.” He said quietly. “Why, for God’s Sake?”

“We want a revolution.” Davidson sounded sullen, less unhinged and more resentful by the moment. “We need one,” he said hoarsely, angry eyes radiating heat and hatred.

Felix clenched his fist over the paper, nearly nauseous. “Wait here.” He stumbled across the little room and slammed the door shut, ignoring the other man’s indignant shout. Grabbing Lindsey’s elbow, Felix led him into the drawing room, placing the paper on the table. The ladies looked up from their tea.

“What is it? Did he tell you?” Ada asked at once.

“What’s that paper?” Claire said.

All four of them bent over the newsprint, staring at the masthead from The New Times. Felix tapped his finger against the date.

“It’s tonight.”

The announcement described a parliamentary dinner. The kind all ministers were required to attend. All ministers…

“Lord Harrowby’s, at eight o’clock.” Lindsey gripped Felix’s arm and took a breath. “You’ve less than an hour. Get dressed as Edwards. I’ll have a hack drop you two mews over. Get inside Cato street. I’ll fetch our runners across as soon as I can.” He spoke quickly, abandoning his trademark calm. The hall clock chimed six.

Felix stared at his friend. “When they say ‘all ministers’, do they mean—.” At Lindsey’s nod, he started for the door at a run, one thought in his mind: Lord Robert.

“Come to the library once you’re attired,” Ada called from the doorway, scared but steady. “I’ll assist you with the rest.”

Felix halted, his heart pounding wildly with his desperate need for action – but caution too. Action and caution, the two together make a good operative. Nodding tightly, he took the stairs two at a time.

He entered the library as Edwards, to find the premier actress in London wrist-deep in a bucket of muck. A faint furrow appeared over her usually smooth brow.

“If this becomes habit I shall ask Claire to teach me her knives.”

Felix placed his hands over her shoulders, kissing her forehead. “That is no bad thought. I don’t want you in danger, Ada, but this work comes with risk.”

She leaned up, kissing his lips softy. “You will take care?”

Felix nodded.

“It’s good of you to race across town for a house full of ministers who prefer you breakfast below stairs,” she went on, rubbing his hair until she seemed satisfied.

Felix took her filthy hands in his. “This is about Lord Robert.”

“Lord Lindsey’s more shaken than I’ve yet seen him,” Ada replied. “You’re kind to assist him —,”

Felix couldn’t bear it. “I truly did not intend to reveal it this way.” He took a breath…now? Yes, now. “Lord Robert is my father,” he said as calmly as he could, wincing, waiting for her to drop his hands and step back, away, the scald of humiliation rising into his face.

Ada merely shrugged, squeezing his hands tight. Leaning up, she kissed his mud-smeared cheek. “You’ve work to do, my love.” She gazed into his eyes, smiling sweetly. “Come back safe, Felix. To me, I mean.”

His heart shifted in his breast. Leaning in, he kissed her once, deeply. Then Doyle’s knock came and he raced off to prevent harm befalling the father who refused to know him.
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Seven o’clock in the evening

The Boar and Bull,

Cnr Edgware Road and Cato Street

London




Felix located the men he’d diced with the previous night, mingling among others as the group exited the public house. He slipped between several fellows to stroll beside Thistlewood. The clerk seemed to size up their grouping as they approached the Cato Street juncture.

“Good evening,” he bowed. “Edwards, isn’t it?”

“It is, sir.” Felix returned his bow, schooling his face into a rueful smile. “The man your luck ran against, Mr Thistlewood. Do we seek a public house with improved hops?”

“No, indeed.” His companion laughed, sobering almost immediately. “We’re attending a meeting.” He lowered his voice as he spoke. “Some of us are worked through with the state of things, Edwards.”

“Indeed we are, sir.” Felix affected an aggrieved tone. “My comrades gave their lives so we could be forgotten. My mother passed at Michaelmas, you know, without coin for the apothecary.” He stared at his boots.

Thistlewood made sympathetic noises, waiting out a passing youth before speaking again. “Well Mr Edwards, do you not wish to pay them back?”

“I do, sir.” Felix muttered thinking of his mother, Sally Kemble, Ellen Davidson, and how easily the Ryan sisters may have been injured. For king and country. Staring steadily into the other man’s eyes, he lied aggressively. “You’ve no idea how much.”

Thistlewood gripped Felix’s palm in his own. “We can use all the good men I can find us.” He resumed his stride, jerking his head in explanation. “We’re about due.”

They faced a narrow, two-storey building that seemed darker than the other houses. Men approached the front in twos and threes. Muffled noises came from the mews behind. Each time the door opened, Felix spied a crack of light outlining a tall man in a top hat shaking hands as his ‘guests’ moved past him. The man stared out at the street each time, glancing quickly from side to side before soundlessly closing the door once more.

“Have you any weapon?” Thistlewood whispered.

Drawing his fist from his pocket, Felix showed off his knucks. “I’ll not be robbed.”

“Good man,” Thistlewood sounded pleased. “We’re for Harrowby’s pile.” He indicated the townhouse a block down on the opposite side. “That’s the place they’re feasting this eve.”

“At our expense.” Felix tightened his brassed-up fist. He was here to apprehend these men, not sympathise with them. His muscles twitched taut.

Thistlewood preceded him up the steps, tapping on the door. “We’ve the newspapers on our side,” he said. “The Queen supports us too.” He sounded as though he half-believed it.

Felix stifled a pang of pity as they were ushered inside. This was a cynical ploy for His Grace, the Duke of Cumberland. Nothing more than a sly insult to his brother, the King. For these ordinary men it meant their necks. Following Thistlewood’s lead he sipped warm ale beneath low-lit lamps, joining two other men at the bay window. One peered repeatedly through the drapes, turning to whisper to the others every few minutes.

“Some of you are acquainted with Edwards,” Thistlewood said. “Former soldier.”

The others bowed, the sentry seizing him briefly by the hand before turning back to his post. “Brougham’s carriage arriving,” he reported. “There’s Pitt’s as well.”

“We’ll not make a move until they’re all inside.” Thistlewood explained.

“Very wise,” Felix mumbled, tension ratcheting up his spine.

“Liverpool,” their staunch sentry intoned. “He’s the last of them.”

“Of course he is,” snarled Thistlewood. “What Prime Minister is ever on time?”

Felix gripped his knucks hard.

Thistlewood climbed on a small table to address the room. “Have you arms, gentlemen?” He called out. “Take them up! There are stout sticks by the door, if you’re light. Make sure you have at least one item for defense,” he paused. “Or attack. Take them up! Take them up to Harrowby House. This is the beginning of our revolution!”

Subdued cheers greeted this statement, amid a hesitant smattering of applause. At a signal from Thistlewood they moved out and through the street in darkness. At Harrowby House, Thistlewood stepped up and knocked. The instant Harrowby’s butler opened the door, Thistlewood jammed his foot in place and yelled.

“Now!”

The press of men from behind forced the door open, shoving the poor servant aside as they stormed in and made for the dining room.

Felix entered the dining hall from the front. Six bow street runners arrived with Lindsey from the mews. The ministers seated in the middle stared, agog, between these two armies. Then Lord Harrowby dropped to the ground with a shriek, crawling beneath his table. Several of his colleagues did the same. There weren’t enough runners to hold back the angry mob. Some few of Thistlewood’s men ducked down to drag the peers from cover, bashing at them as well as they could with stout sticks and hammy fists. Yells and curses filled the air like bloody clouds. Lindsey held Thomson in a choke.

Felix stiffened at the sight of Lord Robert rising slowly to his feet. The earl spoke stridently, addressing none of the men directly.

“What is the meaning of this?”

“We demand to be heard, Prime Minister.” Thistlewood seemed to swell with righteous rage. “We demand the right to work, and eat, and raise our families. Your government makes this impossible!” He leaned towards Lord Robert. “Tonight we’ve come to tell you so, to show you so, to deliver a lesson England cannot forget!” Pulling a revolver from his overcoat, he levelled it at the Prime Minister.

Felix elbowed a man in his way. Lunging forward, he shoved his father to safety, his brass connecting solidly with Thistlewood’s jaw. He scented blood as the assassin screamed. Sharp, ugly pain ripped flesh near his heart.

Loudly, clear as day, he heard Lindsey swear and the Prime Minister bellow.

“Fetch a surgeon to my son. Now, man. Now!”

Someone bore Felix to a quieter room and a settee of some kind. “A flesh wound, I think,” said Lindsey’s voice. “Stay with him.”

A broken voice hovered above Felix’s ear, soft lips pressing his cheek.

“Drink this, love.”

He choked on strong liquor. A brandied cloth pressed against his side, held by a slim, firm hand. The scent of primroses and mint surrounded him. Felix gasped, blinking up at large, green eyes that seemed familiar and lovely. Red-gold curls fell about Ada’s tear-stained face. My Ada…it can’t be.

* * *

Ada held the wadded-up silk against Felix’s side, the cloth matching her ripped gown. Blood seeped through slowly but she dared not dress it further. Arranging Felix’s head in her lap, she addressed his half-frowning stare.

“Neither Claire nor I were content to hold our breath alone at Cavendish Place. She ordered the carriage and I drove us.” Ada leaned down and kissed off his frown. “Waiting doesn’t suit me, Felix.”

By the time Lindsey and Liverpool returned with Claire, Felix was sipping Harrowby’s brandy and receiving more delicate kisses on his cheeks and lips.

“I’ve often dreamt of this,” he was saying as Lindsey seated himself on Felix’s other side.

“Being stabbed?” Ada said with mock-horror.

Felix chuckled, then winced. “Dear God, don’t let me laugh. I’m referring to loving London’s most talented actress.”

Ada leaned in to brush his mouth with hers, shrinking their world to the two of them despite the audience. Claire may have spoken her name. Lord Lindsey may have cleared his throat. Lord Liverpool may have glared his disdain. Ada noticed none of it, deciding a thorough connection with Felix’s lips mattered more than anything anyone might say about it. She released him eventually, noting with satisfaction that her gentleman seemed as dazed as she.

“Was anyone else hurt?” She looked at the others.

“The ministers cowering beneath the table are quite well,” Lord Robert stated, the eyebrow above his monocle twitching. “One runner’s stabbed and several men are bloodily beaten, including Harrowby’s unfortunate butler. Davidson is turned over to us. All but three of the conspirators are apprehended. Our remaining runners will find them.”

“Your list helps a great deal,” Claire’s admiring smile was as gratifying as audience applause.

“I suppose it’s useless to ask if His Grace will face any consequence?” Felix asked.

“I suppose it is,” the Prime Minister replied. “Lovedale is preparing a full report, but His Royal Highness will not act against his family.”

“You mean against his brothers,” Ada pointed out.

“I beg your pardon?” Lord Robert’s raised brow wasn’t amusing.

“The King is quite willing to act against his Queen.”

Claire nodded beside her. It seemed two women stared the Prime Minister into submission because he stood, leaning heavily on his cane. “I foresee many interesting discussions between us, Miss Ryan.” He inclined his head to Ada before turning to Claire, “and Miss Ryan.” Lord Robert seemed to gather himself for a bow. Before anyone could respond, a loud knock came at the door. He opened it enough to admit Lovedale’s whisperings.

“Tell them I shall attend as soon as may be,” came the Prime Minister’s flattened reply. “No, not immediately. I’m with family.”

“I’m summoned to Saint James’s,” he told them before closing his man out. Lord Robert turned slowly in the doorway, like a narrator. “No one else will say it, so allow me.” He doffed an imaginary hat before offering a sweeping bow. “The nation thanks you all.”

In her head, Ada imagined thunderous applause. Curtseying as best she could without leaving Felix’s wound she rose to find her lover’s gaze fixed on her, precipitating her brightest blush yet.

“It’s time I told you all of it,” Felix said, turning to study his father. “This is the woman I love, sir. I’ll not hide from her.”

In the midst of her joy Ada heard the challenge in his words. She slipped her free hand in Felix’s, staring at Lord Robert.

The Prime Minister stared back at them, a curious sheen to his eyes. His lordship lowered himself into the seat opposite Ada’s, tapping his cane on the floor. “You ought not to exert yourself Felix. It’s past time you knew it all.” He met his son’s gaze, seeming to age years in a single moment.

Felix’s tension reverberated to Ada’s fingertips. He released her hand, curling one fist.

“When I was rather a young man, I met a woman. An actress,” Liverpool explained. “Sara was beautiful, gentle, kind, and honest. I would have married her.”

Felix shifted his head against Ada’s knees.

“I would,” insisted Lord Robert. “I was prepared to give up my family, my prospects, even the new earldom, for my Galway lass.” A faint smile creased his face. Then it was as if clouds covered his sunshine. “I visited her lodgings a day before our intended elopement.” He looked at Felix. “Her family told me she’d left with another man. I accepted an offshore posting immediately afterwards and was betrothed to the late countess by correspondence. I heard no more about it.”

He sighed heavily. “I didn’t know she was with child. If I had, I’d never—,” he swallowed but held Felix’s eye. “I know you suffered, Felix. You suffered because she suffered, because I wasn’t there. I didn’t know.”

The pain in Felix’s eyes made Ada want to weep. She risked a glance at his father and saw an echo of similar shame. So much harm caused by these secrets. So much sorrow. She wrapped her fingers over Felix’s fist.

“Lord Lindsey found us.” Felix told her.

Xander glanced at his protégée with a faint smile. “It wasn’t difficult, once Robert made his beginning.”

“You?” Felix stared at his father.

Ada could have cried for joy.

“You searched for me?” He sounded half-credulous.

“I learned of you after my father passed,” Lord Robert said. “I couldn’t acknowledge your paternity at Westminster. I engaged Alexander to assist.” The Prime Minister paused, his eyes suspiciously damp again. “I’m able to learn better, Felix. Allow me a new beginning. Allow me to know you both.” He rose, reaching his hand towards Ada.

She watched Felix’s hesitant nod as the most powerful man in England brushed his lips over her bloodily-gloved knuckles. Ada smiled tightly, re-threading Felix’s fingers through her own. She’d not let the man she loved go again.

“Felix,” Lord Robert spoke urgently. “How is it?”

“Tender,” he replied, sipping his liquor. “Attend His Majesty’s demands, sir. I’m in excellent hands.”

“The surgeon’s en route.” Lord Lindsey assured his brother. “Keep that cloth pressed so, Miss Ryan, and he’ll recover well enough.” He cleared his throat. “Now that our case is closed, I’ve a proposition for you all.”

Ada shot a glance at Claire. “Both of you?”

“Yes, sister.” Claire’s smile lit the room. “Lord Lindsey and I are to wed.”

Lord Robert’s neck twisted like a distressed tree. “Wed the Queen’s operative? Alexander, His Majesty will not stand it.”

“Naturally not,” Claire responded, one hand in Xander’s and the other over her stomach. “I’ve resigned from Her Majesty’s service.” She turned to Ada. “I wrote Papa last night. Remaining the Queen’s operative is unwise, given her status at court.”

“And given your condition.” Ada added.

“Your condition?” The Prime Minister looked ill.

Lindsey shrugged. “Don’t be obtuse, brother. You’ll need to do better as an uncle.”

“Uncle?” The statesman stood quite still, his face a study. Shock, anger, indignation, and resignation he conquered without uttering a syllable. As his brow cleared he raised his head, staring at his sibling.

“Alexander, explain yourself.”

Ada nearly grinned as Lord Lindsey rewarded his brother with a withering look. “Really, Robert, these things happen. I’m exceedingly fortunate this one happened to me.” His gaze softened as he looked at Claire. “To us.”

“But you cannot marry.” Liverpool stammered. “Not in England.”

“Well done, brother.” Lindsey rose to his feet.

“Do sit down before you fall, sir.” Claire indicated the vacant chair. “We travel to Holyhead after the Season.” She turned to Ada. “We’ll arrange the parfumerie over the Summer.”

“You’ll not give up Saint Germaine’s?” Ada swallowed hard, raising her chin. “I shall give up the Royal if you ask it, Claire.” If I must. Her hand shook against Felix’s chest until his palm cupped hers, steadying. Thank you, my love.

Claire smiled at them both. “You belong on the stage, Ada, and I’ll not have you give it up. Her Majesty returns in June. Papa may return to Saint Germaine’s, else we shall find a manager.”

Ada’s smile was as much relief as sorority.

The Prime Minister’s faculties appeared in order at last. “You’re to marry in Ireland and return with this child, Alexander?”

“Yes, brother.”

“Travelling unchaperoned for such a distance compromises Miss Ryan exceedingly.”

“This isn’t about the ton,” Claire began.

“I speak of your child, Miss Ryan, and of our family. Returning to London as Lady Lindsey with your child in tow is safe enough.” The Prime Minister turned to his brother. “All is easy with a chaperone, Alexander, but I cannot leave London at present.”

“I hoped you’d stand up for me.” Lindsey’s disappointment hurt Ada’s heart. “June is four months away, Robert.”

“Four months won’t matter to His Majesty.” His brother waved a hand distractedly, glancing at the door as though caught on the wrong side of it. “Do I understand you aright, Miss Ryan? Her Majesty is returning?”

Claire nodded and Lord Liverpool groaned.

“Then it’s doubtful I’m able to attend you before Christmas.” He sounded truly regretful. “I’d far rather stand up for you in Ireland than witness these royal fireworks, I assure you.” His jerked his head at his brother. “You must have someone.”

“I shall attend him.” Felix spoke up.

“And I, for my sister,” Ada added.

Lord Liverpool uttered a choking moan. “Two ladies travelling without married escort? Insupportable.”

Ada snorted. “If that’s your entire objection, sir, I may assist you.” Felix stilled at her words. Glancing down, Ada watched her man’s cheeks redden before her eyes. “I understand there’s a time and a place for a gentleman’s proposals.” Leaning forward, she placed a gentle kiss on Felix’s mouth. “I know of none regarding a woman’s.”

They all jumped when a door opened to admit the surgeon.

“Time and a place, man,” Lord Robert growled, herding the others to exit.

“May I remain, sir?” Ada addressed the surgeon.

The doctor stared at her torn gown before turning to his patient. “Keep that cloth as it is until I say otherwise, Miss Ryan. The pressure aids his healing.” He smiled briefly. “Your revue is extraordinary.” He bowed, busying himself with threading his needle. “I’m afraid it’s stitches, Mr Edwards.”

“It’s Jenkinson.” Felix tried not to grin. “My name is Jenkinson.”

Ada shifted seats to assist the surgeon. “Well that’s a sight better than Liverpool, I must say.”

Felix laughed.

“Stop that at once.” The surgeon frowned. “Now, hold still. This’ll hurt.”

Felix gazed up at Ada. “Will it?”

“I’m afraid so.” She stared into those determined eyes she loved so much, barely blinking. “I’m nowhere near good enough for you, Felix, but I can’t help it. I love you.” She bit her lip, touched his cheek. “Will you have me?”

Felix stared, seemingly stunned into silence. He gulped more brandy, barely reacting to the surgeon’s stitching. The man pricked, Felix gasped, and Ada winced alongside each stitch until her hand cramped around her balled up, bloodied silk.

“For heaven’s sake, man, answer her,” the surgeon muttered without looking up. “My lady wife’d clip my ear if I kept her in such suspense. There.” He sat up, tweaking his stitch. Felix uttered a sharp cry as the other man bit his thread clear.

“I can’t help it either.” Felix said. “I love you so much. Yes, my Ada. I’ll marry you.” His sigh held equal parts physical pain and heartfelt contentment. “I’m dreaming,” he mumbled. “That, or I’ve died.”

“Silly.” Ada leaned in to kiss his dimple, whispering deliciously by his ear. “Of course you’re not dead. This isn’t the end.”

“Thank goodness for that.” Felix turned his head, pressing his lips very firmly to hers. Ada kissed her betrothed back, delighted to be loved by the happiest bleeding man in London.
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December 25, 1820

Six o’clock in the evening




Ada glanced out the window at the frozen lake. The moon hung above the gardens of Meath like a single footlight and she sighed in pure appreciation. Lord Liverpool’s Irish estate was a beautiful place to spend Christmas and tell new stories.

“His stitches looked difficult and painful and very, very real, but an hour later Uncle Felix’s flesh wound was sewn up. He’d been treated with all the care the doctor could offer.” Ada whispered as she rocked in her seat, her tiny nephew cuddled to her bosom.

“Are you certain that’s a suitable tale for my son?” Her sister smiled from the doorway.

“The words are of no consequence when my audience falls asleep.” Ada stood, gently laying Kemble Alexander Lindsey in his bassinette. Tiptoeing to the door, she nodded to the anxious nursery maid and joined Claire on the landing.

“After your success as the duchess, he’s fortunate to hear you perform without charge. I thank you on his behalf.” Claire laughed softly. “We’re all so proud of you, Ada dear. What will you play next?”

“It’s a secret, sister.” Ada giggled briefly, slipping her arm through her sister’s as they returned to the card room. “It’s a pity Her Majesty could not spare our Papa.”

“It is.” Claire’s irritation matched her own.

Ada patted her hand as they rejoined their family.

“Our son is asleep, thanks to his aunt.” Claire announced.

“Excellent timing, dearest.” Xander took Ada’s place beside his wife. “His first Christmas begins well.”

Lord Robert offered his arm to Ada. “I’m told the goose is done to a turn, my dear.”

Felix promptly cast his drink aside and took Ada’s other arm. “Shall we, Mrs Jenkinson?”

Ada risked a glance at Lord Robert to see how he bore his son’s name, but the Prime Minister wasn’t listening. He stared at the dining table, a look of intense contemplation on his face. Ada followed his gaze. A small flask adorned each place: a gift from St Germaine’s. Beside these lay a scroll apiece and she smiled mysteriously as her husband saw to her seat. Felix mixed her wine and poured his own.

“What’s this?” He tapped his curl of paper.

“Wait and see.” She’d tied the red and gold ribbons herself.

“It’s your new playbill, isn’t it?” Claire clapped her hands together. “You’ve found an investor at last.”

“She has,” the Prime Minister spoke quietly, his broad smile taking their family by surprise. “Merry Christmas, Felix.”

Ada couldn’t stop laughing at her husband’s shout of delight. Felix stood to shake his father’s hand, then leaned over and kissed the top of her head.

“This is wonderful, both of you. We must have a toast.”

Felix raised his glass, nodding as the others followed suit. “To Mrs Jenkinson’s Revue.”

Ada blushed, lifting her own glass. “I’d rather we drink to our family Christmas. The first of many.”

“To our family Christmas it is,” Felix echoed, clinking glasses with the others, saving Ada til last. “The first of many,” he repeated, his eyes on hers, his expression filled with such earnest love that Ada’s cheeks pinked. She leaned in and kissed him, spilling her wine. She couldn’t help it. She loved him back with all her heart.
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The Year Was 1820:

A change of monarch is always a turbulent time in a nation’s history but consider the special circumstances attending the Regency era itself: In 1811 the Prince of Wales became Regent by an act of Parliament, due to the incapacity of King George III. The prince wasn’t terribly popular with the populace. The Napoleonic wars made life hard for the average Englishman and watching a profligate prince become king at the age of 57 did the monarchy no favours.

The Duke of Kent (the Regent’s younger brother) passed away on 23 January 1820, and then the monarch himself, King George III, died on 29 January. The nation was already in mourning by the time King George IV (formerly the Regent) assumed the throne. The general populace were also suffering with high produce prices and the problem of too many returned soldiers with not enough work to keep them busy. This resulted in increased crime rates in the capital, and a deeply discontented populace. Bear in mind that a similar dissatisfaction with the monarchy had led to revolution in France in 1789 - less than thirty years earlier. The new English parliament were (not unreasonably) concerned.




The Conspiracy:

The Cato Street Conspiracy was a real-life plot to murder all the British cabinet ministers, including the Prime Minister Lord Liverpool. The name ‘Cato Street’ comes from the revolutionaries’ meeting place near Edgeware Road in London.

In times of unrest, rumours abound. Sources reporting the event noted that ‘the London-Irish community and a number of trade societies, notably shoemakers, were prepared to lend support, while unrest and awareness of a planned rising were widespread in the industrial north and on Clydeside.’ As you can see, my Irish heroines were fairly true to life, as is the suspicion under which Ada Ryan falls.




Spencean Philanthropists:

Inspired by the British radical speaker Thomas Spence, the conspirators titled themselves ‘Spencean Philanthropists’. This group was already known for troublemaking and producing propaganda. Some of the men involved, such as Arthur Thistlewood, were involved with the Spa Fields riots in 1816. Thistlewood led his group, with George Edwards as his second in command. Edwards was a spy for the Bow Street Runners (an early version of the London police force).

In a meeting held on 22 February, Edwards suggested Thistlewood’s group exploit the political situation and kill all the cabinet ministers attending a cabinet dinner at the home of Lord Harrowby, Lord President of the Council. He provided funds to arm the conspirators with pistols and grenades. Edwards did this with the full knowledge of the Home Office, which put a notice about the fabricated dinner in The New Times.

Thistlewood thought his bold act would trigger an uprising against the government. He spent the next hours recruiting more men. Twenty-seven men joined the effort, unaware that the dinner at Harrowby’s was a fiction - and a trap.




The Trap is Sprung:

Jamaican-born William Davidson had worked for Lord Harrowby. The group designated him to find more details about the cabinet dinner. On inquiry, Davidson learned that Harrowby was not at home. When Davidson informed Thistlewood, the leader of the conspiracists refused to believe it. One of the men rented a small house in Cato Street as their base of operations.

Edwards kept the Runners fully informed at each step. Some other members suspected Edwards, but Thistlewood made him his top aide.




Arrest:

On 23 February, Richard Birnie, Bow Street magistrate, and George Ruthven, another police spy, waited at a public house on the other side of the Cato Street building, with twelve Bow Street Runners. Birnie and Ruthven waited for the afternoon because they’d been promised reinforcements from the Coldstream Guards, under the command of Captain FitzClarence (illegitimate son of the Duke of Clarence and later King William IV).

Thistlewood’s group arrived during that time. The Coldstream Guards had not appeared. At 7:30 pm, the Bow Street Runners decided to apprehend the conspirators themselves. In the resulting brawl, Thistlewood killed Runner Richard Smithers with a sword. Some conspirators surrendered, while others resisted forcefully. William Davidson was captured. Thistlewood, Robert Adams, John Brunt and John Harrison slipped out a back window but were arrested a few days later.




Trial & Executions:

During the trial, the defence argued that any statement by Edwards, a government spy, was unreliable and he was therefore never called to testify. Police persuaded Robert Adams and John Monument to testify against other conspirators in exchange for dropped charges. On 28 April most of the accused were sentenced to be hanged, drawn and quartered for high treason. All sentences were later commuted to hanging and beheading. The death sentences of Charles Cooper, Richard Bradburn, John Harrison, James Wilson and John Strange were commuted to transportation for life.

Arthur Thistlewood, Richard Tidd, James Ings, William Davidson and John Brunt were hanged at Newgate Prison on the morning of 1 May 1820 in front of a crowd of many thousands, some having paid as much as three guineas for a good vantage point. Infantry were stationed nearby, out of sight of the crowd, but this proved unnecessary. There was no trouble.




Legacy:

The British government used the incident to justify the Six Acts that had been passed two months before. However, in the House of Commons Matthew Wood MP accused the government of purposeful entrapment of the conspirators to smear the campaign for parliamentary reform. Although there’s evidence that Edwards incited certain actions of the conspirators, this idea is no longer supported by modern historians.

The treasonous plot is the subject of many books…and of course, my Regency novella series based in and around the Soho Club.
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            Covert operative Claire Ryan doesn’t swoon and doesn’t blush – but when the Regent’s jewel is stolen, Irish Catholics are suspected. Then Claire’s informant turns up dead and reeking of scent, and the handsome spy Lord Lindsey turns up at The Soho Club. Investigating this case together seems an excellent way to keep an eye on him.

Soon, Claire and Alexander are keeping eyes on each other as their joint assignment develops, along with their attraction.
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            “Art is beautiful. Politics is ugly.” So says Major Henry Musgrave, a distinguished military man who longs to reconnect with his lost love. When he learns she’s fallen so far as to become mistress to an artist, Henry sets off to find her before Paris becomes unsafe again.

A shamed woman, Louisa Beresford seeks refuge with irascible fellow artist, Madame Vignée, making a living with her talent for portraiture under another man’s name.

When Henry arrives at Louisa’s studio, she must decide whether to reveal herself, or stay hidden from the love of her life forever.
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            When Captain Warwick “Wil” Clifton assists the Romany family he’s injured, he’s unprepared for the warmth of Romany camaraderie, and nowhere near ready for the force of nature that is Princess Syeria Brishen. Keeping a lid on his desire for the Romany beauty takes all his self-control.

As the eldest daughter of the Romany king, Syeira’s pride in her heritage is matched by her finely-honed distrust of Englishmen. Captain Clifton surprises her with his affection, passion, and…is this love? Soon, she’s caught between family duty and an unrelenting desire to be with this English soldier.
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            In the sequel to Always a Princess, Wil’s little sister has grown up isolated from her brothers and friends.

Lady Lydia Clifton faces a forced marriage and the brutality that comes with the Earl of Basingstoke. With her reputation in tatters, she attempts to reach France, disguising herself as a mistress to the Romany king.

King Valkin Brishen is fully aware lies and subterfuge can and has brought harm to his people. When his men find a lovely English maid claiming she’s his mistress, anger battles with more than curiosity over why she’s on the run.

Her flight speaks of courage, but her deceit could put his people in peril. He has a duty to assure the safety of his Romany, but what of the risk to his heart, if he lets her go?
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          Austen Tea Party: A Charity Anthology
        

        

        
          
            
              https://www.amazon.com/Austen-Tea-Party-Historical-Collection-ebook/dp/B0BKRC76PS/?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_w=kUhWs&content-id=amzn1.sym.ed85217c-14c9-4aa0-b248-e47393e2ce12&pf_rd_p=ed85217c-14c9-4aa0-b248-e47393e2ce12&pf_rd_r=144-9917012-3961668&pd_rd_wg=8gCjR&pd_rd_r=8236a8ce-2fa8-4264-aa71-15cd057fb587&ref_=aufs_ap_sc_dsk
            
          

        

        
          
            Take care not to spill the tea (literally) while we share the latest on-dit (aka dish the dirt) about the Ton, who’s courting, and who’s been compromised in this collection of Austen-inspired romance stories.

Join us for a turn around the room in stories from USA Today best-selling and award-winning romance authors, featuring cameos from some of Jane’s most memorable characters (and some we’d like to forget). 
Currently available Preorder.
Releases in August.
All proceeds go to the Breast Cancer Research Foundation.
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