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When Fitzroy saved his valet, Griffin, from the hangman’s noose after the death of his wife, the facts behind those events were known only to the two of them. Now, years later, the body of a dead woman has been discovered, mutilated in exactly the same way as Griffin’s wife, and troubling secrets from the past cast a deadly shadow over those involved.

As the war intensifies, Fitzroy is sent on an overseas mission, Griffin is arrested, and a recovering Euphemia Martins is left to get to the bottom of the situation. With her brother-in-law Hans, and Fitzroy’s dog, Jack, in tow, she journeys to the University of Edinburgh’s medical school, where Griffin studied many years ago, to uncover the shocking truth behind his wife’s murder . . .
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Chapter One

Of Frightened Donkeys and Ruffled Feathers

‘Euphemia? I need your help.’

The telephone apparatus had rung in my little office at White Orchards; a room that no one but I ever entered. It was where my secure line was, where I kept, in an excellent safe, any papers I was analysing for the department, and where, on the frequent occasions Fitzroy was staying with us, we made our plans.

‘Do you want to meet?’ I said.

‘You’ll have to come up to town.’ Fitzroy’s voice crackled slightly on the line, either that or he coughed. ‘’Fraid you’ll have to stay up here too. It’s bound to take some time.’

‘I can do that,’ I said. ‘Bertram understands there is a war on. You can book me into an hotel.’ I said the last part very seriously. After our last somewhat disastrous mission, one that I still had to tell my husband about, or rather the crucial personal parts, I had stayed at Fitzroy’s apartment for some time. He had looked after me well, but we both knew that that kind of behaviour, unless under extraordinary circumstances, simply wasn’t on. Even if Griffin, his man servant, was technically there to chaperone.

‘Actually,’ said Fitzroy and then repeated himself, which he never does, ‘actually, I’ve bought you an apartment. Different block to mine, naturally, but walkable distance. It’s rather nice. I think you’ll like it. I’ve kitted it out a bit. Told the store what kind of colours you like and that sort of thing. But you’ll be able to tweak it to your own tastes. Bring in your own things in time.’

‘You’ve bought me a what?’ I said. I tend to answer the telephone standing up, especially if I think I am about to be given orders, but my legs felt suddenly unsteady, there was a rushing noise in my ears, and the light seemed dimmer. I sat down. ‘You’ve done what?’

‘Oh come on, Euphemia, you’ve always known I was of above average wealth.’

‘But this is too much . . . I can’t . . .’

‘Oh,’ said Fitzroy, his voice filled with that annoying knowing tone he can employ, ‘you thought I was exaggerating when I told you I was rich. Well, I am. Positively swimming in the stuff. I own a dozen or more properties at the present. Mostly small, mostly sublets. If you like we can say you’re renting this from me for now? Does that make you feel better? I’ll have to think about the rent, obviously.’ I could tell he was beginning to enjoy himself. ‘I certainly don’t have any need for any money from you, so what should I charge you in? Certainly not cakes, your cooking is atrocious. Maybe compliments? I like it when you say nice things about me. You don’t do it often enough.’

‘Fitzroy,’ I said, trying to get a hold on the conversation. Talking to this man could be like wrestling with an oiled eel. ‘What is the mission we have?’

‘Oh, no mission. I need your help. Nothing to do with the department. Me. That should be good for a month’s rent, don’t you think? Besides, you’ll feel much more comfortable not lying to Bertram about staying with me. One less lie. A good way to go, don’t you think?’

Fitzroy had something of a – well, not love-hate relationship with my husband; more a respect-hate one. For all Fitzroy lived a louche life, he could be extraordinarily proper about how he expected me to behave, and how I should respect my husband. Or, that was, for as long as it suited him.

‘It’s not a mission,’ I said. I had learned to respond only to the parts of this kind of conversation that I really wanted to know about. This was Fitzroy in one of his odder moods.

‘No, it’s something come out of the past. Bit of a hiccup. If it turns out – well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I need it sorted out, and you’re the only one I can trust.’

I knew he trusted me, but it did make me soften towards the idea. Fitzroy trusting me was rather like a wild wolf laying his head in your lap, and asking you to scratch him under the chin. You were fully aware that at any moment the wolf could take your arm off, but all it did was to give you a gentle lick on the wrist.

I shook my head. Thinking about Fitzroy licking my wrist simply would not do. ‘Of course I will help,’ I said.

‘Good. Catch the usual train tonight and I’ll meet you at the station.’

I agreed. There was no point in asking for more time or making allowance for my own plans. I had agreed to go and Fitzroy wanted me there now. In some matters he had no patience at all.

‘By the way, Euphemia,’ he said. ‘Bit sloppy of you not to pick up it wasn’t a mission. I didn’t use your code name. You’re slipping. Buck up, me girl.’ Then he hung up before I had time to insult him.

We had barely driven away from the station when Fitzroy took his eyes completely off the road and turned to me, frowning. ‘I think the only thing to do is hush things up. I don’t like doing it, but there’s a war on and our next mission will be upon us any instant. Probably have to break in and steal a few files, I would imagine. There might be a witness or two I’ll need to strong-arm, but frankly I think they’ll be happy to be paid off, and not have to go through it all again. I realise I’m asking a lot, but you don’t object to breaking the law for the greater good, do you, Euphemia?’

I took a deep breath. An omnibus was coming far too close for comfort. Fitzroy corrected his course without turning, presumably seeing things in his peripheral vision. I can’t say I felt scared exactly, but this was possibly the most wound-up I had ever seen my spymaster. On our missions together he always presented himself as suave and sophisticated to the rest of the world, but was sometimes a bit shouty with me. I coped with this by ignoring him when he was in a pet, and only discussing matters when he had calmed down. More than anyone I knew, despite the smooth veneer he was a passionate man – passionate about injustice, passionate about fairness and passionate about serving the Crown. His heart was in all the right places, so normally when he broke a sweat I let him rant on. However, this was the first time I could recall that a tirade had been accompanied by an oncoming omnibus. It was not a turn of events I appreciated.

‘Eric, dear,’ I said in a gentle voice, ‘do please pay attention to the road. I won’t be able to help you achieve whatever the devil you’re going on about if I don’t survive the next half-hour.’

The result was much as if I had slapped him. I never called him dear and I never spoke to him in a sweet voice. It was enough of a shock that he faced forward once more and navigated his way through the London traffic. We came rather close to a donkey cart; the poor animal gave the most startled sound. Fitzroy stuck his tongue out at it and drove on. This, if nothing else, convinced me that while the situation might be urgent, it was not serious.

In this I could not have been more wrong.

A short and mildly terrifying time later we pulled up outside the block of apartments where Fitzroy stayed while in London. ‘Thought I’d show you your place later,’ he said, hopping out of the car and coming to open my door for me. ‘Better to get business sorted out first, don’t you think?’

I nodded. He was behaving in a calmer fashion, but his eyes still had something of an intensity about them. In anyone else I might have thought they were running a fever; with Fitzroy it generally meant he had mischief in mind.

We went up in the little lift with Fitzroy bouncing on his toes, he was so eager to get inside. I knew even in this small area, and to all intents and purposes alone, he would not discuss anything of import unless we were in his car, where the outside traffic roared, or inside his home, where he considered himself reasonably safe.

Jack, his bull terrier, met us at the door. He immediately recognised me and for once managed to give an actual bark. Generally he is more inclined to whiffle. However I took this as a bark of joy as he jumped repeatedly in the air in a vain attempt to lick my face.

‘Calm down, dog,’ chided Fitzroy, pushing him into the hall to allow us access. ‘Stop that damned bouncing. I know you love Euphemia, but you’re not made of gutta-percha you silly thing, you’ll break something. Dogs aren’t meant to fly!’

As soon as we reached the small drawing room and before I had even taken off my hat, I knelt down to greet Jack. The little dog whiffled in delight and bounced at me some more. However, now he was bouncing at a much lower altitude. He managed to lick my face a couple of times, which I made a great show of disliking, and then pounced on him and gave him a big embrace. Not all animals like to be so caught up in a human’s arms, but for Jack, with someone he cared for, it was like heaven on earth. He washed my neck so thoroughly I became convinced I must have crumbs on me from the currant bun I had eaten on the train.

Dinner at home had been impossible, if I was to reach London that night. Bertram, I hardly need add, was not happy. I left him consoling himself with the thought of a whole spotted dick to himself and commanding Giles to bring up one of his best burgundies. It was a challenge to me, as he is not at present in the best of health, but I didn’t rise to it in case he entered upon something else even more foolish.

I was finally getting Jack to be calm when I realised I could smell something delicious. ‘What is that heavenly smell?’ I asked, looking up at Fitzroy, who appeared to have removed my cases and divested himself of his coat while I had been playing with Jack.

‘Griffin has made us dinner. It’s the least he could do in the circumstances.’

‘Wonderful,’ I said. ‘I’m famished.’

Fitzroy gave a glance down at his shoes, and shuffled slightly. ‘I realised you would have missed your dinner in order to catch the train.’ This was as close to an apology as I was going to get.

‘Indeed,’ I said. ‘I should go and wash.’

‘I should think you need a bath after Jack’s lamentable behaviour!’

‘I was covered in dirt from the train,’ I said, petting Jack on the head. He leaned against my legs and gazed up at me adoringly.

‘Remarkable,’ said Fitzroy looking down at his dog, ‘any other woman he meets he does his damnedest to bite.’

‘He has good taste,’ I said, looking at Fitzroy from under my eyelashes. It was no secret between us that my partner in espionage was rather fond of female companionship. One might even say overfond.

Fitzroy made a grumbling sound. ‘I put your things in the spare room. It’s late enough you should probably stay here. We can look at your new place tomorrow.’

I nodded and went off to wash and change. My relationship with Fitzroy was close, but not inappropriate. I had stayed at his home before and had never felt in any danger of amorous advances. Fitzroy only seduces women professionally, foreign ambassadors’ wives and the like. In his private life he is only interested in consensual relationships, and I was married to Bertram.

I came back to a beautifully laden table. It even had flowers. Some excellent food and the most anxious Griffin I had ever seen, hopping from foot to foot beside the table.
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