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  Author’s Note




  Monte Carlo in the last years of the last century was the smartest place in Europe. The guest list to the small Principality reads like a mixture of the Almanach de Goetha and Debrett.




  Yet the division between the Social classes was unbridgable. During her honeymoon in Monte Carlo after her marriage to the ninth Duke of Marlborough, the Duchess, formerly Consuelo Vanderbilt, pointed out to him the elegance and beauty of some of the women to be seen in the Casino.




  To her surprise he forbade her to mention them and not to recognise the men who accompanied them, even if, she had dined with them in the same party the previous night.




  Only gradually did she understand the lovely women were the leading courtesans of Europe.




  Other guests were the fascinating and extravagant Grand Duke Serge of Russia, the Grand Duke Nicolas, the Aga Khan, the beautiful, alluring Lily Langtry, the Duke of Montrose, the Prince of Denmark and inevitably the Prince of Wales.




  Countless novels, plays and thrillers have been written about Monte Carlo but there is no other place in the whole world which is synonymous with Kings and Princes, Grand Dukes, tricksters, cocottes, cocaine, gambling systems and suicides.




  CHAPTER ONE




  The carriage drew up outside the Foreign Office and a tall man got out and walked in through the massive pillared door.




  As soon as he appeared, and before his servant could speak, a young man in a frock coat came hurrying forward.




  “Mr. Vandervelt?”




  The newcomer nodded.




  “The Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs is waiting for you, sir.”




  “Thank you,” Craig Vandervelt replied.




  He was escorted along the high-ceilinged, rather gloomy corridors until his escort opened a door into a large impressive office.




  Seated at a desk in front of a window, which overlooked a small garden at the rear of the building, was the Marquis of Lansdowne.




  A very good looking man, already going grey, he rose to his feet as Craig Vandervelt was announced and held out his hand.




  “I only heard yesterday, Craig,” he said, “that you were in London. I am delighted to see you.”




  “How are you, my Lord? I am on my way to Monte Carlo,” Craig Vandervelt replied.




  There was something almost defensive in his tone, as though he was warning the Marquis that he was only passing through England.




  As if he understood the Secretary of State said,




  “Sit down. I have a lot to tell you.”




  Craig Vandervelt laughed.




  “That is what I was afraid of!”




  He seated himself, however, in a comfortable chair, crossed his legs and seemed very much at his ease.




  The Marquis sat down opposite him thinking that, as a great many women had thought before him, it would be hard to find a better-looking, more attractive young man anywhere in the world.




  It was not surprising.




  Craig Vandervelt’s father came from Texas and it was his astute and brilliant brain that had turned what had been the Vandervelt misfortune into one of the greatest fortunes in America.




  His mother, a daughter of the Duke of Newcastle, had been one of the great beauties of her generation. It was therefore not surprising that their only son would not only be extremely good-looking and irresistibly attractive, but also, although not many people were aware of it, blessed with a brain that matched his father’s.




  Because he had no inclination to add to the enormous wealth his family had already accumulated, Craig had, from the world’s point of view, become a ‘playboy’.




  He travelled extensively, enjoyed himself not only in the great Capitals, which catered for rich young men, but also in more obscure, unknown parts of the earth, where a man had to prove his manhood rather than rely entirely on his pocketbook.




  “I was thinking about you only a few days ago,” the Marquis said, “and then, almost as if my prayers were answered, I was told you were actually here and I was wondering how I could get in touch with you.”




  “I am staying with my cousin in Park Lane.”




  “I realise that now,” the Marquis said, “but I had some anxious hours trying other places before I ran you to ground.”




  “You are making me feel rather like a fox,” Craig protested, “and I have already told you, my Lord, I am on my way to Monte Carlo.”




  “That is what I might have expected,” the Marquis said with a smile, “I am told that the Season there is gayer than it has ever been and the beauties of the Monde and the Demi-Monde glittering with jewels and covered in ospreys are dazzling!”




  Craig threw back his head and laughed.




  “I sense a note of envy in your voice, my Lord. You should accompany me to Monte Carlo.”




  “There is nothing I would enjoy more,” the Marquis replied. “Unfortunately, I have to be here at the moment, although doubtless you will find the Prince of Wales amongst other Royal visitors at the green tables.”




  Craig smiled as if it was only to be expected and the Marquis carried on,




  “As it happens, if you had not been going to Monte Carlo, that is where I was going to ask you to go and to cancel any other plans you had made.”




  There was a little silence.




  Then Craig said with a different look in his dark eyes,




  “You speak as if there is something urgent.”




  “It is very urgent,” the Marquis replied quietly, “and I believe that only you can help me.”




  Craig did not answer.




  He knew the Marquis would not speak in such a way unless what he required of him was something of international importance.




  In fact the Marquis of Lansdowne, before he became Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, had enlisted Craig Vandervelt’s help in ways which would have confounded, if they had known about it, those who looked on the American millionaire as an incessant seeker of pleasure.




  It was the Marquis who had sensed that Craig was becoming bored with the role that had been thrust upon him and was growing cynical about his success with the women who flocked around him like bees round a honeypot.




  The Marquis therefore enlisted his help in a small but important mission that concerned the German ambition for supremacy in Europe.




  Craig had played his part so brilliantly that he had been thanked for what he did not only by the Prime Minister but also by the Queen.




  The Marquis had continued to enlist the young American’s assistance in one way or another again and again.




  Because it was so secret and so very different in every way from his other pursuits, Craig had found himself intrigued and amused by what became at times a very dangerous pastime.




  Twice he had missed being shot by a hair’s breadth and once an assailant’s knife had been diverted by a split second of good timing.




  The thrill of it and the excitement of what he thought of as ‘dicing with death’, was something which had become a part of his life, and he knew now that whatever the Marquis asked of him, he would agree to do it.




  The Marquis, however, seemed to have a little difficulty in choosing the words in which to explain the task that lay ahead.




  As if he knew Craig was waiting almost impatiently, he said,




  “Forgive me if I seem hesitant. It is not because I am keeping secrets from you, but finding it difficult to explain how very little I know of the brief I should have prepared before you arrived.”




  “The first thing to do,” Craig said with an amused smile, “is to tell me what is the name of the enemy this time.”




  He thought as he spoke that this was extremely important because on one occasion when he was helping the Marquis he had been misinformed, or rather not told specifically, who was against him.




  Only his intuition and his sixth sense had saved him from walking into a skilfully prepared trap from which it would have been impossible to extricate himself.




  “The difficulty is,” the Marquis said in reply to his question, “that as yet I have only suspicions rather than facts to justify my conviction that you are desperately needed in Monte Carlo at this particular moment.”




  “Then let me hear your suspicions,” Craig suggested. “I am quite certain, my Lord, that I shall find them fully justified when the time comes, by something more lethal than a bow and arrow.”




  The Marquis laughed, but there was not much amusement in the sound.




  “The trouble is, Craig,” he said, “I am very apprehensive about what I am letting you in for. Our own agents so far have come up with very little and, quite frankly, the men we have in Monte Carlo at the moment are unable to move in the right circles, where I believe they are needed.”




  “That, at any rate, should present no difficulty!” Craig remarked dryly.




  No one knew better than he did that because he was so rich he was welcome wherever he went.




  Yet at twenty-nine years of age it was a pity that when crowned Kings linked their arms with his and Queens held out their soft hands in welcome, he inevitably wondered whether their enthusiasm for him was a response to his charm or to his unlimited bank balance.




  As if the Marquis knew what he was thinking, he said,




  “You are popular everywhere you go, Craig, and that is your great advantage from my professional point of view.”




  He lowered his voice instinctively as he added,




  “I believe and hope that nobody has the slightest idea outside these walls that your connection with me is anything other than that through your mother and we are related. And they assume that it is only your search for amusement which takes you to strange places.”




  “I hope you are right, my Lord,” Craig replied. “If it were not so, in some of the situations in which I have been involved I would not have been likely to last long.”




  The Marquis frowned.




  “Perhaps I am wrong, Craig, in asking so much of you,” he said, “but I need hardly tell you how useful you have been and how grateful we are.”




  His voice deepened as he continued,




  “No one else, and I mean no one else, could have obtained the information which you have given us and saved us from being involved in disastrous circumstances that might have had far reaching consequences for the peace of the world.”




  “Thank you,” Craig said quietly, “and now suppose you tell me exactly what you want this time.”




  “I wish I knew,” the Marquis replied, “but let me give you an outline.”




  Craig listened attentively as he began,




  “As you understand, because you have helped us before, our position in India appears to be threatened by Russian advances in Central Asia.”




  Craig nodded and the Marquis continued,




  “Because Russia extends her Sovereignty towards Afghanistan, we have pushed the Frontiers of India further to the West and the North-West.”




  This was so well known to Craig that he did not even trouble to murmur agreement and the Marquis continued,




  “Tibet, once dominated by China, is still independent and very hostile to outsiders, but we are worried.”




  Now Craig bent forward.




  “Why?”




  The Marquis dropped his voice even lower, almost as if he suspected that the walls had ears.




  “A coded message from the Viceroy has told us that he believes a secret Treaty exists between Russia and China giving the former special rights in Tibet.”




  “It seems almost impossible,” Craig murmured.




  “I agree with you,” the Marquis answered, “but Lord Curzon is sure that Russia has sent arms to Tibet and he suspects that there will soon be trouble induced by Russia on India’s Tibetan border.”




  The Marquis was silent and after a moment Craig said,




  “But I thought you wanted me to go to Monte Carlo?”




  “I do,” the Marquis agreed, “because I have learned that Randall Sare arrived there three weeks ago without our being aware of it.”




  Craig looked up in surprise.




  “Randall Sare? I don’t believe it! I never thought he would come home. When I last saw him in India, he said he intended to live the rest of his life in Tibet.”




  “So you told me at the time,” the Marquis said, “but obviously he has changed his mind and, since he arrived in Monte Carlo without getting in touch with us in any way, I can only think the explanation is that he is in hiding because of the information he carries in his mind.”




  “But why Monte Carlo?” Craig asked. “Why did he not come straight back to England?”




  “That is something I do not know,” the Marquis answered. “I agree with you it seems a strange place to stop and I never thought that Sare was a likely person to be addicted to gambling.”




  “No, that would be impossible,” Craig agreed.




  He sat back again in his chair and there was a frown between his eyes as he concentrated.




  “I can only think,” he said after a moment, “that he had some particular reason for disembarking at Villefranche, where whatever ship he was travelling in would have stopped. But if he got as far as that, did he then go on to Monte Carlo?”




  “It is too difficult for me to answer,” the Marquis said, “and that is why I am asking you – no, I am begging you, Craig – to go to Monte Carlo as quickly as you can and find Randall Sare.”




  “You mean your people have not been in touch with him?”




  “No, they saw him, I think in a street, then lost sight of him before they could make contact.”




  “It seems incredible,” Craig murmured, “and very inefficient.”




  “You must not blame our men too harshly,” the Marquis said. “As the one I interviewed explained, he was told never to intrude on anybody of Randall Sare’s importance without being quite sure he would not be detected doing so, or that Sare would welcome the contact.”




  “That I can understand,” Craig said. “But if, as you suspect, he is bringing back information of such importance, he may have gone into hiding until he can shake off his pursuers.”




  “That thought did cross my mind,” the Marquis replied. “It might also account for the fact that he left the ship he was on.”




  He paused before he added,




  “The sea is a very convenient way of getting rid of anybody who is unwanted.”




  “I agree,” Craig said, “but I cannot believe that if Randall Sare was spotted three weeks ago he is still sitting in Monte Carlo.”




  “I said he arrived three weeks ago,” the Marquis corrected, “and he was seen a week later. It was after that one of our men came back to tell me he was there, leaving two others to continue the chase, so to speak. They may of course have found him by this time, but if they have not, then I am praying that you will succeed where they have failed.”




  Craig’s voice was rather cynical as he said,




  “I fear you are being optimistic. Knowing Sare, the sort of places in which he might be hiding are not those I am expected to frequent when I am in Monte Carlo.”




  “I am aware of that,” the Marquis said, “and that brings me to the second part of my mission.”




  “What is that?”




  “My informant who returned to tell me about Sare also told me that he is somewhat anxious about Lord Neasdon.”




  “Do I know him?” Craig asked.




  “I don’t think you have ever met him. He is a comparative newcomer to the Foreign Office and I thought it would be a great mistake for him to know that you and I have any connection with each other, except that we are somewhat distantly related.”




  “Of course,” Craig murmured.




  “He is quite an attractive man, about ten years older than yourself, and he has worked hard in the Diplomatic Service to reach the position he is now. Because my predecessor had known him for years and was very fond of him, he was put in line for being accepted here on the permanent staff while he was still serving his time in the Embassies of Europe.”




  “I understand.”




  “Neasdon is unmarried, although I do not need to tell you that he has had a great number of affaires de coeur with the beauties that are to be found at Marlborough House.”




  The Marquis paused for a moment and, as Craig did not interrupt, he went on,




  “Now I understand, there is a new woman in his life, and from all I have heard she may be dangerous.”




  “Who is she?” Craig enquired.




  “Her name,” the Marquis replied, “is the Countess Aloya Zladamir.”




  “Russian, I presume?”




  “I think so, although apparently nobody is quite certain. The Russians here to whom I have mentioned her name casually have never heard of her.”




  “There are, I believe,” Craig said, “over two million Counts in Russia, so it would be impossible for anybody to be acquainted with all of them!”




  The Marquis frowned.




  “It only makes your task more difficult.”




  “Then I am going to search not only for Sare but also for Aloya Zladamir?”




  “Exactly!” the Marquis agreed. “I am well aware there may be nothing in Neasdon’s interest in her. At the same time the Russians are very clever with their spies and are determined to ferret out a great deal we have no wish for them to know. That especially is true of Tibet.”




  “Do you think there is any link between Sare and the Countess?”




  “None that I know of, but that is for you to find out,” the Marquis replied, “and I think it would be a mistake for me to give you an introduction to Neasdon. It might be too obvious.”




  “I am sure there will be no difficulty in my getting to know him.”




  “He has a great many friends in Monte Carlo who I am sure will be yours too. All I can beg you, Craig, is if you think that Neasdon looks like being indiscreet in any way to step in and prevent it.”




  Craig raised his eyebrows and now there was a definite twinkle in his eyes and a twist to his lips as he asked,




  “Are you really suggesting – ?”




  “I am merely pointing out,” the Marquis said, “that if any woman had a choice, I am certain she would prefer a young American millionaire to a rather dull, none too wealthy English peer!”




  Craig laughed.




  “This time, my Lord, you really have thought out a melodramatic situation which is more suitable to Drury Lane than the Casino in Monte Carlo!




  “I would not be too sure of that,” the Marquis said, “and, quite frankly, Craig, I am perturbed.”




  “Why?”




  “It was only in the last two days that I discovered that in mistaken zeal one of my subordinates informed Neasdon of our concern over Tibet, and that we have undercover agents who attempt to keep us informed of the Russian attitude in that far away, little known country.”




  He paused before he went on,




  “It seems almost too far-fetched to be anything but sheer melodrama, but if Randall Sare is being shadowed by the Russians and, if Neasdon inadvertently reveals to the delectable Countess what information we already have, the two combined would be explosive to the point where the work of years could be undone and a great many lives put in jeopardy.”




  “I understand,” Craig said, his eyes twinkling, “and of course it would be a pleasure to make the acquaintance of the Countess.”




  “They tell me she is very beautiful,” the Marquis said with a slight smile.




  “Then that at least should make my task more pleasant. Is that all you have to tell me?”




  The Marquis rose from his desk.




  “I have here the names of our men in Monte Carlo, but as you know, it would be very unwise to contact them unless it is absolutely necessary. They should not know that you have any connection with us. In fact, I hope there is no one in Monte Carlo who will be aware of it.”




  “That is how I prefer it, my Lord. If there is one thing I dislike, it is working with other people.”




  “I know that and perhaps that is why you are so successful. At the same time be careful!”




  Craig raised his eyebrows as he took the piece of paper from the Marquis’s hand.




  “I don’t remember you ever saying that to me before.”




  “I am saying it this time. I take the Russian menace very very seriously. I also believe they will stop at nothing to gain their objectives.”




  “You mean India!”




  “Yes. They have already shown us how ruthless they can be in Afghanistan and there is no doubt at all that the money, the weapons and the inciting of the tribesmen on the North West Frontier all originate from St. Petersburg.”




  “You have most certainly given me an unusual and intriguing assignment this time,” Craig said. “I only hope I will not fail you.”




  “You have never done so yet,” the Marquis replied, “and because of your unique position in the Social world, there is nobody else who could help me as you can at this particular moment. If you have anything to communicate to me, do it in the usual way. I am certain the code we have used before has not yet been broken.”




  “I hope not!”




  Craig put the piece of paper in his pocket and held out his hand.




  “Thank you, my Lord, and I mean it! This is just what I needed at a moment when life in New York had become monotonous and, for the same reason, I do not wish to stay in London.”




  “What you really mean,” the Marquis said, “is that your heart is unoccupied and that is exactly what I hoped it would be!”




  Craig laughed.




  “I am not even certain I have a heart, but shall I say my eyes find the landscape too familiar and pastures new would be a welcome change.”




  The Marquis knew without his saying any more that Craig was really insinuating that he had finished with one love affair and the lady’s place in his life had not yet been filled.




  He had heard too many women complaining that Craig Vandervelt was cruel, ruthless and heartless, not to know that he was always the one who was bored first, while the woman who had once engaged his attention was left weeping and bewailing her dismissal.




  Because Craig’s affairs were always with sophisticated beauties that were safely married, there was no question of his being forced to the altar by an irate father, although occasionally a jealous husband would threaten to ‘call him out’.




  But in some skilful manner of his own he had managed over the years to avoid any open scandal, though it was impossible to prevent his attractions being whispered about from boudoir to boudoir.




  The Marquis having shaken his visitor by the hand, walked to the door and thought as he did so that he not only wished he was young again, but also regretted that when he was the same age as Craig he had let far too many opportunities pass him by.




  Then he told himself that as a respectable married man those were not the sorts of thoughts he should be having!




  Yet all over the world he was quite sure there were men like himself who were envious and jealous of Craig not only as a millionaire, but also as a man.




  The door of the office opened and, as if Craig understood the importance of the object of the interview being kept a secret, he said in a voice that could be heard down the corridor,




  “Well, goodbye, my Lord. Give my love to all our relatives and say how sorry I am not to see them this trip. Perhaps I will be able to drop in again before I return to New York.”




  “Yes, do that,” the Marquis said affably. “Enjoy yourself in Monte Carlo and I hope you win at the tables.”




  “I doubt it,” Craig laughed as he walked away. “But there are other things to entertain one there besides cards.”




  There was an obvious innuendo in his voice and the gaiety with which he spoke brought a knowing smile to those who were near enough to hear what had been said.




  Then Craig walked jauntily down the corridor to where his carriage was waiting for him in the street outside.




  *




  The next day Craig Vandervelt left Victoria on the boat train to Dover.




  He travelled with a Courier, two valets, a secretary and an entire coach was engaged for him and his staff.




  At Dover two cabins on the boat were reserved for him and his entourage and again there was a private coach reserved for him on the Calais-Mediterranean Express.




  As was usual, his secretary provided him with every newspaper and magazine that was published and there was also a hamper consisting of his favourite drinks and several dishes prepared by his cousin’s chef at Newcastle House.




  Craig sat alone thinking out what he had learned from the Marquis and finding the prospect in front of him intriguing and stimulating.




  It was nearly a year since he had last undertaken a mission at the request of the Marquis and, although he had known it would be a great mistake to become involved again too soon in Foreign Affairs, and that it was wise that people should forget his existence in that sphere before he appeared again in a world that was very different from his own, he had begun to find that time lay heavy on his hand.




  He was growing ever more cynical about the Society which welcomed him in London, Paris and New York.




  He knew he owed his entrée into every Capital to his father’s wealth, but at the same time his cosmopolitan education ensured that the Social world opened their arms to him and considered him as one of them wherever he went.




  Even the most disdainful French aristocrats offered him their hospitality, and although it might originate from the fact that the French respected the reality that his grandfather was a Duke, they soon found that his charm, his almost perfect knowledge of their language, and the fact that he was extremely proficient at their sports all combined to make him a real friend.




  He was invited not only to balls and receptions in Paris, which were normally exclusively French, but also to go boar hunting, shooting and sailing with the young French aristocrats who usually preferred to bar outsiders from their pastimes.




  Where women were concerned, the French were no different from the English or the Americans. They had only to see Craig to behave as if he was the Pied Piper, who must be followed.




  Sometimes he told himself it was the golden coins that attracted them, but he would have been very obtuse if he had not realised that they also found him fascinating as a man – and unique as an ardent lover.




  “Je t’adore!” the French women murmured against his lips, and it was a refrain that was repeated in almost every language from the North to the South Pole.




  And yet it was something that Craig himself had never said to a woman.




  He could not remember when he had first told himself that he would never say those three words that every woman craved, until they could be spoken not only with his lips, but also with his heart and perhaps, although he was not sure if he had one, his soul.




  It was his mother who, because she was so beautiful and he loved her so overwhelmingly, had ingrained in him when he was a child the ideals of chivalry, that love between a man and a woman at its best and its highest was sacred.




  Lady Elizabeth, eldest daughter of the Duke of Newcastle, had fallen in love with Cornelius Vandervelt when he came to England as a young man, ambitious, positive, rather aggressively American and determined to be a millionaire.




  He was already rich by European standards, but as far as he himself was concerned, this was only the beginning of the ladder he intended to climb – and no one should stop him from doing so.




  He had met Lady Elizabeth in London at a party and had fallen madly, head-over-heels in love with her.




  Like everything else he coveted, he had swept her off her feet and by sheer drive and determination persuaded her to marry him.




  It had not been easy, for her father the Duke had been violently opposed to the marriage, but Elizabeth had loved Cornelius in the manner of Romeo and Juliet, Dante and Beatrice, and the Troubadours in the Courts of Love.




  Theirs had been a blissfully happy marriage until she died when her son was only sixteen.
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