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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.









Chapter Two


At Last the Truth


‘You can at least wait until she’s finished eating, man,’ said Fitzroy to his valet. ‘Euphemia has uprooted her whole – what – week at least – for you!’


This was news to me. I looked at Griffin enquiringly. Griffin opened his mouth to speak and then closed it again having glanced at Fitzroy’s face.


‘For goodness’ sake clear off and stop hovering around like Banquo’s ghost. I’ll shout once we’ve eaten.’


Griffin, whose relationship with Fitzroy I had never really understood, but which seemed to be founded on a surly subservience, muttered to himself and withdrew to the kitchen.


I lifted the lid from one of the tureens and began to liberally help myself to some particularly nice roast potatoes. We rarely had these at home as Bertram was inclined to make a pig of himself over them.


‘Make yourself at home,’ said Fitzroy with a chuckle. ‘A real lady would help the gentleman first.’


‘When I am with you,’ I said, ‘I am never a lady.’ I had the pleasure of seeing his eyebrows rise in shock. He does so like to appear enigmatic and stoic. ‘I am your partner in espionage only. So get your own potatoes, partner.’


He laughed again, and reached over to pick up a potato with his fingers. I knew he was about to say something about not being a gentleman ever, or some old quip of his, so I cut him off. ‘I hope you washed your hands,’ I said. ‘There is no excuse when we have the luxury of hot and cold running water here.’


Fitzroy dropped the potato on his plate. ‘You are going to make someone a terrible mother.’ Then he realised what he had said and impulsively reached a hand across the table to me. He gripped my fingers. ‘You know I didn’t mean anything by that, my dear. I wasn’t thinking.’


I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat and nodded. ‘Tell me about Griffin,’ I said.


Fitzroy took his hand away and sat back. He talked while I ate. ‘You have, of course, realised that the relationship between Griffin and myself is not the usual one of master and servant?’


‘H-h-yes,’ I said through a soft piece of steak. ‘He can be quite rude, but he’s totally loyal to you. And he is a doctor of some kind?’


‘Consider any questions rhetorical, please, my dear Euphemia. I don’t enjoy seeing you masticate.’


I pulled a face at him, but kept my mouth shut.


‘In a nutshell, Griffin was once John Griffin MD, a worthy local general practitioner and newly married to the lovely Megan Luckett. He had opened up a surgery in the suburb of Wimbledon. Megan, who was the sister of a university classmate, had been used to living in Scotland. She found the metropolis both exciting and a little overwhelming. So when she told her husband that she had a growing sense of unease, he put it down to the much more populous nature of her new environs.’


‘He was wrong,’ I said flatly. I could feel my appetite draining away. In all the time I had known Griffin there had been no mention of a Mrs Griffin.


‘Sadly, yes. The young couple had had something of a whirlwind romance, and he perhaps didn’t know his wife as well as he thought he did. As circumstances would later show, Megan proved to be a young woman of considerable fortitude and courage. Perhaps if she had been of the weaker, more clingy type of female, she might have survived.’


I pushed my plate away from me. By now my appetite had entirely vanished.


‘I did suggest we waited until after dinner,’ said Fitzroy gently. ‘The tale only gets worse, but I think I can spare you the grisly details. Suffice it to say, Megan began to think she was being followed. Her husband gave her a nerve tonic and attempted to soothe her fears. He put aside more time to spend with her, shortening some of his surgeries, and made the effort to take her out and about in the metropolis in the hope she would become more used to the crowds. He felt that in his company she would feel safe. A not unreasonable thing for any ordinary man in ordinary circumstances to think. However, this did mean that Megan was frequently seen outside the home, by his side, looking pale, sometimes frightened, and apparently never willing to engage in conversation with anyone.’


‘You mean it looked as if her husband was controlling?’ I said.


Fitzroy nodded. ‘Then one day, when she was alone in their house, Griffin having gone to visit a wealthy client at their home, she panicked when she thought she heard a noise in the house and fell down the stairs. This left her with a bruise on her face, and considerable bruising on her body.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Are you certain it was the stairs?’


‘You are thinking what the police thought,’ said Fitzroy. ‘Does Griffin strike you as a wife-beater?’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ I said. ‘I am aware people can conceal their natures if they wish.’


‘Sadly, I have to give you that,’ said the spy.


‘I take it she was murdered?’


‘Yes,’ said Fitzroy. ‘In a spectacularly unpleasant way.’


‘And Griffin was accused?’


Fitzroy nodded. ‘No, not exactly. He was considered, of course, being the husband. But then he killed someone else, quite neatly as it happened, and immediately handed himself in. If I hadn’t interceded he would have hanged. As it is, he is on a sort of permanent parole – I have custody of him.’


‘If I may be direct . . .’


‘Are you ever anything else with me?’


‘I take it you saw an opportunity to have a servant who would be utterly loyal to you, because betraying you would mean a speedy trip to the gallows. Effectively you have a servant who is as indentured to you as a slave.’


‘That is not putting it in its best light,’ said Fitzroy. ‘But essentially, yes. However . . .’


‘However, you would not have taken him on unless you were convinced of his innocence.’


‘Oh no, he isn’t innocent. At least not of the crime he committed.’


I stared at him bewildered.


‘The police considered Griffin for his wife’s murder, but they could not prove it. Griffin, it transpired, was smarter than your average police inspector, because he did track down who murdered his wife.’


‘Oh, I am glad he got justice,’ I said.


‘Yes, I suppose you could say that. Griffin murdered the man in cold blood and then gave himself up.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Oh, I see.’


‘You know me well enough to know that if someone harmed you . . .’


‘You would kill them,’ I said. ‘The difference is you wouldn’t hand yourself in.’


‘No, I wouldn’t. I also assume you would also kill someone who harmed me and feel no need to hand yourself over to the civilian authorities?’


‘Of course,’ I said in a matter-of-fact tone that I knew would have shocked Bertram, ‘but with either of us it is likely to be a foreign agent who ends our existence. I take it Megan had no such nefarious connections, poor woman, and was the victim of some mentally unsound person.’


‘More or less,’ said Fitzroy. ‘The thing is, how she died was never released to the press. It was, as I said, rather nasty.’


‘Oh,’ I said.


‘Exactly. Another young woman was found two days ago killed in exactly the same way.’


‘So Griffin didn’t kill the murderer?’


‘No, it appears he killed an entirely innocent man, and I’m going to need your help to save him from the noose.’









Chapter Three


Griffin Confesses and Fitzroy has a Bad Plan


‘So what I think is we bury Griffin’s connection to the case,’ said Fitzroy.


‘How can we do that?’


‘You don’t think I didn’t do some tidying at the time, do you?’ said Fitzroy. ‘All we need to do is remove the files that connect him to his original persona. Morley wasn’t around then, so I doubt he’s ever paid any attention to who works with me.’


‘He’s been here,’ I said. ‘He knows Griffin used to be a doctor.’


‘Yes, well, I doubt he knows the details,’ said Fitzroy, waving his hand. ‘I mean our lot won’t give two figs about this new case. It’s a domestic crime. As long as the regular police force don’t come a-knocking it should all be fine.’


‘Do you even know where these files are?’ I said doubtfully.


‘Oh yes,’ said Fitzroy. ‘You don’t think I’d put my name to something I didn’t keep track of, do you? There’s a couple of places I think we should – er – visit.’


‘And no one will notice they are gone?’


Fitzroy sighed. ‘Of course we will replace them with forgeries. Decent ones. I’m owed a couple of favours by the right people.’


‘Criminals? Can we trust them?’


‘No, people in the department. We have some excellent forgers working for us. Think about it. We always have the right papers, don’t we?’


‘I hadn’t really thought . . .’


‘So, there you go. I’d ask Griffin to help do the deed, but I don’t think it’s his forte.’


‘Have you told Griffin what you intend?’


‘No, I told him I had to speak to you first. We can call him back in and thrash it all out. Well – I mean tell him what we are going to do and that will be it. Should even be able to fit in some time to take you to a show, as well as installing you in the apartment.’


‘Eric, I don’t think it’s going to be as easy as that.’


‘Why not?’ said Fitzroy.


‘Because Griffin will want to know if he did in fact kill an innocent man.’


Fitzroy shrugged. ‘I have no doubt he didn’t mean to. Kind of thing that could happen to anyone who isn’t a professional like us.’


‘I don’t think he will see it that way.’


‘You think he’ll feel guilty?’ said Fitzroy. ‘I expect he will, but he’ll get over that.’


‘No, you idiot. He will want justice.’


‘Justice?’


‘Justice for his wife.’


‘Bugger,’ said Fitzroy. ‘Do you really think so? Bugger. Bloody journalists. If they hadn’t put the whole thing on the front page we could have dealt with it without him ever knowing.’


From a tactical perspective I could entirely see Fitzroy’s point. The last thing we wanted was attention drawn to him, or any of his associates like myself, from the general authorities. We could get Morley to intercede, but whispers spread when civilian forces are concerned. Both Fitzroy and I used our social connections to gain access to events and to people quietly and clandestinely when our country needed us to. Neither of us wanted to shine a spotlight on the espionage side of our lives. However, if I were Griffin I would want to know if I had killed the wrong man, and more to the point I would want to find my wife’s real killer and avenge her death, although hopefully this time he would let the civilian authorities do the job.


Fitzroy and I took the dishes through to the kitchen. This was unheard of, although on missions we were both able to fend for ourselves. Griffin was sitting at a kitchen table. He shot to his feet and Jack began barking excitedly. I fed Jack some scraps to quieten him while Fitzroy explained his plan. I saw immediately from the look on Griffin’s face that he felt exactly as I had feared. Fitzroy noticed it too, and immediately knocked any other ideas on the head.


‘No,’ he said. ‘None of us will be looking into this new murder. We don’t need the attention, and more importantly we have other things to do. I am due in France at the code-breaking station, and Alice will be starting on some critical analysis while I am away. And I absolutely forbid you, Griffin, on pain of being considered in breach of our agreement and thus returned to jail, to investigate this, or cause it to be investigated in any way. The end. No discussion. Euphemia! Brandy!’


Taking this as a summons rather than a command I followed him out of the kitchen and into his snug. This small room contained an open fire, several fine decanters, a small selection of his books and two comfortable armchairs. There was also, of course, a dog bed.


‘Well, I think that went as well as can be expected,’ said Fitzroy, pouring two large brandies. He passed one to me. ‘I’m not an unfeeling chap. But this is not the time to get distracted. We’ve both had too much time out as it is. And while I wouldn’t say we are crucial to the winning of the war, I would say that the pair of us are a damn sight more effective than half the agents Morley has – and I mean that in sum.’ He raised his glass. ‘To the King and victory for the Empire!’


I echoed his toast. I could hardly do otherwise.


I slept well that night despite my misgivings about Fitzroy’s plans. My partner tends to spare no expense nor abstain from any luxury during the short time he spends at home between missions. He continues this extravagance for his guests, and for Jack. My bed had a remarkably comfortable mattress and the sheets were of the best linen – although he had enquired if I would prefer silk. I didn’t, and my surmise is he was teasing me about his own usual way of life. Silk sheets might go with his amorously adventurous way of life, but not only was I married, I had no desire to slip off the bed during the night.


In the morning, we had breakfast in the kitchen. I was the last up, although I was by no means a late riser. Griffin was already busying himself about the place. He was moving in a staccato sort of way, and with what I realised was quite a skilled hand, placing crockery away with a force that both gave a disturbing noise, but did not break any items. I surmised that yet again he and Fitzroy were at odds.


‘Is it what I think,’ I said, quietly sliding into my seat, ’or have you come up with other ways to annoy the poor man?’


Fitzroy gave me a wolfish grin, showing his canines. ‘A gentleman has to have a hobby,’ he said.


‘I still think you’re wrong,’ I said.


‘I know,’ said Fitzroy, dipping a bread soldier into his egg. I raised an eyebrow. His cheeks became slightly tinged with pink. ‘I cut them myself!’


‘I didn’t say a word.’


Fitzroy gave a little growl. This reminded me of the warm canine presence against my leg. I took a piece of bacon off his plate and fed it to Jack under the table.


‘Madam, I do wish you wouldn’t,’ said Griffin, breaking his silence. ‘I have fed the dog twice today. I believe him to be one of those creatures whose eyes are bigger than his belly. Would you not say he is looking particularly stretched?’


Fitzroy scowled fiercely and opened his mouth. He was always quick in his defence of Jack, so I interjected, ‘Do you think I might have an omelette and a cup of fresh coffee, Griffin?’ I gave him a friendly smile.


‘Of course,’ he said and busied himself to the task.


‘On your own head be it,’ said Fitzroy. ‘He makes the most ghastly omelettes.’ He wiped his lips on his napkin. ‘I’m off to see Morley. There’s a couple of maps in the drawing room for you to look over. I presume despite your misgivings you’re still going to help me tonight?’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I concede it is a good first step.’


Fitzroy stood up. ‘It is the only step,’ he said. ‘For all I know Morley might want me off to France tomorrow.’


‘I thought all the codes were being routed through London?’


‘That’s the naval exchange,’ said Fitzroy with a barely repressed shudder. ‘I’m going to meet some of their field johnnies. Sound like a bunch of odd birds, but undoubtedly brilliant.’


‘What exactly are you doing?’


‘I could say this and that and try to look enigmatic,’ said Fitzroy, stroking his moustache.


‘But what you mean is you don’t know yet,’ I said.


‘Yes,’ said Fitzroy with a sigh. ‘You know me too well. All my mystery is spent.’









Chapter Four


In which I Faint


After Fitzroy had gone I unsettled Griffin by helping him collect dishes and tidy the kitchen. Admittedly I didn’t offer to help him clean the dishes, a task I hate, having had to do it when Fitzroy and I have been on missions. Fortunately, I found it easy to pretend that a lady like myself had no idea how to do such a chore. Anyway, I flustered him enough that he retreated to his own quarters as soon as was possible. When I was sure he was gone I went to Fitzroy’s telephone. For all I knew he had a way of logging the communications that went in and out, but even if he did, it would be far too late by the time he found out.


Hans met me in the foyer of the middle-sized and rather nice hotel I had suggested. We had a cup of tea together, and spoke about Bertram. My brother-in-law had clearly come straight from his London office. Forever one to indulge in the peaks of sartorial elegance he was looking especially smart. His blond hair now held traces of grey at the temples, and there were the faintest lines around his eyes, but considering the attack on his wife (Bertram’s sister) and her lingering convalescence, he had been through a hard time. However, I also knew that he was meant, for the duration of the war, to be staying on his estate. Hans is half-German. Although you would never know this except perhaps because he is too much the perfect English gentleman.


I had telephoned him at his financial office, but we both knew the reason he had ventured into the capital was to visit his mistress. I had no idea who was currently enjoying his favours, but Hans has always been partial to petite brunettes. I do believe he is genuinely fond of Richenda, whom he married for her money, and she him for her freedom from her brother, but he has always had a wandering eye.


‘So how is she doing?’


‘She has good days and bad days,’ Hans said. ‘I think it will be a time yet before she can no longer be considered an invalid. Although our enforced time in the country has finally convinced her to take up an interest in the estate’s tenants. As there is no possibility of her visiting them, they come each Wednesday afternoon, and she receives them like a queen in the drawing room. It has been surprisingly effective. The new school is finally outfitted, and the women’s sewing circle is sending socks to the front line.’ He raised one elegant eyebrow at me. ‘I don’t suppose you have any idea how much longer this deplorable state of world affairs will continue?’


I shook my head. ‘I don’t have a crystal ball.’


‘That the Kaiser should turn against his beloved grandmother’s people is incomprehensible to me.’


I put down my teacup. ‘I think you comprehend very well, Hans.’ I gave him a level stare. Financiers always know which way the wind is blowing. Sometimes even before the security services.


Hans shrugged. ‘Perhaps. But you have caught me in town, Euphemia. I assume you want something from me.’


‘And, in turn, I will not mention your appearance here to either the authorities or your wife.’


Hans’s mouth turned up slightly at the corners. ‘You have changed a great deal from the beautiful young woman I first met. Although you are still beautiful.’ He said the last words in a slightly deepened tone.


I chose a small cheese biscuit off the tiered plates that had accompanied our tea. ‘No, thank you,’ I said and bit into it.


‘No thank you?’ echoed Hans, looking slightly surprised. ‘You act as if I were offering you a glass of water.’


‘I am not interested in embarking on an affair with you.’


‘A pity. I think we would be good together. But then again, I like Bertram. My commiserations on his continuing invalidity. I thought perhaps . . .’


‘We might console each other over living with an invalid?’ I found myself saying.


‘Exactly,’ said Hans. ‘You know if you had been rich I would have asked to marry you, not Richenda. We are – as the French say – sympathique. Besides, Bertram has no heir yet, does he?’


‘I asked you here, Hans,’ I said before I lost complete control of the situation, ‘to get you to accompany me to a police station.’ I saw him stiffen at this. ‘I have no intention of handing you in to the authorities, but I need you in this one instance to act as my husband. I will be giving false names, and asking to see the body of a woman recently murdered. I will suggest I think she may be my sister. After they take us through to the viewing room you will then cause a distraction so I can examine the body more closely.’


‘Don’t you have people to do this with you?’


‘I have no idea what you mean, Hans.’


My brother-in-law opened his mouth to speak again, but I shook my head firmly. I have never confirmed to him what I am and I had no intention of doing so now.


‘Of course not. When do we go?’


‘As soon as you have finished that cup of tea.’ Hans paled slightly but nodded curtly. Whatever I thought of his morals I couldn’t help liking my brother-in-law. He had gumption.


The police station where I had ascertained, also thanks to Fitzroy’s telephone, that the body was being held was near to St Pancras Station where the poor woman had been found on a platform. Fitzroy has mentioned the similarity between the two killings, but kept the grisly details, as he put it, to himself. I needed to see the full picture.


From reading the paper Griffin had left lying around, and reading between the lines, I saw that there had been something of a tussle between the railway police force and the regular London police as to under whose authority this lay. But it was inevitable that New Scotland Yard, on the Victoria Embankment, would take over. The Metropolitan Police force had an almost uncanny knack of becoming involved in the grisly murder of women. Indeed, when the new building was being built in 1888 the dismembered torso of a woman was found. Fitzroy had spent one winter evening filling me in on the ‘Whitehall Mystery’, which was never solved. I could only hope that in this case the truth would be uncovered or rather covered much more easily. We took a cab to the local station.


So far the body had not been moved to whatever mortuary New Scotland Yard was using. I was aware I had a contact inside the force, but I was loath to utilise him unless absolutely necessary.


I pulled a veil out of the small bag I carried, and attached it to my hat. I took Hans’s arm, and leaned on it more than was necessary. Holding a tissue to my eyes, I guided us into the police station.


It was of normal appearance, empty this early in the morning, save for a sergeant bent over the desk. I sniffed loudly. The sergeant’s head shot up as fast as Jack’s when he heard the dinner bell.


‘How can I help you?’ he said. His voice held the inflection of someone not born far from this part of the city.


I pinched Hans’s arm and got him to walk right up to the desk. ‘I telephoned the station earlier,’ I said in my natural accent (refined). ‘I believe the body you have here may be my sister.’ I allowed my voice to break over the last words, and made play with my handkerchief. It was hard to tell if I was overdoing it. As an agent of the Crown I had been called upon to play many parts, but rarely a bereaved relative.


The policeman, no doubt surprised to see a lady in his station, scrabbled hastily through his day book to find a record of my call. I used the time to make further play with my handkerchief, and turn to my companion for comfort. ‘Put your hand on my arm,’ I hissed at Hans under my breath, ‘I am distraught!’


This intimate gesture allowed me to shield Hans from the sergeant for a moment, and convince him to stop gaping like a goldfish. Honestly, I am astounded how little imagination most men have! However, he had doubtless heard the tales of how hard I had stepped on Bertram’s foot when he failed to come up to the mark. (My wedding present to my husband had been a pair of steel-toed boots; a gift that had brought misty tears to his eyes.)


‘Ah, yes, ma’am,’ said the police officer. ‘I do see as how you telephoned earlier. I believe my colleague suggested you send a gentleman to look at the cor— your sister. Or possibly your sister.’


I could almost hear Hans’s blood running out of his cheeks at this. ‘That will not do,’ I said, attempting to channel the voice of my fearsome mother. ‘If it is my sister I must be the first to know. We have been close ever since we were children. Almost as one in fact. I have brought my husband with me, so you need not fear being troubled by me should I become hysterical.’ I gave a little laugh. ‘As if that were possible. I am distantly related to Queen Elizabeth the First and I have her stomach!’


This literary allusion was going too far for the sergeant, whose eyebrows rose in a perplexed and bemused manner. ‘Goodness man,’ I snapped, ‘I don’t mean that literally. Now take me through.’


I didn’t need to ask again. It was clear that the man wanted me out of his station as quickly as possible. Probably so he could have a nice cup of tea and a little lie-down. I can, when channelling my mother, have the same effect that she does on most gentlemen of her acquaintance.


The room where the body was laid was unpleasant. It smelt odd, and I saw Hans swallow hard when he entered. I am no stranger to death, but this was something else. It was a tiled room, and I could glimpse various tools that were employed in examining the dead set out on shelves. I deliberately chose not to look at these. I am no coward, but the indignities we heap upon the dead to persuade their bodies to give up their stories make me most uncomfortable. My father was a vicar, and as far as I am aware he buried his dead intact – none of them ever being a victim of a crime. Again, as far as I knew at the time. He cultivated in me a strong respect and lack of fear for earthly remains.


I understand we must investigate crimes, but this room was squalid. The body lay under a sheet, quite alone with neither a prayer book nor a candle near it. You might argue that such items do not belong in a police station, but I could not help feeling sorrow for this poor young woman, who had been left alone in this dark and miserable room. Should the dead remain until they are buried, as some believe, I believed her very spirit would be weeping and alone. I suppose it was this that motivated me to approach her side without invitation. I placed my hand on the side, having quickly ascertained it was clean, and looked down at her, my head bowed. Perhaps foolishly, I thought, I am sorry you are here. I will do my best to avenge you. In that moment I realised regardless of the war or what Fitzroy wanted, I would ensure justice was done for this poor woman, whoever she was and whoever had killed her.


I pulled the sheet away in one smooth movement. The sergeant gave a cry. I saw the corpse and immediately fainted on the spot.









Chapter Five


Hans and I Strike a Bargain


I awoke to the most atrocious smell beneath my nose. My immediate reaction, before even opening my eyes, was to swat it away. My hand connected with another’s. This was quickly followed by the sound of glass smashing. Ha! So they were trying to drug me! I struggled in the arms that held me, opening my eyes and attempting to reorientate myself.


‘For goodness’ sake, Euphemia!’ said a familiar voice.


Hans.


I came to with a rapidity that surprised even myself. I leaned on Hans’s shoulder and despite his and the sergeant’s protests levered myself to my feet. The sheet was still hanging off the gurney. I kept my face turned away.


‘I warned you, miss,’ said the sergeant, and I suppressed an impulse to give him a good swat too.


‘Yes, you did,’ I managed to say. ‘Thank you.’


Hans, ever the gentleman, offered me his arm. I took it and leaned on him. ‘It’s not her,’ I said. ‘Please take me home.’


Hans hesitated for a moment, and then seemed to remember he was part of a subterfuge. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘If you will lead the way, Sergeant.’


On the way out the sergeant attempted to get us to sign his book. I feigned dizziness and when that didn’t work, threatened nausea, and so we managed to get away without further hindrance.


‘Wait here,’ Hans commanded, as we stood outside the station. ‘I will hire a cab and escort you home.’ He stepped away, then turned and came back. ‘Where is home, Euphemia?’ he asked. There was a look in his eye that I didn’t like. ‘You were not a guest at the hotel where we met, were you?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘I am staying with a friend.’


‘Do I know this friend?’ asked Hans, raising an eyebrow.


I knew he would like nothing better than to catch me out in an indiscretion. I had never mentioned his mistresses to Richenda, his wife, but he was constantly aware that I could. An indiscretion on my part would make us equal in his eyes. Normally, I found it easy to deal with Hans, but although I was not about to faint again, I felt far from my best. I leaned back against the wall of the police station and closed my eyes.


‘Very well,’ said Hans, and hailed a cab. I was still thinking about where I might direct it when Hans gave the cabbie a direction I did not know. I rested back into the seat and closed my eyes. I would deal with things later. I needed time to marshal myself.


I have killed men. I have walked over the corpses of the dead. My stomach is not easily turned, but what I had seen in those few moments before I lost consciousness was imprinted into my mind’s eye. I have by no means the anatomical knowledge of a medical person, but I have learned more about the body than most. In part this has been in order to more efficiently direct attacks, but also Fitzroy had taken time to teach me what might be termed ‘battlefield’ first aid. It went beyond merely bandaging or making slings, into understanding blood flow, where major organs were located, and how to stem bleeding. One look at the corpse and I had immediately known the agony that had been inflicted on the poor woman. But worse, the more I reflected, the more I realised there could be only one reason to inflict such cuts and in such a way. It made no sense. It was a cruelty beyond abomination. Surely, whoever had done this could not be in their right mind.
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