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Prologue

CORUNNA, SPAIN, JANUARY 16, 1809




THE MAN KNOWN TO HIS enemies only as the asp stepped into the shadow of a doorway in the narrow village street, his saber drawn. The sounds of the battle were all around him, the screams of horses, the clash of steel on steel, the roar of cannon as the tattered remnants of Sir John Moore’s army fought their last-ditch rearguard battle in the village and on the heights above Corunna. Below in the bay, one hundred British transports escorted by twelve ships of the line waited to evacuate what was left of the general’s army after the devastating retreat through the winter-locked Cantabrian Mountains.

The asp waited as the pursuit came closer to his doorway. He wasn’t sure how many men there were, but he must hold them off until the ensign carrying the document was safely aboard one of the British ships. Thirty minutes should be long enough for the man to attain safety, and if the asp prevailed here, he would have time to make his own way to the harbor. If he did not…


His expression hardened. He would at least have secured the safety of the document, duty done. He was a soldier and always had been. It was a hard truth that men who fought battles tended to die in them eventually. But losing colleagues in battle didn’t become easier, and even less so when they were as close a friend and partner as Frederick had been. If he could avenge Frederick’s death in these streets this evening, he would take pleasure in doing so.

The French were searching the street, soldiers banging on doors, shouting commands and questions. But the inhabitants of Corunna were staying tight behind their doors, waiting for the raging battle to cease. When the asp judged the moment right, he stepped out in the lane facing the two men as they slammed the hilts of their sabers against the door across the lane.

“Messieurs…are you looking for me?” he inquired gently.

They spun around, swords at the ready. The asp kept the doorway at his back as he took a further step towards the enemy. Only two of them. He had more than a chance…unless there were reinforcements on the way.

He could hear only the distant mayhem of the battle, however, and with a grim little smile, he lunged. They were no novice swordsmen these two, he reflected, as he parried thrust after thrust, striving always to keep the doorway at his back as he danced, pirouetting, beating back the seemingly indefatigable blades. He saw an opening. The man on his left faltered as his boot tip caught on an uneven cobblestone, leaving his side open. The asp’s blade slid into flesh, and his opponent’s sword clattered to the cobbles, the man swaying for an instant before crumpling, his hand pressed to the pumping wound under his arm.

The asp turned his attention to his remaining assailant. He was tiring himself now, but the knowledge that he had only one man to defeat and a death to avenge brought him a renewed burst of energy. His opponent fell back, feinted, then lunged. The asp’s point slipped beneath his guard and drove deep between his ribs.

The asp stepped back, holding his sword, point down, as the other man slid to the ground with a grunt, his sword dropping useless beside him. The victor kicked both weapons away from their wounded owners and stood looking down at them for a moment with cold gray eyes. Then he shrugged with faint resignation. Vengeance was one thing, cold-blooded murder another. He leaned down to pull the kerchief from one of the men’s necks. Fastidiously he wiped his sword.

“I am probably going to regret this,” he observed almost amiably. “But I have always found the prospect of killing a disarmed and wounded opponent distasteful. So, gentlemen, this is your lucky day.”

He sheathed his saber, dropped the stained kerchief to the ground beside its unconscious owner, and loped off down the lane towards the harbor, his part in the battle now done.

As long as he could avoid any further encounters with the French on his way to the ships, he would win free…for this time anyway.












Chapter One

LONDON, MARCH 1809




AURELIA FARNHAM INSTINCTIVELY quickened her pace as she turned onto Cavendish Square from Wigmore Street. The footsteps behind her speeded up as she did. Her heart began to beat faster. Was he following her? More to the point, who was following her?

She slowed deliberately, and the footsteps adapted. It was late afternoon, the sun sinking behind the city’s roofs and chimney pots, but the evening was by no means drawing in, and plenty of people were still around. Or at least there were on the busy streets she had just left; the square was rather quiet, no sounds of playing children coming from behind the railings of the large central garden.

But Aurelia’s apprehension was giving way to annoyance. This was her home ground, and if an individual couldn’t feel safe a mere twenty yards from her own front door, then something was seriously rotten in the state of Denmark.


She stopped abruptly and spun around. The man behind her stopped. He swept off his high-crowned beaver hat and bowed.

“Lady Farnham?” he inquired, his tone slightly clipped.

Aurelia gave a faint nod of acknowledgment. “Do I know you, sir?” There was nothing in his appearance to alarm. He was dressed with impeccable respectability, carrying nothing more threatening than a slender, silver-knobbed cane.

“Unfortunately, ma’am, we have not been formally introduced,” he said, replacing his hat. “I left my card at your house an hour past, but…” He paused with a slight frown. “Forgive me, but I had little confidence that it would reach your hands. The…uh…servant to whom I entrusted it seemed disinclined to take it and did so only with the greatest reluctance. I thought I would return and try my luck again.”

“Ah, that would be Morecombe,” Aurelia said with something approaching a sigh. “His manner may be a little off-putting, sir, but I can assure you he can be relied upon.” She regarded him interrogatively. “Is there something I can do for you?”

He offered another little bow. “Colonel, Sir Greville Falconer at your service, ma’am. Forgive this unconventional introduction, but I was a friend of your husband’s.”

“Of Frederick’s?” Aurelia looked astonished. Her husband, First Lieutenant, Lord Frederick Farnham, had died at the Battle of Trafalgar, over three years earlier. He’d have been a much younger man than this colonel, she reflected. Sir Greville seemed to dwarf her, towering over her, his wide shoulders filling the well-cut coat as if he had been poured into it. What she had seen of his short, dark hair was flecked with gray at the temples, and he had the unmistakable air of mature self-assurance that comes with experience and authority.

“Yes, of Frederick’s,” he agreed. A gust of March wind caught his hat, and he grabbed it swiftly. He glanced rather quizzically around the blustery square.

Aurelia remembered the courtesies, although nothing obliged her to offer hospitality to a stranger who’d accosted her on the street. But if he had been a friend of Frederick’s, then she owed him more than the street. “Would you care to accompany me into the house, sir?”

“Thank you, ma’am.” He offered her his arm. She took it with a politely noncommittal smile, immediately returning her hands inside her swan’s-down muff. They walked the last few yards and up the steps to the front door in a silence that Aurelia found awkward, but that she was convinced her companion did not. He radiated confidence and self-possession.

Aurelia slipped one gloved hand from the muff and extracted a key from her reticule. The house’s owners, Prince and Princess Prokov, had decided on the line of least resistance when it came to dealings with the ancient Morecombe. He could not be relied upon to hear the door knocker, and even when he did, his progress was so slow many visitors had given up in despair long before the door was opened to them. A modern lock had now been installed, and if the elderly retainer was on duty at the door, rather than the extremely efficient Boris, the house’s occupants took their own keys.

She opened the door and stepped inside, inviting her companion to follow her.

Morecombe shuffled in his carpet slippers from the kitchen regions, peering myopically at the pair in the hall. “Oh, ’tis you,” he declared.

“Yes, Morecombe, and I have a visitor,” Aurelia said patiently. “We shall go into the salon.” She turned aside into a large and beautifully furnished drawing room. “You must forgive Morecombe’s eccentricities, Sir Greville. He has been a retainer here for many, many years.” She set down her muff and drew off her gloves.

“Won’t you sit down, sir.”

The colonel had removed his hat and was looking appreciatively around the handsome apartment, his gaze drawn to the portrait over the fireplace. A rather beautiful woman in full court dress looked out from the canvas, her startling blue eyes seeming to follow the room’s occupants. “A relative?” he asked, absently brushing at his hat brim.

“Not of mine,” she said. “A close relative of Prince Prokov’s. The house belongs to him and his wife, a very old friend of mine. I am staying here while they’re in the country with their staff for several months. The princess awaits her confinement.”


“I did wonder how you came to be living here,” he observed, turning his gaze on her. A dark and unreadable gaze.

Aurelia was suddenly uneasy. Why would he wonder anything about her at all? Who was he? He was somehow giving the impression that he knew things that he had no business knowing. She had the strangest feeling that, as he looked at her, he was assessing her, comparing her with something, some image, some perception. And abruptly she wanted him out of the house.

“Forgive me, Colonel…it was pleasant to meet you, but I’m afraid I have another engagement in an hour and must change my dress,” she said, moving towards the door with an ushering gesture in his direction.

“I understand, ma’am, and I won’t keep you long, but I have not as yet discharged my business.” He did not move from his place before the fire.

Aurelia’s nostrils flared with a surge of annoyance that did nothing to dispel the unease. She turned back to the room, standing close to the door. “Indeed, sir?” Her brown eyes had lost their habitual warmth and her fair eyebrows rose.

He smiled, a flash of white in a lean, tanned countenance. His eyes were a dark gray beneath thick, straight eyebrows, and disconcertingly, he had the longest, lushest eyelashes that Aurelia had ever seen on a woman, let alone a man. But apart from that feature, there was nothing conventionally handsome about his appearance. His countenance had a rather battered air, as if it and its owner had been through a lot together. But it was strangely compelling nevertheless.

And even as she thought this, she realized that her moment of taking stock had given her visitor implicit control. She should have pressed on with his dismissal; instead, she had looked at him far too closely for a mere casual and uninterested observation.

He set his hat and cane down on a console table against the wall and drew off his gloves, regarding her with a slight frown in his eyes as he slapped the gloves rhythmically into the palm of one hand. “I expected to find you in the country, at Farnham Manor,” he said, and Aurelia, to her increased annoyance, thought she could detect a note of irritation in the statement.

“Indeed?” she said again in a tone of haughty indifference. “I wish you would tell me, Sir Greville, why you would go to such trouble to find me. My husband’s been dead for more than three years, it seems a little late for a visit of condolence.”

“Would you sit down, Lady Farnham.”

It was not a question, or a request, it had all the force of a command. Aurelia stared at him. He was presuming to give her orders in what for the present was to all intents and purposes her own house. “I beg your pardon?”

“Believe me, ma’am, it would be better if you were to sit down,” he said, gesturing to a sofa.

“I have no intention of doing so,” Aurelia snapped, laying a hand on the back of a chair as if to emphasize her upright posture. “Now, state your business, Colonel, if you must, then oblige me with your departure.”

“Very well.” He nodded slightly. “Your husband, First Lieutenant, Lord Frederick Farnham, was alive until January sixteenth of this year. He was killed at the battle of Corunna.”

“You are mad,” Aurelia said, her fingers curling tightly over the chair.

He shook his head. “I witnessed his death, Lady Farnham.”

What kind of cruel practical joke was this? Aurelia’s knees shook a little, and there was a tight band around her head. She took a step sideways and dropped onto the sofa, gazing up at her visitor in dazed incomprehension. She couldn’t dismiss what he’d said. He was regarding her with both understanding and something akin to compassion, and she knew that he was telling the truth, however unbelievable it was. He had the unmistakable air of a man who knew exactly what was going to happen next and was calmly prepared to deal with it.

He turned away and strode to a sideboard. He filled a glass from the cognac decanter and brought it over to her. “Drink this.”

Aurelia took the glass in numb fingers and gulped. The fiery liquid scorched her throat, made her cough and splutter, but it warmed her belly and brought her back to full awareness. “I don’t understand,” she stated.

“No,” he agreed. “How should you?” He returned to the sideboard and poured himself a glass of port. He came back, moved a chair slightly so that he was facing her, and sat down. “I will explain as much as I can at this juncture. Drink the cognac.”

Aurelia took a more cautious sip. A flickering resurgence of her customary self wanted to tell him that he had no right to help himself to port without an invitation, but she recognized the urge as merely an attempt to reestablish some kind of control over her surroundings, since she had no control over what was happening, or of what would happen next.

“Frederick Farnham worked for me,” her visitor announced, swirling the liquid in his glass.

“He was a first lieutenant in the navy,” she protested. “You said you’re a colonel…they don’t have colonels in the navy.”

“True,” he agreed calmly. “But there is some overlap between the services.” He gave her his white smile again. “We do all serve King George.”

Aurelia stared at the contents of her glass, her mind a violent swirl of incomprehension. Finally, she looked up and said as steadily as she could, articulating every syllable as if it would invest her words with truth, “I have the letter from the War Ministry…the letter regretfully informing me that my husband had been killed at the Battle of Trafalgar. There can be no mistake…why would the War Ministry lie to me? If it wasn’t Frederick who was killed, then who was it?”

“Many died in that battle,” her visitor said. “But your husband was not one of them. He was not at the battle, he was with me in Bavaria, at Ulm, where General Mack was negotiating an armistice with Napoléon.”

Aurelia shook her head. “Why was Frederick there? He was in the navy.”

“Your husband was only peripherally attached to the navy. In fact he was an agent of the secret service.”

“A spy, you mean?” Aurelia struggled to attach such a label to the man she thought she knew…the man who’d been a childhood companion, and her husband. The man she’d shared a bed with for close to four years. That man had been open, generous, kind. Above all, honest and honorable. He had no time for deceit or lies, even of the most trivial. Such a monumental deception as this was impossible.

She shook her head again, more vigorously this time. “I don’t believe a word you’re saying.”

Greville inclined his head in acknowledgment. “I don’t really expect you to take my word for it. But I hope you will take Frederick’s.” He reached into his coat and withdrew a packet. He tapped it lightly against his knee, looking at her with that same slight frown in the gray eyes. “This is from your husband. It was sent to you at Farnham Manor. I went there in search of you…Frederick assumed that you would still be there. With your daughter…?” He raised an interrogative eyebrow. “Frances, I believe is her name. Franny, Frederick called her…she must be about six now?”

Aurelia said nothing, just gazed at him with all the fascination of a mesmerized rabbit.


“Anyway,” he continued, when it seemed clear she was saying nothing, “I went in search of you and was told I would find you both here, in Cavendish Square. This”—he gestured with the packet—“was delivered to you a few days ago…your staff were preparing to send it on here by the mail coach.” He gave a tiny shrug. “I saved them the trouble.”

“Do you seriously expect me to believe that my staff gave you mail addressed to me without so much as a murmur?” Aurelia demanded. It was insultingly laughable for him to expect her to swallow such a tale.

“I had impeccable credentials,” he said quietly. He reached again into his coat. “They recognized this…as I’m sure you do.” He held the object out to her on his flat palm.

She took it automatically and gazed at it in open-mouthed incredulity. It was Frederick’s signet ring, the seal of the Farnhams embedded in the gold. She looked up and stared at Greville. “How did you get this?”

“Frederick gave it to me. He thought you might need proof of my story.” A mobile eyebrow lifted. “It seems that you do.”

Aurelia looked at the ring again, holding it up to the shaft of fading light from the long windows. She knew it was her husband’s, she could feel his presence somehow. Did that mean that this entire farrago of deceit and lunacy was not a tissue of lies?

“If that packet is indeed addressed to me, perhaps you should give it to me,” she declared, her words laced with sarcasm. She held out her hand imperiously.

The colonel did not immediately hand over the packet. “There are two things inside. One is for you, a personal communication from Frederick, the other is for the War Ministry. I cannot permit you to see that, as I’m sure you’ll understand.”

“Assuming I believe this lunatic story, why would Frederick send me something destined for the War Ministry?” she inquired, the sarcasm still heavy.

“The situation was desperate. We were under attack, and there was considerable doubt as to whether we would make it through. It was vital that this document reached the right hands. Frederick had the idea to send it to you…a destination that would draw no attention.” He leaned forward and dropped the packet in her lap. “I imagine the letter to you will explain all you need to know.”

Aurelia turned the packet over between her hands. The writing was definitely Frederick’s, although it was not in his usual beautiful and forceful script. The letters were untidy, the ink slightly smudged as if written in haste. As indeed he would have been if this story was true.

“You survived the attack,” she stated without expression.

“Yes,” he agreed simply.

“But Frederick did not,” she said softly, trying to absorb anew the knowledge of her husband’s violent death. She had grieved for his loss once, and now it seemed she must do so again.


“No,” her visitor said, watching her closely. “He was killed in a skirmish with half a dozen French soldiers. But by then we had entrusted the packet to an ensign to take to one of the ships in the harbor that were waiting to evacuate the survivors of General Moore’s army.”

Aurelia rose from the sofa and walked slowly across the room to a small satinwood secretaire that stood between two of the long windows. She took up a paper knife and slit the wafer that sealed the packet. With slow deliberation she examined the two sealed papers that it contained. One was addressed to Aurelia Farnham. No honorific, just the plain name in Frederick’s script, which, unlike the other, was clear and unhurried. He must have written the letter itself when he was not in desperate straits.

The second sealed paper had a simple inscription. To be delivered unopened to the War Ministry, Horseguards Parade, London.

She became aware of her visitor’s tall, broad form standing at her shoulder. She hadn’t heard his approach across the expanse of Turkey carpet…surprising with such a big man, she thought irrelevantly.

“May I?” Without waiting for permission, he twitched the second paper from her suddenly nerveless fingers and slipped it inside his coat. “There is now no need for you to deliver this, as I am here. I suggest you read your letter. It will go much further than I can to explain what I can understand must seem like an elaborate and fantastic hoax.”


Aurelia turned to look at him, disliking that she had to look up to do so. “I must ask you to excuse me, Colonel.” Her voice was cold and stiff. “I would prefer to read my husband’s letter in private.”

“Of course.” He bowed. “I will return in the morning. There are things we must discuss.”

“Oh, I doubt that, sir,” she retorted. “You’ve had your say, and we can have nothing further to talk about. If I’m to believe you, the last three and a bit years of my life have been a lie. And I have you to thank for it, it seems. I have no wish to lay eyes upon you again.”

He shook his head. “I hope, ma’am, that you will change your mind about that. Read your letter. I trust it will enable you to see things in a different light.” He offered another bow, then turned to the door, gathering up his hat and cane. “I will return in the morning.” He left, closing the door firmly at his back.

Aurelia stared at the closed door, uncertain whether she was on the verge of hysterical laughter or tears. A fit of hysteria anyway. She couldn’t believe what he’d told her, and yet she knew without a shadow of doubt that it was true. The ring and the unopened letter in her hand shrieked the horrendous, unbelievable truth.

Frederick Farnham did not die on October 21 in the year of our Lord 1805, he died at Corunna on January 16, 1809.

But where did that leave Cornelia’s husband, Stephen? Viscount Dagenham had set sail with Frederick from Plymouth harbor in the early spring of 1805 on a frigate that was to meet up with Admiral Nelson’s fleet. She and Cornelia had waved after the departing frigate, they had seen their husbands aboard together. And they had received official notifications of their husbands’ deaths within a few days of each other. And yet Colonel Falconer had said that Frederick had never been in the Battle of Trafalgar. At the time that naval battle was being fought, he had been in Bavaria. Bavaria, of all places.

She couldn’t for the life of her remember what was going on at Ulm in October of 1805. Had the English been involved? And if they hadn’t been, why were Colonel Falconer and Frederick Farnham there?

Of course the answer was obvious. If they were spies, then they were covertly collecting information.

Aurelia followed the progress of this seemingly interminable conflict with the voracious tyrant Napoléon as best she could. She read the dispatches that were regularly published in the Gazette, and she listened with interest to the conversations of those who had an inside knowledge of the details. Mostly such conversations occurred around the Bonhams’ dinner table, when Harry and his friends and ministry colleagues were gathered. But information in general was scanty and sporadic, except for the great battles in which the English fought, such as Trafalgar, which were reported in detail. Reports of Moore’s gallant and horrendous retreat and stand at Corunna were only just making it to the English newspapers. But if what the colonel had told her was true, her husband’s presence there would have been covert and his death would not make it to the regularly published lists of the killed and missing.

Frederick. She looked down at the unopened letter in her hand. She had to open it, yet she dreaded doing so. She knew absolutely that its contents would turn her ordered existence on its head. She wanted to pretend that this afternoon had never happened, put it out of her mind completely, and simply resume her customary life with Franny, with her friends, with the conventional, gentle social round.

Aurelia stared unseeing at the paper in her hand. It was the life she and Frederick had accepted as their due. Quiet, comfortable, lacking for nothing, bringing with its serene pleasures the customary obligations of privilege. A life lived by everyone they knew, lived by rules and expectations that were bred into them from birth.

But Frederick had not lived that life. He had pretended to do so, but he had been someone else, someone she didn’t know at all. And he had been prepared to sacrifice his marriage, fatherhood, the friendships of a lifetime. His wife. And for what? To live underground as a spy. Dead to everyone who knew him, who loved him. Had he given a thought to his wife and child when he’d made that decision? Had he intended to come back to her if he survived the war?

A surge of hurt-fueled rage washed over Aurelia at this monumental deception her husband had practiced upon her. All the while he had been plotting his dangerous and exciting life, she had been plodding along on the established tracks and expecting to do so until her death.

Her reluctance to open the letter vanished. It was sealed with wax imprinted with Frederick’s signet ring, which she still held tucked into her palm. She slit the wax impatiently with a fingernail and opened the sheet. Her head swam and her eyes blurred as she gazed at the sheet crammed with line after line in that flowing familiar handwriting. Her mouth was suddenly dry, and she swallowed convulsively. It was as if Frederick was in the room with her. She could see his smiling green eyes, his full mouth, the long, gangly length of him. He never looked perfectly groomed, something was always slightly awry with his attire. And if she ever pointed it out to him, he would simply laugh. She could hear that laugh now, a light, cheerfully dismissive chuckle that told her he had more important things to consider than his appearance.

And she knew full well now what those important things were. Not estate matters, or hunting issues, or any of the trivial pursuits that occupied his fellow country gentlemen. No, they were dangerous secrets, secrets that had led to his death. And in her hand now were his words, finally truthful words coming from beyond the grave.

My dearest Ellie…

A childish treble in the hall made her jump, then hastily fold the letter, pushing it into the shallow pocket of her skirt. Franny was back from her schoolroom day with Stevie Dagenham at the Bonhams’ house on Mount Street. Aurelia and Cornelia had decided it made good sense for the two children to share a governess until Stevie was sent away to school. He was seven, and Cornelia was fighting a battle with his grandfather the Earl of Markby to keep him at home at least until he was ten. She had Stevie’s stepfather on her side, and Harry had made a point of ingratiating himself with the earl, so Cornelia was hopeful. The shared governess was an arrangement that suited the children and their mothers, keeping the two households in close touch.

“Morecombe…Morecombe…where’s Mama, I have to show her something.” Franny’s insistent voice brought Aurelia back to the present reality. The letter would wait. She’d waited for an entire marriage and three years beyond it for the truth, another hour would make no difference. She gathered her composure, painted a smile on her lips, and went to the drawing-room door.

“I’m here, Franny. Have you had a pleasant day?”

“Oh, so many things happened, Mama. We went to see the lions at the Exchange, and they roared an’ roared. I think Stevie was just a tiny bit frightened…but I wasn’t…not one little bit.” The little girl ran to her mother, the words tumbling from her lips. “I drew a picture of the lions…see…they had all this hair, Miss Alison said it’s called a mane…”

Aurelia admired the picture, listened attentively to the minute-by-minute description of her daughter’s day, murmured with due appreciation or astonishment at the right moments, and gently eased the child upstairs to the nursery quarters.

She stayed with Franny during her supper and sat by the fire as Daisy, the nurserymaid, gave her a bath, listening to the endless prattle. Not for the first time it occurred to her that Franny was an unstoppable voice and had been from her first birthday. Frederick had been astonished at his little daughter’s grasp of language…

Frederick. The letter in her pocket crackled against her thigh as she made an involuntary move. Later…there would be time enough later.

“What story should we read tonight, love?” she asked cheerfully, receiving her towel-swaddled daughter into her lap.










Chapter Two




 GREVILLE FALCONER LEFT THE HOUSE on Cavendish Square and strode rapidly in the direction of Horseguards Parade, where the War Ministry was situated. The document he had retrieved was securely tucked into an inside pocket of his coat. He had no need to read it since he knew what it contained, although he would be hard-pressed himself to reproduce the map. Frederick Farnham’s skills at cartography far exceeded his own, and the map that comprised the major content of the document was far too detailed for Greville to reproduce from memory. Although Frederick would have been able to do it.

He was aware once again of the sharp stab of loss. Frederick had been his friend. First as his student, apt, quicker than most to grasp the finer details of espionage, a pupil who shared his master’s intellectual pleasure in the covert world of manipulation and deceit, who embraced the inherent dangers with a leap of the heart.


And then as his colleague, one to whom Greville could trust his life.

He would always mourn Frederick’s death, would always wonder if he could have saved him if he’d made a different thrust with his saber, if he’d chosen a different lane in their headlong race through the streets of Corunna down to the harbor. Intellectually he knew it would have made no difference. The enemy was in every street, and they had been ambushed, hopelessly outnumbered. Frederick had died quickly, one clean sword thrust to the heart, and the young ensign had taken the document to the harbor while Greville had drawn off the pursuit. Two of Frederick’s assailants had paid the price, and the map and its vital information had been sent. Frederick had not died in vain. It was some compensation, Greville supposed.

He showed his credentials to the sentry at the gate-house and entered the outer courtyard of the ministry. He made his way to a narrow, arched doorway at the right-hand corner of the courtyard and climbed the curving flight of stone steps. He emerged into a corridor lined with grimy mullioned windows that let in very little light.

“Falconer, isn’t it?”

He spun around at a vaguely familiar voice. A man had just emerged from a door behind him. His green eyes looked tired, his neckcloth had lost its starch, he was coatless, and the top buttons of his shirt were undone.


“Bonham.” Greville extended his hand. “Are you still beavering away at your hieroglyphics?”

“Still at it,” Harry said, shaking the offered hand warmly. “I don’t think I’ve seen the light of day for three days.” His gaze was shrewd as he regarded the colonel. “So, you got out of Corunna?”

Greville nodded soberly. “One of the few.”

Harry returned the nod of acceptance in silence. The two men were only slightly acquainted, and they knew little about each other’s particular business, but they were both at home in these shabby, hidden corridors of the War Ministry. They shared the same relish for the dark underworld of war, the secret maneuverings, the devious plotting, the heady excitement of a triumph that could be acknowledged only among fellow toilers in the underworld.

“Are you on your way to see the chief?” Bonham asked casually. It was an unspoken rule in their world that no one inquired too closely into a colleague’s business.

“Checking in,” Greville responded. “I only returned to London this morning.”

“I’ll look for you on St. James’s Street if you’re staying in town for a while,” Harry said. “Assuming I ever get out of here.” He raised a hand in farewell and turned to walk down the corridor in the opposite direction.

Greville made his way to a door that led into a suite of offices at the end of the long, dim corridor reeking of dust and mice. The door was ajar, and he tapped lightly before pushing it fully open.


The man sitting at a massive oak table between the windows got to his feet when he saw his visitor. “Greville…I am glad to see you safe.” He leaned across the table to clasp the colonel’s hand in both of his. “What a criminal mess that was…but Moore did his best.”

“Aye, and died a brave death,” Greville returned. His gray eyes were suddenly shadowed. He laid his hat on the table, along with his cane, and drew off his gloves.

“And Farnham, too,” Simon Grant, the head of the secret service, said swiftly. He was the only other person who knew the true identities of both the asp and his late partner. “I was sorry to hear of his death, Greville. I know how much you valued him. As did I.”

“I valued him as a colleague, but also as a friend.” The colonel reached into his coat and withdrew the document. His tone was now brisk and businesslike.

“This is Farnham’s map of the key passes over the Pyrenees into Spain. The French have to hold them if they’re to continue to control Spain and Portugal.” Greville unfolded the parchment and laid it on the table, smoothing out the creases. “By the same token, if we can take them ourselves, we can prevent the French advance and ensure that no supplies get through to them.”

Simon Grant bent over the map, reaching for a magnifying glass. “The army’s ready for transport to the Peninsula under Wellesley. He’s planning a landing at Lisbon, and a campaign straight up the Tagus River.” Grant looked up with a small smile. “He’ll send the French packing out of Portugal in no time, you mark my words, Greville.”

“I don’t doubt it, sir,” the colonel said drily. “Farnham and I made contact with guerrilla groups across the Peninsula. Remarkably cooperative they were. Bonaparte’s miscalculated the opposition this time. The last thing he’ll be expecting will be sneak attacks from partisan groups, passionately fired by patriotism. They’re preparing to gather along the Tagus to offer support to the general.”

Greville leaned across the table and turned the map over. “On the back here you’ll find the code names and passwords of the various groups. Wellesley’s spies will be able to contact them with that information, and they can be sure of a friendly reception.”

Simon Grant examined the list of names and numbers for a moment before saying, “Should Bonham take a look at these, just to make sure there are no nasty surprises embedded in the codes?”

“Certainly. I would stake my honor on their authenticity, but…” Greville shrugged. “I know better than to stake lives on assumptions.”

“Precisely.” Grant rang a handbell on the table beside him and it was promptly answered by a young ensign. “Take these to Lord Bonham, Beringer.”

The ensign clicked his heels as he bowed and took the parchment. “Right away, sir.” He disappeared at a near run.

Simon grimaced. “Harry won’t thank me for more work, the poor devil’s not left the building for three days. Fortunately, his wife appears to be an understanding woman.” He looked sharply at the colonel. “So, are you prepared for a stint at home, Greville?”

“If that’s where you need me.”

“We suspect the Spanish are trying to establish a foothold in the heart of our intelligence community. And you know how we can’t allow that,” Simon added with a faintly derisive smile. “Bonaparte now rules Spain, the king’s in exile, and the Spanish intelligence networks report directly to Fouche in Paris…at least that’s where he was when last we had tabs on him.” His smile grew harder. “The man’s as slippery as he’s ruthless.”

Greville nodded his agreement with a grim smile of his own. “So, do we know what approach the Spaniards are going to make?”

Simon nodded. “We think they’re coming in through the upper echelons of society…you know the kind of thing, an exiled grandee, a poverty-stricken nobleman persecuted by the French.”

“And they’re actually in the pay of the French?”

Simon nodded. “We’re fairly certain of it. Our information thus far has been spotty, few facts but hints, odd pieces of correspondence we intercepted. Nothing definite, but we’d like you to retire the asp for the moment and work under your own identity. We need you to set yourself up in London for a while, mingle with the upper ten thousand, frequent the clubs of St. James’s, attend court when you can…”

“I’m not sure I’m equipped for the dancing role,” Greville said with a twist of his lips. “I have no time for society nonsense, Simon, you know that. I’m more at home in the back alleys and taverns in the company of guerrilla fighters and men with poison-tipped daggers.”

Simon laughed. “I know…I know, my friend. But you can also play this part…you were bred to it, after all. And you certainly look the part. But, make no mistake, this is no sinecure. The Spanish are as devious and dangerous as any. All their agents could give lessons to the Inquisition. You’ll need all your skills, Greville, to stay one step ahead of them, and I don’t have to tell you what will happen if they suspect you.”

Greville contented himself with a raised eyebrow that spoke volumes.

Simon continued, “If you don’t have sufficient social contacts in town, then we’ll get Harry Bonham to take you around. He has a foot in every social puddle, although I think the frippery nonsense makes him as impatient as it makes you. But he also has entrées into the political and diplomatic scene. Let him introduce you to the influential folk. The rest will be up to you.”

Greville inclined his head in acceptance. “If that’s what you want me to do, then, of course, I will do it.”

“Good.” Simon Grant moved around the table to shake hands once more. “Where are you staying?”

“My esteemed aunt Agatha on Brook Street. I always stay there when I’m passing through town, but if I’m to take up residence in London for an extended period, then I shall have to make other arrangements.”


“Let me know when you’re settled then, and I’ll have a word with Bonham.” Simon clasped Greville’s hand tightly. “It’s good to have you back…we lose too many these days.”

“Yes,” the other man agreed without expansion, returning the firm handshake. He picked up his hat, gloves, and cane and turned to the door. He paused, his hand on the latch. “The department owed Farnham a fair sum of back pay, did they not?”

“That is so,” Simon agreed, regarding Greville quizzically. “And there’s a widow, I believe. We’d pay it out gladly to her if there was a way of making sure she didn’t know where it came from.”

Greville made a vague gesture that could have meant anything. “I’ll look into it.” He offered a half salute and left the office.

On the now dark street, he hailed a passing hackney and directed it to Brook Street. His aunt Agatha, Lady Broughton, was his late mother’s widowed sister. She was a lady of considerable means and very fond of her own way, but otherwise a kindly soul and always delighted to see her nephew, although always somewhat disconcerted at his lack of social activities on his rare visits to town. She would be delighted to host her nephew for an extended period during the delights of the season, he knew, but a bachelor needed his own establishment.

He entered the hall with a nod of thanks to the butler, who had opened the door, and went straight up to his own bedchamber, an imposing if somewhat old-fashioned apartment. A fire blazed in the grate, the lamps had been lit, and Greville could appreciate comforts that rarely came his way when he was working. He walked to the window and drew aside the curtain. The gas lamps had been lit on the street, and a private carriage bowled past, its owner presumably on his or her way to an evening of social gaiety, if not outright dissipation.

It was not his world, any more than it had been Frederick Farnham’s. But Frederick’s wife had given every indication of fitting neatly into it. Not wife, he reminded himself. Widow.

He frowned into the fizzing yellow light of the lamp below his window. Frederick had talked often of Aurelia…Ellie, he’d called her. One evening in particular…when they’d both been drinking deep of a flagon of hard cider in a barn in Brittany, listening to the sounds of pursuit, the baying dogs, the shouts of the enemy, finally fading into the night.

You know, Greville, I don’t think Ellie really knows who she is, or what she’s capable of. She has strengths she doesn’t know she has because she’s never had to use them.

Greville let the curtain drop again over the window. There had been more in that vein, the younger man’s voice redolent with the knowledge that the chances of seeing his wife again were almost too remote to contemplate. They’d grown up together in the same small country village, their neighboring families closely entwined in the way of County families, who made up the aristocracy of the countryside. They had married as a matter of course, fulfilling the expectations of both their families. But Frederick Farnham had recognized something in his wife that no one else had seen. He had followed his country’s call, knowing full well that he would probably never live a normal life again, knowing that he would never have the opportunity to tap those hidden depths in his wife. He hadn’t said it in so many words, but it had been implied in every word he spoke that concerned her.

How would he have felt if in his absence another man did that?

It was a startling thought, and Greville knew that it had grown from the recesses of his mind where, without his conscious intent, plans and strategies for his new assignment were breeding. He needed a cover, a front for his present task.

If Aurelia did indeed have the hidden and unacknowledged depths her husband had believed in, then perhaps she would be willing to help him, if he presented it correctly…if he offered the right incentives. Of course, she had given the impression that afternoon of disliking him intensely, but that was hardly surprising. He’d just told her she’d been living a lie for more than three years, and the man she’d married was not at all the man she’d thought him. Killing the messenger was the natural response. But first impressions could be amended. And there were, as he’d just reflected, always incentives.

Greville knew that he was no courtier. He had none of the smooth skills of flattery and flirtation. Oh, he could dissemble and act any part he deemed necessary in the interests of his work and survival, but those skills had no place in this particular situation. Honesty…a direct appeal to her inner nature, hidden to herself as well as to others. An appeal reinforced by her husband’s example, and the example of other aristocratic women who variously put their diplomatic and social skills, their houses even, at the service of their country. It was by no means an outlandish suggestion. And it might work.

 • • •

Aurelia sat by the fire in her bedchamber, the open letter lying on her lap. Her eyes gazed unseeing into the flickering flames in the hearth. The house was quiet around her, Morecombe and his wife and sister-in-law retired to their own apartments, the rest of the household gone to their beds. Franny was asleep in the night nursery, Daisy in her own little chamber next door, the adjoining door left ajar in case the child awoke in the night.

Aurelia picked up the letter again. She had read it three times already, and while she began to think she knew it almost by heart, she still couldn’t make sense of it. Oh, the words were easy enough to understand, but not the man who had written them. That Frederick Farnham was not the man whom she had married, the man whose child she had borne. She remembered how overjoyed he’d been at Franny’s birth, how he’d paced the corridor outside the chamber while his wife had labored throughout that eternal night. She saw again how he’d held his baby, his eyes wet with tears as he’d gazed down at the bundle in his arms with such awe and wonder. Surely that man could not have given it all up, cast his wife and child aside, without a second thought.


My dearest Ellie,




If you’re reading this, it will mean that I am dead. I wrote this letter many months ago, ever since it became clear to me that my chances of survival are remote, to say the least. It’s hard for me to explain how I come to be doing what I’m doing. Even harder to say how sorry I am for the hurt I know I have caused you. Believe me, love, I ache with the knowledge of your pain, but I can do nothing to lessen it. I know you will be angry, too, and in that I can find some comfort. Your anger is easier to bear than your hurt. Please try to understand. Try to understand the patriotic imperatives that drive a man to fight for his country. Bonaparte must be stopped before he colonizes the entire Continent. And rest assured he won’t be satisfied with that. He has already set his sights on India and the trade routes, and it seems now that only England can stand firm against him amidst the shifting alliances. As long as he cannot invade our island, we can fight him and defeat him.

Soon after I left with Stephen to join Admiral Nelson’s fleet off the coast of France, I met Colonel, Sir Greville Falconer. He joined our frigate just off Gibraltar. That meeting changed my life. Greville has become my closest friend and colleague. He is, to put it plainly, a master spy and he recruited me. I can only say that I was looking for something, I knew not what, until he offered it to me. I wanted to get away from the stifling hierarchy, the rigidity of the navy. I wanted to fight battles with my wits. I wanted to dig in the dirt, defeat the enemy in his own trenches, not look for glory. My dearest love, I don’t know how else to explain why I was so drawn to the work Greville offered me. I was drawn to him, certainly, and if you meet him, you will understand why. I hope that he will survive whatever event has caused my death, the event that means you are now reading this letter. I know that if he has, he will seek you out, as he promised me he would. He is the only one I trust to carry my secret to you. A secret, my love, that you must keep for me. You can tell no one of this letter, of this knowledge that you now have. Greville Falconer’s true identity is known only to a handful of people, and if it became common knowledge, it would sign his death warrant, and that of others. I cannot stress this enough, my love. Too many lives are at stake, lives of friends, colleagues, both past and present, if the truth of Greville’s identity and my activities in the last three years becomes known. He will tell you so himself. Trust him, Ellie. Trust him with your life. He will protect you as I can no longer do. I’ve met many women in the last years who’ve fought side by side with their men, who’ve given their lives in the battle against Bonaparte, who’ve used their wits as ably as any man. Indeed, my life has been saved on more than one occasion by the quick thinking and daring courage of such women, women who have all put their trust in Greville Falconer, and not regretted it.

In closing, my dear, I cannot sufficiently express my sorrow for the deception I have perforce practiced upon you. I can pray only that you will one day understand the imperatives that drove me to act as I have done. And I ask that you speak kindly of me to Franny. My heart aches at the knowledge that I will not see her grow to womanhood. But I made my choice and live with its consequences. I hope that you will marry again if that is what you wish for, and find fulfillment in your life, as I have found in mine. I give my life freely in my country’s service, although not gladly. There is still so much work to be done. But I must leave the work to others. To you, Ellie, I send my undying love. Think well of me when you are able.

FF.




Aurelia watched her tears drop to the paper, smudging the ink. For a moment, there was satisfaction in the thought that her tears could obliterate the words, make them vanish as thoroughly as her husband had vanished from her life. Frederick had shed no tears for her. He had done what he chose to do, accepted the consequences for himself, but totally without consideration for anyone else affected by his choice. And then abruptly she snatched the letter aside, laying it in safety on the small, round table at her side.

She stood up and paced around the softly lit chamber, holding her elbows, her tears flowing unrestrained, but they were tears of anger now. Patriotism was all very well, particularly in wartime. She had accepted Frederick’s death in battle. But this…this was too hard to accept. What would have happened if he hadn’t died? Would he have calmly come back to her at the end of the war? Shown up on her doorstep, all smiles, the prodigal husband returned, ready to take up his roles as husband and father…until he became bored…“stifled” was the word he’d used…and decided to go off adventuring again?

How could she possibly accept such a thing? What if she had followed Cornelia’s example and married again? What part would Frederick have played then in her life?

Oh, it was too absurd, too utterly insulting to think she had been duped in that dastardly fashion.

What power could that man Greville Falconer have held over Frederick that he could compel him to behave in such a fashion…so alien to his character, to the open, honest, honorable man she had known him to be? There had to be a reason for Frederick’s going so meekly to the slaughter. Had this Falconer blackmailed him with some shameful truth? Bribed him with something…no, no, that was unthinkable.

She leaned a hand on the mantelpiece and stared down into the fire as if the answer would somehow become manifest in the dancing flames. And slowly she came to accept that Frederick had given the explanation, incredible though it was. Greville Falconer had sowed his seed in fertile ground. Presumably he had been trained to recognize such ground, and in Frederick he’d seen the potential. He had seen what no one else had seen…what Aurelia still couldn’t glean from her knowledge and memories of the man who had been her husband. And presumably this Greville Falconer had persuasive talents that she herself had not discerned in their brief meeting that afternoon.

His face seemed to form itself in the blue-tinged, orange-red glow of the fire. She was transfixed again by the straight gaze from the dark gray eyes beneath thick, black eyebrows. Nothing ordinary about his countenance. Not easily forgotten. And then there was the sheer force of his personality. It was as powerful as his physical presence. She would not admit that he had intimidated her on her own ground, but she had certainly found herself following his script. Had Frederick felt the same thing when the colonel had recruited him?

Well, she would not seek Greville Falconer out in a hurry. Presumably his business with her was completed with the safe delivery of whatever he had taken away with him.

But then Aurelia remembered his last words. She had told him she never wished to see him again, and he had replied, I hope, ma’am, that you will change your mind.

Just what did that mean? He’d told her he would return in the morning. She could not be obliged, compelled, to meet anyone she didn’t wish to. She could deny him entrance. It was her house…for the duration, at least. Her house, her castle, and she could pull up the drawbridge.

But if she were to do that, she would be denying herself all possibility of understanding Frederick…of what had caused him to make this extraordinary sacrifice.

Carefully Aurelia folded her husband’s letter and locked it away in her jewel casket. She was convinced it contained secrets she had not yet discovered. She snuffed the candles on the mantelpiece and climbed into bed, propping herself up against the lace-edged pillows at her back. Leaning sideways she blew out the bedside candle and lay back watching the firelight flicker on the ceiling. She felt lonelier than she had ever felt…lonelier even than when she had first been informed of her husband’s death at the Battle of Trafalgar. That had been a shared grief. She and Cornelia had faced and accepted that together. If she honored Frederick’s request, she could not share any of this with her dearest friend. There was no one now with whom she could share this double grief: the renewed loss of her husband, but also the loss of her belief in him, and in the life they’d led together.










Chapter Three




AT SIX O’CLOCK THE following morning Greville was riding alone in the park. Apart from a few gardeners moving in desultory fashion among the shrubs, it was deserted, and he gave his rented hack free rein along the tan, the wide strip of sandy soil that ran parallel to the paved carriageway around the circuit.

He’d spent the previous evening reviving his lapsed memberships of the clubs of St. James’s. It hadn’t proved particularly difficult to remind the voting members of White’s and Watier’s that he was back in town and to let it be known that he intended to be around for the foreseeable future. He’d been elected to the clubs as a youngster fresh down from Oxford with a cornetcy in the Guards in the wings. No one questioned his frequent absences from town life during the war years. The cornet had become a colonel, and as such he was as welcome at the social well now as he had been in his youth. It had been a long and expensive evening however. While he could play a fair hand at whist, he had never been interested in gambling, and his inexperience showed. He’d lost heavily last night, but having shown his face at the tables, he would in the future be able to avoid serious gambling without drawing too much attention.

Next he needed to establish himself in suitable lodgings and set up his stables in a modest fashion. He corrected a sideways lunge of his mount with an exasperated sigh. Hired hacks developed bad habits without a consistent rider, and he definitely needed a riding horse of his own. He would need a carriage, too. A curricle, probably, with a decent pair. They wouldn’t have to be top drawer at Tattersalls, but they’d need to make a respectable showing on the park circuit. He had no aspirations to the sporting world of the Corinthians. His fighting skills were rather more underhand than straightforward boxing and fencing. But in combat, when it mattered, he would back himself anytime. His lip curled in derision. Of all the assignments Simon could have given him, this was the least acceptable.

After an hour, when the first riders, showing off their prowess after a night of dissolution, began to appear in the park, Greville rode his horse back to Brook Street. The livery stable’s groom took charge of the hack, and Greville went into the house to be greeted by the butler, who wore an air of some urgency.

“Ah, Sir Greville, her ladyship awaits you in the morning room,” he announced with some portentousness. “She’s been waiting for half an hour or more,” he added, disapproval evident.

“What ails her ladyship, Seymour? She doesn’t usually stir from her room until noon,” Greville observed, handing over his crop, removing his hat, and drawing off his gloves.

“Nothing ails Lady Broughton, sir,” the butler declared, gathering up Greville’s discarded possessions and passing them to an attendant footman. “I understand she is anxious to talk with you. Breakfast will be served immediately.”

Greville contemplated saying that he would like to change his dress, but it was a mischievous impulse, designed only to discomfit the disapproving butler, and as such not worth pursuing. He nodded acceptance and strode to the back of the house.

“Greville, my dear nephew, have you had a pleasant ride?” Aunt Agatha beamed at him from the far side of the round table. Her beauty had been legendary in her youth, and while that beauty had faded somewhat, she was still a handsome woman. She was swathed in Indian silks, her hair concealed beneath an impressive turban, and she was engaged in dipping fingers of toast into a bowl of tea.

“Pleasantly quiet, ma’am,” he said, pulling out a chair opposite. “This is an ungodly hour for you, is it not?” He smiled as he raised an interrogative eyebrow.

“I own I would prefer to be taking tea in bed, but I wish to talk with you, Greville, and I knew once I missed you today, I would never find the opportunity.” She dabbed at her lips with a snowy napkin. “So energetic, you are. You’re never still for a minute.”

Greville laughed gently. “I am always at your service, Aunt Agatha. You have only to summon me.”

She regarded him across the table with narrowed eyes. “If I believed that, Nephew, I’d be as blind as your poor mother…may she rest in peace,” she added piously.

Greville was saved from an immediate response by the entrance of two footmen bearing chafing dishes and a tankard of ale.

“Deviled kidneys, sir, and fried trout,” one of them announced, removing the lids from the dishes as the other set the tankard at Greville’s elbow. “Cook says there’s coddled eggs and lamb chops if you’d like.”

“I would,” Greville said with enthusiasm. “I’ll help myself, thank you.”

“I’ll bring the eggs an’ the chops then, sir.”

The footmen disappeared, and Greville took a deep draft of his ale before going to the sideboard to help himself from the chafing dishes. He brought a laden plate to the table, sat down, shook out his napkin, and addressed his aunt. “So, ma’am, what is so urgent that it gets you from your bed betimes?” He forked a kidney into his mouth.

Before responding, Aunt Agatha dipped another finger of toast into her tea. “You said you would be staying in town for a while, and I have it in mind to give a small party in your honor…no, no, hear me out, dear boy.” She raised her free hand imperatively, and Greville stilled his tongue.

“You have spent so little time in town over the years. It’s why you have no wife…now, forgive me if this is a sensitive subject, but you do owe it to the family, dear boy. If your mother were alive, she would be telling you the same thing. You were little more than a child when your father died, and no one expected you to assume family responsibilities for some years. But, dear boy, you need a wife, and you need an heir. And I don’t see how you’re to acquire either gallivanting around Europe on the heels of that tyrant. But now you’re to be settled for a while at least, I intend to go to work.”

Greville waited until the returning footman had placed the fresh dishes on the sideboard before he spoke. “I appreciate your concern, Aunt Agatha, although I doubt I shall be in town long enough to settle down in any permanent fashion.” A humorous smile accompanied his pleasant tone. “I don’t intend to be a charge upon you, my dear ma’am. I have it in my mind to find suitable lodgings and set up my own establishment.”

“What nonsense…whatever for?” the lady demanded, her plump features creasing ominously. “This house is a mausoleum, far too big for me alone. You can have an entire wing to yourself if you wish a separate establishment.”

Greville’s smile didn’t waver. “You are too generous, ma’am, but I couldn’t possibly impose upon you in such fashion.” Deftly he filleted the trout on his plate as he spoke.

Lady Broughton’s frown transformed her amiable countenance, drawing her carefully plucked eyebrows together, narrowing her pale blue eyes. Her mouth took a downturn, and she fixed him with a glare.

Greville ignored the glare. He knew his aunt of old. She had been spoiled by a fond and indulgent husband and detested being thwarted in the most minor matters. He savored a mouthful of trout and allowed the glowering silence full rein.

Her ladyship broke first, as he knew she would. A disgusted snort prefaced her statement. “Well, you must please yourself, I suppose, as you always do. Your poor mother never could see how you twisted her around your little finger, even in short coats.”

Greville contented himself with a sardonic twitch of his eyebrows. To his certain knowledge he had never twisted his mother around any finger, little or otherwise. She had barely laid eyes on him during his childhood, spending her time shut away in a wing of the ancient, creaky house, leaving her only child to the sometimes haphazard care of a series of nursemaids, until he’d been packed off to school at the age of eight. His father had died when he was twelve, but had been a shadowy figure in his son’s life at best. Only his aunt Agatha had shown any interest in her sister’s son, and that had been, while generous, fairly infrequent.

He sipped his ale. “Of course, ma’am, if you are seriously minded to give a small party for me, I would be most grateful.”

The sun emerged from the clouds, and Aunt Agatha smiled again. She adored entertaining. “I’ll prepare a guest list this morning…a rout party, I think. I haven’t given one since last season, and it would be most suitable for such a purpose. A little dancing, not a big orchestra, but a few strings, a piano…and pink champagne…I’m sure we have plenty in the cellar…I’ll check with Seymour.” She tapped her teeth with a fingernail, her earlier disappointment forgotten, her good humor restored.

Greville laughed and pushed back his chair. “I’m sure, as always, Aunt, that you’ll know what is best. Let me know when to present myself, and I’ll be there in fine fig.”

“Yes…yes…well, I have a lot to do.” She waved him away and reached for the little silver bell beside her. “I’ll discuss matters with Seymour at once.”

Greville bowed and left her happily contemplating her wide circle of acquaintances and the prospect of giving a party that would be the talk of the town. He was perfectly happy to be the guest of honor at such a gathering, it would give him a head start in the business of reintroducing himself to society. Once one invitation was issued, the rest would flood in, and he could begin to play Simon Grant’s game. He went upstairs to change from riding dress into something more suitable for paying morning calls.

Would Aurelia receive him?


A good question, but he was hoping that Frederick’s letter would have had a softening effect on the lady. He had no idea what Frederick had written, but he knew he would have spoken well of his comrade, if he’d mentioned him at all. But it was difficult to imagine a letter in such circumstances that failed to mention Colonel Falconer.

Critically, he examined his image in the long mirror. He’d been away from the social circuit, apart from flying visits to London, for close to fifteen years, and he suspected the tailoring of his present garments was somewhat outmoded. He rarely gave thought to his dress; most of the time he was either in uniform or dressed for some activity that bore no relation to morning calls, rout parties, or Almack’s Assembly Rooms. He’d clearly have to update his wardrobe, but for the moment he could find little to object to in his dark gray coat and buckskin britches. They’d been made for a younger man, but good tailoring will always tell, and the coat still fitted him well across the shoulders. He had tied his linen cravat in a modest but perfectly acceptable knot, and his top boots, while not cleaned with champagne, had a respectable shimmer to them.

He took up his beaver hat and gloves and hefted the slender, silver-knobbed cane he always carried, weighing it in his hand, feeling the delicate balance. The stick was transformed at the touch of a spring into a wickedly sharp sword and had proved indispensable on many occasions. Not that he expected to need it on the streets of London during a cool March-morning stroll. But one never knew in his business.

 • • •

“Mama…mama…why are you taking me to Stevie’s?” Franny tugged at her mother’s arm. “Why isn’t Daisy taking me?”

Aurelia looked down at her prancing daughter with a slightly distracted smile. “In a minute, Franny. I’m talking to Morecombe.”

“Yes, but why?” the little girl demanded, but with less urgency in her tone; it was more a matter of form.

“Prince Prokov’s wine merchant usually calls on the third Thursday of the month, Morecombe. When he comes today, if I’m not back, could you make sure he understands that this month’s delivery is to be shipped to the country?” Aurelia drew on her gloves as she spoke. “And the prince is most insistent that two cases of the vintage champagne be included in the delivery.”

“Oh, aye,” Morecombe said. “That’ll be for Lady Livia’s confinement, I daresay.”

“Yes…well, perhaps not the confinement itself but its results,” Aurelia said with a smile. “Only another three weeks to go.”

“Aye, well, we wishes her all the best fer a safe delivery,” the old man declared. “Our Mavis an’ our Ada ’ave been knittin’ away for months now. There’s bootees, an’ caps, and whatnot all over the ’ouse.”


Aurelia laughed. “They’ll be well appreciated, Morecombe…. All right, Franny. We’re going now.”

“I’ll be late,” Franny announced with a note of satisfaction. “And Miss Alison will be cross.”

“No, she won’t,” her mother returned. “You won’t be late anyway, it’s barely a quarter to nine.” She took her daughter’s hand and hurried her out of the house.

“But why are you taking me an’ not Daisy?” Franny repeated her unanswered question.

“Oh, I wanted to see Aunt Nell about something,” Aurelia said vaguely. In truth, even though she knew she must honor Frederick’s request that she say nothing about the extraordinary situation, she was driven to seek her friend’s company this morning because she needed its familiarity, a return to a sense of normality that she hoped the easy comfort of Nell’s presence would give her.

Franny was prattling in her inconsequential fashion as they walked briskly along the quiet streets. It was a chilly morning, a fresh March wind gusting around the corners, and they swung hands to keep themselves warm. Aurelia offered an occasional comment, an encouraging murmur now and again, and it seemed all that Franny needed to keep up her monologue. They reached Mount Street and the Bonhams’ establishment just as Harry descended from a hackney carriage at the door.

“Good morning, Harry.” Aurelia greeted his disheveled and weary appearance without surprise. “You don’t look as if you’ve been home in a day or two.”

“And so I haven’t,” he said with tired sigh. “Good morning, Franny.” He dropped a kiss on the child’s upturned brow as she launched into a minute description of a goldfish she and Stevie were keeping in a bowl in the schoolroom.

He accompanied them into the house, producing all the right sounds of astonishment and appreciation at the antics of the goldfish.

“Run along upstairs, Franny,” Aurelia said, mercifully interrupting the flow. “Stevie and Miss Alison will be waiting for you.” She bent to kiss her, unbuttoning the child’s coat as she did so. “I’ll see you this afternoon.”

Franny scampered off and Aurelia shook her head with a resigned smile. “She never stops talking.”

“She’s a bright little thing,” Harry responded with a chuckle, turning to his butler, who stood waiting to be noticed. “Hector, is Lady Bonham down yet?”

“Yes, of course I am.” Cornelia’s light tones sounded on the stairs. She descended with a quick step, both hands extended to her husband. “Oh, you poor dear. You look exhausted. Have you slept at all since you left three days ago?”

“I don’t think so,” he said, taking her hands in his and kissing her mouth. “You look as fresh as a daisy, wife of mine, and I am rank and as prickly as a cactus.” He passed a hand over his stubbly chin. “I’m going to make myself presentable and leave you to enjoy Aurelia’s company.” He stepped aside to reveal Aurelia, who’d been standing quietly behind him, waiting for the couple to complete their greeting.


“Ellie, how lovely!” Cornelia exclaimed. “What brings you here so early?”

“I thought I’d bring Franny myself this morning…I felt like an early walk,” Aurelia said. “But I’ve no need to stay. I don’t want to intrude.”

“As if you ever could,” Cornelia scoffed. “Harry is going upstairs to repair himself and he’ll probably sleep until this afternoon. So let’s go and have coffee in the morning room. Have you had breakfast?” She linked arms with Aurelia and urged her towards the morning room.

Aurelia went willingly enough, but she was beginning to question the wisdom of this impulsive visit so soon after yesterday’s revelations. The urge to pour out to her friend what was uppermost in her mind threatened to become irresistible, and she must resist it. She could think of little else and was afraid that Cornelia would sense her distraction immediately.

But fortunately Cornelia had her own preoccupations that morning. She poured coffee for them both before sinking gracefully onto a chaise. “What do you think of a black-and-white theme, Ellie?”

Aurelia blinked at this seeming non sequitur. “For what?”

“The ball, of course.” Cornelia looked astonished that anyone could have forgotten this issue that occupied most of her waking hours at present.

“Oh, of course.” Aurelia sipped her coffee and tried to give the question her full attention. “You mean the decor, or must the guests comply with the color code, too?”


“I thought it might make it a little more interesting. Everyone gets so tired of the endless round of balls and galas, something a little different might be appreciated.”

“Absolutely,” Aurelia agreed. “And after the success of your gala last April, you’ve a lot to live up to.” She regarded her friend with a gleam in her eyes. “I believe you intend to stun the ton with a squeeze every year, Nell.”

A faint pink blossomed on her friend’s fashionably pale cheeks as she laughingly confessed, “I may have had some such idea. And it makes it all the more necessary to do something different this time, Ellie, otherwise everyone will say I’ve lost my touch.”

“More power to you, love,” Aurelia said warmly. “When’s the date to be exactly?”

“I wanted to discuss that with you, too.” Cornelia reached for the coffeepot and refilled their cups. “It would be lovely if Liv could make it. The baby’s due in about three weeks, the beginning of April. I’d thought to give the ball in April, but she won’t be able to travel so soon. Should I leave it until mid-May?”

“You know Livia, she’ll come if it’s humanly possible. But it depends on her confinement. If all goes smoothly, then six weeks should be long enough, but…” Aurelia shrugged expressively.

Cornelia nodded. They’d both endured the rigors of childbirth, and while they and the infants had survived, they also knew that they had been lucky. “Liv’s strong,” she offered. “And determined.”


“True enough. But Alex isn’t going to let her take any risks, and you know how persuasive he can be.”

Cornelia nodded again. Alexander Prokov had a way of ensuring things went according to his wishes. Livia, independent-minded though she was, was no proof against her husband’s determination if he was really set upon something. And he would make absolutely certain his adored wife took no risks. It was a safe bet that he would set the bar for those risks high.

“Well, perhaps I’ll make it the end of May,” Cornelia said after a moment’s thought. “Towards the end of the season. And we can open the conservatory and the garden. Black and white lanterns, or, no…” She held up a hand. “Not black and white at all, silver and black. How would that be, Ellie?”

“Pure magic,” Aurelia said, setting aside her coffee cup. “I foresee a critical success, my dear. And now I must be on my way. Thank you for the coffee.” She kissed her friend, who had risen from the chaise as Aurelia stood up. “I’ll send Daisy for Franny this afternoon. Will I see you at Cecily Langton’s luncheon?”

“Yes, I said I’d be there.” Cornelia accompanied Aurelia to the front door. “What are we raising money for this time?”

“A new infirmary at Chelsea Hospital, I believe. But she also mentioned that she’s sponsoring a newcomer to London…to the country, actually. A Spanish lady, recently married to the Earl of Lessingham. Have you come across her?”


“Oh, I think Harry may have mentioned her…or rather the marriage,” Cornelia said vaguely. “I gather Lessingham’s a lot older than she is, but totally devoted to her.”

“Well, he’s been a widower for ten years, let’s hope she’s as devoted to him,” Aurelia said with a wicked chuckle.

Cornelia grinned. “If Cecily’s taken her up, she’ll have plenty of opportunity to spread her wings.”

“Indeed. Cecily’s always reliable when it comes to good causes, whether it’s a foundling hospital, an infirmary for disabled soldiers, or a newcomer to society.”

“Unlike Letitia Oglethorpe,” Cornelia observed.

They both laughed, wrinkling their noses at the thought of their bête noire. Aurelia waved a hand in farewell and stepped out into a morning that had brightened in the time she’d spent with Cornelia. She strolled back towards Cavendish Square, reflecting that if Livia and Alex returned to London at the end of May, she’d have to give some thought to her own lodging. She couldn’t expect to stay as a semipermanent guest under their roof, and neither could she stay with Cornelia and Harry. For close to a year she and Franny had moved between the two households, and when Livia and Alex had gone into the country to await Livia’s confinement, they had left her in charge at Cavendish Square. The arrangement suited everyone, but she didn’t think she could revert to being a peripatetic guest.

Which rather left her with the choice of either returning to the country and her widow’s rustic existence, or somehow finding the funds to set up her own modest establishment in town. Her efforts to find such funds had so far fallen upon stony ground. It wasn’t that she didn’t have funds, more than sufficient for such a purpose, but her inheritance was held in trust by her late husband’s relatives, a group controlled by the Earl of Markby, Cornelia’s ex-father-in-law and a distant relative of her own. Markby was notoriously difficult to persuade when it came to disbursing funds from the trusts, and he had thus far resisted all such requests from Aurelia.

Maybe she should go down to Hampshire in person and try a face-to-face appeal. She had managed to avoid the ordeal until now, but if she wanted to remain in London, it was going to have to be done.

Her swift pace slowed as she saw someone coming down the steps of the house, back to the street. It was Colonel, Sir Greville Falconer. And the sight of him had the strangest effect on her. Her stomach seemed to turn to water, her thighs to jelly. It was as if she were terrified. Then her heart began to beat, her skin to prickle, and she was prompted by an urge to turn and run.

She held herself still, chiding herself for being so ridiculous. The man could do nothing more to her. He’d sprung his surprise, there was nothing more to be frightened of. He couldn’t hurt her anymore. So she told herself, but the reassurance did nothing to steady her erratic heartbeat…or explain it.

She walked forward slowly, taking deep breaths. He had seen her now and was waiting on the pavement at the bottom of the steps, one gloved hand resting on the iron railing to the steps, the other on the silver hilt of his cane.

He bowed as she came close. “Lady Farnham, I just called and your butler said you were not at home.”

“He would appear to have been correct, Sir Greville,” she said, amazed at the even tenor of her voice. She had even managed a lightly ironic lilt to her tone.

“So it would appear, ma’am.” He smiled that flashing white smile in the bronzed complexion. “I confess I was afraid your servant had been instructed to deny me.”

“I see no reason to do that, sir,” Aurelia said, proud of the careless shrug that accompanied the statement. She might be terrified, or whatever it was she was feeling, but she seemed able to conceal it.

“No, neither do I,” he agreed amiably. “May I?” He went ahead of her to the door and banged the brass knocker with a vigor that indicated he had learned the necessity for a loud and imperative knock.

Aurelia came up beside him, a key in her hand. “It’s easier this way,” she said, fitting the key to the lock. The door swung open just as Morecombe, puffing and grumbling, reached the door.

“Can’t think why ye ’ave to be a bangin’ an’ a thumpin’ like that,” he complained. “Only jest got t’ the kitchen an’ it starts up again…an’ you’ve a key,” he accused, blinking rheumy eyes at her.

“I know, forgive me, Morecombe. It was Sir Greville who knocked. He was unaware that I had a key,” Aurelia explained apologetically as she stepped into the hall. “Don’t let us disturb you further. We’ll be in the salon and I’ll see Sir Greville out myself.”

“Right y’are then.” Morecombe sniffed and shuffled away.

“Extraordinary servant,” Greville observed, as so many had done before him. “Fancy having to apologize to him for expecting him to do his job.”

Aurelia turned an icy glare upon him. “I hardly think it’s your place, sir, to criticize the management of my household.”

“No,” he agreed, with that disconcertingly charming smile. “I ask your pardon. I was somewhat taken aback.”

Aurelia hesitated, but there was something truly infectious about the colonel’s smile and she couldn’t help a slight, answering chuckle. “You are not alone in that, Sir Greville. Most people on first meeting Morecombe have such a response. He is more family than servant.” She led the way into the drawing room. “If you’d like coffee, I can fetch some immediately.”

He glanced towards the bell rope by the fireplace but wisely refrained from comment. “No, I thank you.”

“Very well.” She unbuttoned her pelisse, letting it drop from her shoulders over the back of a chair, before unpinning her hat. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure, Sir Greville?”

She wasn’t going to make it easy for him, Greville reflected. But then why should she? “Two things, really. First, I wanted to be absolutely certain that you understood the need for complete secrecy. You can tell no one of what you know.”

“I understand,” she said flatly. “Frederick made it very clear that your life would be in danger if your identity was discovered.”

“That is so…and not just mine. Believe me, if Frederick hadn’t believed you could be trusted with the truth, I would not have permitted him to write that letter.”

Aurelia looked at him in surprise. “You believe you could have prevented him?”

“Yes, ma’am, I could.” It was a flat declaration. “But now you know so much, I wonder if you have anything further you wish to ask me. I don’t know exactly what Frederick’s letter contained, but it seems a fair assumption that it contained matters that could benefit from further explanation.”

Aurelia sat down, gesturing that he should do the same. At some point in the last few minutes she had regained her composure. Her heart rate had slowed and her mind was once again clear. She did have questions, and maybe he could answer them. “You recruited Frederick at sea just off the coast of Gibraltar. Why?” She clasped her hands lightly in her lap and regarded him, her head slightly to one side.

Like an inquisitive bird, he thought. She was small-boned, fine-featured, her hair the color of corn silk clustered in artfully arranged ringlets. Her dark brown eyes were warm and glowing like rich velvet.

The description surprised him. He was not accustomed to assessing the purely physical charms of society women, at least not since he’d joined the service. As a young man-about-town, he’d had his share of dalliances, including a heady liaison with the wife of a most distinguished politician.
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