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About the Book

It is early 1914, the world is on the brink of war and newly-weds Bertram and Euphemia Stapleford have just returned from their honeymoon. But Euphemia’s duty lies with her King and country and she is ordered to accompany spymaster Fitzroy as his navigator in an unofficial car rally across Europe. Their task is to collect top-secret information at a dead drop en route from Hamburg to Monaco. Masquerading as Fitzroy’s younger brother, Euphemia endures the most terrifying journey of her life. Before the race has even begun Fitzroy’s life is put in danger and further violent attempts to sabotage their mission soon follow. When British double agent Otto begs them to help prevent the assassination of one of the Kaiser’s relatives, they don’t know who to trust. For it is impossible to tell who is actively hostile, as opposed to merely competitive, in a race in which so many lives are at stake . . .


For Clare and Bea for welcoming Euphemia so kindly to her
new Headline Accent home and to Greg, my long suffering
editor, who follows Euphemia wherever she goes.


Chapter One

In which my homecoming takes an unexpected turn

I closed Richenda’s door quietly behind me. Hans, her husband, stood in the hall waiting. His handsome face was marred by creases across his forehead. ‘How is she?’

‘She’s sleeping now. She seems content.’

‘Not agitated?’

‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘I think she was quite pleased to see me. She asked me about my honeymoon.’

Hans Muller exhaled a long, slow breath. ‘That’s good. That’s good.’ His expression relaxed, but even by the shaded electric light of the hall, I could see his face was considerably more aged than when I had last seen him, only some weeks previously. His gaze was focused beyond me, into the distance. I moved slightly to remind him of my presence. His attention snapped back to me.

‘She has had some issues with her memory. The doctor says she has a long journey ahead of her. We will not know where it is to end,’ he paused and shrugged, ‘until it ends.’

I took a step towards him and laid a hand gently on his forearm. ‘I am so very sorry, Hans. I wish I could have done more.’

He placed his hand over mine and shook his head. ‘No. No. You mustn’t feel like that. Bertram says without you she would have died, and you also saved our children.’

‘Hardly that. It was Bertram’s actions that saved the day. As for the children, I only told Fitzroy they were in danger.’

Hans looked puzzled for a moment. ‘Fitzroy. Oh yes, that funny chap that had gone along with you as a chaperone. Do you still see him? I’d like to thank him myself.’

I smothered a smile at the thought of Fitzroy ever being a chaperone. ‘No, I haven’t seen him since, and I don’t expect to for quite some time.’ I felt relief merely being able to say this truthfully.

‘Oh well,’ said Hans. ‘I expect I’ll run into him. Especially as he’s a friend of your mother.’ I didn’t correct my brother-in-law. He had no way of knowing that Fitzroy was a member of the British Intelligence Service and that, until recently, both my newly minted husband, Bertram Stapleford, and I had been assets of the Crown. This had changed of late, but I was in no hurry to remember that.

I drew my hand away gently. There had been a time when Hans and I were . . . closer . . . than we are now. I also knew he was not exactly the stand-up gentleman he appeared to be, and I, being newly married and freshly schooled in the ways of men and women, did not want to give him the slightest encouragement. I had no doubt he loved Richenda in his own way, but I also felt reasonably certain he would have already sought out a mistress, with Richenda so ill and unable to . . .

‘Let us go down and rescue the children from Bertram,’ I said quickly.

‘It’s more likely to be the other way around,’ said Hans with the shadow of a smile.

We found Bertram in a large sunny room at the back, sitting on the floor, besieged by Hans and Richenda’s twins, who were somewhere between one and two years old. I had lost count in all the recent mayhem. A small spotted dog with long floppy ears and a clearly mixed background had joined them. It was currently licking my husband’s face and he was laughing. Of the nanny and the Mullers’ older daughter, Amy, there was no sign.

‘Good heavens,’ said Hans, sweeping in and picking up the puppy. ‘I do hope Spot has behaved himself. He is not yet allowed much in the house.’ I saw his gaze sweep across the fine Persian rug that covered the area.

‘He’s a great little chap,’ said Bertram. ‘Normally don’t go for anything less than a gundog myself, but that one’s got a lot of spunk for his size.’

Hans held the dog slightly away from his jacket, which was, as usual, of the finest cloth and superbly tailored. ‘Be that as it may, he should not be in the house at present in case he manages to get upstairs and disturb . . . I see Amy’s hand in this. Where is my daughter?’

‘Oh, she and Nanny had to do something or another,’ said Bertram airily.

‘Hmm,’ said Hans. ‘If you will excuse me a moment.’ He walked out, frowning once more.

I held my hand out to Bertram, who took it gratefully and rose to his feet. It’s true that the many fine breakfasts we had consumed while on our honeymoon had affected his figure slightly, but my husband is not an unfit man. Rather his health, ever since his episode of rheumatic fever as a child, has been compromised. His heart is delicate.

‘That was rather splendid,’ he said, looking down at the two cherubs who went back to playing with their wooden blocks. ‘Do you think we will have children soon, Euphemia? I think I’d like two, or three, if that is all right with you. The twins have invented their own language that only they speak. Clever little things.’ He smiled fondly.

I was about to scoff, but as I observed the children, they did seem to be communicating as they built their little towers. ‘Possibly,’ I said. ‘I do not know that much about children, but these two are very pleasant.’

‘We are going to have some, aren’t we?’ said Bertram, regarding me with wide brown eyes that would put the sweetest puppy to shame.

‘Naturally,’ I said. ‘It’s the normal way of things. But I do think I should remind you that we have little choice over what kind of child or children we may have. They may not be as mild-mannered as these two.’

He met my eyes. ‘You’ve guessed, haven’t you?’

‘Amy was taken away because she had another tantrum?’

Bertram nodded.

‘She found adjusting to the twins difficult enough, and now with her mother unavailable . . . I do feel for her. I fear that Hans, without Richenda’s influence, will be a stern father.’

‘Well, she isn’t his, is she?’ said Bertram. ‘He’s bound to feel differently about her. Anyway, never mind that, how is the old girl.’

I shushed him as I heard Hans’ footsteps in the hallway. Bertram had opened his mouth to ask me why I was shushing him, so I stepped on his foot. I felt resistance beneath my foot.

‘Ah,’ he said and smiled at me in a misty, soppy sort of way.

‘Still stepping on your foot to make you behave, is she, Bertie?’ asked Hans.

‘It’s become quite our thing,’ said Bertram. He waggled one foot in the air. ‘She even bought me these bespoke steel toe-capped shoes as a wedding present. They’re quite smart, aren’t they?’

Hans raised an eyebrow. ‘Indeed.’

‘We can’t afford to buy fancy fitted shoes all the time, you know,’ said Bertram, a slight edge to his voice.

‘It has been a lovely visit,’ I interjected, ‘but if we are to have any chance of reaching home while it is still light, we must leave at once.’

Hans glanced out of the window. ‘I think we have already missed that mark. The winter day is short here, and even shorter as you go further north. Will you not stay another night?’

‘Thank you, but no. We are all packed, and Stone will have put our things in the car. We have had a lovely time, both here and on our travels, but it really is time for us to be going home.’

‘Starting our new life together,’ said Bertram, taking my hand and squeezing it.

‘If you insist,’ said Hans, smiling. He walked with us to the door. ‘Enjoy your time together,’ he called as we climbed into the car. ‘You never know what’s around the corner.’

We both smiled awkwardly, and Bertram drove away.

‘Gods, that was painful,’ said Bertram as we cleared the drive. ‘I mean the children, the dog, the dinners were fine. But Hans lurched between being a perfect host and a depressing creature of doom. You were all right. You didn’t have to sit with him after dinner, drinking port.’

‘Neither did you,’

‘Yes, well. He does keep a particularly fine cellar.’

I leaned my head carefully on Bertram’s shoulder. ‘He’s had a bit of a time,’ I said.

‘Haven’t we all?’ said Bertram. ‘Is my sister on the mend? Or has she turned into some sort of gibbering idiot?’

I punched him lightly on the arm. ‘Honestly, she didn’t want you to see, what with the bandages and everything. She’s fine. Or will be.’

‘She took an enormous blow to the head. And you know better than most that sanity is not my family’s strongest trait.’

‘She’s quieter. More thoughtful. Her speech is slow and a little slurred at times. She has difficulty using one of her arms and the lid on her right eye droops slightly. But you’d only notice that if you looked closely.’

Bertram made a grunting noise. ‘Sounds like a basket case to me.’

‘Bertram! She is your sister, and while she might have been a little unkind to you when you were young, since she married Hans she has become a much better person.’

‘That’s largely due to you,’ said my husband. ‘Besides, she wasn’t a little unkind, she was a hell-cat, cruel as a witch, and Richard’s eager little helper in whatever nastiness he conjured up.’

I didn’t respond. I knew Bertram cared for Richenda, and if he wanted to distance himself from his feelings for her until we knew she would survive, I could understand that.

‘Goodness only knows how she landed Hans,’ he finished. ‘Despite being a bit moody at times, he’s an all right chap. Must be the German half of him that gets the low moods.’

‘I think it is best if we don’t comment on his nationality to others,’ I said.

‘I know,’ said Bertram. ‘War is coming, so says everyone. Why they can’t all sit down at a table and sort it out, I’ll never know. I mean, if my family could manage to dine together when necessary, surely old Vicky’s lot can?’

‘Bertram! That is no way to talk of our late Queen and her relatives.’

‘I mean . . . Kaiser Wilhelm is her grandson or something, isn’t he? Our King’s cousin, or some such?’

‘I believe it to be somewhat bigger than that,’ I said.

‘Well, never mind. We don’t have to bothered by all that anymore, do we?’ said Bertram. ‘You’re married to me now and we will live happily together in the Fens for the rest of our days.’

‘Of course,’ I said, laying my head on his shoulder once more. I had my doubts about the Fens, but other than that, I was content. In time, I intended to persuade Bertram to spend some of the money I had inherited from my grandfather on a place in London, so we could split our time between there and Norfolk. I wasn’t convinced that a cold, damp Norfolk winter would be good for Bertram’s health, or my own sanity.

‘At least that man is out of our lives,’ said my husband with great finality. ‘I cannot tell you how good that makes me feel.’

He shifted his shoulder under me. ‘Bit uncomfortable that. Must be all those brains in your head. Settle back and try and get some sleep. I won’t be driving fast, so it’ll be some time before we’re home. Hopefully those rugs and that hot brick will keep you warm enough.’

‘If you’re sure,’ I said, snuggling down and making a pad of a second, smaller rug to rest my head against the door. ‘Not driving fast, though . . . should I be worried about you?’

‘My wife’s in the car,’ said Bertram. ‘I need to get her home safely.’

‘Wife’s an awfully nice word,’ I said.

‘It is, isn’t it? Almost as good as husband.’

It took me a little while to fall asleep. I turned my face away from Bertram so he wouldn’t fret. Around us the dusk descended softly. The sky dissolved in a gentle greyness with wisps of white creeping in and out of the tree-lined road. Eerie, but pretty, I hoped that it didn’t herald a complete fog. The area where White Orchards stood was much prone to mist and if it had already begun down here, I feared that it would be blanketed white out there.

True to his word, Bertram drove, uncharacteristically, with great caution. I didn’t know if Hans’ parting words had struck a chord, or if he was finally paying attention to the weather conditions. Normally, he simply protested that the road remained regardless of weather, and as he was short-sighted anyway, what did it matter? He claimed he drove by instinct. Once we were home, he would have no reason to use to the car to any great extent. This, I was looking forward to, but not much else. I was familiar with the house, having worked there for a short time as a housekeeper. Although in better repair than when Bertram bought it, the building still festered with issues brought on by careless contractors and agents. No sooner was one part fixed than another demanded urgent attention. The total collapse of the kitchen ceiling still remained the most dramatic.

But it wasn’t simply the state of the house. My trust fund could stand that. It was the isolation of the place that I feared. My old friend Merry would be there, married to Bertram’s chauffeur, Merrit, and expecting her first child. She lived in a small cottage on the estate. I had no idea how she felt about associating with the lady of the house. I would need to tread carefully. But apart from the other tenants, there was no society nearby. I didn’t need the rush of daily entertainment, but the occasional family with whom we could share dinner, or even the odd exhibition to view, would have alleviated my doubts. Bertram would be happy with three cooked meals a day, a companion to play chess with, and a weekly delivery of new books from London. He needed little else. I suspected this would not be enough for me. I loved him dearly, but I had discovered of late I was not made for a quiet life. My hope was that, now being an Agent of the Crown, I could have periods of adventure interspersed with the restful home life that Bertram longed for. Of course, I still had to tell him about my arrangement. Technically, as my husband, he could forbid my actions. Not that he would dare, but the last thing I wanted was to put him in conflict with my spymaster who, despite his charm, was deceptively ruthless.

Bertram hummed quietly to himself as he drove. I did a good job in mimicking sleep, but the reality of it evaded me. The temperature outside fell, as did that of the hot brick at my feet. If I fell asleep now, I thought, I might well catch a chill.

I felt the car slow and Bertram ceased all sounds. I peered out as much as I could without moving my head. There, in the headlights, stood a roe deer and behind her a fawn. She had stopped in front of the car to allow the little one to cross. Not the greatest of plans, but a motherly one, nonetheless. Beside me I heard Bertram inhale softly. I risked a glance and saw him looking at the animals with reverence.

The headlights picked out the soft brown hair on the doe’s back, and her graceful, dignified face, with one ear twitching. Behind her the fawn trotted quickly across the road without even glancing in our direction. Perhaps, I thought, finally sliding towards sleep, Bertram and I could share a new interest in studying the wildlife of the Fens.

I awoke to the sound of my teeth chattering in my head. I felt cold through to my bones. The engine noise had disappeared. I opened my eyes and sat up, fearing we had broken down. My thoughts were still untangling from a dream in which Bertram and I had been driven to the edge of a quagmire by giant swans with razor-sharp beaks. We clung to each other as we descended into the murky depths. I don’t think I had ever been more pleased to see the shadow of White Orchards rising up before me.

Bertram came around to my side of the car and opened the door. ‘Careful, you’ll be stiff with cold.’

‘I’m fine,’ I said, before discovering my legs no longer worked and, still tangled in a car rug, I fell straight in his arms. He caught and embraced me.

‘I’m sorry, Euphemia. I should have got them to load more rugs. I didn’t realise it would take so long to get back. I had to drive ever so slowly. The roads are swathed in fog.’

‘We’re here now,’ I said. ‘Let’s go and sit in front a fire and thaw out.’ At least that is what I meant to say, but my teeth were chattering too hard to speak clearly. Fortunately, Bertram was of the same mind. He helped me up the stairs to the entrance, where his new butler stood with the door wide open. A warming blast of heat washed over me.

‘Welcome home, sir, madam.’

‘Giles, I take it you have some fires burning?’ said Bertram.

‘In the main hall, the smaller saloon, the master bedroom, the library, and of course the kitchen, sir. I did not think that tonight was a night to worry over fuel.’

‘Indeed not,’ said Bertram. ‘Once this place gets cold, it needs the fires of Hell itself to warm up the stone. Please ensure the fires in the servants’ hall and the upper attics are also lit. We all need to keep warm. Did I imagine things or was there another car in the . . .?’

I slipped my hand off Bertram’s arm and walked over to the hall fire. I still had a car blanket around me and I stood warming myself. The firelight danced across the panelled wooden walls, and the ebony table with its Tiffany lamp. The grandmother clock ticked faintly in a niche by an inset bookshelf. Large mirrors reflected the gentle glow from the hearth around the hall, eliminating the shadows and giving the place a most homely look. How could I ever have doubted that White Orchards would please me? I felt profoundly relieved to be home.

Bertram finally came in and Giles closed the big oak door. I remembered an old saying about all being safely gathered in for the night and gave a contented sigh. I looked up at Bertram to give my best welcoming smile. He knew full well I was not the greatest fan of White Orchards in general. However, the smile faded from my lips when I saw the frown on his face.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘It appears we have a visitor,’ said my new husband.

‘Not tonight,’ I said. ‘Giles should have refused them.’

‘Apparently he tried, but to no avail.’ Bertram’s upper lip was looking uncommonly stiff.

‘Who on Earth is it?’

‘He refused to give his name, but I rather suspect . . .’

As if waiting for his cue, our visitor erupted out of the library door. ‘It’s rather late, you know,’ he said. ‘Poor Giles was beginning to worry. You could have telephoned him. You do know I had a telephone put in, don’t you? It’s my wedding present to you. I’m sure you’ll both find it very useful, living out in the middle of nowhere. May I kiss the bride?’

And with that, he darted towards me and, before I could step back, put a hand on each shoulder and placed a firm kiss on each cheek.

‘Fitzroy,’ I said wearily.

‘Fitzroy!’ cried Bertram. ‘What the devil do you mean by showing up here. Tonight, of all nights?’

The spy smiled charmingly and tilted his head on one side. ‘I don’t suppose you would accept I merely happened to be passing?’

‘On a filthy night like this, in the middle of nowhere?’ said Bertram. By now I could see he had begun to quiver with rage.

‘I wanted to give you my best wishes for your future happiness.’

‘Fitzroy . . .’ said Bertram in a low voice and through gritted teeth.

‘Oh, very well,’ said Fitzroy, shrugging. ‘I needed to speak to Euphemia and as it happened, I was nearby. Can’t tell you where or why.’ He smiled again, perfectly at ease invading our home late in the night.

Bertram turned to me. ‘I thought I had made it perfectly clear that we were to have no more dealings with this man?’

‘Heavens, Euphemia,’ said Fitzroy. ‘You’re barely married a moment and he’s gone all dictatorial.’

Bertram flushed slightly red. ‘I mean, I thought we had agreed this chapter of our lives had closed?’

Fitzroy looked from him to me, clearly enjoying the situation. ‘I take it you haven’t told him yet?’

‘Told me what?’ said Bertram, having been flushed, he suddenly paled. ‘It was a real vicar that married us, wasn’t it? It wasn’t one of his ploys?’

‘Honestly, Bertram,’ I said, taking the higher ground while I could, ‘we have been living as man and wife for over a week. Do you think I would . . .’

Bertram went back to being flushed. ‘No, no, no, of course not,’ he said. ‘It’s just with that dastardly fellow, one never knows where one stands.’

‘The dastardly fellow is still here,’ said Fitzroy. We both ignored him.

‘You’re quite correct in saying that I wanted to close this chapter of my life upon our marriage . . .’ I said.

Fitzroy staggered dramatically as if shot, one hand pressed to his chest. We both continued to ignore him.

‘However, that was before I was charged with murder.’

‘Yes?’ said Bertram. It may have been a trick of the firelight, but the loving look in his eyes appeared slightly diminished. His tone was certainly wary.

I looked over at Fitzroy. ‘I take it I can tell him now?’

‘As long as Giles isn’t lurking in the shadows,’ said the spy.

‘He wouldn’t let me tell you until we were married,’ I said in a rush. ‘I wanted to, but he made me promise, and I couldn’t . . .’

Bertram held up his hand. ‘This man has some hold over you?’ he asked. ‘You give your obedience to him over your own husband?’

‘Oh no,’ said Fitzroy. ‘She’s never been obedient with me. Reluctantly compliant? Aggressively acquiescent? Contemptuous? Which is best applied, Euphemia?’

‘If you could stop enjoying yourself for a minute, and let me explain,’ I snapped. ‘Go back into the library. I wish to speak to my husband alone.’

Fitzroy gave a mock bow. Then he threw me a wink behind Bertram’s back that I interpreted as a sign he would be listening in.

‘So?’ said Bertram as the door closed behind the spy.

I sighed. ‘So, when I was arrested for murder, Fitzroy offered me two ways out of the mess. One was to flee abroad—’

‘What!’ exploded Bertram.

‘Oh, not like that,’ I said. ‘He doesn’t think of me in any romantic way. I’m useful to him, that’s all.’

‘How?’

‘As an asset,’ I said, ‘nothing more. Or, it was nothing more.’

‘Euphemia, if you don’t stop prevaricating and spit it out, I swear, I will take that umbrella over there and go into the library and thrash that man.’

I could almost hear the eavesdropper thinking, you can try. ‘I joined the intelligence service,’ I said, ‘as an Agent of the Crown. I’m only allowed to tell one person, and Fitzroy said as I kept almost getting married, I shouldn’t tell you until after we were. I agreed. I’d rather not have told you at all.’

‘Is that all?’ said Bertram.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’re a spy now? It always seemed to me you were doing the lion’s share of the work whenever we were involved with him. I can’t see how it would be different.’

‘I took an oath,’ I said, ‘to protect King and Country.’

‘Of course, I’d expect nothing less of you. We both tried to do our bit.’

‘You don’t understand. He’s my superior now.’ Bertram looked at me blankly. ‘I have to follow his orders.’

At this point he strode over to the stand and lifted the umbrella. ‘Thinks he can order my wife about; well, I’ll damn well show him.’

I put out a hand to stop him. ‘But he can. That was my Faustian bargain. It was the only way he could legally get me out of custody.’

Bertram paused. ‘Since when has obeying the law mattered to that man?’

‘I was publicly accused of murder. Short of spiriting me out of the country, there was nothing he could do to save me from being hanged. The evidence, although largely circumstantial, was compelling enough for most juries.’

‘I’d never have let that happen,’ said Bertram.

I walked up to him and gently took the umbrella from his grasp. ‘I didn’t do this without considerable thought,’ I said. ‘He explained in detail what it would mean for me and my future. If anything, he tried to talk me out of accepting.’

‘No, he wanted you to run away with him.’

‘How can you say that, after he saved your nephew and nieces? Not once, but twice. I don’t always like the way he behaves, but he does good, in the end. You know that.’

Bertram made a gruff sound, like a bear that had hit its head on the roof of its own cave. ‘But what does it mean?’ he asked.

‘It means, if I am required to do something for King and Country, then I must obey.’

Bertram gave a deep sigh, echoing my own earlier one. ‘I suppose that’s not so bad. I mean, on occasion, it was almost fun. And together . . .’

I shook my head. ‘Only I took the oath.’

‘Well, I’ll take the damn thing too.’

I held out my hands to him. He took them. I raised his cold right hand to my lips and kissed them. ‘You know I love you . . .’

‘But?’ said Bertram, his body taunt with tension.

‘I asked Fitzroy at the time and he said because it was a military outfit you could not be admitted - due to your health.’

Bertram bristled like an indignant hedgehog. ‘I am hardly ever ill. Besides, I cannot have my wife going into danger alone.’

‘I won’t be alone. At least not for my first few missions . . .’ A heavy silence fell between us. I swallowed.

‘You mean?’ said Bertram.

I nodded. ‘I’ll be with Fitzroy.’

Bertram withdrew his hands from my grip. ‘I see,’ he said in a tight voice. ‘Well, while you attend to your guest, I shall retire.’

I opened my mouth, but he held up his hand in a most aggressive manner. ‘You have explained. There is nothing more to be said. I must accept the situation. I must accept that my wife dances to the tune of another man.’ He went for the staircase without another word and mounted it swiftly.

I stood there, stunned. This was not the homecoming I had wished for.

Fitzroy poked his head around the edge of the library door. ‘Well, I think we can say that went about as well as we expected.’

It was with great difficulty that I prevented myself from picking up the nearest vase and throwing it at his head.


Chapter Two

In which I learn of my first official mission

‘Good restraint,’ he said, continuing to be as infuriating as ever. ‘Come into your library. We have much to discuss. You can also ring for some hot drinks and sandwiches. You’ll need them after your trip, and I fear I may be coming down with a chill.’

I followed him through the door and into the warm, book-lined room with its leather armchairs, smelling of saddle soap, and Bertram’s rather battered old desk that he loved and refused to replace. The spy threw himself down into a chair in front of the fire and gestured to me to take another beside it.

I rang the bell and ordered refreshments before joining him. ‘Giles gave you a most disapproving look,’ said Fitzroy. ‘I hope he is going to welcome you properly as the new mistress of the house.’

‘I believe that was more to do with the company I keep than my character,’ I said. Fitzroy ignored my comment. We waited in silence for the servant to appear. I knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t start explaining anything official until the room was secure from eavesdropping.

The tray arrived in good time. Fitzroy locked the library door and even stuffed his handkerchief in the keyhole. ‘Haven’t had the time to vet Bertram’s - I mean your - staff yet.’

‘This must be serious for you to be so rude to Bertram,’ I said. ‘I will have a trying time getting him out of his sulk.’

Fitzroy grimaced. ‘Grown men shouldn’t sulk. What will you do, feed him jelly and ice cream and tell him he’s a good boy?’

‘What do you want?’ I asked, pouring the tea.

‘You may want something stronger than that before I tell you.’

I passed him a teacup. ‘I am very tired. Please state your business and leave so I may go to bed.’

‘Lovely to see you too,’ said the spy, setting his untasted tea down. ‘There is an item in Germany that needs to be collected. It is of national importance. Right now, tourists are hardly welcome in the country. It’s all a bit dicey.’

‘You’re going to get it?’

Fitzroy shook his head. ‘We’re going to get it.’

‘But I’ve only just arrived home!’

‘You got your honeymoon. Isn’t that supposed to be the best bit of a marriage? All downhill from here on.’

‘What on earth will Bertram say? He will be ever so upset. He might even try and forbid me to go.’

The spy made a huffing sound as he devoured a cold meat sandwich, making it clear that he didn’t think much of that idea.

‘Are you trying to ruin my marriage before it even starts?’ I said. Fitzroy continued to make inroads through the food, as if his life depended on it. He appeared oblivious to my distress. ‘Don’t you see, this will make him think that our life is going to be such that you may appear at any moment and whisk his wife away?’

Fitzroy took another handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed at his moustache. It was only then I realised he was not his usual clean-shaven self. He saw me looking.

‘I’ve run into a few Germans before. I thought a slight change of features might be wise. And as to your comment about my taking Bertram’s wife away whenever I wished, that is close to the truth. It will be whenever the service requires me to do so. It’s nothing personal against the man. Are you forgetting, I stood up for him as his best man? This is what you signed up for, Alice.’

The introduction of my code name, I knew, was an indicator to let me know I was now speaking with a higher-ranking officer and not a friend, if ever I had considered Fitzroy to be a friend.

I nodded slowly and took a deep breath. Being angry with him would be to no avail. The oath I had taken was binding. That I suspected he had manoeuvred me into a corner so that I’d had to take it didn’t matter.

‘How long shall we be gone?’

Fitzroy shrugged. ‘I really have no idea. The mission is to retrieve the item as soon as possible, but there are a few bumps along the road.’

‘Other than the fact that we are on the brink of war with Germany?’ I asked, trying to keep the sarcasm out of my tone.

‘Yes, you’d think that would be enough, wouldn’t you?’ The spy’s eyes sparkled. My heart sank. Knowing him, if he was this excited about the mission, it must be fraught with difficulties.

‘What else?’ I asked. The food, the firelight, and the warmth were having a strong effect on me. My sleep in the car must have been fitful for I suddenly felt bone weary. My eyelids felt heavier than stone.

‘We don’t quite know where the item is, or who has it.’

My eyes jerked open. ‘We are to go to Germany and search it in its entirety?’

‘Don’t be silly, Alice, that would take far too long. No, I am reliably informed the person who has the item will come to us.’

‘So, in the whole of Germany, they will find us and give us this item. Let us hope it will fit easily into our luggage. We wouldn’t want to be conspicuous. Ah, but if we are not, how will they find us!’

Fitzroy helped himself to another cup of tea in a vulgar breach of social etiquette. ‘You know, Alice, I had been doing this for some time before we even met. The service has been in play even longer than I have been alive. It’s all muddled along quite nicely without your withering scorn.’

‘I’m sorry. I’m tired, and this sounds so fantastical I could almost imagine it was a prank.’

‘I never jest about such serious matters,’ said Fitzroy. ‘Enjoyable though it was to send your husband hot-footed and angry to bed, I really wouldn’t waste the time and effort coming out here merely to amuse myself.’

‘I am suitably chastised,’ I said in as polite a tone as possible. ‘Please tell me about the mission.’

‘Good girl,’ said Fitzroy, sitting back in his chair and stretching his feet out to the fire. ‘Have you ever heard of the Monte Carlo Rally?’

‘I assume it’s an automobile race in Monte Carlo.’

‘Oh, it’s far more than that. Your husband will know all about it. Motor enthusiasts the world over enter their cars, and even more follow the race. In some places the streets are lined three people deep. Quite a spectacle.’

‘Is this how the item is getting out of the country? Will we be intercepting it at the port?’

Fitzroy shook his head. ‘I could easily do that alone. No, we will be taking part in this year’s altogether unofficial rally. Whoever has the item will approach us as we travel through Germany, at which point something terrible will happen to our engine, or some such, and we will have to return home without finishing the rally. The race starts in one place and goes through a number of checkpoints, so it should be easy enough for our contact to find us. Has Bertram got any maps of Europe?’

I went to the shelves and managed to find one quite quickly. Bertram kept an ordered library. Fitzroy pushed everything on Bertram’s desk to one side. I winced but managed not to protest. He laid out the map for me to see. He pointed to the cities as he named them, tracing his finger along the route.

‘We start in Hamburg, go on to Bremen, and then Hanover, Dortmund, Cologne, Frankfurt, Stuttgart, and finally Zurich - which is the point you’ll notice we leave Germany, so I anticipate this is the latest stage we will turn back. The race then goes on through Milan, Genoa, and ends in Monaco. It’s a pity, I think you would have liked Milan.’

‘It’s still a fair journey,’ I said.

Fitzroy nodded. ‘That’s why I need a navigator. How are you at reading maps?’

‘Well, I know what one is,’ I said, gesturing the one in front of us.’

‘Let me guess, you can also read the names of the towns and cities?’

‘So, that’s good, isn’t it?’

Fitzroy gave a groan that sounded all too genuine. ‘I imagine I will have to teach you properly.’

‘Now?’

‘Good grief, no. I’ve far too much left to do tonight.’ In the background the hall clock struck eleven.

‘You said it was an unofficial race?’

‘Ah, that. Yes, the official race has been called off due to political instability. A most wise decision. This lot is just a bunch of riffraff who are risking all for a rather large purse put up by some industry mogul.’

‘So we won’t be doing the whole thing?’

‘Nor, I sincerely hope, going through the Alps. It’s going to be cold enough as it is. Don’t worry much about packing clothing. Just ordinary sensible stuff will do. I’ll pick up the coats, woollen underwear, and whatnots.’

The thought of Fitzroy picking out my intimate garments made me feel slightly uncomfortable. The idea that Bertram might ever hear of such a thing brought me almost to the brink of nausea. I held on to the edge of the table tightly and tried not to sway. I swallowed several times, closing my eyes and willing myself not to be sick.

‘. . . so, you see why, don’t you?’ Fitzroy had carried on speaking.

I glanced over at him. Like some magician’s trick he produced a large pair of scissors and was flourishing these towards me.

‘Sorry?’ I said, blinking in a bemused manner.

‘Oh, do pay attention, Alice. I said that while women have been known to take part in the Monte Carlo Rally, it is rare. As we do not want to attract any attention, you will portray my much younger brother, acting as navigator.’

I looked from him to the scissors and back again. ‘You can’t be serious,’ I said.

‘Sorry, Alice. Take pride in knowing your vanity is being sacrificed in the national interest.’


Chapter Three

In which my new husband is exceedingly unhappy

Bertram woke up and stretched. I sat up and leaned over him, giving him my best smile. He screamed and half-scuttled, half-fell out of bed. ‘Dear God, what did he do to you?’

I put my fingers up to my newly shorn hair. ‘I think it looks rather nice,’ I said. ‘It’s quite fashionable - at least that’s what he said.’

Bertram uneasily approached the bed and sat on the edge. Fortunately, the maid had crept in and lit the fire while we slept. A job I remembered all too well having to do. Waking up in the warmth remained a luxury for me. Now fully sitting up in bed, I stretched, knowing full well Bertram rather liked the silk negligee I was wearing. (Fortunately, having decidedly strong seams, it had survived the rigours of our honeymoon.)

Instead of getting into bed as I had hoped, Bertram remained where he was, but was now doing a goldfish impression, with his mouth wide open. It did not look as if he was inviting me to kiss him.

‘Darling?’ I said, shifting my shoulders slightly in an attempt to make myself even more interesting to my groom.

‘Did he have a reason for doing this to you?’ Bertram straightened. ‘Did he have some kind of a turn and attack you. I’ve never trusted the man, he’s—’

‘No, on our next mission I am to act as his younger brother.’

‘Am
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