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“I have looked everywhere for the man but he appears to have disappeared. At least, he is not in London or at his country estate in Bedfordshire and subtle enquiries have not given me any answers. You can imagine how I feel, I know but this delay in taking my revenge only brings an even greater determination to bring down l’ombre once and for all. I will be travelling back to Paris tomorrow but will return in the new year and will not rest until I find de Courtney. Having discovered his identity after so long, and knowing that he continues to breath is burning a hole in my heart. I must once more return to my own country as there are matters that have already been delayed for too long. But I shall return. I must return, as you can both imagine.

In the meantime, let me offer you my felicitations. You are now undoubtedly man and wife and the heaven’s only know what kind of folie that will create. Apart, you are both formidable. Together... well, it will be an amusing combination and I admit, I am eager to see what the future has in store for Lord and Lady St Trevone. It will be magnifique, the chaos that must surely ensue and be assured, mes chers, I will observe it with a good deal of pleasure. I will write again soon and once again, let me send my regrets that I was not there for your oh so charming nuptials. 

I will let you know if I hear anything in Paris and trust that you will write me if you hear anything of de Courtney when you return to England. Or perhaps there will be some word in Italy. We know that he was active there, trading with their espionage agents, so who can say? Be assured that I will be seeing you soon. Although not too soon. One must enjoy the delights that are in store for you, dearest Jemima. Indeed, I have no doubt that you will do so. Yrs, Amelie Despard.”
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I stared down at the body of Agustus, Marquis of Alverstock, noting the very large knife that was currently protruding out of his back. It had been thrust all the way in so that only the hilt was visible.

It must have taken quite a lot of force to get that in there, I thought, a little inconsequentially considering the situation. Still, I had taken some interest in the subject matter before and knew that the back and spine, with all of its inconveniently solid bones, was difficult to pierce unless one tried really hard or knew exactly where to thrust. Or was just very lucky. So to speak. Either this had been done by somebody who knew how to kill or it was the work of a gifted amateur.

Not that that was immediately relevant.

Focus, Jemima!

Yes, well. My host was dead at my feet, obviously murdered. For once I had not been the one responsible, but it did give me a peculiar feeling, coming across yet another body. Perhaps St Trevone was right and I simply attracted mayhem wherever I went. I felt a small niggle of resentment, however, at the injustice of it all. We were staying at a house party with no less than six other guests, along with the Alverstock family, (or what was left of them) and any number of servants.

Why did I have to be the one to find the body? 

Things always happened to me. I had never expected that my life would turn out to be so busy, so very... dramatic. I wasn’t a dramatic person. Not at all. And yet, in less than a year there had been a good many milestones.

I had experienced my first Season in London.

I had married the love of my life.

I had travelled to Italy, spending four glorious weeks in a magical place full of history and wonder.

And I had murdered six people, although I was reluctant to claim the last victim as my own. It might be argued that I had helped to send him on his way but as for the actual deed...

I had certainly not murdered the Marquis of Alverstock. But that knife embedded in his back seemed to suggest that somebody certainly had because he had hardly put it there himself.

Lord Alverstock had fallen close to a chair and I set the candle on the low table next to before crouching to examine the man. I had rather liked our host, who had been exceedingly amiable, for all that he was remarkably dim. But now he was dead, forever oblivious.

But why? Who on earth would have wished to kill a man like Gus?

I sighed, suddenly a good deal wearier than I had been and I fought the urge to sink into the armchair beside me and close my eyes, just for a moment. This discovery was like a heavy weight that presaged nothing but trouble. For a moment I wondered if life was always going to be like this. Death and spies and intrigue and... well, everything.

Then I abruptly recalled my hostess, that extremely pleasant woman who had taken pains to welcome us and I felt a sudden, sharp pang of sorrow for Eliza, who would shortly learn that she was widowed. At that moment I would have given much to spare her the pain that would undoubtedly follow that discovery. This was an unlooked for eruption in her life, her two children were now without a father, her future suddenly overset by widow’s weeds and grief. 

Straightening, I stared down at Lord Alverstock, entirely perplexed. Could this killing somehow be involved with our quest for de Courtney? I did not see how and yet I could not believe that such a shocking thing might have happened along with our pursuit of a traitor. Surely this tragedy was tangled up in some way with the business that had brought us here? St Trevone had assured me before we came that Gus had not been involved in the nefarious world of spying – and having met the man, I absolutely knew that must be true for he did not have the intelligence to be an intelligencer - and it seemed equally impossible that he might have any knowledge of the traitorous behaviour of l’ombre. It was exceedingly doubtful the world of spies, be they English or French, had ever so much as crossed his mind.

So... why this?

The door behind me made no sound as it opened, but a shift in the air told me that it had and I turned abruptly, eyes narrowing when I saw a figure enter the room. His steps faltered at the sight of me, then he moved forward again, coming into the circle of light, but slowly now. I knew he had seen the body lying at my feet.

‘Lady St Trevone?’ Mr. Partridge, Alverstock’s secretary, sounded confused. Shocked. I wondered what he was doing here at two o’clock in the morning, still dressed in his brown ensemble of the evening before. Under the circumstances, he was probably wondering the same thing about me.

‘Mr. Patridge,’ I said. ‘Would you be so obliging as to go upstairs and fetch my husband. It seems Lord Alverstock is -’ I gestured towards the body. For some reason I always struggled to say the word “dead”, although I have no idea why. It just seemed such a blunt thing to mention.

His eyes had gone to Alverstock and he stared at his mortal remains in disbelief. ‘Is he...?’

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘Did you...?’

I frowned, puzzled. ‘Did I what, Mr. Partridge?’

‘Did you... kill him?’

Did I kill him? Heavens no, I most certainly had not but the irony of his question was not lost on me. How ridiculous it would be if I was suspected of the murder of the Marquis of Alverstock, a man I bore absolutely no malice towards, when I had murdered six other men with nobody being the wiser.

For a moment, I had the horrible feeling that I might laugh, which would look most peculiar and quite likely convince the man that I had actually done the deed. Mad woman runs amok in the library. It urge was so strong that I had to cover my face with my hands, as if I could physically keep the sound in and then I did laugh, sinking into the chair, my shoulders shaking uncontrollably with the absurdity of the situation.

Had I killed Agustus, Marquis of Alverstock?

I had not. But somebody certainly had and I could not help but wonder what on earth was supposed to come next.

Mr. Partridge, clearly believing that I was overcome with horror at the situation, said hurriedly. ‘I am so sorry! I did not mean... that is to say, the shock of finding you here made me... Please, let me go and fetch your husband!’

He fled the room.

Glenharrow Hall,

Staffordshire, UK

January 28th, 1824

I

I very much disliked Polite Society at times.

It was so very dull, having to perform the necessary courtesies that Society dictated were essential for people of breeding. Mainly females of breeding, if I am being entirely frank. Men did not concern themselves with the niceties much of the time and Society did not concern itself with the deficiencies of men, although they sat in judgement on females at the drop of a lace-edged handkerchief.

Wholly unfair and utterly typical, but that was Society through and through. 

So it was that, on our return from Italy when I saw the pile of correspondence waiting for my attention and to which I must inevitably respond, I gave an inward groan and mentally – and physically, if I am being honest – pushed it away as a chore to be dealt with later. Ignoring things that required an effort was only delaying the inevitable, of course. St Trevone had been terribly mature by comparison, promptly dealing with all the business matters that had awaited our return but, as it had only wanted three days until Christmas, I had set aside the pile of letters addressed to me, barely glancing at them, intent on spending time with my sisters and planning our festivities in the shortest time possible. There had not been a moment to waste. It wasn’t that I did not want to hear other people’s news. St Trevone had received a letter from his Great Aunt Miriam and I had listened to her tidings with interest when my husband (no, I still had not gotten used to that term and used it a good deal in my head... it was like trying on a particularly wonderful dress, one that I had yet to get tired of admiring) had read it out to me. 

But as for my letters... well, there were fun things that must be attended to. We had spent longer travelling than we had planned, distracted by a few days in Tuscany, but now that I had returned I threw myself into plans for the forthcoming holy days with enthusiasm. Christmas had always been a joyous time when our parents had been alive, dimming a little after Mama had died, although Papa had made such an effort after she had gone tand we girls had all pretended to enjoy ourselves for his sake and then, after a year or two, the pretence had become genuine and the joy had returned.

And, much as I had revelled in my first European adventure, it had been marvellous to come home again. Agnes was beginning to show now, her pregnancy well established and she positively glowed with good health and fecundity, (although she absolutely refused to allow me to call her fecund, claiming it made her sound like a milch cow). Both Lucy and Lizzie were also delighted by our return, not least because I had brought them back gifts that I had thought they would enjoy. Pretty scarves from Florence, carnival masks from Venice and miniature sculptures from Rome. By the gleam in my youngest sister’s eyes, I knew that one day, she would be travelling herself. The spirit of adventure was very much alive in Miss Elizabeth Martingale.

It was not until the day after Christmas, which had been spent at Porth Wyn Hall in a riot of food and games after attending the morning service at church, that St Trevone had brought me the bundle of letters I kept managing to overlook, which was very unfair of him.

‘My love, do you not feel that these will require your attention at some point?’

I had been reading, curled comfortably on the window seat in the library, which was one of my favourite rooms in the house but I laid my book aside and eyed the bundle glumly. ‘I had forgotten about them’ 

‘Well then, let me remind you.’

I accepted the proffered missives reluctantly. ‘Are you the kind of husband that intends to be managing? If you are, you should tell me so now for I feel I need to be mentally prepared for such an eventuality and take steps to combat it.’

He grinned at me. ‘I am entirely confident that it would take a far more dedicated man than me to bring about such a thing. Managing is far too optimistic. Let’s just go with contained. I am hopeful of keeping you out of trouble. Why don’t you want to read your letters?’

‘Because reading letters means that I must respond to them, as is polite and I am quite dreadful at that kind of thing. If I pretend they never arrived in the first place, then the need to do something in return is negated. Do you see what I mean?’

‘That would only work if the people who wrote to you knew of your stratagem. As it is, they will wonder if you are quite well when they do not hear from you, which will elicit further letters. Do you see the flaw in your reasoning? Perhaps you could write and explain it to them.’

I eyed him dourly. ‘There are times, Sir, when I find you facetious.’

‘Adorably so, no doubt.’

‘No doubt.’

‘But to be clear... if I ever have to travel without you I intend to spend my evenings writing long, pining letters expressing my misery at our separation. Can I assume that you will not be penning back equally lovelorn expressions of devotion? How disheartening.’

I gave a small snort of laughter. ‘There are several points I feel I must raise here. Why are you leaving me at home? Why am I not joining you on these travels? And of course there would be reciprocal pining. I would waste away, longing for word from you.’

‘You comfort me,’ he murmured and sat in a chair by the fire, stretching his feet out to the flames. ‘Although I have to admit, I quite like being a homebody. It feels as if it might grow on me.’

‘We have been home for less than a week,’ I observed, flicking through the letters. ‘Perhaps you should give it a few months before you order new slippers and subscription to the Times.’

‘Surely it would be the The Morning Post?’ he mused. ‘Must try to keep up with Prinnie.’

I grinned and shook my head as I began the arduous task before me, breaking seals to read what I knew would be long, gossipy letters. I enjoyed reading other people’s tidings, I really did. But there was an unspoken agreement that I must write back with my tidings, because that is what politeness dictated I must do. A plan presented itself to me, as I settled myself down to read. At some time in the near future, I would persuade St Trevone to employ a worthy, discreet secretary whose job it would be to write down what I had to say in a neat hand and then send it off. Dictating was far more to my liking. Writing gave my fingers cramp.

Five of the letters were from fellow debutants I had met during my London Season (had it only been six months ago?), full of their news, all but one either married of affianced. The fifth was from Sally Beecham, who was an amusing, forthright creature in no hurry to marry anybody and who had scorned the earnest desperation of the Season’s marriage mart with the untroubled confidence that came from not needing a husband to make her socially acceptable. Or rather, not caring if she found one. She liked horses and her own independence and I had found her a refreshing change when I was in her company. Her letter was full of the joys that came from galloping across the downs, the excellence of a bay mare she had just acquired, and with juicy snippets of gossip about mutual acquaintances. All in all, very Sally.

The last letter was from Caroline Mannering, although by now I supposed she was Mrs. Fletcher as she and Henry had married in October. I smiled ruefully. Caroline had proved to be a keen correspondent and I always tried to ensure that my return letters were as chatty and informative as I could make them, which was no easy task. 

“... and of course, the weather has been so very dreary, enough to pull even the gayest of spirits down. I do so detest the winter and was utterly jealous when I received your letter from Italy! Dearest Jemima, are you very happy? I have to say, if I was not completely besotted by my own darling Henry, your delightful baron would have quite turned my head. Not that he would have paid a jot of attention if any female had set her cap for him. Did you know that Beatrice Silverton did make the attempt? It was at the Beresford ball and she made a very solid effort to fix his attention. I admit, I was very pleased when he all but snubbed her! In the nicest possible way, of course. I may be a spiteful cat, but Beatrice is not nearly as angelic as she pretends to be and she did not care for you at all, silly girl. I suppose it was because you were unimpressed by her. She is used to other debutants fawning over her so your polite indifference must have be very irksome. But do not mind me. She was terribly condescending when she learned I was to marry a mere mister, so I daresay I am merely being spiteful. As it happens, she has yet to accept an offer and make a match of it. I’m sure when she does chose, he will be frightfully grand.

Anyway, I must be off as we are going to play charades soon. It has been quite an enjoyable house party, although Wales in winter is as far from the pleasures of Florence as you can imagine. It has already snowed here, which is pretty enough but it is far too bitter to go outside for a walk. I suppose I might persuade Henry to travel abroad someday, although he is very hands on at home in Chester. Still, it was he who said we should accept Lady Graham’s invitation as, come spring, it will be far too busy to go anywhere, what with the farm needing so much attention. I am glad we came as the guests have been quite fun. Lord and Lady Falconer have been staying, and Mr. Dunwoody and his mother (who is quite peculiar, I must say). Oh, and the de Courtney’s who are a very amusing pair and entirely devoted to one another. Lady de Courtney is terrifyingly elegant and makes me feel rather underdressed, no matter how hard I try, but there, she is the daughter of a duke...”

I gasped, sitting up straighter and looked at St Trevone who had turned his head to look at me in surprise, eyebrow raised.

‘Jemima? What is it?’

‘Caroline Mannering. Or rather, Fletcher, curse it. She writes to say that she has been at a house party in Wales and that de Courtney is there!’

‘The devil you say! Where was it?’

I glanced at the top of the letter. ‘Mitford House in Llandewi. Where is Llandewi?’

‘Llanddewi-Brefi. In Ceredigion, Wales.’

‘I see. Well, it was written on the seventh of December so I suppose everybody will have long gone. Surely house parties do not last for weeks.’

‘No,’ he allowed, settling back slowly in his chair. This was the first mention of Christopher de Courtney we had received since we had left London. Having identified him as l’ombre, a man who had used a pseudonym when acting as an English intelligencer, we had been none the wiser as to his identity for some time. Others in the intelligencer service had been almost sure he was an Englishman and Mme. Despard had been convinced of it. Madam was a French spy whom, although she had been St Trevone’s opposite number in the world of spying, turned out to be quite lovely and who I was now very pleased to consider a friend. We had rather unexpectedly spent time together in Somerset when she had appeared at a house we were staying at and had proved to be very helpful as we’d solved some very troubling issues there. She had been after de Courtney – l’ombre – for years, ever since the death of her husband who had died at his hand, determined to extract her revenge for Etienne’s murder. And she had finally found the proof she needed, the information unwittingly brought back to England by St Trevone.

Honestly, it was hard to believe that, only a year ago, I had been living a perfectly dull, predictable life. Sometimes I still had to pinch myself to ensure I was not dreaming.

We had received a letter before leaving for Italy from Madam, updating us on her search for the double agent. She had been unsuccessful and frustrated, unable to find him at his usual addresses. Quiet enquiries as to his whereabouts had brought no results, which was odd as de Courtney was a prominent figure in Society. Popular, personable and at the very top of a hostess’ invitation list, Christopher de Courtney had married Charlotte, the eldest daughter of the Duke of Dunstan, which had been considered something of a coup as she had been the most sought after debutante of her Season, a female comprising beauty, wealth and excellent breeding. I had met her once, when St Trevone had introduced me to his friend in London during the Season and had been impressed by her elegance. Everybody was impressed by Charlotte, Lady de Courtney. Her style and beauty were impressive, there was no doubt about it, but I had found I did not like her very much for there was a coolness about her that was off-putting. Several times I had caught her looking at me with a calculating gleam in her lovely blue-grey eyes, which had been a little peculiar given that I was a lowly female from the provinces, although a good many people seemed to find me unusual enough to stare at. It might have been my hair, which was a bright red-gold that was inclined to go its own way, although my maid Alice was very firm with it. But perhaps Lady de Courtney had just been trying to understand why St Trevone had chosen such a countrified nobody from Cornwall. I had not really fit the rigid pattern of what made a debutant acceptable, although having attracted the attention of a man like St Trevone had certainly done me no harm. If Ruan, fifth Baron St Trevone found me of worth, surely there must be some substance to the Martingale girl. I had also been somewhat protected from harsher criticism that might have been levelled at me as I was being chaperoned by Aggie. Everybody loved Aggie. She radiated good will and sweetness and had won over even the sourest of matrons.

‘Ruan? Do you think de Courtney has elected to hide himself away at house parties? It sounds like an odd thing to do but it would be a clever way of disappearing. Perhaps that is why Madam could not find him. I do not understand why he suddenly feels under threat, but it seems most peculiar that he has suddenly gone missing, not only from London but from his estate in Bedfordshire. Don’t people usually retire back to their country homes at this time of year?’

‘They do,’ he agreed quietly. ‘But it seems as if de Courtney might have received word that his activities have been discovered. Which means,’ he added grimly, ‘somebody has given him information that enquiries as to his whereabouts are being made, quite probably from the Home Office. Amelie might have asked questions of the wrong person, which made them suspicious enough to speak to de Courtney. Unless we are not the only ones who are looking for him. Considering what he has been up to, it would hardly be surprising. But I have not informed anybody of my belief that de Courtney is the double agent they have been after. The manner by which we received that information convinced me, but there are harder – or more foolish – heads at Whitehall. They will not want to hear that a man of Christopher de Courtney’s pedigree is a traitor who sells England’s secrets to the highest bidder.’

‘I did not broach this before,’ I said, speaking carefully. After all, de Courtney had been a friend of long standing to my beloved. ‘But what are we going to do about the man? You say there is not enough evidence as yet to convince your former employers about his guilt but we can’t just let him escape justice.’

He smiled at this, although it held little humour. ‘You are quite right, my love. My old de Courtney needs to be dealt with.’

‘Will you leave him to Madam?’ Heaven knew, the woman was highly motivated and I was sure she was capable of doing an excellent job for, not only did she spy for France, she also killed for her country and was a very accomplished assassin.

‘I could. Amelie is a clever creature and I have no doubt would manage his death with discretion. Besides, it might finally give her a sense of peace, killing the man who took Barbier from her.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘But...?’

‘But I have a mind to deal with him myself,’ he admitted. ‘Or at least, be present when the deed is done. Call it wounded pride, call it professional discernment, but I cannot help thinking I should be the one who removes de Courtney from this world. It would be fitting. After all, he was the one who introduced me into the spying game, quite possibly because he believed I would be an ally. I was hard up for money at the time. He knew that I could be reckless, at times. Lord knows I was a bit of a hellion at university. Even so, I had never given him reason to question my loyalty to my country. I would like him to know that he made an error of judgement, trying to pull me into his business. It rankles that he believed I could be persuaded to betray England. The man did not know me at all.’

Now this was new information. I had known, of course, that unmasking Lord de Courtney had hit my husband hard. But I had not known his old friend had been the one who had brought him into the dangerous world of spies and intrigue. Not only had de Courtney betrayed their friendship, but St Trevone seemed to believe the man had planned to turn him into a double agent. Rising, I went and dropping into his lap, settling myself comfortably. St Trevone’s arm snaked around my waist, holding me close. ‘I did not know that.’

‘Oh yes. I had thought it was merely a coincidence that he should be in the company of a man whose business it was to recruit gentlemen into the world of intelligencers, but discovering de Courtney’s activities have made me look at it quite differently. I have thought of this a good deal since learning that de Courtney was l’ombre. You know his father was very involved in the Foreign Office?’

‘I do. You mentioned it when we first discovered his identity.’

‘Indeed. I am almost sure that Christopher’s father was exactly what he seemed. A rather self-important man but deeply loyal to both his position and his country. Chris has always presented himself as far too idle a fellow to take that kind of thing seriously, but we know better now, of course. I think it amused him to draw me into that world. Indeed, he would have thought it quite the lark. He was forever pulling me into mad endeavours when we were at Oxford. I believe he thought of his role as l’ombre was another lark, one that brought him a good deal of money and the secret satisfaction of deceiving a good many worthy people.’

‘Quite the lark,’ I said dryly. ‘Murder and betrayal. Was he really so dark?’

‘On the surface, no. You met the man in London. On the outside he is all debonair man about town. Everybody loves the fellow. But beneath that... I confess, there were several occasions, even when we were students together, that I baulked at his antics. They seemed ill-advised, even to me. But he always had this way about him. He would laugh and apologise and call himself mad if somebody thought he had gone too far.’ St Trevone sighed, his arms tightening around me. ‘I think he had the wrong end of the stick when he decided I should be recruited. And in thinking he might be able to persuade me to join him in his treasonous activities.’

‘Are you sure he wished to recruit you into espionage?’

‘Oh yes, he would have thought me fallow ground. I know Chrisopher. Well... I know parts of him, anyway. He would have enjoyed having somebody to discuss his brilliance with. The way he managed to pull the wool over everybody’s eyes. Deceiving his father. He did not care for his father. And as I could be rather feckless I must have looked ripe for turning. He knew that the finances of Gwelmor were in a parlous state, thanks to my father’s incompetence, but he did not realise I had a knack with money and could turn things around upon my father’s death.’ Beneath me, he shifted restlessly. ‘Whatever the case, draw me in he did and so cleverly that I never even suspected that was his intention.’

My fingers tangled in his dark curls, stroking thoughtfully. ‘It seems there are many layers to Lord de Courtney’s perfidy. Odd that he wanted to involve you, but I do not know him well enough to speculate. Although,’ I added indignantly, ‘it is perfectly clear he did not know you at all. You are no traitor. But anyway... if someone has warned him that Madam is looking for him, perhaps we need to consider that there is more than one bad apple in your Home Office.’

‘Perhaps. There are always traitors, money being a powerful inducement to take liberties with private information. During times of peace it is lamentable, but does no real harm much of the time. But during war, it is inexcusable.’

‘Except that de Courtney has done real harm,’ I observed. ‘He killed Madam’s husband.’

‘I am quite certain he has killed more souls than Etienne Barbier. Christopher will do whatever he must to keep himself safe. He wouldn’t think twice about silencing anyone who might be a threat to him. Beneath all of that charming amiability, there is a core of iron.’

‘Perhaps he is also an assassin for hire? Like Madam?’

‘I would not be at all surprised. I suspect he would have few reservations, if the price was right. It is the secrecy that cloaks the intelligencer service that makes opportunities for the less scrupulous. It is impossible to say what takes place in the world of covert business. Everything is kept deliberately opaque, making it difficult to sift truth from rumour. But one thing is certain. If he really does feel that there is a chance of exposure, de Courtney will not remain in England. I know the man and he will act to retain his freedom at all costs. He must have a large amount secreted away from his activities by now. I think it likely that he will escape to Europe sooner, rather than later.’

‘To do what? He could hardly enjoy his position in obscurity.’

St Trevone shrugged. ‘He could live like a king in any number of countries. Enough to compensate for any loss of prestige, perhaps.’

‘And would the Lady Charlotte go with him, do you think?’

‘That, I do not know. It would be a lot to ask of any woman.’

‘The scandal of exposure would ruin him in England.’ I thought of the proud tilt to Lady Charlotte’s determined chin. She was not the kind of female that would take kindly to ruination, of that I had no doubt. Surely she would repudiate him when the truth came out? If she wished to save herself and have any kind of life, distancing herself from her husband and his wicked ways would be the least she could do. And who knew? She was the daughter of a duke and was considered to have enviable ton. It was likely she would survive the aftermath and re-enter Society within a year or two.

‘The man deserves to be ruined,’ St Trevone said, tone hard. He had been badly deceived by Christopher de Courtney whom he had met when they were schoolboys together at Harrow. Lord de Courtney’s actions had wounded him on a very personal level. ‘And a good deal more besides. If it is proven that he is l’ombre then it is likely the man will hang. And that,’ he added, with a flash of wry humour that I found very reassuring, ‘demonstrates just how seriously the government takes such traitorous behaviour. It is quite difficult to kill a peer these days. Once upon a time it was practically de rigueur to remove the English aristocracy in the most blood-thirsty fashion imaginable. As you know, it was quite popular in France only twenty years ago, and I have to wonder how stable the current reign of Louis is. I am sure it causes both the king and his courtiers considerable anxiety. But our staid government does not care for such upheavals and dealing with de Courtney’s less than honourable behaviour will create one.’

‘But they would pursue it. Would they not?’ 

He looked at me, dark eyes sombre. ‘If they had the proof then they must. But I do not believe that the information provided by a well-known French spy would be the kind of proof they would accept.’

I dropped a gentle kiss on the corner of his mouth. ‘There is only one thing for it, then.’

Those dark eyes continued to regard me, but now there was a glint of humour in them. ‘Now we both know what your next words will be, don’t we? My bloodthirsty little love.’

‘I am not bloodthirsty. Merely practical. As far as I can determine, men in power spend a good deal of time discussing what should be done, but very little time doing what must be done.’

‘Assuredly!’

‘You could try and persuade your Whitehall people of de Courtney’s guilt but who can say if they will act upon your information? We need to track down Lord de Courtney and apply the justice that his quite outrageous actions merit.’

‘That was my plan,’ he admitted. ‘I have to agree that going through official channels would be pointless.’

‘But we need to tell Madam. I feel that, even if we are the ones who end up dealing with the man, she must be given the opportunity to witness it. And it needs to happen before spring, if you please. I must be home for Aggie. The baby is due in May and I want to be on hand.’

‘I’m sure we can arrange that.’

I nodded, settling my head onto his shoulder. I was sure of it as well. We just had to find the elusive lord in whatever bolthole he had secreted himself.

II

––––––––
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We set about making gentle enquiries as to the whereabouts of de Courtney, which sounded a good deal easier than it was. We did not specifically ask friends and acquaintances if they had seen Lord de Courtney or his wife but I did the unprecedented, and wrote back to each and every author of the letters that I had received, along with as many other possible sources of information that I thought might know something. There had been any number of females I had met in London that loved nothing better than to gossip and had made it their business to know everything there was to know. If anybody had heard or seen anything of de Courtney, it seemed likely they might have heard of it. St Trevone made a list of friends he and de Courtney had in common, and then another of those people his old friend knew more intimately, but with whom he was on terms affable enough to correspond with. He wrote to them all, a long, laborious occupation that took the better part
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