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Chapter One
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‘I’m sorry,’ Assistant Commissioner Cornwallis said quietly, his face a mask of guilt and unhappiness. ‘I did everything I could, made every argument, moral and legal. But I can’t fight the Inner Circle.’

Pitt was stunned. He stood in the middle of the office with the sunlight splashing across the floor, and the noise of horses’ hoofs, wheels on the cobbles and the shouts of drivers barely muffled beyond the window. Pleasure boats plied up and down the Thames on the hot June day. After the Whitechapel Conspiracy he had been reinstated as superintendent of Bow Street Police Station. Queen Victoria herself had thanked him for his courage and loyalty. Now, two days later, and before he had even resumed office, Cornwallis was dismissing him again!

‘They can’t,’ he protested. ‘Her Majesty herself . . .’

Cornwallis’s eyes did not waver, but they were filled with misery. ‘They can. They have more power than you or I will ever know. The Queen will hear what they want her to. If we take it to her, believe me, you will have nothing left, not even Special Branch. Narraway will be  glad to have you back.’ The words seemed forced from him, harsh in his throat. ‘Take it, Pitt. For your own sake, and your family’s. It is the best you’ll get. And you’re good at it. No one could measure what you did for your country in beating Voisey at Whitechapel.’

‘Beating him!’ Pitt said bitterly. ‘He’s knighted by the Queen, and the Inner Circle is still powerful enough to say who shall be superintendent of Bow Street and who shan’t!’

Cornwallis winced, the skin drawn tight across the bones of his face. ‘I know. But if you hadn’t beaten him, England would now be a republic in turmoil, perhaps even civil war, and Voisey would be the first president. That’s what he wanted. You beat him Pitt, never doubt it . . . and never forget it either. He won’t.’

Pitt’s shoulders slumped. He felt bruised and weary. How could he tell Charlotte? She would be furious for him, outraged at the unfairness of it. She would want to fight, but there was nothing to do. He knew that; he was only arguing with Cornwallis because the shock had not passed, the rage at the injustice of it. He had really believed his position at least was safe, after the Queen’s acknowledgement of his worth.

‘You’re due a holiday,’ Cornwallis said. ‘Take it. I’m . . . I’m sorry I had to tell you before.’

Pitt could think of nothing to say. He had not the heart to be gracious.

‘Go somewhere nice, right out of London,’ Cornwallis went on. ‘The country, or the sea.’

‘Yes . . . I suppose so.’ It would be easier for Charlotte, for the children. She would still be hurt but at least they would have time together. It was years since they had taken more than a few days, and just walked  through woods or over fields, eaten picnic sandwiches and watched the sky.

 



Charlotte was horrified, but after the first outburst she hid it, perhaps largely for the children’s sake. Ten-and-a-half-year-old Jemima was instant to pick up any emotion, and Daniel, two years younger, was quick behind. Instead Charlotte made much of the chance for a holiday and began to plan when they should go and think how much they could afford to spend.

Within days it was arranged. They would take her sister Emily’s son with them as well; he was the same age as Daniel and was keen to escape the formality of the schoolroom and the responsibilities he was already learning as his father’s heir. Emily’s first husband had been Lord Ashworth, and his death had left the title and bulk of the inheritance to their only son, Edward.

They would stay in a cottage in the small village of Harford, on the edge of Dartmoor, for two and a half weeks. By the time they returned the General Election would be over and Pitt would report again to Narraway at Special Branch, the infant service set up largely to battle the Fenian bombers and the whole bedevilled Irish question of Home Rule, which Gladstone was fighting all over again, and with as little hope of success as ever.

‘I don’t know how much to take for the children,’ Charlotte said as if it were a question. ‘How dirty will they get, I wonder . . .’

She and Pitt were in the bedroom doing the last of the packing before going for the midday train south and west.

‘Very, I hope,’ Pitt replied with a grin. ‘It isn’t healthy  for a child to be clean - not a boy, anyway.’

‘Then you can do some of the laundry!’ she replied instantly. ‘I’ll show you how to use a flat iron. It’s very easy - just heavy - and tedious.’

He was about to retaliate when their maid, Gracie, spoke from the doorway. ‘There’s a cabby ’ere with a message for yer, Mr Pitt,’ she said. ‘ ’E give me this.’ She offered him a piece of paper folded over.

He took it and opened it up.

‘Pitt, I need to see you immediately. Come with the bearer of this message. Narraway.’

‘What is it?’ Charlotte asked, a sharp edge to her voice as she watched his expression change. ‘What’s happened?’

‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘Narraway wants to see me, but it can’t be much. I’m not starting back with Special Branch for another three weeks.’

Naturally she knew who Narraway was, although she had never met him. Ever since her first encounter with Pitt eleven years ago in 1881, she had played a lively part in every one of his cases that aroused her curiosity or her outrage, or someone she cared about was involved. In fact it was she who had befriended the widow of John Adinett’s victim in the Whitechapel Conspiracy, and finally discovered the reason for his death. She had a better idea of who Narraway was than anyone else outside Special Branch.

‘Well, you’d better tell him not to keep you long,’ she said angrily. ‘You are on holiday, and have a train to catch at noon. I wish he’d called tomorrow, when we’d have been gone!’

‘I don’t suppose it’s much,’ Pitt said lightly. He smiled, but it was a trifle down-turned at the corners. ‘There’ve been no bombings lately, and with the election looming  there probably won’t be for a while.’

‘Then why can it not wait until you come back?’ she asked.

‘It probably can.’ He shrugged ruefully. ‘But I can’t afford to disobey him.’ It was a hard reminder of his new situation.

Pitt reported directly to Narraway and he had no recourse beyond him, no public knowledge, no open court to appeal to, as he had had when a policeman. If Narraway refused him there was nowhere else to turn.

‘Yes . . .’ Charlotte lowered her eyes, ‘I know. Just remind him about the train. There isn’t a later one to get there tonight.’

‘I will.’ He kissed her swiftly on the cheek, and then turned and went out of the door and down the stairs to the pavement where the cabby waited for him.

‘Right, sir?’ the cabby asked from the box.

‘Yes,’ Pitt accepted. He glanced up at him, then climbed into the hansom and sat down as it started to move. What could Victor Narraway want from him that could not as easily wait until he reported back in three weeks? Was it just an exercise of his power, to establish again who was master? It could hardly be for his opinion: he was still a novice at Special Branch work. He knew almost nothing about the Fenians, he had no expertise in dynamite or any other explosives. He knew very little about conspiracies in general, nor in honesty did he want to. He was a detective, a policeman. His skill was in solving crimes, unravelling the details and the passions of individual murders, not the machinations of spies, anarchists and political revolutionaries.

He had succeeded brilliantly in Whitechapel, but that was over now. All that Special Branch would ever know of  the truth rested in silence, darkness and bodies decently buried to hide the terrible things that had happened to them. Charles Voisey was still alive, and they could prove nothing against him. But there had been a kind of justice. He, secret hero of the movement to overthrow the throne, had been manoeuvred into seeming to have risked his life to save it. Pitt smiled and felt his throat tighten with grief as he remembered standing beside Charlotte and Vespasia in Buckingham Palace as the Queen had knighted Voisey for his services to the Crown. Voisey had risen from his knees too incensed with rage to speak - which Victoria had taken for awe, and smiled indulgently. The Prince of Wales had praised him, and Voisey had turned and walked back past Pitt with a hatred in his eyes like the fires of hell. Even now, Pitt felt a cold knot tighten in his stomach remembering it.

Yes, Dartmoor would be good: great clean, wind-driven skies, the smell of earth and grass on unpaved lanes. They would walk and talk together, or simply walk! He would fly kites with Daniel and Edward, climb some of the tors, collect things, watch the birds or animals. Charlotte and Jemima could do whatever they wished - visit people, make new friends, look at gardens, or search for wild flowers.

The cab stopped. ‘’Ere y’are, sir,’ the driver called. ‘Go right in. Gentleman’s expecting yer.’

‘Thank you.’ Pitt climbed out and walked across the pavement to the steps leading up to a plain wooden door. It was not the shop in the back room of which he had found Narraway in Whitechapel. Perhaps he moved around as the need directed? He opened the door without knocking, and went in. He found himself in a passage which led to a pleasant sitting room with  windows on to a tiny garden, which was mostly crowded with roses badly in need of pruning.

Victor Narraway was sitting in one of the two armchairs and he looked up at Pitt without rising. He was a slender man, very neatly dressed, of average height, but nevertheless his appearance was striking because of the intelligence in his face. Even in repose there was an energy within him as if his mind never rested. He had thick, dark hair now liberally sprinkled with grey, hooded eyes which were almost black, and a long, straight nose.

‘Sit down,’ he ordered as Pitt remained on his feet. ‘I have no intention of staring up at you. And you will grow tired in time and start to fidget, which will annoy me.’

Pitt put his hands in his pockets. ‘I haven’t long. I’m going to Dartmoor on the noon train.’

Narraway’s heavy eyebrows rose. ‘With your family?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘There is nothing to be sorry about!’ Pitt replied. ‘I shall enjoy it very much. And after Whitechapel I have earned it.’

‘You have,’ Narraway agreed quietly. ‘Nevertheless you are not going.’

‘Yes I am.’ They had known each other only a few months, worked very loosely together on just the one case. It was not like Pitt’s long relationship with Cornwallis, whom he liked profoundly and would have trusted more than any other man he could think of. He was still unsure what he felt about Narraway, and certainly he did not trust him, in spite of his conduct in Whitechapel. He believed he served the country and was a man of honour according to his own code of ethics,  but Pitt did not yet understand what they were, and there was no bond between them to rely on his friendship.

Narraway sighed. ‘Please sit down, Pitt. I expect you to make this morally uncomfortable for me, but be civil enough not to make it physically so as well. I dislike craning my neck to stare up at you.’

‘I am going to Dartmoor today,’ Pitt repeated.

‘This is the eighteenth of June. Parliament will rise on the twenty-eighth,’ Narraway said wearily as if the knowledge was sad and indescribably exhausting. ‘There will be a general election immediately. I dare say we shall have the first results by the fourth or fifth of July.’

‘Then I shall forfeit my vote,’ Pitt replied, ‘because I shall not be at home. I dare say it will make no difference whatever.’

Narraway looked at him steadily. ‘Is your constituency so corrupt?’

Pitt was slightly surprised. ‘I don’t think so. But it has been Liberal for years, and general opinion seems to be that Gladstone will get in, but with a narrow majority. You haven’t called me here three weeks before I start in order to tell me that!’

‘Not precisely.’

‘Not even approximately!’

‘Sit down!’ Narraway ordered with a suppressed rage, making his voice cut like a blow.

Pitt sat more out of surprise than obedience.

‘You handled the Whitechapel business well,’ Narraway said in a calm, quiet voice, leaning back again and crossing his legs. ‘You have courage, imagination and initiative. You even have morality. You defeated the Inner Circle in court, although you might have thought  twice had you known it was they you were against. You are a good detective, the best I have, God help me!’ he replied. ‘Most of my men are more used to explosives and assassination attempts. You did well to defeat Voisey at all, but your turning of the murder on its head to have him knighted for saving the throne was brilliant. It was the perfect revenge. Some of his republican friends regard him as the arch-traitor to the cause.’ The merest smile touched his lips. ‘He was once their future president. Now there are those who wouldn’t allow him to lick stamps.’

It should have been the highest praise yet, looking at Narraway’s steady, shadowed eyes, Pitt felt only awareness of danger.

‘He will never forgive you for it,’ Narraway observed as casually as if he had done no more than remark the time.

Pitt’s throat tightened so his answer was scratchy. ‘I know that. I had never imagined he would. But you also said at the end of the affair that his revenge would be nothing so simple as physical violence.’ His hands were stiff, his body cold, not for himself but for Charlotte and the children.

‘It won’t be,’ Narraway said gently. For an instant there was a softness in his face, then it was gone again. ‘But your stroke of genius he has turned to his own use, that is his genius.’

Pitt cleared his throat. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘He is a hero! Knighted by the Queen for saving the throne,’ Narraway said, uncrossing his legs and leaning forward, a sudden passion of bitterness twisting his face. ‘He is going to stand for Parliament!’

Pitt was stunned. ‘What?’

‘You heard what I said! He is standing for Parliament, and if he wins he will use the Inner Circle to rise very quickly to high office. He has resigned his place on the Appeal Court Bench and taken to politics. The next government will be Conservative, and it will not be long in coming. Gladstone won’t last. Apart from the fact that he is eighty-three, Home Rule will finish him.’ His eyes did not move from Pitt’s face. ‘Then we will see Voisey as Lord Chancellor, head of the Empire’s judiciary! He will have the power to corrupt any court in the land, which means, in the end, all of them.’

It was appalling, but Pitt could already see how it was possible. Every argument died on his lips before he spoke it.

Narraway relaxed fractionally, an easing of the muscles so slight it was barely visible. ‘He’s standing for the Lambeth South seat.’

Pitt quickly thought of his London geography. ‘Wouldn’t that take in Camberwell, or Brixton?’

‘Both.’ Narraway’s eyes were steady. ‘And yes, it’s a Liberal seat, and he’s Conservative. But that doesn’t ease my mind, and if it eases yours, then you’re a fool!’

‘It doesn’t,’ Pitt said coldly. ‘He’ll have a reason. There’ll be somebody he can bribe or intimidate, some place where the Inner Circle has its power he can use. Who is the Liberal candidate?’

Narraway nodded very slowly, still looking at Pitt. ‘A new man, one Aubrey Serracold.’

Pitt asked the obvious. ‘Is he Inner Circle, and will he stand down at the last moment, or throw the election in some other way?’

‘No.’ Narraway said it with certainty, but he did not  explain how he knew. If he had sources somewhere deep inside the Circle, he did not disclose them, even to his own men. Pitt would have thought less of him if he had. ‘If I could see where it was coming, or how, I wouldn’t need you to stay in London and watch,’ Narraway continued. ‘Throwing you out of Bow Street may prove to be one of their greatest mistakes.’ It was a reminder of their power, and the injustice against Pitt. Precise knowledge of what he was saying sparkled hard and bright in his eyes and he made no pretence to hide it. They both knew he did not need to.

‘I can’t affect the vote!’ Pitt said bitterly. It was no longer an argument against losing his holiday and his time with Charlotte and the children, it was helplessness in the face of an insoluble problem. He could see nowhere even to begin, let alone to achieve a victory.

‘No,’ Narraway agreed. ‘If I wanted something like that done I have more skilled men for it than you.’

‘It would also make you little better than Voisey,’ Pitt said with chill.

Narraway sighed, shifting his position to one more at ease. ‘You are naïve, Pitt, but I knew that. I work with the tools I have, and I don’t try to saw wood with a screwdriver. You will watch and listen. You will learn who are Voisey’s tools and how he uses them. You will learn Serracold’s weaknesses and where they may be exploited. And if we are fortunate enough that Voisey has any unguarded vulnerabilities, then you will find them and inform me immediately.’ He breathed in and out very slowly. ‘What I may choose to do about him is not your concern. Understand me in that, Pitt! You are not exercising your conscience at the expense of the ordinary men and women of this country. You know  only a small part of the picture, and you are not in a position to make grand moral judgements.’ There was not a shred of any kind of humour in his eyes or his mouth.

The flippant answer died on Pitt’s tongue. What Narraway was asking of him seemed all but impossible. Had he any idea of the real power of the Inner Circle? It was a secret society of men sworn to support each other above all interests or loyalties apart. They existed in cells, no one man knowing the identities of more than a handful of others, but obedient to the demands of the Circle. He knew of no instance in which any one had betrayed another to the outside world. Internal justice was immediate and lethal; it was the more deadly because one never knew who else was Circle. It could be your superior, or some ordinary clerk of whom you took little notice. It could be your doctor, your bank manager or even your clergyman. Only one thing were you certain of: it was not your wife. No woman was allowed any part or knowledge in it whatsoever.

‘I know the seat is Liberal,’ Narraway was going on, ‘but the political climate at the moment is turning extreme. The Socialists are not only noisy, but making actual headway in some areas.’

‘You said Voisey was standing as a Tory,’ Pitt pointed out. ‘Why?’

‘Because there will be a Conservative backlash,’ Narraway replied. ‘If the Socialists go far enough, and mistakes are made, then the Tories could be swept into power for a long time - quite long enough for Voisey to become Lord Chancellor. Even Prime Minister one day.’

The thought was cold and ugly, and certainly too real  to dismiss. To turn away from it as far-fetched was to hand Voisey the ultimate weapon.

‘You said Parliament rises in ten days?’ Pitt asked.

‘That’s right,’ Narraway agreed. ‘You’ll start this afternoon.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry, Pitt.’

 



‘What?’ Charlotte said incredulously. She was standing at the bottom of the stairs facing Pitt as he had come in through the front door. Her face was flushed with exertion, and now temper.

‘I have to stay because of the general election,’ he repeated. ‘Voisey’s going to stand!’

She stared at him. For a moment all the memories of Whitechapel came back, and she understood. Then she closed it from her mind. ‘And what are you supposed to do about it?’ she demanded. ‘You can’t stop him from standing, and you can’t stop people from voting for him if they want to. It’s monstrous, but it is we who made him into a hero because it was the only way to stop him. The republicans won’t even speak to him now, let alone elect him. Why can’t you let them deal with him? They’ll be furious enough to shoot him! Just don’t stop them. Arrive too late.’

He tried to smile. ‘Unfortunately I can’t rely on their doing that efficiently enough to be of any use to us. We have only about ten days.’

‘You have three weeks’ holiday!’ She bit back sudden tears of disappointment. ‘It’s not fair! What can you do? Tell everybody he’s a liar, that he was behind the conspiracy to overthrow the Throne?’ She shook her head. ‘Nobody even knows there was one! He’d have you sued for slander, or more likely locked up as a lunatic. We made sure everyone knew he practically  single-handedly did something wonderful for the Queen. She thinks he’s marvellous. The Prince of Wales and all his friends will be behind him.’ She sniffed fiercely. ‘And no one will beat them - not with Randolph Churchill and Lord Salisbury as well.’

Pitt leaned against the newel post. ‘I know,’ he admitted. ‘I wish I could tell the Prince of Wales how close Voisey came to destroying him, but we have no proof now.’ He reached forward and touched her cheek. ‘I’m sorry. I know I haven’t much chance, but I have to try.’

The tears brimmed over her cheeks. ‘I’ll unpack later. I’m too tired to do it now. What on earth am I going to tell Daniel and Jemima - and Edward? They’ve been looking forward to the holiday so much—’

‘Don’t unpack,’ he interrupted. ‘You go . . .’

‘Alone?’ Her voice rose to a squeak.

‘Take Gracie. I’ll manage.’ He did not want to tell her how much it was for her safety. At the moment she was angry and disappointed, but in time she would realise he was challenging Voisey again.

‘What will you eat? What will you wear?’ she protested.

‘Mrs Brady can cook something for me, and do the linen,’ he answered. ‘Don’t worry. Take the children, enjoy it with them. Whether Voisey wins or loses, there’s nothing I can do after the results are in. I’ll come down then.’

‘There’ll be no time left!’ she said angrily. ‘Results go on coming in for weeks!’

‘He’s standing for a London seat. It’ll be one of the first.’

‘It could still be days!’

‘Charlotte, I can’t help it!’

Her voice was barely controlled. ‘I know! Don’t be so damnably reasonable. Don’t you even mind? Doesn’t it infuriate you?’ She swung her hand violently, fist tight. ‘It isn’t fair! They have loads of other people. First they throw you out of Bow Street and send you to live in some wretched rooms in Spitalfields, then when you save the Government and the Throne and heaven knows what else, they reinstate you - then throw you out again! Now they’re taking your only holiday . . .’ She gasped for breath and it turned into a sob. ‘And for what? Nothing at all! You can’t stop Voisey if people are stupid enough to believe in him. I hate Special Branch! It seems they don’t have to answer to anyone! They do whatever they like and there’s nobody to stop them.’

‘A bit like Voisey and the Inner Circle,’ Pitt replied, trying to smile very slightly.

‘Just like him, for all I know.’ She met his eyes squarely, but there was a flash of light in hers, in spite of her attempts to hide it. ‘But nobody can stop him.’

‘I did once.’

‘We did!’ she corrected him sharply.

This time he did smile. ‘There’s no murder now, nothing for you to solve.’

‘Or you!’ she countered immediately. ‘What you mean is it’s all about politics and elections, and women don’t even vote, much less campaign and stand for Parliament.’

‘Do you want to?’ he said with surprise. He was happy to talk about any subject, even that one, rather than tell her how he feared for her safety once Voisey knew he was involved again.

‘Certainly not!’ she retorted. ‘But that’s got nothing to do with it!’

‘An excellent piece of logic.’

She poked a stray piece of hair back into its pin. ‘If you were at home and spent more time with the children you’d understand it perfectly.’

‘What?’ he said with total disbelief.

‘The fact that I don’t want it doesn’t mean I shouldn’t be allowed it - if I did! Ask any man!’

He shook his head. ‘Ask him what?’

‘Let me, or anybody else, decide whether he could or not,’ she said in exasperation.

‘Could or could not do what?’

‘Anything!’ she said impatiently, as if it had been obvious. ‘It’s one lot of people making rules for another lot of people to live by, when they wouldn’t accept them themselves. For heaven’s sake, Thomas! Haven’t you ever told the children to do something, and they’ve said to you, “Well, you don’t!” You may tell them they’re impertinent and send them upstairs to bed, but you know it’s unfair, and you know they know it too.’

He blushed hot at one or two memories. He forbore from drawing any similarities between the public’s attitude to women and parents’ towards children. He did not want to quarrel with Charlotte. He knew why she spoke as she did. He felt the same anger and disappointment choking inside himself, and there were better ways of showing it than temper.

‘You’re right!’ he said unequivocally.

Her eyes opened wide for a moment in surprise, then in spite of herself she started to laugh. She put her arms round his neck and he took hold of her, drawing her body to his, caressing her shoulder, the soft line of her neck and then kissing her.

 



Pitt went to the station with Charlotte, Gracie and the children. It was a huge, echoing place, crowded with people hurrying in all directions. It was the terminus for the London and South Western line, and the air was loud with the hiss of escaping steam, clanging doors, feet on the platform walking, running, shuffling, wheels of luggage trolleys, shouts of greeting and farewell, an excitement of adventure. It was full of beginnings and endings.

Daniel jiggled up and down with impatience. Edward, fair-haired like Emily, tried to remember the dignity of being Lord Ashworth, and succeeded for a full five minutes before racing along the platform to see the fires roaring as a stoker poked more coal into the bottom of a vast engine. The stoker looked up, smiling at the boy, before wiping his hand across his brow and beginning again.

‘Boys!’ Jemima muttered under her breath, with a glance at Charlotte.

Gracie, still not much larger than when she had entered their employ as a thirteen-year-old, was dressed up for travelling. It was the second time she had been away from London on holiday, and she was managing to look very experienced and calm, except for the brilliance of her eyes and the flush in her cheeks, and the fact that she clung on to her soft-sided bag as if it were a life preserver.

Pitt knew they must go. It was for their safety, and he wanted to be free of anxiety and certain he could face Voisey with the knowledge his family were where he could never find them. But he still felt an ache of sadness inside himself as he called a porter over and instructed him to put their luggage into the van, giving  him threepence for his trouble.

The porter tipped his cap and piled the cases on to his trolley. He whistled as he pushed it away, but the sound was lost in the roar of a belch of steam, the sliding of coal off the shovels into the furnaces, the guard’s shrill whistle blast as an engine jolted forward and began to pick up speed, pulling out.

Daniel and Edward raced each other along the platform, looking for the least occupied compartment, and came back waving their arms and whooping with triumph.

They put their hand baggage inside, then came to the door to say goodbye.

‘Look after each other,’ Pitt told them after he had hugged them all, including Gracie, to her surprise and pleasure. ‘And enjoy yourselves. Have every bit of fun you can.’

Another door clanged shut and there was a jolt. ‘Time to go,’ Pitt said, and with a wave he stepped back as the carriage lurched and juddered, the couplings locked and it moved forward.

He stood watching, seeing them leaning out of the window, Charlotte holding them back, her face suddenly bleak with loneliness as she was pulled away. Clouds of steam billowed upwards and drifted towards the vast, many-arched roof. There were smuts in the air and the smell of soot and iron and fire.

Pitt waved until they were out of sight as the train curved around the track, then he walked as fast as he could back along the platform and out into the street. At the cab rank he climbed into the first hansom and told the driver to take him to the House of Commons.

He sat back and composed his mind to what he would say when he got there. He was south of the river now but  it would not take him long, even in the lunchtime traffic. The Houses of Parliament were on the north bank, perhaps thirty minutes away.

He had always cared intensely about social injustice, the pain of poverty and disease, ignorance and prejudice, but his opinion of politicians was not high and he doubted that they would address many of the issues that troubled him unless forced into it by individuals with a passion for reform. Now was a good time to reassess that rather hasty judgement and learn a great deal more about both the individuals and the process.

He would begin with his brother-in-law, Jack Radley, Emily’s second husband, and the father of her daughter, Evangeline. When they had first met, Jack had been a charming man without either title or sufficient money to make any mark in Society, but the wit and the good looks to be invited to so many houses that he enjoyed an elegant life of considerable comfort.

Since marrying Emily he had felt an increasing emptiness in that way of existence, until, on an impulse, he had stood for Parliament and surprised everyone, especially himself, by winning a seat. It might have been the tide of political fortune, or that his seat was in one of the many constituencies where corruption determined the outcome, but he had since become a politician of some thought and more principal than his earlier years might have led anyone to foresee. During the Irish affair in Ashworth Hall he had shown both courage and an ability to act with dignity and good judgement. At the least he would be able to give Pitt information of a more detailed nature, and perhaps more accurately, than he could gain from a public source.

Pitt reached the House of Commons, paid the cab  driver and went up the steps. He did not expect to be able to walk straight in, and was preparing to write a small note on one of his cards and have it taken to Jack, but the policeman at the door knew him from his days at Bow Street, and his face lit with pleasure.

‘Afternoon, Mr Pitt, sir. Nice to see you, sir. No trouble ’ere, I ’ope?’

‘None at all, Rogers,’ Pitt replied, grateful he could recall the man’s name. ‘I want to see Mr Radley, if possible. It is a matter of some importance.’

‘Right you are then, sir.’ Rogers turned and called over his shoulder. ‘George! Take Mr Pitt up ter see Mr Radley, will yer? Know ’im? Honourable Member for Chiswick.’ He looked back at Pitt. ‘You go with George’ere, sir. ’E’ll take yer up, because yer can get lost in ten minutes in this rabbit warren of a place.’

‘Thank you, Rogers,’ Pitt said with sincerity. ‘That’s very good of you.’

It was indeed a tangle of passages and stairways with offices at every turn and people coming and going, all distracted with their own business. He found Jack alone in a room which was obviously shared with someone else a good deal of time. He thanked his guide and waited until he had left before closing the door and turning to speak.

Jack Radley was approaching forty, but a man of very good looks and natural warmth which made him seem younger. Now he was surprised to see Pitt, but he set aside the newspapers he had been reading and faced him with curiosity.

‘Sit down,’ he invited him. ‘What brings you here? I thought you were going to take a long-overdue holiday? You have Edward with you!’ There was a shadow behind  his eyes, and Pitt realised with a bitter humour that he was aware of the injustice of his present position with the Special Branch, and afraid that Pitt was going to ask for his help in reversing it. It was something he could not do, and Pitt knew that even better than he did.

‘Charlotte has taken the children,’ he replied. ‘Edward was full of excitement and ready to drive the train himself. I have to stay here for a while. As you know, there’s going to be an election in a few days.’ He allowed a flash of humour in his face, and then lost it again. ‘For reasons I cannot explain, I need some information on the issues . . . and some of the people.’

Jack drew in his breath.

‘Special Branch reasons,’ Pitt smiled at him. ‘Not personal.’

Jack coloured slightly. He was not often wrong-footed by anyone, least of all Pitt, who was unused to political debate and the thrust and cut of opposition. Perhaps Jack had forgotten that the questioning of suspects held many of the same elements, the obliqueness, the study of face and gesture, the anticipation and the ambush.

‘What issues?’ Jack asked. ‘There’s Home Rule for Ireland, but then there has been for generations! It’s no better than it ever was, although Gladstone’s sticking to it. It’s brought him down once already, and I think it will certainly cost him votes again, but no one can pry him loose from it, though, God knows, enough have tried.’ He pulled a slightly rueful face. ‘But rather less often argued about is Home Rule for Scotland, or Wales.’

Pitt was startled. ‘Home Rule for Wales?’ he said incredulously. ‘What backing is there for that?’

‘Not a great deal,’ Jack admitted. ‘Or Scotland either, but it is an issue.’

‘Surely it won’t affect the London seats?’

‘It might do, if you were arguing for it.’ Jack shrugged. ‘Actually on the whole the people most against such things are those geographically the furthest from it. Londoners tend to think Westminster should rule everything. The more power you have, the more you want.’

‘Home Rule, at least for Ireland, has been on the agenda for decades.’ Pitt set it aside temporarily. ‘What else?’

‘The eight-hour day,’ Jack replied grimly. ‘That’s the biggest, at least so far, and I don’t see anything else equalling it.’ He looked at Pitt with a slight frown. ‘What is it, Thomas? A plot to overthrow the Old Man?’ He was referring to Gladstone. There had already been attempts on his life.

‘No,’ Pitt said quickly. ‘Nothing so overt.’ He wished he could tell Jack the whole truth, but for Jack’s sake as much as his own, he could not. Any betrayal must not be blamed on him. ‘Corrupt constituencies, some dirty fighting.’

‘Since when did Special Branch care about that?’ Jack said sceptically, leaning back a little in his chair, his elbow inadvertently knocking a pile of books and papers. ‘They are supposed to be stopping anarchists and dynamiters, especially Fenians,’ he frowned. ‘Don’t lie to me, Thomas. I’d rather you told me to mind my own business than fobbed me off with an evasion.’

‘It’s not an evasion,’ Pitt replied. ‘It’s a particular seat and, so far as I know, has no Irish dimension, nor any dynamiters.’

‘Why you?’ Jack said levelly. ‘Is it anything to do with the Adinett case?’ He was referring to the murder which had so infuriated Voisey and the Inner Circle they had  taken their revenge on Pitt by having him dismissed from Bow Street.

‘Indirectly,’ Pitt admitted. ‘You are almost at the point where you would rather be told to mind your own business.’

‘Which seat?’ Jack said perfectly calmly. ‘I can’t help you if I don’t know.’

‘You can’t help me anyway,’ Pitt countered drily. ‘Except with information about the issues, and the odd warning about tactics. I wish I had paid more attention to politics in the past.’

Jack grinned suddenly, but it was not without self-mockery. ‘When I think how narrow our majority is going to be, so do I!’

Pitt wanted to argue about the safety of Jack’s own seat, but it would be better to find out from someone else. ‘Do you know Aubrey Serracold?’ he asked instead.

Jack looked surprised. ‘Yes, actually I know him moderately well. His wife is a friend of Emily’s.’ He frowned. ‘Why, Thomas? I’d stake a great deal he’s a decent man - honest, intelligent and going into politics to serve his country. He has no need of money and no desire to wield power for itself.’

Pitt should have been comforted, but instead he envisaged a man in danger from something he would never see until it was too late; an enemy he might well not recognise even then, because his nature was outside Serracold’s understanding.

Was Jack right, and in not telling him the truth was Pitt throwing away perhaps the only weapon he possessed? Narraway had given him a task impossible as it stood. It was not detecting as he was used to it; he was seeking not to solve a crime but to prevent a sin, one  which was against the moral law, but probably not the law of the land. It was not that Voisey should have the power - he had as much right as any other candidate - it was what he would do with it in perhaps two or three years, or even five or ten, that was wrong. And you cannot punish a man for what you believe he may do, no matter how evil.

Jack leaned forward across his desk. ‘Thomas, Serracold is a friend of mine. If he is in some kind of danger, any kind, let me know!’ He made no threats and produced no arguments. It was oddly more persuasive than if he had. ‘I would protect my friends, just as you would yours. Personal loyalty means something, and the day it doesn’t I want no part of politics any more.’

Even when Pitt had feared Jack courted Emily for her money - and he had feared it - he had still found him impossible to dislike. There was a warmth in him, an ability to mock himself, and yet keep the directness which was the essence of his charm. Pitt had no chance of success without taking risks, because there was no safe way even to begin, let alone to conclude, a fight against Voisey.

‘Not physical danger, so far as I know,’ he replied, hoping he was right in his judgement to defy Narraway and confide at least some portion of the truth in Jack. Please heaven it did not come back and betray them both! ‘Danger of being cheated out of his seat.’

Jack waited as if he knew that was not all.

‘And perhaps of being ruined in reputation,’ Pitt added.

‘By whom?’

‘If I knew that I would be in a far better position to guard against it.’

‘You mean you can’t tell me!’

‘I mean I don’t know.’

‘Then why? You know something, or you wouldn’t be here.’

‘For political gain, of course.’

‘Then it is his opponent. Who else?’

‘Those behind him.’

Jack started to argue, then stopped. ‘I suppose everybody has someone behind them. The ones you can see are the least worry.’ He stood up slowly. He was almost the same height as Pitt, but as elegant as Pitt was untidy. He had natural grace, and was still as meticulously dressed and groomed as in the days when he made his way on his charm. ‘I’ll be happy to continue this conversation, but I have a meeting in an hour, and I haven’t had a decent meal today. Will you join me?’

‘I’ll be happy to,’ Pitt accepted immediately, rising also.

‘Be my guest in the Members’ dining room,’ Jack suggested, opening the door for Pitt. He hesitated a moment, as if considering Pitt’s clean collar but crooked tie and slightly bulging pockets. He sighed and gave up the idea.

Pitt followed him and took his place at one of the tables. He was fascinated. He hardly tasted his food he was so busy trying to watch the other diners without appearing to do so. He saw face after face he had seen in the newspapers, many whose names he knew, others familiar but he could not place them. He kept hoping he might see Gladstone himself.

Jack sat smiling, considerably entertained.

They were halfway through a dessert of hot treacle pudding and custard, when a large man with thinning  fair hair stopped by. Jack introduced him as Finch, the Honourable Member for one of the Birmingham constituencies, and Pitt as his brother-in-law, without stating any occupation.

‘How do you do?’ Finch said civilly, then looked at Jack. ‘Hey, Radley, have you heard that this fellow Hardie is actually going to stand? And in West Ham South, not even in Scotland!’

‘Hardie?’ Jack frowned.

‘Keir Hardie!’ Finch said impatiently, ignoring Pitt. ‘Fellow’s been down the mines since he was ten years old. God knows if he even can read or write, and he’s standing for Parliament! Labour Party, he says . . . whatever that is.’ He spread his hands in a sharp gesture. ‘It’s no good, Radley! That’s our territory . . . trade unions, and all that. He won’t get in, of course - not a cat’s chance. But we can’t afford to lose any support this time.’ He lowered his voice. ‘It’s going to be a tight thing! Too damned tight. We can’t give in on the working week, we’d be crippled. It would ruin us in months. But I wish to the devil the Old Man would forget Home Rule for a while. He’ll bring us down!’

‘A majority’s a majority,’ Jack replied. ‘Twenty or thirty is still workable.’

Finch grunted. ‘No it isn’t! Not for long. We need fifty at least. Nice to have met you . . . Pitt? Pitt, did you say? Good Tory name. Not a Tory, are you?’

Pitt smiled. ‘Shouldn’t I be?’

Finch looked at him, his light-blue eyes suddenly very direct. ‘No, sir, you shouldn’t. You should look towards the future, and steady, wise reform. No self-interested Conservatism that will alter nothing, remain fixed in the past as if it were stone. And no hare-brained socialism  that would alter everything, good and bad alike, as if it were all written in water, and the past meant nothing. This is the greatest nation on earth, sir, but we still need much wisdom at the helm if we are to keep it so, in these changing times.’

‘In that at least I can agree with you,’ Pitt replied, keeping his voice light.

Finch hesitated a moment, then bade him goodbye and left, walking briskly, his shoulders hunched as if he were fighting his way through a crowd, although in fact he passed only a waiter with a tray.

Pitt was following Jack out of the dining room when they all but bumped into the Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, on his way in. He was dressed in a pin-striped suit, his long, rather sad face full-bearded, but almost bald to the crown of his head. Pitt was so fascinated that it was a moment before he looked fully at the man a step behind him, but obviously in his company. His features were strong, intelligent, his nose a trifle crooked, his skin pale. For an instant their eyes met and Pitt was frozen by the power of hatred he saw looking back at him, as if they were the only two in the room. All the noise of talk, laughter, clink of glass and crockery vanished. Time was suspended. There was nothing but the will to hurt, to destroy.

Then the present rolled back like a wave - human, busy, argumentative, self-absorbed. Salisbury and his companion went in, Pitt and Jack Radley went out. They were twenty yards down the corridor before Jack spoke.

‘Who was that with Salisbury?’ he asked. ‘You know him?’

‘Sir Charles Voisey,’ Pitt replied, startled to hear how  his voice rasped. ‘Prospective parliamentary candidate for Lambeth South.’

Jack stopped. ‘That’s Serracold’s constituency!’

‘Yes . . .’ Pitt replied steadily. ‘Yes . . . I know that.’

Jack let out his breath very slowly; understanding filled his face, and the beginning of fear.




Chapter Two

[image: 002]

Pitt found the house uniquely lonely without Charlotte and the children. He missed the warmth, the sound of laughter, excitement, even the occasional quarrelling. There was no clatter of Gracie’s heels on the floor, or her wry comments, only the two cats, Archie and Angus, curled up asleep in the patches of sun through the kitchen windows.

But when he remembered the hatred in Voisey’s eyes, relief washed over him with an intensity that caught his breath that his family were out of London, far away where neither Voisey nor any of the Inner Circle would find them. A small cottage in a country hamlet on the edge of Dartmoor was as safe as anywhere possible. That knowledge left him free to do all he could to stop Voisey from winning the seat and beginning the climb to a power which would corrupt the conscience of the land.

Although as he sat at the kitchen table over a breakfast of toast he had definitely scorched, home-made marmalade and a large pot of tea, he was daunted by a task so nebulous, so uncertain. There was no mystery to  solve, no explanation to unravel, and too little specific to seek. His only weapon was knowledge. The seat Voisey was contesting had been Liberal for years. Whose vote did he hope to sway? He was standing for the Tories, the only alternative to the Liberals with any chance of forming a government, even though the majority opinion was that this time Mr Gladstone would win, though his administration might not last long.

Pitt took another piece of toast from the rack where he had set it, and spread it with butter. He spooned out a very good helping of marmalade. He liked the pungent taste of it, sharp enough to feel as if it filled his head.

Did Voisey intend somehow to win the middle ground and so enlarge his share of the vote? Or to disenchant the poorer men and drive them towards socialism, and so split the left-wing support? Had he some weapon, as yet undisclosed, with which to damage Aubrey Serracold and so cripple his campaign? He could not openly do all three. But then with the Inner Circle behind him, he did not need to be open. No one outside the very top of its power, perhaps no one but Voisey himself, knew the names or positions of all its members, or even how many there were.

Pitt finished the toast, drank the last of the tea, and left the dishes where they were. Mrs Brady would wash up when she came, and no doubt feed Archie and Angus again. It was eight o’clock in the morning, and time he began to acquire more knowledge of Voisey’s platform, the issues he was making the core of his appeal, who his open supporters were, and where he was going to speak. He already knew from Jack the bare outline of these things regarding Serracold, but it was not enough.

The city was hot, dusty and crammed with traffic of  every sort - trade, business and pleasure. Street pedlars cried their wares on almost every pavement corner; open carriages held ladies, out to see the sights, keeping the sun from their faces with an array of parasols in pretty colours like enormous overblown flowers. There were heavy wagons carrying bales of goods, vegetable and milk carts, omnibuses and the usual hordes of hansom cabs. Even the footpaths were crowded, and Pitt had to weave his way in and out. The noise was an assault on the ears and the mind; chatter, street cries of vendors of a hundred different articles for sale, the rattle of wheels on cobbles, the jingle of harnesses, shouts of frustrated drivers, the sharp clip of horses’ hoofs.

He would prefer Voisey to be as little aware of him as possible, although after their meeting in the House of Commons Pitt’s interest could no longer be secret. He regretted that, but it could not be undone, and perhaps it was inevitable; it just would have been better delayed, even a short while. Voisey might have been sufficiently absorbed in his political battles and the exhilaration of the campaign not to have noticed one more person’s interest in him.

By five o’clock Pitt knew the names of those backing Voisey’s candidacy, both publicly and privately - at least those on record. He also knew that the issues Voisey espoused were the traditional mainstream Tory values of trade and Empire. It was obvious how these would appeal to the property owners, the manufacturers and shipping barons, but now the vote had extended to the ordinary man who possessed nothing more than his house, or rented rooms worth above ten pounds a year, and surely they were natural supporters of trade unions, and so of the Liberal party?

The fact that it seemed an impossible seat for Voisey to win worried Pitt far more than had he seen some opening, some weakness that could be exploited. It meant that the attack was coming from an angle he had no idea how to protect, and did not even know where the vulnerability lay.

He made his way south of the river towards the docks and factories in the shadow of the London Bridge Railway Terminal, with the intention of joining the crowd of workers at the first of Voisey’s public speeches. He was intensely curious to see both how Voisey behaved, and what kind of reception he would receive.

He stopped at one of the public houses and had a pork pie and a glass of cider, keeping his ear to the conversations at the tables around him. There was a good deal of laughter, but underneath it an unmistakably bitter note as well. He heard only one reference to the Irish, or the vexed question of Home Rule, and even that was treated half jokingly. But the matter of hours to the working day aroused hot feelings, and some considerable support for the Socialists, even though hardly anyone seemed to know the names of any of them. Certainly Pitt did not hear Sidney Webb nor William Morris mentioned, nor the eloquent and vociferous playwright Shaw.

By seven o’clock he was standing in the open outside one of the factory gates, the grey, flat sides of the buildings soaring up into the smoke-filled air above him. The clang of machinery beat a steady rhythm in the distance, and the smell of coke fumes and acids caught his throat. Around him were five or six score men in uniform browns and greys, colour worn out of the  fabric, patched and repatched, frayed at the cuffs, worn at the elbows and knees. Many of them had cloth caps on, even though the evening was mild and, far more unusually, there was no chill blowing up from the river. The cap was habit, almost a part of identity.

Pitt passed unnoticed among them, his natural scruffiness a perfect disguise. He listened to their laughter, their rowdy, often cruel jokes, and heard the note of despair underneath. And the longer he listened the less could he imagine how Voisey, with his money, his privilege, his polished manner, and now his title as well, could win over a single one of them, let alone the bulk. He stood for everything that oppressed them and which they perceived, correctly or not, to be exploiting their labour and stealing their rewards. It frightened him because he knew far better than to believe Voisey was a dreamer, trusting to any kind of luck.

The crowd was just beginning to get restive and speak of leaving, when a hansom, not a carriage, came to a stop about twenty yards away and Pitt saw the tall figure of Voisey get out and walk towards them. It gave Pitt an odd shiver of apprehension, as if even in all this crowd Voisey could see him and the hatred burn across the air and find him.

‘Come after all, ’ave yer?’ a voice called out, for a moment breaking the spell.

‘Of course I have come!’ Voisey called back, turning to face them, his head high, his expression half amused, Pitt invisible, one anonymous face among the hundreds. ‘You have votes, don’t you?’

Half a dozen men laughed.

‘At least ’e in’t pretending as ’e gives a damn about us!’ someone said a few yards to the left. ‘I’d rather ’ave  a bastard wot’s honest than one wot ain’t.’

Voisey walked over to the wagon which had been left as a makeshift platform, and with an easy movement climbed up into it.

There was a rustle of attention, but it was hostile, waiting for the opportunity to criticise, challenge and abuse. Voisey seemed to be alone, but Pitt noticed the two or three policemen standing well back, and half a dozen or more newly arrived men, all watching the crowd, burly men in quiet, drab clothing, but with a fluidity of movement, and restlessness quite unlike the weariness of the factory workers.

‘You’ve come to look at me,’ Voisey began, ‘because you are curious to hear what I am going to say, and if I can come up with anything at all to justify your voting for me, and not for the Liberal candidate, Mr Serracold, whose party has represented you as far back as you can remember. And perhaps you can expect a little entertainment at my expense.’

There was a rumble of laughter, and one or two catcalls.

‘Well, what do you want from government?’ Voisey asked, and before he could answer himself he was shouted down.

‘Less taxes!’ someone yelled, to accompanying jeers.

‘Shorter hours! A decent working week, no longer than yours!’

More laughter, but sharp-edged, angry.

‘Decent pay! ’Ouses wot don’t leak. Drains!’

‘Good! So do I,’ Voisey agreed, his voice carrying well in spite of the fact he did not seem to be raising it. ‘I would also like a job for every man who wants to work, and woman too. I’d like peace, good foreign trade, less  crime, more certain justice, responsible police without corruption, cheap food, bread for everyone, clothes and boots for everyone. I’d like good weather as well, but . . .’

The rest of his words were lost in a roar of laughter.

‘But you wouldn’t believe me if I told you I could do that!’ he finished.

‘Don’t believe yer anyway!’ a voice shouted back, to more jeers and calls of agreement.

Voisey smiled but the angle of his body was stiff. ‘But you’re going to listen to me, because that’s what you’ve come for! You’re curious about what I’m going to say, and you’re fair.’

This time there were no catcalls. Pitt could feel the difference in the air, as if a storm had passed by without breaking.

‘Do most of you work in these factories?’ Voisey waved his arm. ‘And these docks?’

There was a murmur of assent.

‘Making goods to ship all over the world?’ he went on.

Again the assent, and a slight impatience. They did not understand the reason why he asked. Pitt did, as if he had already heard the words.

‘Clothes made from Egyptian cotton?’ Voisey asked, his voice lifting, his eyes searching their faces, the language of their bodies, the boredom or the quickening of understanding. ‘Brocades from Persia and the old Silk Road east to China and India?’ he continued. ‘Linen from Ireland? Timber from Africa, rubber from Burma . . .? I could go on and on. But you probably know the list as well as I do. They are the products of the Empire. That’s why we are the biggest trading nation in the world, why Britain rules the seas, a  quarter of the earth speaks our language, and soldiers of the Queen guard the peace over land and sea in every quarter of the globe.’

This time the rising noise had a different note to it, pride and anger and curiosity. Several men stood a little straighter, shoulders square. Pitt shifted quickly out of Voisey’s line of sight.

Voisey shouted above them, ‘It isn’t just glory - it’s a roof over your heads and food on your table.’

‘’Ow about a shorter working day?’ a tall man with ginger hair called out.

‘If we lose the Empire, who are you going to work for?’ Voisey challenged him. ‘Who are you going to buy from, sell to?’

‘Nobody’s going ter lose the Empire!’ the ginger-haired man replied with scorn. ‘Even them Socialists in’t that daft!’

‘Mr Gladstone’s going to lose it,’ Voisey replied. ‘A piece at a time! First Ireland, then maybe Scotland and Wales. Who knows what after that - India perhaps? No more hemp and jute, no more mahogany and rubber from Burma. Then Africa, Egypt, a piece at a time. If he can lose Ireland on his own doorstep, why not everywhere?’

There was a sudden silence, then a loud laugh, but there was no humour in it; instead there was a sharp undercurrent of doubt, perhaps even fear.

Pitt glanced around at the men closest to him. Every one of them was facing Voisey.

‘We have to have trade,’ Voisey went on, but now he had no need to shout. He pitched his voice to the back of the crowd, and it was sufficient. ‘We need the rule of law, and we need mastery of the seas. In order to share  our wealth more fairly, we must first assure that we have it!’

There was a murmur that sounded like agreement.

‘Do what you do well, no one on earth better!’ Voisey’s tone held a ring of praise, even triumph. ‘And choose freely to represent you men who know how to make and keep the laws at home, and deal honourably and profitably with the other nations of the earth to preserve and add to what you have. Don’t elect old men who think they speak for God, but in truth only speak for the past, men who carry out their own wishes and don’t listen to yours.’

Now there was another roar from the crowd, but in many quarters to Pitt’s ears it actually sounded like a cheer.

Voisey did not keep the factory workers much longer. He knew they were tired and hungry, and tomorrow morning would come all too soon. He had enough sense to stop while they were still interested, and more than that, while there was still time to get a good dinner and a couple of hours at the public house to take a few pints of ale, and talk it all over.

He told them a swift joke, and another, and left them laughing as he walked back to his hansom and rode away.

Pitt was stiff from standing still, and cold inside with bitter admiration for the way Voisey had turned a crowd from hostile strangers into men who would remember his name, remember that he had not betrayed them or made false promises, that he had not assumed they would like him, and he had made them laugh. They would not forget what he had said about losing the Empire that provided their work. It might make their  employers rich, but the truth was that if their employers were poor, then they were even poorer. It might or might not be unjust, but many men there were realists enough to know that it was the way things were.

Pitt waited until Voisey had been out of sight for several minutes, then he walked across the dusty cobbles into the shade of the factory walls and along a narrow alley back towards the main road, where he hailed a hansom. Voisey had shown at least some of his tactics, but he had revealed no vulnerability at all. Aubrey Serracold was going to have to be more than charming and honest to equal him.

It was early yet to go home, especially to an empty house. He had a good book to read, but the silence would disturb him. Even the thought of it held a loneliness. There must be something else he could do which might be useful - perhaps more he could learn from Jack Radley? Maybe Emily could tell him something about Serracold’s wife? She was acutely observant and a realist in the ploys of power far more than Charlotte. She might have seen a weakness in Voisey, where a man with his mind more on political policies and less on the person might have missed it.

He leaned forward and redirected the driver of his hansom.

But when he arrived the butler told him with profound apologies that Mr and Mrs Radley were out at a dinner party, and could not reasonably be expected home before one in the morning at the earliest.

Pitt thanked him and declined the offer to wait, as the butler had known he would. He returned to the cab, and told the driver to take him instead to Cornwallis’s flat in Piccadilly.

A manservant answered the door and without question conducted him through to Cornwallis’s small sitting room. It was furnished in the elegant but spare style of a captain’s cabin at sea, full of books, polished brass and dark, gleaming wood. Above the mantel shelf there was a painting of a square-rigged brigantine running before a gale.

‘Mr Pitt, sir,’ the manservant announced.

Cornwallis dropped his book and rose to his feet in surprise and some alarm. ‘Pitt? What is it? What’s happened? Why are you not on Dartmoor?’

Pitt did not answer.

Cornwallis glanced at the manservant, then back at Pitt. ‘Have you eaten?’ he asked.

Pitt was startled to realise that he had had nothing since the pie in the tavern near the factory. ‘No . . . not for a while.’ He sank down in the chair opposite Cornwallis’s. ‘Bread and cheese would be fine . . . or cake if you have it?’ He missed Gracie’s baking already and the tins at home were empty. She had made nothing, expecting them all to be away.

‘Bring Mr Pitt bread and cheese,’ Cornwallis directed. ‘And cider, and a slice of cake.’ He looked back at Pitt. ‘Or would you prefer tea?’

‘Cider is excellent,’ Pitt replied, easing himself into the softness of the chair.

The manservant departed, closing the door behind him.

‘Well?’ Cornwallis demanded, resuming his own seat and the frown returning to his face. He was not handsome but there was a strength and a symmetry in his features which pleased one the longer one looked at him. When he moved it was with the grace and balance of his  long years at sea when he had had only the quarterdeck on which to pace.

‘Something has arisen in connection with one of the parliamentary seats which Narraway wishes me to . . . to watch.’ He saw the flash of anger in Cornwallis’s face, and knew it was because he felt injustice in Narraway not honouring Bow Street’s commitment to Pitt’s leave. It added to the outrage of the entire dismissal and reposting to suit the vengeance of the Inner Circle. All the old presumptions and certainties were gone, for both of them.

But Cornwallis did not probe. He was accustomed to the solitary life of a captain at sea, who must listen to his officers but share only practicalities with them, not explain himself or indulge in emotions. He must always remain apart, maintain as much as possible of the fiction that he was never afraid, never lonely, never in doubt. It was the discipline of a lifetime and he could not now breach it. It had become part of his personality and he was no longer aware of it as a separate decision.

The manservant returned with the bread, cheese, cider and cake for which Pitt thanked him. ‘You are welcome, sir.’ He bowed and withdrew.

‘What do you know of Charles Voisey?’ Pitt asked as he spread the crusty bread with butter and cut off a heavy slice of pale, rich Caerphilly cheese and felt it crumble beneath the knife. He bit into it hungrily. It was sharp and creamy in his mouth.

Cornwallis’s lips tightened, but he did not ask why Pitt wanted to know. ‘Only what is public information,’ he replied. ‘Harrow and Oxford, then called to the bar. Was a brilliant lawyer, who made a good deal of money, and, of more value in the long run, a great many friends  in the places that count, and I don’t doubt a few enemies as well. Elevated to the Bench, and then very quickly to the Court of Appeal. He knows how to take chances and appear courageous, and yet never slip badly enough to fall.’
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