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      You can do this, Kate Hetheridge told herself, for perhaps the twentieth time that day. It means a lot to him.

      Her husband, Tony, also known as Lord Anthony Hetheridge, the ninth Baron of Wellegrave, was trying, and very nearly succeeding, to project the bland neutrality of one who doesn’t give a fig how his wife responds to his choice. In this case, his choice of a holiday let in the heart of London. Though it was only the sixth of December, the old city was already bedecked in the usual way: fairy lights, wreaths, shiny tinsel, and a towering Christmas tree in Trafalgar Square. And although the United Kingdom had been through its share of travails in the past few years, the holiday spirit was alive and well, perhaps even a touch more intense than in less fraught times. The very fact that Tony had discovered a rental property for them on short notice was a testament to his determination to make this work.

      Kate, too, wanted it to work, at least on paper. She’d made promises, and she meant to see them through. But even though seven full days in the city felt insurmountable to her, she knew Tony wanted more. He wanted to live and work in London again.

      If I can’t, what does it mean for our careers? For us?
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      When Tony Hetheridge embraced a new career, private investigator, the welcome had been less than rapturous. In the run-up to hanging out his shingle, as it were, he’d interviewed a handful of London PIs. Most were emotionally situated somewhere between disgruntled and despairing. One had told him flat out: “It’s a dirty business, mate. Life’s too short. Especially for a bloke with one foot in the grave.”

      Fortunately Tony, who’d recently turned sixty-one, no longer gave one-foot-in-the-grave rubbish a second thought. By his reckoning, his full plate of responsibilities required him to delay the onset of decrepitude until ninety-three, and death itself until one hundred and eight. He had a young wife. A grown-up daughter he barely knew. An adopted son, brilliant and increasingly cheeky. A challenging brother-in-law with whom he’d gradually achieved détente. And a myriad of other friends, enemies, hopes and dreams. So he’d kicked off his professional second act with gusto. The case had concerned a pair of brother-sister twins, one dead, the other vanished. Getting to the complicated truth of what had befallen the twins had been a stunning success. It also nearly got him killed.

      Tony’s police career had been long, distinguished, and physically uneventful, with a couple of near-misses but no life-threatening injuries. At the outset of his PI career, he’d narrowly escaped death, but was beaten so badly he almost lost an eye. A period of recuperation, quiet, and reflection had been essential.

      It had been ugly. It had been tough. Nevertheless, Tony believed he’d processed the event. Was it because he’d killed his adversary? Because  he’d literally cast him down? Perhaps. The evildoer who’d tried to annihilate him, Kate, Henry, and Ritchie, plus his friend and colleague, Deepal “Paul” Bhar, was dead and gone. Perhaps that triumph had permitted Tony to attain a minimal safe distance, emotionally speaking, from the worst of the memories.

      The same could not be said for Kate.

      It was the sixth of December. Tony and Kate’s first wedding anniversary, 25 December, was coming up fast. He wanted very much to mark the occasion, as well as Christmas Day, with optimism; with a feeling of moving forward, if at all possible. Plainly put, he wanted to see the back of Briarshaw, his ancestral estate in Devon, and not come back for a span of anywhere from twelve months to the rest of his life.

      That was possibly an overreaction. Tony and Kate had been married at Briarshaw, in the great house’s tiny chapel, with fresh-cut evergreens and fairy lights twinkling from the hall. As old heaps surrounded by hills, hedgerows, and sheep went, Briarshaw was tolerable. (Translated from English understatement, “tolerable” in this case meant pure heaven.) The original plan had been to return to Devon in mid-December, meaning next week, and mark the happy occasion where they’d tied the knot. Then “the rooftop,” as the family euphemistically called it, had happened.

      “The rooftop” had changed everything. It had even landed Tony and Kate in Devonshire in May, eight months ahead of schedule, for what felt like an endless recovery—two minor surgeries for Tony, three orthopedic boondoggles for Kate. After an extended relationship with St. Thomas’s Hospital, retreating to the country had been the best possible medicine. Briarshaw had swiftly become a haven, a spa, and even an extended family getaway. And, so Tony believed after months of observing his wife, a sort of delicious limbo for Kate, unencumbered by challenges or traumatic memories. In Briarshaw’s drowsy green grass, watching rose-gold clouds gather behind a three-hundred-year oak, Kate had rested. She had allowed her body to heal. But even the best medicine can turn toxic if taken too long.

      By July, Tony had begun entertaining doubts about Kate’s progress. By September, he’d become convinced she was deliberately ignoring every overture from the outside world, including her chosen career, to bring her back into the fold. Like him, Kate had chosen the Metropolitan police service over the objections of her family, all of whom had thought she was mad to try it. Also like him—although from the opposite side of the equation—she’d had to fight for her place against naysayers, saboteurs, and those who had a vested interest in preserving mediocrity. Finally, like him, she’d loved detective work, the thrill of a tough case, of clues that initially refused to line up, of gimcrack alibis that exploded under the correct pressure. He loved it still, unreservedly. Did she?

      By October, Tony had still failed to dredge the answer out of Kate, who was apparently content to feed goats and count clouds. Meanwhile, his regard for Briarshaw regressed to his teenage view: a cursed old heap, a thousand miles from any place of even fleeting interest, where bluebloods with superior deductive reasoning went to die. No one needed a policeman, much less a detective, in that bucolic corner of Devon. Midsomer Murders made the English countryside seem like a hotbed of sex and slaughter, but Briarshaw’s nearest village, Shawbridge, had yet to get the memo.

      Close to Bonfire Night, the village’s weekly newspaper had run the following headline: KNIFE CRIME STUNNER. Upon investigation, this referred to the theft of a pen knife that had been filched from a high street shop. The culprit, a pensioner suffering from Alzheimer’s, had been identified the following day. The knife, returned without incident, was valued at £7.

      Tony’s hopeful overreaction to the headline, his immediate desire to sort of parachute into Shawbridge and take charge of the situation, coordinating with local authorities and hauling off the guilty to face justice, was a wake-up call. Had Wellegrave House, the London townhouse he’d lived in for most of his adult life, been in any fit state, he would’ve dragged Kate off to a London weekend. The pitch would’ve been so easy. First, a relaxing railway journey in the quiet car. Lunch at Juno’s, their favorite hole-in-the-wall near Paddington Station. Then two days indoors, if Kate preferred. But alas, Wellegrave House was still weeks away from completion.

      After the fire—and what a year it had been, when a major housefire became a mere afterthought—it had taken months of back-and-forth with builders, suppliers, designers, and The Powers That Be (as Tony had come to think of those rules that govern the restoration of grade II listed houses) to remake Wellegrave House. It would be mid-January before the house’s CCTV cameras, infrared monitors, and other security measures went live. And Tony knew that until they did, Kate would refuse to spend so much as a single night there.

      She’s not wrong, he reminded himself. On the contrary, an abundance of caution was both sane and wise. Security failures had led to that hellish experience on a rooftop. And while Tony had killed the evildoer, he had not eradicated him.

      In life, the man who’d attacked and nearly annihilated them had been a celebrity. In death, strange and hideous conspiracy theories had grown up around him, rewriting his true biography, transmuting him from the base metal of psychopathy and evil into the pure gold of—well, whatever his fringe cult needed him to be. Clinical madness was begetting voluntary madness. And it was hardly the first time, in the long annals of human history, that such a sad and destructive alchemy had occurred.

      Of course, given their career backgrounds, they had all the information and reassurance a flawed world could offer. From the unit that routinely keeps tabs on potentially criminal groups and gatherings, Scotland Yard had created a special task force to monitor the evildoer’s groupies and copycats. While the risk of a revenge attack on the Hetheridges from “the Fan Club,” as it was called, was judged to be low, the number wasn’t zero. It would never be zero.
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      In early November, Metropolitan Police Assistant Commissioner Michael Deaver, Tony’s longtime friend and ally at the Yard, had traveled to Briarshaw to brief them in person. Although Kate pretended ignorance, she and Tony both understood that Deaver was there not only for a social call, but to assess Kate’s readiness to return to service. Physically, she was already cleared. Her promotion to Detective Inspector had gone through. Moreover, her place on the “Toff Squad,” the Scotland Yard unit which dealt with serious crimes that intersected with the lives of the titled, monied, and famous, was assured. Since August, Paul Bhar had been calling her regularly for help, advice, or simply to complain about his caseload. Kate always took his calls, and Tony had overheard enough of their substance to know she took Paul’s requests seriously, and did the best she could to assist him from a distance of one hundred and seventy-five miles. Yet still Kate hadn’t so much as hinted at being ready to return to London.

      Deaver went away confused. Paul called Tony, demanding to know what was up. And when Tony finally decided to press the issue, Kate had frozen him out. It was a first.

      To return to good old English understatement, a situation where Kate turned emotionally unavailable was something of a role-reversal. Tony had been at a complete loss. For the whole of his life, he’d been the distant one. That had been his entire M.O., pursuing women when it suited him and turning cold when it didn’t. For a long time, he’d assumed his blood just ran a shade cooler than the norm; that only intellectual pursuits truly captivated him. Then came Kate. And a large part of what made her so irresistible to him, that had driven him relentlessly even when he disbelieved she could ever love him, was her fiery red core. The live ember within the ashes. When Tony was close to Kate, he felt more alive, more passionate, and more willing to risk himself than ever before. The realization that perhaps she was drifting, that the fire would fade and he would be helpless to stop it, had forced him to take drastic action.

      He’d told her he wanted to see a therapist. That he was going against his upbringing, not to mention his habitual way of handling painful feelings—by ignoring them—but he believed it was imperative. Yet he couldn’t muster the willingness to go it alone. He needed her to go, too.

      Not as a couple, not to compare notes, not to achieve some sort of relationship breakthrough. He just needed her to support him by choosing a psychotherapist, booking a month’s worth of sessions, and going to them. If she did that, he claimed, he could marshal the strength to do the same.

      Had Kate seen through him? Perhaps. Had she seemed surprised? Poleaxed might be a better word for it. But she’d borne up, made some inquiries, and found a suitable practice in Plymouth.

      As promised, they’d traveled there together twice a week, seeing different psychologists. Tony had concluded after eight sessions. Kate was still going—and while she revealed very little of what was discussed inside the therapist’s office, she admitted the general topics were the same: flashbacks, intrusive anxiety, and the sort of helpless rage that all too quickly becomes depression. For the month of December, her therapeutic “homework” turned out to be an assignment beyond Tony’s wildest hopes. Kate’s therapist wanted her to return to London and spend at least a week there. Overnight—no railway trips to the suburbs, much less Briarshaw.

      Tony had done his best to receive this information neutrally. He’d failed, of course, with Kate tartly informing him over breakfast that while he was allowed to be happy, he ought to have the decency to wipe the offensive smile from his face. Determined not to overplay his hand, he’d promptly shaken open the Independent, started reading about the current state of things—an act incompatible with smiling—and allowed the secondary track in his brain to start chugging away on the question of London. Wellegrave House was out of the question. So where would they stay?
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      It took him six days, seven phone calls, two emails, and two daytrips to London to sort through the flood of holiday lets and second homes offered by solicitous friends. Though Tony was embarrassed to fully acknowledge it, even to himself, the outpouring revealed something Paul and AC Deaver had hinted at: to the Met’s old guard, Tony was now viewed as a bit of a hero.

      To his fellow dinosaurs, some still clinging desperately to the apex of the food chain, others already retired and heckling the modern service from the sidelines, Tony was an inspiration. He’d given almost thirty-five years in service to the Met, only to be forced out as the top brass replaced seasoned, independent operators with the young and pliable. Then as a private citizen, he’d faced the nightmare of personal retaliation by a killer he’d tried to send down. It was a fear every detective who’d worked on high-profile cases had dealt with, but ninety-nine out of a hundred times, the only thing they truly had to worry about was a civil suit. Barring that, a good old-fashioned hit job by the tabloid press. But Tony and his family had actually been marked for death and survived.

      That meant something to his contemporaries. It even meant something to his relatives—with the exception of his cousin Roderick Hetheridge, the man who was, through the creaky Middle Ages magic of primogeniture, his legal heir. Roddy wanted Tony to snuff it, posthaste; indeed, he’d never forgiven him for living this long. The only thing that kept Roddy happy was the knowledge that Tony had no son. Henry didn’t count; the Barony of Wellegrave passed only to sons of the body. But apart from Roddy Hetheridge, the warm welcome had been quite gratifying, with invitations and offers thick on the ground.

      When it came to the security arrangements of those offered properties, however, most were unsuitable for Kate. And since making Kate comfortable in the city was the entire point, Tony had politely and gently refused all offers that came with promises to visit, or a welcome party, or “dropping by for drinkies.” Tony suspected that all day, every day, some part of his wife was still on that rooftop: injured, terrified, and facing down death, not only for herself, but for those she loved. A woman who saw herself as cornered wasn’t likely to respond well to people she barely knew dropping by for “drinkies,” even if they brought the bottles.

      The railway journey to the city had gone well. Kate immersed herself in a novel and hardly said a word. The ride to Marylebone in a Black cab was unremarkable, although it fell to Tony to keep up most of the conversation with the pleasant, well-informed driver. Then they were there, at Strange Mews, a freehold brick mews house that was painted a clean, soft white. The cabbie insisted on helping them get their luggage into the mews house’s foyer.

      “Smart tree, that,” the cabbie said, nodding at the six foot artificial Christmas tree, slim enough to fit where a coat tree might usually stand. The white fairy lights and rustic wooden ornaments—toy drums, simple dolls, bears, and alphabet blocks—fit with the tree stand, an old-fashioned sled.

      “Cheers. Happy Christmas a wee bit early,” Tony said, pressing a tip into the cabbie’s hand. Then he closed the door, reset the alarm, and regarded Kate with the bland expression he’d once turned on hardened criminals. He didn’t have to give her a sales pitch on the security system; he’d downloaded the specs a day early, allowing her to read them over at leisure. It was quite simply the finest money could buy.

      As expected, she made no complaint. But she was looking at the interior of the fully refurbished mews house as if she’d landed on the surface of the moon.

      She didn’t seem inclined to speak. That left him to do it.

      “Let’s have a peek at the living room, shall we?”
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      Kate followed Tony out of the foyer and into the wide space that encompassed living room, dining area, and kitchen. Though the window offered what looked like a respectable view, he didn’t drag her over to inspect it, or insist she look at the gleaming stainless steel cooker and fridge, both the very definition of the term “mod-cons.” She appreciated that. After the long sanctuary of Briarshaw, arriving at Strange Mews—why would anyone name a house that?—was a bit overwhelming. She didn’t need Tony to narrate all the features her detective’s eye had already registered.

      Heart-of-pine floors, polished to a warm glow. A lovely old fireplace, the small, stark kind, with a pitch-black firebox nestled inside a white marble mantlepiece. A sofa, white with jet-black throw pillows, a stylish nod to the hearth. Over the mantlepiece hung a large, rectangular mirror, unframed apart from its beveled edges. The surfaces were mostly uncluttered. Apart from a pair of silver candlesticks, the living space was an empty canvas.

      “Lots of sunlight coming from the first floor,” Tony said, finally driven to break the attenuated silence. He pointed up at a long plate glass window, spilling light down the iron spiral staircase and across the heart-of-pine floor. “You can’t see it from here, but just under the window you’ll find a door that opens onto a private roof terrace. Very snug. There’s a table and chairs out there. A couple of potted evergreens for color, too. Might make a nice breakfast spot.”

      Say something, Kate coached herself. Don’t leave him at sea, floundering.

      “I don’t want to stay here,” she blurted, and cursed herself for sounding like a spoiled little girl. Taking a deliberate breath, she started over, careful to speak like a grown woman. “I mean, not through Christmas. We said a week. Seven days. Not through Christmas.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of suggesting otherwise.”

      “There’s a Christmas tree.”

      “Holiday lets,” he said dismissively. “Agencies buy decorations in bulk, stage the properties, lure in the punters, and move on to the next job. The tree in the foyer must’ve been set up by the agency. I was as surprised to see it as you were.”

      His eminently reasonable tone made her feel like a right cow. She’d been mute throughout most of the trip, too caught up in her own emotions to think about his. On days like these, she wondered how he put up with her. The thought triggered the impulse to throw herself into his arms, prompting a low chuckle as well as a good hard embrace.

      “I’m sorry, love,” she whispered. That day she was wearing flats, meaning they were exactly the same height, and fit together perfectly. “But I made it almost four hours without complaining or running away.”

      “You did.” He kissed her gently, then held her at arms’ length. “Now tell me your honest reaction. Love it? Hate it?”

      “It’s nice,” Kate said, striving for positivity. She’d promised Alix a good faith effort, and heaven knew Tony, of all people, deserved it. “You know I love living at Briarshaw. But this makes a change. I must say, it’s bigger than I expected.” She turned, taking in the ground floor. “What’s down that hall?”

      “The loo. And a guest bedroom.”

      “How many rooms upstairs?”

      “Four. Five, if you count the terrace.”

      “Bigger than we need.”

      “Holiday lets. You get what you get.” Tony gestured to the elegant spiral staircase. “Shall we venture up?”

      “Sure.”

      Kate went first, noting that the staircase’s modern design, with a wide initial curve and pine treads that matched the floors, was easier to climb than most of Briarshaw’s steep inclines. Emerging headfirst into the upper floor was a bit like ascending into a loftier realm. Warm, bright yellow sunlight streamed through the plate glass window, flooding the landing and revealing dust motes, dancing merrily in celebration of the midafternoon.

      “The terrace door is identical to the entryway,” Tony said, going through the same procedure to disarm the electronic lock. “Have a look at the view.”

      It was brisk but pleasant on the walled terrace. The walls were a paper bag brown, not the sort of color Kate would’ve chosen, but she had to admit it looked well enough with the lacquered white trim and potted miniature evergreens. The metal bistro table and folding chairs looked like Asda specials. Spray-painted a jaunty parakeet green, the set was cheerful and unfussy. Kate could see herself eating breakfast at that table, scrolling through the morning news on her phone or texting Paul. Maybe even going over case notes….

      That thought triggered an emotion, which gave rise to a geyser of related emotions, like an earthquake under the sea. Fearing the tsunami, Kate searched frantically for a material distraction. She hit on three.

      “I don’t like that big window. One man breaks it and his gang climbs through. And the inset glass pane on the door could get them off the terrace and into the residence. I know the alarm will sound, but think of all an intruder can do in the time it takes for patrol response. We’re only the length of an extendible ladder from the street. Anyone determined to get up here could⁠—”

      Tony coughed.

      Kate stopped. “Sorry,” she said, smiling. The outburst had done its job, sweeping away difficult emotions and replacing scary thoughts with more comforting ones. During her long recovery, she’d become something of an amateur security expert. But so had Tony.

      “The window is polycarbonate. Indistinguishable from glass, wouldn’t you say?” His gaze swept over it appreciatively. “Same with the panes on the door. As for an intruder entering the house via this terrace, look at the construction of the inner wall.”

      Kate did. The smooth curving inside lip provided no crease, nook, or porous surface. Even Henry’s favorite superhero, Batman, might be stymied by the approach.

      “A determined intruder could drop in from a height. From a rented cherry picker, maybe,” Kate said, not really believing it, but determined to name something that could happen, even if it beggared belief. “Jump down on the terrace and go at the polycarbonate with a sledgehammer….”

      She sounded like an idiot. Once upon a time, Tony would’ve laughed at her. Now he didn’t even smirk. He’d become exquisitely careful of her feelings, which was wonderful and terrible at the same time.

      “I don’t deny that a very determined person might move heaven and earth to get on this terrace,” Tony said. “Which is why there’s a perimeter alarm that’s automatically engaged whenever the door is locked. Anything heavier than five pounds will trigger it. It’s a hundred and forty decibels. Loud enough to make any intruder feel exposed.”

      Kate chuckled. If Tony wouldn’t laugh at her, she’d do it herself. “This place is a fortress. How did you find it?”

      “Lady Margaret and Lady Vivian, of course,” he said, meaning his longtime snout in London society and her amour, an equally well-connected lady of a certain age. Lady Margaret was known for her blistering tongue and her encyclopedic knowledge of pedigreed English families. Kate didn’t know Lady Vivian well, except to note she was stylish, more light-hearted than her companion, and perhaps the only person who could tell Lady Margaret to shut it with impunity.

      “They put me in the hands of an estate agent who spoke almost entirely in innuendo. The story he told me about this place went something like this,” Tony said, putting on a sort of hard-sell manner that made Kate giggle.

      “‘Do you recall that American singer? The one who came from Detroit but always tried to sound like she was born in Shepherd’s Bush? She lived here for a time with her husband, the one in the cinema business. They hired an international security firm to harden every mews house in the row. Based on the box office receipts, no one in London cared where they lived or what they were up to, but they still had ex-Mossad agents crawling over the property for a month. When they sold the block, most of the houses were snapped up right away. It’s a miracle this last one is available to let.’”

      “Oh, good grief,” Kate said, pretending to be exasperated by the excesses of film stars. The Hollywood set had been “mews-o-philes” since the swinging 60s, when Michael Caine famously took one in Hyde Park. But in truth, the idea of a bespoke security firm hardening the entire row of mews houses to eliminate weak points struck Kate as brilliant. During Tony’s amusing recitation of the estate agent’s sales patter, those rumbles of fear in her belly—deep in her bowels, to be painfully honest—had disappeared. For the first time since alighting from the train into the bustle and noise of Paddington Station, she felt safe again. Secure. She asked, “Dare I inquire how much you paid for the privilege of booking us these seven days?”

      “No.” Taking her hands, Tony pulled her close enough for a peck, then all the way into his arms for a longer, deeper kiss. “The look on your face is  worth every ha’penny.”
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      Kate enjoyed the rest of the tour. Strange Mews was bright and lovely, filled with little details that had nothing to do with security. Once they penetrated Kate’s attention, she began to delight in them. The living room’s cream walls and navy crown molding; the kitchen’s posh mod-cons, including a microwave and a wine cooler integrated almost invisibly into its central island; the master bedroom’s gorgeous marble-enclosed fireplace, which turned out to be infrared.

      “I trust there’s no objection?” Tony asked, showing her the remote.

      “Nope.” One of the many things Kate loved about Briarshaw was crackling wood fires on crisp nights, but they were a lot of work. Especially since she’d made it part of her daily physical therapy to gather the wood and lay the fires herself.

      In the copses surrounding Briarshaw, fallen branches were abundant, but Kate had to load them onto a wheelbarrow, then push it uphill all the way back to the woodpile. That pile was situated by the old stables, now in a state of picturesque decline and stabling nothing but tractors and hay balers. Once Kate made it there, she got her breath back by sitting on the flared stump that served as her chopping block. Then it was time for the wood-splitter, and the ax.

      What she’d initially assumed to be an upper body workout turned out to be a challenge for her calves and quads, too. Steadying herself during each swing had been frustrating at first. She still limped a little, especially when it was wet or cold, despite the built-in orthopedic lift in her right shoe. She’d had all her shoes fitted with such lifts, which were costly but not too noticeable. They smoothed her gait, which was necessary, since multiple surgeries had shortened her right leg.

      Another challenge to chopping wood was her inability to plant herself firmly, even after weeks of rehab. To keep from losing her balance while chopping wood, she had to push the toe of her right foot against an exposed tree root and brace herself as she brought down the ax. It worked, and that was all that mattered. Her surgeons had done brilliant work and she’d healed well. But the fact was, the architecture of her leg was different; the geometry of her knee’s flexion was different. Now her job was to adapt to those differences, not pretend they didn’t exist.

      “This window is polycarbonate, too?” she asked, looking down into the alley between Strange Mews and its neighbors. The neat red brick exteriors and cobblestone streets almost transported her to an earlier era. Except the inevitable modern intrusions: wheelie bins, a plastic Fisher-Price push-buggy, and a very smart red Porsche Boxster idling a few doors down.

      “Yes. And watch this.” Motioning for Kate to step back, Tony brandished the same remote that controlled the infrared electric fire. With a soft hum, motorized shutters rolled down, clicking into place.

      “Aluminum?” Kate teased, knowing better.

      “Steel. There’s no point spending a week here if you don’t sleep well at night.”

      Kate gazed on the man she loved. It ought to be against the law for a man to celebrate another birthday and look better. Fitter, more energetic, and possibly more confident, although in Tony’s case he had surely hit his limit in confidence some time ago. He chalked it up to a happy marriage. She thought he’d made a deal with the devil. Either way, she won.

      “When you decided to make this week work, you didn’t fanny about, did you?”

      “I did not. Now tell me the truth. Does it pass muster?”

      “Yes,” Kate said. Now that she’d seen all of Strange Mews, she wanted very much for the experiment to work. She’d been born in London, she knew it well, and she wanted her old life back. She wanted her old self back, light and sharp and fearless. And if that was impossible, she wanted a new self—one that trusted London, and belonged there.

      “That bed, though.” Surveying the tall, upholstered headboard, she flicked off a bit of white fluff marring the navy satin. Turning back the snowy duvet—goosedown, if she was any judge—she sat on the queen mattress and bounced gently.

      “What about it?” His tone was deadpan, but a finger had already hooked into his necktie, loosening the Windsor knot.

      “I think we should test it before we unpack.” Kate smiled up at him. Her mind was busy formulating more slyly provocative remarks, but Tony’s tie was already off, and as it turned out, no more words were needed.
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      “Your mobile’s vibrating,” Kate murmured.

      “I’m asleep,” Tony said. His eyes were closed. His breath was slow and even. His face, in repose, was perfectly untroubled.

      “What if it’s home?” she asked, meaning Briarshaw. Or more specifically the people they’d temporarily left behind there: their adopted son, Henry; her brother, Ritchie; her sister, Maura; and Tony’s personal assistant Mrs. Snell, who’d joined them in Devon during Tony and Kate’s convalescence and stayed on to help run the expanded household. There was always something to manage in Briarshaw; the staff, accustomed to looking after the house, the farm, and the grounds, were not accustomed to a nine-year-old boy, a mentally challenged man, or the whirlwind that was Maura. Kate would never have left them, even for a week, if not for the assurance that Mrs. Snell was there, steely behind her large magnifying glasses, as tightly wound as her permed curls and capable of managing everything with an iron hand.

      “It’s not home,” Tony said.

      Kate, curled against him, lifted herself enough to peek at his iPhone, which lay next to the bedside lamp. She couldn’t make out the name on the screen. Tony had never bothered to personalize his contacts so that a photo appeared. He was perfectly comfortable keeping his phone silenced when not on duty. Like the Tyrannosaurus Rex, the Apatosaurus, and other stone age titans, he seemed to believe he had a right to disconnect and to remain disconnected for as long as he pleased.

      The mobile stopped vibrating. Kate had just got comfortable again—the bed had passed muster, and Lord knew the company was divine—when the rattling burr started over again, gently infuriating.

      Kate sat up. “I really think it might be home.”

      Tony opened his eyes. Rather than looking at his phone, he looked at her. There was plenty to see, since Kate, sitting up, had pushed aside the duvet.

      “It’s not home. It’s Paul.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I can feel it.”

      “But Henry looked a bit peaked this morning. Complained about his tum….”

      “He always complains about his tum when there’s a maths quiz looming.”

      “And Ritchie’s due for a setback. He’s done so well with the new center,” she said, meaning the Teen and Adult Clubhouse her elder brother visited three times a week. Ritchie wasn’t one to make friends or warm up easily. Still, he’d adapted to the Clubhouse with surprising rapidity, possibly because one of the activity rooms had a wall covered with LEGO tape. The tape’s depressed tubes and short protruding knobs allowed LEGO artists like Ritchie to build in creative new ways. He also liked the Clubhouse’s snacks, as he’d informed Kate roughly two hundred times, usually when she was making him sit at the table and push veg around his plate. If he had his way, he would subsist on fizzy soda, fruit rollups, and prawn crisps, and would never eat another vegetable, except perhaps McDonald’s French fries.

      “I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop,” Kate went on. “What if he’s having a meltdown Mrs. Snell can’t handle?”

      “Mrs. Snell could handle the Persian Order of Assassins, should they elect to make a comeback. And don’t underestimate Maura.”

      Tony had her there. When it came to sobriety, Maura was making a go of it. She’d had one setback—a Saturday night in Devon that was supposed to be a non-drinking dinner with an old mate that turned into an all-night gin binge—but by Sunday afternoon, she’d tearfully hauled herself into a meeting, told the group what happened, accepted another beginner chip and started again. Kate, who’d accompanied Maura to the meeting, had sat silently in the back, amazed. She’d always expected her sister to fail. She hadn’t expected Maura to admit she’d slipped, hold herself to account, and try again. That impressed Kate far more than a sudden and effortless conversion, and when the time was right, she’d told Maura so. That conversation, though brief, had changed their relationship, and apparently steadied her elder sister, who seemed to feel looked up to for the first time in a dog’s age.

      “You’re right,” Kate admitted. “They’re fine. Everything’s fine.” But as she said it, she felt just the opposite. A wellspring of unease seemed to lurk just beneath her diaphragm, never completely dormant, always ready to lock onto any mundane thought and turn it into a pitch-black omen. Hadn’t she felt fine in those last seconds before the attack? Hadn’t she waltzed right into the deadliest peril of her life, never guessing until the trap was sprung? Funny old life, that she had the nerve to go around distrusting Maura, when the primary person she couldn’t trust was staring back at her in the mirror.

      Tony’s mobile, dormant for less than thirty seconds, started vibrating again. “Enough,” he growled, sitting up, and snatched the iPhone from the bedside table. He punched the speaker button before answering.

      “Good afternoon, Paul,” Tony said, in that determinedly bright tone that everyone who’d ever worked for him feared. “It had better be murder.”

      “It is.” Paul Bhar sounded grimly excited. In most people, anything less than sober neutrality in the face of a fellow human’s extinction was distasteful. In detectives, it was just a flaw to be overlooked, like an inability to achieve career-life balance, or an addiction to sugared pastries.

      “Hot scene?” Tony asked.

      Kate slid out of bed and began gathering her clothes. Her husband had a sixth sense for these things.

      “I can’t say. It’s like Covent Garden in here. We had the personal assistant, the bloke next door, the couple from across the street, and who knows how many other neighbors trooping through until the uniforms secured the scene. As I speak, we have one corpse, one murder weapon, five people awaiting interview and one who may have fled the scene.”

      Kate had never seen Tony wearing his current expression. But she’d glimpsed it on Henry’s face on his birthday, when he’d unwrapped an official Star Wars electronic light saber.

      “How’s Kate?” Paul went on. “I hope she isn’t dragging her feet. I warned her about being a giddy goat.”

      “You said no such thing!” Kate bellowed, buttoning her blouse.

      “I’m on speaker?” Paul sounded betrayed.

      “How many times have I told you,” Tony said. “If you speak to the husband, you speak to the wife, and vice-versa. Did you say a group of neighbors discovered the body?”

      “So they tell us, guv.” Paul, unable to bring himself to call his longtime boss by his Christian name, despite multiple invitations to do so, had settled on addressing him as “guv.” Naturally, his literal governor was DCI Vic Jackson, now in charge of the Toff Squad, whom Paul differentiated from Tony by calling him “Chief.”

      “Don’t you read the Telegraph?”

      “I don’t,” Tony said unapologetically. “But I seem to recall hearing something about an additional twenty thousand coppers being hired to the force.”

      “It’s the service nowadays, grandad,” Paul said with his usual cheery insolence. “And I’ll believe that pie-in-the-sky puffery when I see it. We’re down five thousand, by my reckoning. Can’t retain the sorry buggers. They’re too smart to put up with the abuse the three of us did.”

      Tony laughed. “Get another promotion or two under your belt. That’s when the true indignities begin.”

      “Not for you. You’ve passed into the great beyond. You’re a consultant, untouchable.” Paul, who’d increasingly sounded like a small boy bursting with a secret, asked in a stage whisper, “Unless, given the situation here, you feel like lending a hand?”
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