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      How to begin, wondered Anthony Hetheridge, private detective, occasional consultant to Scotland Yard, and ninth baron of Wellegrave.

      Over the past couple of years, his well-ordered life had spiraled out of control, collapsing in some zones, exploding in others, until the old picture he’d painted—from the start of his police career to exactly three weeks before his sixtieth birthday—burst into bloom like jeweled flowers inside a kaleidoscope. In times past, he’d regarded Wellegrave House, a grade II-listed building in the heart of Mayfair, as mostly a place to sleep. The only person waiting for him at home had been Harvey, his old-fashioned manservant, a person who could be counted upon to do everything and do it well.  In those days, Tony had no wife, no children, no pets, no hobbies, and not even an interesting vice. Now, he really only lacked for the vice, and once the baby came, various vices were likely to suggest themselves, or so other parents warned.

      The birth of his child was only four weeks away, according to the reckoning of his wife Kate’s obstetrician, Dr. Laidslaw. Just four more weeks of keeping her on bed rest, which she loathed, and keeping her calm and happy, which for her was a tall order when confined to bed. The fact it had been a very wet April, raining almost every day, made her less mutinous about being stuck indoors. But she’d already been in bed for ten days, and she was cranky and frustrated over the prospect of twenty-eight more. Making the question all the more urgent: How to begin?

      He parked his new vehicle, a Mercedes EQC 400, in the mews-styled garage, also new, but constructed to look as if it had been beamed in from the Georgian era. Practically everything in and around Wellegrave House was new, but since the dwelling was listed, the proper term was “repaired like-for-like.” Living in a grade II-listed home came with ironclad responsibilities that did not change because of mere circumstances. In his case, those circumstances included a house fire that gutted the ground floor, a serial killer’s attack, and occasional threats to him and his family by the now-deceased killer’s deranged fans.

      Tony had kept the Bentley—it had been in his family for a dog’s age, and Harvey loved it—but sold his silver Lexus coupe; various security concerns regarding it had been identified while he and his family were, for lack of a better term, in hiding. Now, with the attack a year distant, his injuries only a memory, and Kate’s rehab complete, he suspected giving the Lexus the push might have been unnecessary. But it was done, and he rather enjoyed driving the new SUV. It could travel two hundred miles on a single charge and ownership entitled him a one hundred percent discount on London’s congestion charge. Moreover, it had various infotainment options. However much he loathed the Franken-term “infotainment,” it served to keep his adopted son, Henry, and his brother-in-law, Ritchie, quietly content whilst riding in the back. Both seemed a bit rattled by the imminent prospect of a new baby Hetheridge, so little luxuries didn’t go amiss.

      From the exterior, Wellegrave House looked precisely as it had pre-fire, but the moment Tony stepped over the threshold, the newness washed over him like that April’s ever-present rain. Under Harvey’s precise direction, the floors had been replaced with like-for-like materials (at a dizzying cost), and the walls were repapered with a vintage pattern from 1910, similar to the irreplaceable wallpaper that had gone up in smoke. The ruined light fixtures had been swapped out, including the foyer chandelier and all of the ground-floor wall sconces. But the total effect was still new as far as Tony was concerned, because all the disapproving pictures of Hetheridges past were gone. Now, the crated portraits occupied a mini-storage unit in South London, where they would frighten no one but the occasional rat. Harvey had been shocked by the disrespect shown to the stony visages of past Anthonys and Millicents and Leonards and Lucilles, but Tony had whistled while he packed them away. He very much looked forward to never seeing them again.

      Post-fire, the living room had also been transformed. The mantle and hearth were the same, but all the old furniture was gone, even those pieces that had been rescued from the fire. Goodbye to fringed brocade curtains better suited to a house of horrors; farewell to the bulky walnut canterbury that only gathered dust; sayonara to the green velvet sofa with lumpy horsehair stuffing. He and Kate had agreed on what Harvey called “stylized Contemporary-Georgian fusion,” which meant they’d bought new furniture that was classic, well-proportioned, and highly fire-resistant, just in case.

      Now that Wellegrave House’s living room offered comfy places to sit and pleasant photos to look at—Kate, Henry, Ritchie, Maura, and Jules, plus Paul Bhar, his wife Emmeline, and their newborn daughter Evvy—Tony could now be induced to spend an hour there without manufacturing an escape.

      “Good evening, Mrs. Snell,” he greeted the woman sitting on the sleek new sofa. Though he’d known her for over thirty years, they still addressed one another formally during working hours. After his retirement from the Yard, she’d followed him into his second career as a private detective. In the early days, there’d been so little for her to do, she’d frequently resorted to light housekeeping to earn her pay; she was the sort of person who couldn’t bear to be less than completely busy. It was rare to see her sitting down before six o’clock, especially empty-handed as she was now—no book or smartphone, no teacup. Only sitting on the sofa with a blank expression on her face. That meant one thing. She knew.

      “Oh, Tony.” Her voice didn’t tremble, but the use of his given name said it all. “How dreadful. Perfectly dreadful.”

      “I know.” He searched for something profound to say, or at least useful, but nothing came to him. “I don’t suppose—that is to say, I certainly hope no one⁠—”

      “No. She hasn’t been told,” Mrs. Snell broke in, reading his mind as she often did. After so many years as his administrative assistant, and now his personal assistant, she frequently understood his needs before he did. “I rang key people around the Yard and absolutely forbid anyone to call or text Mrs. Hetheridge. I made each person give me their word. They did.”

      He wasn’t surprised. Although Mrs. Snell had tendered her resignation on the very day he was forced out, she was still something of a living legend among her fellow secretaries, and held sway over many of the senior homicide detectives, too. Few men or women, including battle-hardened Met veterans, possessed the intestinal fortitude to defy Mrs. Snell. Even Kate was still rather edgy around her, and she was not only the lady of the house but Lady Hetheridge, if one wanted to be precise about it.

      “Where’s Henry?”

      “Finishing his homework. Is it possible for a ten-year-old to suffer from teenage moodiness?”

      “Maybe. He’s always been ahead of the curve.” Tony didn’t request explication; he knew why the boy was going through a rough patch. “And Ritchie?”

      “Upstairs watching a movie.”

      “Good day?”

      “So-so. I think he feeds off Henry’s moods. He must’ve said it fifty times today.”

      Tony nodded. No need to ask what “it” was. Ritchie’s modes of communication varied, but when he hit upon a word or phrase he liked, he wasn’t shy about repeating it. For a time, he’d pointed at his sister Kate’s burgeoning belly and said, “Fat.” She hadn’t minded in the slightest, but Henry, who’d found it exasperating, had taken it upon himself to teach Ritchie the difference between a midriff that was pregnant vs. one that was merely plump. Once the boy had successfully convinced his uncle that Kate would soon give birth, Ritchie discovered a new phrase to express his feelings: “No baby.”

      Tony asked, “How’s supper coming along?”

      Mrs. Snell frowned. “I can’t vouch for this new cook’s ability. Lunch was positively briny.”

      “Missing Harvey?” He tried not to sound smug.

      “I suppose.” She blinked behind her thick magnifying lenses. “But if you repeat that to him, I’ll deny it.”

      “Silent as the grave. Oh, and perhaps now I’d better break the news—he’s taking two more weeks in the south of France. He rang this morning to ask permission, and I said yes.”

      Mrs. Snell’s eyes flashed in a way that had terrified many a junior officer. “But that will be ten consecutive weeks’ holiday. It’s outrageous.”

      “It’s well-earned. He moved heaven and earth to get this house fully restored ahead of schedule,” Tony said firmly. “Moreover, should you ever want the same amount of paid time off, my dear Vera, you have only to ask.”

      “Nonsense. You couldn’t do without me.” She sighed. “Now that you’ve mentioned dinner, I’d better pop in the kitchen and reassure myself she isn’t cooking with ghost peppers. Have you delayed long enough?”

      “Perhaps.” He started for Wellegrave House’s antique lift.

      The old rattletrap monstrosity was now in better working order than it had been in decades. This delighted Henry and Ritchie, who never missed a chance to ride in it. Even Tony found it more tempting now that the brass grille latched firmly in place and the car ascended smoothly without jerks and creaks. Nevertheless, at the lift, he thought better of it and redirected himself toward the stairs. Although tired after an emotionally draining day, he climbed them at his usual moderate jog, ignoring the twinge in his arthritic left knee. “Twinge” was probably too kind a word. These days, it flat-out ached by midafternoon. Sometimes, especially when he was working out, the joint got his attention with a sudden sharp pain, like a nail driven through his kneecap. It didn’t matter. He refused to change how he customarily did things, from his exercise routine to always taking the stairs. Some problems were best faced, and others were best denied. His aging joints fell in the latter category.

      Although the master bedroom he shared with Kate had received only mild smoke damage, they’d taken the opportunity to do over its furnishings, too. Now the bed was a California king, the color scheme was Kate’s favorite—cobalt and silver—and since Dr. Laidslaw placed her on bed rest, the television had been upgraded, too. In the first year of their marriage, they’d hardly had time or interest in watching telly, apart from occasional news broadcasts. But now that Kate was home all day and abstaining from work on doctor’s orders, she kept the TV switched on from the moment Tony kissed her goodbye to the moment he reappeared to ask how her day had been.

      The door was open. Pausing by the jamb, he peeked around the corner to catch a glimpse of his wife unawares. This long-wished-for, completely unexpected pregnancy had been hard on her, but Kate was bearing up with the sort of grit he’d come to expect of her. Presently, she was nesting with the duvet cast aside—overheated again, no doubt. Her lower back was supported by two pillows, and her bare feet were propped up on a third. Apparently, she’d spent part of the day on YouTube tutorials again. Her typically untidy blonde hair was arranged in neat spiral curls. Judging from the open makeup kit beside her and the amount of kohl around her eyes, she’d done a beauty tutorial, too.

      On television, a woman shrieked. Not a regular TV yelp, but a full-throated scream of unadulterated terror.

      “Still on your Hammer horror movies, I see,” he said, strolling into the room.

      “Taste the Blood of Dracula,” Kate agreed. “A ripping yarn if there ever was one.”

      “Mrs. Snell is convinced our child will come into the world permanently petrified.”

      “She’s barmy. Nipper will come into the world with a stake in one hand and a silver bullet in the other.” Since they’d declined to be told the sex of the baby, and repeatedly saying “him or her” was tiresome, the next Hetheridge was called Nipper for the time being.

      “Barmy? I’d like to see you call her that to her face.”

      “Please. I’m up the duff, not clinically insane. Mrs. Snell is holding this operation together now that I’m laid up and Harvey has swanned off to Saint-Tropez.”

      “Yes, well, I’m afraid he’s in for another two weeks of olive groves and azure seas. But he promises to be back in time for Nipper’s arrival.”

      “He’d better. I miss him terribly.” Kate smiled up at Tony. “What do you think of my makeup? Henry said I should join the vampire circus.”

      “Henry is out of sorts,” Tony said, sidestepping what he thought of the exaggerated eyeliner. “Mind if I sit?”

      Kate blinked her over-mascaraed eyes at him. “Of course not, guv.”

      He sighed. There was no fooling her. When delivering bad news, a task for which he had several lifetimes’ experience, he always reverted to gentle formality. And Kate never missed a thing.

      “Does it have to do with your case? The blackmailer?”

      “What? Oh, no, that’s sewn up. Sorry, I should’ve told you. It was the son’s ex-girlfriend sending the letters, as I suspected.”

      “Is it something to do with the Yard, then?”

      “Yes.” He eased down beside her, careful not to upset her mattress kingdom: lipsticks, bottles of nail varnish, fancy brushes, tissues, and a curling iron. “I’m afraid I have bad news. Very bad news, as a matter of fact.”

      He paused, not for effect, but to allow her a moment to prepare herself. Long ago he’d learned to break it in stages, much slower than necessary, allowing the recipient’s mind to leap ahead. Somehow, the psyche absorbed the shock better that way. The worst approach was to drop the facts on the receiving party like an anvil to the head. Even with a fellow homicide detective, that way was needlessly traumatic.

      “All right, Tony.” Kate was more emotional these days thanks to pregnancy hormones, but her voice was steady. “Fire away.”

      “This morning, one of your colleagues—not Paul, of course,” Tony said hastily. “This morning, one of your other colleagues was found by a neighbor. She was lying unresponsive on the floor of her flat. The front door was unlatched, and some items were taken.” He paused again, letting Kate’s mind leap ahead.

      “Don’t say Gulls,” she pleaded.

      He sighed again. “I’m so very sorry, my love.”

      Kate let out a wail he’d heard countless times. The most typical response to news of sudden death was some kind of cry. But to hear it from her lips was excruciating.

      “Amelia can’t be dead. Wasn’t she only thirty? If that! She can’t—” Kate broke off, too shocked to weep, hazel eyes searching his face. “How?”

      Tony’s eyes stung. Blinking rapidly to clear them, he thought of lost colleagues from years past. Some died under tragic circumstances, but none of them had been as young or as full of promise as DC Amelia Gulls. Watching Kate reflect his own emotions back to him threatened to override his control. He took a moment, then said,

      “Kate, the only thing that matters is, she’s gone. I don’t think the details are relevant. You shouldn’t go out of your way to upset yourself. You have to think of your health, and the baby’s.”

      “Oh, my God.” Kate stared at him in horror. “You mean you can’t even tell me what happened to her? Did she—was she⁠—”

      He waved a hand to forestall speculation. Imaginings from an experienced copper like Kate could be more appalling than the plain facts.

      “Very well. Paul rang me and asked me to come to the scene. He’s engaged me to consult on the matter. Shall I report what I observed?”

      “Yes!” She was getting angry, her go-to emotional state, as he grew colder, which was his.

      “Kate. Can you at least try to remain calm?”

      She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. When she opened them again, she seemed more composed, though her cheeks were pink and the well of her throat was blood red. “Tell me everything. I won’t interrupt.”

      “Very well. Around nine o’clock this morning, DC Gulls was discovered by a neighbor who immediately rang 999. She had been dead for some time. Our friend Trevor Stepp was the medical examiner on call. I asked him for his preliminary conclusions. He estimated the time of death as sometime between nine p.m. and midnight, at least twelve hours before discovery.

      “As to the body, DC Gulls was found fully dressed in the clothes she’d worn to the office. There was no evidence of sexual assault or a protracted struggle. Dr. Stepp believes the intruder broke into her flat and waited for her behind her door. When she entered, he sprang out and struck her down with a heavy object, probably the base of a lamp. Once she was down and either stunned or unconscious, he wrapped the lamp cord around her neck and killed her via ligature. That was how she was found, with the cord still in place.”

      Although Tony described the death in the flattest, most professionally neutral words possible, the action nevertheless unfolded in his mind’s eye. DC Gulls had been very petite, both in size and stature, with springy red-gold curls and an exuberance that never flagged, no matter how hard the job or how long the hours. From the moment he’d met her, bullied relentlessly at the Yard for her diminutive size and bubbly demeanor, he’d recognized in her all the ingredients for an exceptional detective: dedication, attention to detail, good instincts, and a sense of humor. He’d expected to soon see Gulls recognized within the MPS as a rising star. Instead, she lay silently in a cool steel locker, waiting to be claimed by her next of kin.

      “Garroted,” Kate breathed. “I can’t bear to think of her dying that way.”

      Tony, who could still see Gulls’s distorted features, was grateful Kate had at least been spared that. He could think of only one truthful detail he could offer to make her feel any better, and after a moment’s hesitation, he did.

      “I should add there were no self-inflicted fingernail marks on her face or neck. Dr. Stepp thinks that after stunning her with a blow to the head, the attacker pulled the cord very tight, compressing both carotids as well as the airway. In which case, she probably had little or no idea what hit her. It may have been over quite soon.”

      Kate said nothing. Tony sat quietly at her side, wishing he could weather the storm for her, or at least share it in some way. On the television, another woman let out a terrified shriek as Christopher Lee’s Dracula went for her throat. Annoyed, Tony snapped, “Power off TV.”

      “Powering off TV,” agreed the female-sounding voice that controlled such things.

      Kate looked startled. “Was it still on? Sorry. Miles away.”

      “You might do better with something a bit less violent.”

      “Maybe.” She sounded doubtful. “But I like Hammer horror movies. When you watch them, it’s impossible to feel sorry for yourself. Yes, I’m stuck on bed rest, and I hate it, but the people in those films have real problems. Vampires and werewolves and Dr. Frankenstein creating monsters every other year...” Her voice wavered. “Amelia had her whole life ahead of her. She was lovely. Just lovely. A good copper and a good detective and...” Kate’s face crumpled. The rest was only gasping sobs.

      “I know,” Tony murmured, pulling her to him and holding her tight. “It’s bloody awful. That’s all.”

      And obscene. And downright evil, he thought, but there was no point saying it aloud.

      Kate tried to pull away, though her tears still flowed freely. “My makeup...I’m staining your shirt…”

      “Damn my shirt.” When he held her tighter, she gave up resisting and cried herself out. As she did, Tony once again wished it had been possible to conceal DC Gulls’s death until after the baby’s safe delivery.

      He’d read over the risks associated with preterm births many times—almost to the point of obsession—and knew them by heart. In the modern era, it didn’t sound so bad, a child arriving three or four weeks early, but even late preterm infants were at risk for myriad complications, including breathing issues and brain problems. There was Kate’s health to consider, too. According to Dr. Laidslaw, her preeclampsia was mild, and her most recent bloodwork was satisfactory. But while Tony could tolerate risk when it came to her chosen career—after all, she’d been a dedicated copper when he fell in love with her—he was determined to make her pregnancy as safe as possible. Even if it meant lying through his teeth to spare her unnecessary anguish.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she sniffed, pulling away from him to blow her nose into a tissue. “You’re thinking you should have sworn Paul, Mrs. Snell, and every single person at the Yard to secrecy.”

      “Alas, I was told a conspiracy so large can get a bit bothersome.”

      “Probably true.” She wadded up the tissue, flung it in the bin’s general direction, and traced a finger down his shirt front, smiling weakly. “There’s gobs of mascara and eyeshadow all over you. Is that a silk tie?”

      “They’re all silk. And I have more than I’ll ever need.” To prove it, he unknotted the tie with a practiced motion, rolled it into a ball, and pitched it toward the bin. It missed the target even more spectacularly than Kate’s wadded-up tissue.

      “Oh, I wish I had video of that. No one will ever believe it.” From her cosmetic arsenal, Kate selected a pop-up container of pre-moistened wipes, pulled out a handful, and began working on her face.

      Taking the wipes away, he said, “Let me. Close your eyes so I can do it properly.” Getting to work, he continued, “My first notion, when I got over the initial shock of Gulls’s death, was to devise a way to keep you in the dark forever. That being impossible, I started thinking of ways to distract you. Nothing seemed likely to suffice, short of horse tranquilizers.”

      “Elephant tranquilizers. How could I possibly⁠—”

      He silenced her with a vigorous swipe to the lips.  “Then I came to an inescapable conclusion. The only way to calm you down after upsetting you so deeply is to put you to work.”

      Kate caught her breath. “You mean it, guv?”

      “I’m no one’s guv except Mrs. Snell’s, and I’d never dare say so. But it already seems clear that DC Gulls’s death was no chance robbery gone wrong. It reeks of premeditation.”

      “Was anything taken from her flat?”

      “Paul is trying to create an inventory, but since she had no flatmate, it may be hard to determine. Certainly, her handbag was gone, and a framed picture had been pulled off the wall. And yet.”

      “What?”

      “The doorknobs were wiped. The lamp was wiped. And in the corridor where her flat is located, there’s one CCTV camera. Its lens had been blocked with an acrylic resin—Super Glue or similar. Paul checked with the building’s security monitoring company. The footage is reviewed only if there’s a complaint. When that particular feed was looked at, they found the lens to have been blocked for almost thirty-six hours. So, not a spur-of-the-moment operation.”

      “Exterior cameras?”

      “One. Rather the worse for wear and discovered to be non-functioning. Either negligence on the building’s part, or another precaution taken by the killer.” Done with scrubbing Kate’s face, he balled up the dirty wipes and tossed them in the bin—this time hitting the target dead-on while her eyes were closed. “Much better. Now tell me, DI Hetheridge. Impressions?”

      “It sounds like a hit. Do any of her neighbors recall seeing or hearing something that seems odd in retrospect?”

      “Paul’s team was still checking around when I left. I don’t think it’s likely. Most of the people who live in that building are single young professionals with busy lives. From a policing standpoint, it ought to be against the law to have a multi-unit residence unless at least two of the tenants are old busybodies.”

      “Sexist.”

      “Not at all. I said busybodies. You’re the one who assumed they’d be female. I asked the landlady what she could tell us about DC Gulls’s social life. She said Gulls had small, informal parties in her flat at least once a week. No sinister types reported. The landlady called them clean-cut, polite, and soberly dressed.”

      “She’s describing a load of coppers.” Kate sighed. “Once people finally started accepting her at the Yard, Amelia was determined to keep them sweet. Reinvented herself as a social butterfly. I should’ve done that myself, back when Jackson was making my life hell, only I was too prickly and stubborn. Maybe too afraid of rejection, too. But Amelia was fearless. She invited over virtually anyone of her rank or below—Paul’s been over, and I  popped in once to make an appearance. It was fun, the booze flowing and everyone talking shop. And now it’ll be a bloody nuisance. Three dozen unique hair samples and bits of DNA, all of it leading to the Met’s active duty roster.”

      “Paul and DC Kincaid share your opinion.”

      “Oh. Poor Sean. He worked closely with her on lots of cases. How’s he taking it?”

      “Not well. Turns out he was seeing her. I had no idea, did you?”

      “No. Lord, that makes this even worse. They would’ve been so good together. Was it serious?”

      “I’m not sure. I can only tell you he was white as a sheet. Stuttering a bit, and he only does that when he’s badly shaken. He may need a leave of absence in order to function properly.”

      “Poor sod. It’s a hit, Tony, it has to be,” Kate insisted. “Amelia was a total straight arrow. No skeletons in her closet. We need to look at the cases she was working on. Were any of them controversial? Touching on Interpol or Europol stuff?”

      “Don’t know yet. I’m merely a consultant.” Cupping her face with both hands, he kissed her mouth, pleased by her righteous indignation. The grief would linger, of course, but as long as she was on fire to catch a killer, he didn’t fear for her state of mind.

      She said, “I want to discuss it with Paul. Can we ring him?”

      He withdrew his mobile from an inner jacket pocket, tantalizingly displaying it. “If we call him, can I count on you to stay calm?”

      Kate’s eyes flashed. “Sure,” she said sweetly. “But remember. I won’t be on bed rest forever. And once I’m up and about, I’ll get revenge on you for smothering me like a—oh! A kick.” She pressed a hand to her belly and grinned. “That’s Nipper’s way of agreeing with me.”

      “I think you’ll find Nipper is very much on my side,” he said, and rang Paul.
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      DI Deepal “Paul” Bhar had temporarily given up on three things many considered essential: sleep, sex, and peace of mind. Sex had gone in the eighth month of pregnancy, on that fateful Saturday “date” night when his wife Emmeline told him if he tried to get a leg over, she’d snip off his dangly bits and feed them to a ferret.

      “Haven’t you done enough? And why would you even want to mess about with me?” she’d demanded, draped miserably across the futon with her belly pointing straight up. “For heaven’s sake, I’m gargantuan. Do you realize people ask me every day if I’m sure there’s just one in there?”

      “I think you’re beautiful.”

      “Stuff your I think,” she’d snapped. “Too right I’m beautiful. There’s nothing wrong with my face. It’s my body that’s blown up like a Slitheen.”

      Paul suspected she meant an Adipose, a race of generously proportioned Dr. Who aliens that were cuter than the Slitheen, despite being literal blobs of fat. But he hadn’t said so, because it never paid to correct Emmeline’s pop culture references, especially when she was in a mood.

      As for sleep, it had gone three and a half weeks ago, on the day his flawless, delicate, superlative daughter Evangeline Sharada Bhar came home. Before her arrival, he’d been a great enthusiast for sleep, and although policemen frequently worked long hours, he’d always managed to make up for the loss. Not anymore. Evvy, as they called her, spelling it like that to discourage people from pronouncing it E-V, had her own priorities: to sleep at least forty minutes straight, to feed every two hours, and to fill up nappies. She also cried at least two hours out of every twenty-four, which Paul’s mum Sharada breezily assured him was nothing to worry about.

      “You cried far more. Morning, noon, and night. You were such a crier,” she told him, leaning over the crib to smile down at Evvy.

      “I wasn’t,” Paul had said lamely, wondering if it were true.

      “He was,” Sharada said, aiming a glance at Emmeline, and they’d exchanged a knowing sort of laugh.

      “I’m beginning to regret the day you two buried the hatchet,” he’d said, and skedaddled.

      Regarding his peace of mind, Paul had never even realized he enjoyed such a thing—what with his many qualms, misgivings, bugaboos, and deep-seated fears—until that peace was suddenly and perhaps irrevocably gone. On the ride home from St. Thomas’s Hospital, it occurred to him in a horrific burst of clarity that if the cabbie blew through a stop sign or executed a reckless turn, the darling little creature in Emmeline’s arms might be hurt. Unthinkable—yet absolutely possible. And almost entirely beyond his control.

      As the cab ride went on, he’d become more and more worried. Long ago, he’d accepted his own mortality—working on a murder squad will do that for you—and as much as he loved Emmeline, she was her own person and never his to control. But his daughter Evvy, this brand-new, perfect little being? Her welfare was in the hands of a cabbie who’d started their ride by mentioning that since York City F.C. had decided to lose every match, he should probably just hook his cab into oncoming traffic and be done with it. Paul could’ve hit the panic button and demanded the cabbie pull over and let them hoof it home, but who said the streets of London were one hundred percent safe? What about muggers? Machete-wielding terrorists? Frozen loo contents dropped by a passing plane?

      So his peace of mind was out the window and might never come back. But there was so much joy in cuddling Evvy, singing to her as she curled her hand around his finger, that he was learning to do without. His mum assured him a day would come when Evvy slept through the night, graciously allowing her parents to do the same, and he hoped that around that time, Emmeline might become a tad more receptive to his advances. Pre-baby, they’d never had any problems in the bedroom; on the contrary, that part of their relationship had always worked, even when every other aspect threatened total collapse.

      In the meantime, there was work to sustain him. He’d been riding high professionally for months. Ever since helping to rescue numerous hostages from Sir Duncan Godington, risking his own life many times in the process, Paul’s old reputation as a bungler was forgotten. It had never been a fair or accurate representation, as Tony had reminded him time and again; it was perhaps only because Paul had internalized that label so completely that he’d often seemed to stumble and bumble his way through Toff Squad investigations. Receiving a promotion and the AHS Silver Medal had done much to exorcise that false perception.

      Kate’s being on leave made it easier, too, he thought, discomfited by his own disloyalty. But it was true. Kate’s absence during her long post-Sir Duncan recuperation had been lonely for Paul, who was still adjusting to having DCI Vic Jackson for a guv instead of Tony. But without DI Kate Hetheridge around to cast a shadow, Paul’s own abilities had shone clearly for the first time in ages.

      When she exited for maternity leave, he’d again found himself in great demand. Now, he was routinely looped into executive meetings and invited to superiors’ private homes for drinks. Even his old enemy Vic Jackson, who’d surprised everyone by sobering up, installing a filter on his mighty gob, and making a go of running the Toff Squad, now seemed to trust Paul completely. One day, he’d awakened to realize he wasn’t a “diversity hire,” as he’d been called, or Tony Hetheridge’s pet project, or any other infuriating trope. He was actually popular with the Powers That Be, as Kate called them, or the old boys’ network, as Tony called them. He was in the club.

      What if she hates me for it? Paul thought, emerging from Green Park’s tube station and walking briskly toward Euston Place. His feet knew the way to Wellegrave House and would take him there without troubling his brain.

      If I’m really one of the boys, there’s only one thing for it. I’ll have to make Kate one of them, too.

      It wouldn’t be easy. For years, Paul had believed his dark complexion, South Asian surname, and aura of “otherness”—alleged otherness, as he’d grown up in Clerkenwell and was English down to his tea-infused marrow—was a greater stumbling block than anything his female colleagues faced. Now, he wasn’t so sure.

      With Kate, they used to say she was East End and slutty. Then they said she was competent but overaggressive. Then they said she was lazy and slept her way to a promotion, Paul thought. Now they say she has no ambition, that she’s more interested in having babies than doing a job. But didn’t they used to say she was an odd duck, and any normal woman in her mid-thirties would have a family?

      It seemed that “they,” the aggregate of public opinion around the Yard regarding Kate Hetheridge, disliked something about her, something amorphous that could twist or expand to fit any new development. True, the Powers That Be admitted, she always got the job done, and they counted on her. But it was evident that, given the choice, they much preferred a man like Paul. Over drinks at his home the previous week, AC Deaver had actually put it that way: “You know, Paul, it’s just easier with a man like you.”

      And I thought he was Tony and Kate’s personal friend.

      The memory rankled. It wasn’t because Deaver’s confession surprised him. Years ago, Deaver had been one of those “standing athwart history,” or more accurately athwart the promotional ladder at Scotland Yard, yelling “Stop!” at the incursion of women detectives in their midst. What bothered Paul was his own reaction. What had he done? Smiled and murmured his thanks, that’s what. How could he do that to Kate when she was the best friend he’d ever had, not counting Tony? Moreover, as a DI, he had a responsibility to the up-and-coming women under his command. Of those young officers, the sharpest by far was DC Gulls...

      That unguarded thought, from a mind not yet accustomed to thinking of Gulls in the past tense, made his throat tighten. Maybe Sharada was right about him being a crier; he’d already broken down once and might do it again before the day was out. Gulls hadn’t looked the part of a detective constable—she’d been more like your favorite kindergarten teacher, the one who led the class in “Frère Jacques” and coaxed even the shyest kids out of their shells. The sight of her garroted corpse, with its bulging eyes and swollen tongue, had been almost unendurable. He tried to tell himself everything that ever made her Amelia Gulls had gone. That what remained on the floor of her flat was only a placeholder, desanctified and discarded.

      Did we ever fully appreciate her? I didn’t at first, and neither did Kate until the chief jerked us up short. He saw her potential right away. And now some bastard has stolen it forever.

      Still guided by his feet, Paul crossed over to the cul-de-sac where Wellegrave House sat. The restored facade looked happy and rested, much like the chief himself these days. Although Tony Hetheridge had retired from his post as Chief Superintendent over a year ago, Paul had never made the transition from honorific to Christian name. He’d started with “guv,” but that title rightly belonged to DCI Jackson. Now, he’d fallen into calling Tony “Chief,” which was as informal as he could stand. Simply calling him by his first name would feel as disrespectful as calling his mum “Sharada,” and Tony wouldn’t stand for friends addressing him as  “Lord Hetheridge” in his own house. So “Chief” he was, and probably always would be.

      Funny how whatever the Powers That Be have against Kate, they seemed to have against Gulls, too, Paul thought. He resolved to wait and see if Corinne Baker, the Yard’s newest female DC, found herself facing the same pressures. He’d already heard her criticized as aggressive. Someone else called her cold. Without DC Gulls around to absorb some flak, would DC Baker suddenly be regarded as coarse, stuck-up, overambitious, and terminally lazy, all at the same time?

      He arrived at Wellegrave House’s front gate. Once upon a time, it had been nine feet high, with a common three-digit electronic lock. Now, it was twelve feet high and made of reinforced pillars that could withstand a vehicular ramming attack. As for the new security system, it generated a different alphanumeric passcode every hour. To gain entry, Paul had to text someone inside, usually Harvey, and wait for the magic sequence.

      Though he knew Mrs. Snell had moved out of her house in Muswell Hill and settled permanently inside Wellegrave House—an arrangement that suited everyone—he nevertheless texted Tony instead. When it came to Mrs. Snell (whom he no longer called ghastly except in the secret recesses of his heart), he gave her nearly as wide a berth as he had in the old days at Scotland Yard. Though Paul thought of himself as charming, witty, and not bad to look at, his best antics always fell flat with Mrs. Snell. Like Queen Victoria, she was not amused.

      In a few seconds, his mobile beeped, signaling the passcode’s arrival. Paul punched in the numbers and entered, pausing to turn and make sure the automatic gate latched properly behind him. Security concerns had done to Tony Hetheridge what shiny gadgets and enticing phone apps could not; it had made him turn on his mobile and leave it on, night and day. The man who once gloried in being incommunicado whenever he felt like it had bowed to his family’s new normal: safety first.

      Such layers of added security were, of course, the unfortunate legacy of the Sir Duncan Godington affair. He was dead, but his small band of worshipful followers—a group currently under surveillance by the Met and known as the Fan Club—was very much alive, and had created a sort of religion around Sir Duncan.

      The least dangerous members of the Fan Club insisted Sir Duncan was still alive. They were lost in what Paul thought of as serial killer fanfic, posting long dissertations online about how Sir Duncan had faked his death, or had his brain transplanted into a cloned body, or uploaded his consciousness into cyberspace. It wasn’t that Paul considered them harmless—he believed there was something intrinsically dangerous about people who idolized psychopathic killers, even if they never committed violent acts themselves. At the very least, they were morally repugnant—more so, in his opinion, than Sir Duncan himself. He, at least, was a freak of nature, born with abnormalities that drove him to commit his crimes. According to the Met’s report on the Fan Club, fully half of its members were categorized as typical citizens, with no history of anti-social behavior. Probably, they simply enjoyed morbid fantasies, but their fixation on Sir Duncan’s supposed return repelled him.

      The most dangerous Fan Clubbers are the ones who understand that Sir Duncan’s dead, and the chief killed him, Paul thought. One day, there might have to be a reckoning.

      As he approached the front steps, the door opened slowly, as if by magic. Inside the foyer, lights burned brightly, and the restored black and white marble tiles gleamed. But no one, it seemed, was there to greet him.

      “Well, now. Isn’t this mysterious?” Paul remarked to thin air. “Didn’t reckon they’d put in an automatic door.” After a moment’s pretended hesitation, he advanced.

      “Boo!” cried Henry, leaping into view.

      “No baby!” cried Ritchie, landing beside Henry and grinning at Paul. He loved the “scare Paul” routine.

      Paul said, “Ritchie, the word is boo. Remember? I wasn’t nearly so frightened this time because only Henry shouted boo.”

      “No baby,” Ritchie said.

      “He’s hopeless.” Henry sounded surprisingly bitter. “There’s no point explaining. He won’t listen.”

      Paul regarded the boy sympathetically. He was usually quite good with his uncle Ritchie, who lived by his own lights and was occasionally too much for anyone but Kate or a paid carer to handle. Today, however, Henry seemed close to his limit. “On my last and not very good nerve,” as Sharada Bhar put it.

      “Yeah, I get it. Nobody listens to me, either.” Paul shut the door behind him, again turning to verify that the electronic lock flipped from green to red. “How’s school?”

      The boy groaned.

      “That good, huh? Oh—your specs are a bit askew, did you know that?”

      “Of course I know it,” Henry erupted, throwing his arms in the air. “Some tosser pushed me down in the lunch queue and bent my frames. Mrs. Snell will take me to the optician next week. Until then I just have to live with it. Typical.”

      “You know, kiddo, it might be easier to run around shouting ‘No baby.’”

      He only meant to lighten the mood, but the boy’s cheeks went scarlet. “That’s not it!” he roared. Usually he liked talking to Paul, arguing over thorny intellectual puzzles like whether the Mandalorian could win a fight with Iron Man, but apparently not tonight. Like a child half his age, he simply ran away, darting into the living room and out of sight.

      Ritchie, unperturbed, was still smiling at Paul. His specs were askew, too, but in his case, it was par for the course. Those heavy-duty plastic frames took a lot of abuse. Under the foyer’s brilliant new lights, Paul saw how scratched up the lenses were. He also noticed for the first time that there was plenty of gray in Ritchie’s curly mop.

      We must be about the same age, he thought, surprised by the realization. My hair would be that gray if I didn’t color it.

      “No baby,” Ritchie said.

      “Understood. You do you, mate,” Paul agreed, and headed for the lift.
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        * * *

      

      At the master bedroom’s threshold, he stopped and bellowed, “Everybody decent?”

      “Get in here,” Kate barked from the bed. Propped up on pillows, she had swollen eyes and a red nose but wasn’t crying. That came as a relief; if she started, he’d start. As for the chief, Paul honestly didn’t know if he was capable of tears, but the idea was jarring. Bad enough that the world had lost Detective Constable Amelia Gulls. If the old man broke down, time and space might crack asunder.

      “You have fancy hair,” he announced, scrutinizing Kate’s spiral curls. “It’s weird. I don’t like it. Also, your son Henry just had a meltdown for no reason, and your big brother has come out against you having a baby.”

      “Never fear. We have a plan for that when the time comes. As for Henry, he’s having a bit of a moment. It’s not easy being ten years old. Especially when things keep changing.”

      “Yes, well, I suppose in ten years Evvy may be having a moment,” Paul said, though he didn’t actually believe it. At ten his daughter would be exceptionally smart, wise, and emotionally mature. She would achieve this in spite of her parents’ manifold flaws—his bouts of neuroticism, Emmeline’s fits of temper, and her grandmother Sharada’s controlling tendencies. He didn’t know how she would sidestep such flaws, especially if they continued to be acted out in front of her on a daily basis, but she would. Because she was the most perfect little girl in the world.

      “What’s with the mooncalf look? Oh, is it because you mentioned Evvy?” Kate smiled, looking a touch mooncalfy herself. “I’ll allow it. Think Ems might bring the baby round tomorrow? I’d love some cheering up.”

      “I reckon that can be arranged. Where’s Tony?”

      “Getting changed. I cried all over his shirt.”

      Paul nodded. He didn’t have to babble about how Gulls’s murder was terrible, unfair, or atrocious; they could communicate all that just by looking into each other’s eyes. Instead, he skipped ahead to what really mattered now: what they could do about it.

      “The investigation’s already well underway. I don’t care how many extra officers I have to put on it or how long it takes. We’ll nail the killer. See if we don’t.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Tony said, emerging from the master bedroom’s deep walk-in closet. It had been a separate room until 1910, when one of his Edwardian forebears had knocked down a wall to make room for the essentials of that opulent age: morning coats, frock coats, Derbies, damask gowns, chiffon skirts, cartwheel hats, and heaven knew what else. Paul would’ve cherished such a fashion repository—most of his own bachelor wardrobe was currently stashed at his mum’s house to make room for the baby—but Kate’s side of the closet was less than half full. For the last month, he’d seen her in nothing but ill-fitting pajamas, and while he was tempted to tease her about it, he didn’t dare. Instead, he gave Tony a sweeping glance from head to toe.

      “It’s half-seven. You’re in your own home. Are wingtips really necessary?”

      “I’m in the habit of going shod.”

      “And the tie under your jumper? Is that for me?”

      “It’s good to have standards. Keeps the rot at bay.”

      “When I’m home, I go about in a t-shirt and boxers. Sometimes just the t-shirt.”

      “A mental image I did not request and could have done without,” Tony said equitably, pulling an armchair up to Kate’s bedside and gesturing for Paul to do the same. “Have you eaten?”

      He shook his head. “I forgot all about it. That might be a first.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever eat again,” Kate said.

      “Nonsense. I’ve asked the cook to bring up a light meal. Soup, fresh bread and butter, and cut fruit,” Tony said.

      “I can’t eat it.”

      “You can if you try.”

      “Paul, do you order Ems about this way?” Kate demanded.

      He let out a slightly hysterical giggle. “No.”

      “I’m not ordering anyone about. I’m suggesting. Quite reasonably,” Tony said. “Now. While we wait, let’s discuss the matter at hand.”

      “Yes, guv,” Paul and Kate said in unison, and for a moment it felt just like old times.
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