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      Anthony Hetheridge, ninth Baron of Wellegrave, chief superintendent for New Scotland Yard, never married, no children, no pets, no hobbies, and not even an interesting vice, would turn sixty in three weeks. With the exception of his chosen career, his life had largely gone as predicted, without foolishness or significant errors. He had conducted himself with honor, and had even begun to think of himself as one who “held up well” over the years. Growing old did not torment Hetheridge; it was simply part of the graceful arc of his existence. His twenties had been the time for exploration and a thirst for learning; his thirties, for honing his strengths and accepting his weaknesses; his forties, for the cool, self-centered joy only true professional mastery could bring. His sixties would be the natural time of decline—withdrawal into memories, the descending curtain, the snuffed lights. One night, over a gin and tonic, it occurred to him there were dozens of ways to bring down the curtain himself, on his own terms. It was only fleeting, but the idea’s hollow cowardice startled him. Rarely these days did anything escape his control, even an errant thought.

      Hetheridge had never suffered the torments of the mind that afflicted his chosen profession, from the greenest constables to his fellow superintendents, who subsisted on takeaway curry and bourbon. Only once, when he was forty-two, had his calm been shaken, when a murder suspect thrust a black, oil-smelling Glock in Hetheridge’s face and squeezed the trigger. Before Hetheridge could steady himself, before he could accept the indignity of violent death, there came a deafening crack. He had dropped, unprepared for death, yet unprepared to find himself still alive. The police sniper placed on a rooftop across the street had done his job, felling the suspect before that Glock could introduce Hetheridge’s brains to daylight. But daylight, or something like it, had broken in regardless.

      For five days he’d been unable to work or receive visitors. One afternoon he found himself sobbing in the walled garden of his Mayfair home—he who loathed displays of emotion, who had no patience for men who acknowledged their innermost weaknesses. He wondered if he could continue to feel on such a level and survive. But on the sixth day his familiar self-control reasserted itself. Fear receded, emotion receded, and he drifted away from that time like a man carried by a swift, smooth current, his life orderly once more.

      Now in three weeks he would turn sixty and the sun would set. His legacy: a brilliant career and a spotless reputation. Perhaps he should exit his professional life by retiring on his sixtieth birthday? Nothing was worse than a man who did not know when to take his leave.

      Standing before the cherry-framed cheval mirror, Hetheridge knotted his silk tie, waving away alternatives offered by his valet, Harvey. Harvey enjoyed being overly accommodating in every sartorial decision, and Hetheridge enjoyed accepting the first decent option and ignoring the other choices. Harvey had “gone into service,” as he put it, to debase himself to a peer, and Hetheridge, resigned to the bizarre effect his title had on a large segment of the population, played along.

      Never tall and never handsome, Hetheridge had been mild and boyish in his youth—the eternal “good cop” to his partner’s nasty old copper. But time had worked a curious alchemy on his features. His eyes were still bright blue, and his medium brown hair had turned steel gray. But while most of his contemporaries had gone doughy, jowly and soft, Hetheridge had grown into his features. The lines around his eyes and mouth lent an authority his youthful face had lacked. Now there was a firm set to his mouth and a thoughtful crease across his brow.

      And I could easily pass for fifty, he thought, enjoying a moment of egotism.

      He dressed as he always did—in a beautifully tailored suit, Italian shoes, heirloom cufflinks and a silk tie he’d purchased on Bond Street. His hair, still as thick and coarse as it had been thirty years ago, was trimmed every three weeks to assure perfection. It made little difference how he was perceived as Lord Hetheridge, but a chief superintendent had a certain dignity to uphold.

      The crawl of traffic from Mayfair to New Scotland Yard passed as usual, with Hetheridge ensconced in the back of the Bentley, immersed in the Times and wishing for a post-coffee cigarette. He had quit nearly twenty years ago, yet the impulse to smoke on the way to the office had never left him, not even for a day.

      His driver made the trip with five minutes to spare, and Hetheridge found himself at his destination with the op-ed page still unread. Surprised, he tossed the Times on the floorboards and climbed out of the Bentley, blinking in the bright sunshine. He didn’t own a pair of sunglasses—in his opinion, sunglasses on the elderly looked ridiculous. But he seemed to need them more each day, he realized, putting up a hand to block the light. A hat was the more appropriate option. Bowler, or wide-brimmed? Pondering this solution as he made his way inside, Hetheridge nearly plowed into Superintendent Vic Jackson, the most recent promotion at the Yard, and Detective Sergeant Wakefield, who were rowing for the benefit of all.

      “You’re insubordinate!” Superintendent Jackson shouted, face pink with fury.

      “You’re a plonker!” DS Wakefield shouted back.

      Hetheridge, recovering his vision under the blessedly familiar artificial light, took in the rage of each combatant, as well as the avid interest of receptionists, janitors and assorted members of the public. “I say,” he muttered, shifting his briefcase from one hand to another.

      “I won’t have any more insults from you, you dirty little dyke!” Superintendent Jackson bellowed, clearly unaware of Hetheridge’s gentle interruption. “Your career is finished!”

      “Dyke?” Wakefield screeched. “Because I didn’t do you? Because I said no thanks when you pulled out that poor little thing and waved it about?”

      My God. Hetheridge stared at DS Wakefield. He’d heard of her, of course, and seen her in passing, across the length of a paved lot. But now he gazed at her as if he’d never seen a woman before. His stomach dropped, as it had when that oil-smelling Glock appeared in his face. She’s beautiful.

      “Clean out your desk.” Manhood impugned, Jackson’s voice shot into its squeaky upper register. “Get out of my sight!”

      “What about Commander Deaver?” Wakefield screamed. “How d’ya fink he’ll like fis rubbish?”

      “I say, that’s enough.” Hetheridge’s voice rang through the lobby.

      The lobby, still electrified by DS Wakefield’s defiance, went cold and silent. Her tone, goaded into its extremity, had betrayed the coarse bray of East London.

      “This useless mingebag is at fault, sir.” Jackson turned to Hetheridge for support. “She⁠—”

      “Enough.” Hetheridge knew he appeared unruffled, despite the cold rage in his voice.

      “Sir, I apologize for losing control. But he⁠—”

      “I said, enough,” Hetheridge cut across DS Wakefield. Her hair was blond, her eyes hazel, more green than brown.

      “I shall speak to Commander Deaver about this unfortunate display,” Hetheridge said. “To that end, I require a written explanation from each of you within the next eight hours. In the meantime, no one will suffer another personal insult,” he met Superintendent Jackson’s eyes, “and no one will clean out their desks,” he told DS Wakefield. “And now, if you will accompany me to my office, Detective Sergeant?”

      He set a brisk pace to the bank of lifts, aware he was watched by every face in the lobby, and unconcerned. What he felt, or imagined he felt, was the heat of one stare behind him, burning into his shoulder blades as she followed him onto the lift.

      Once aboard, he turned, pressed number six and shifted his briefcase from hand to hand. His duty was clear. Superintendent Jackson must be supported. The chiefs and supers always bolstered one another. And beneath that duty, less openly discussed but nonetheless understood, the males of New Scotland Yard always closed ranks against the females. It was nothing against women as a species, of course. Everyone agreed that a pretty face and a soft voice were welcome, as were shapely calves, giggles and a dollop of compassion, when the moment called for it. Hetheridge, who’d rarely been required to work with female officers, had heard all the stories. To hear Commander Deaver tell it, one moment they were all sweetness and light, and the next they rose like cobras, spitting venom about “fairness” and “reciprocity” and accusing every man in sight of sexual harassment.

      The lift doors opened. DS Wakefield didn’t move. Hetheridge placed one hand so the doors could not close, then gestured, stiff and unsmiling, for her to exit first.

      Hazel eyes widened. A smile tugged at her lips, but disappeared into a mask of obedience. She maintained that bland expression as Hetheridge led the way inside.

      “Have a seat.” Placing his briefcase on the massive credenza, Hetheridge shrugged out of his overcoat, hanging it on the tall stand beside the door. Opening the curtains, he tilted the blinds to let the sun in. Seating himself in his capacious executive armchair, back to the blaze of daylight, he watched DS Wakefield blink, shifting in her far less comfortable seat.

      “I say,” she murmured, tilting her face away from the glare.

      Hetheridge was startled. He hadn’t expected her to speak first. Certainly no male subordinate in the same situation would have dared open his mouth before his superior invited him to do so. “What?”

      “I say,” she repeated, meeting his eyes. “That’s how you made the entire room leap to attention. I say,” she grinned, the East London accent gone, replaced by a passable imitation of Hetheridge’s public school voice. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard that before, except in old movies. These days, it’s more like, oi!”

      “Oi!” Hetheridge shot back, surprising himself with all the menace he could pour into such a basic exclamation.

      “Perfect,” DS Wakefield crowed. “You could be a football hooligan, sir!”

      “Oi,” he repeated, warming to her pleasure. “If you imagine a Cockney chimney sweep shouting ‘I say!’ at someone—sort of an ‘Oihgh sah,’ you can almost hear it turning into oi, can’t you?”

      DS Wakefield looked impressed. “I never thought of that. Is that true?”

      “Haven’t the foggiest.” Hetheridge drew a breath. His original stern opening seemed lost forever. “So what was all that then? The row between you and Superintendent Jackson?”

      “He’s a plonker.”

      “Naturally. Well, then, I’ll inform Commander Deaver. At the Yard, the plonker defense has always been ironclad.”

      DS Wakefield, perhaps not truly beautiful in the full light of day, was still radiantly pretty, especially when amused. “Or who knows, maybe I’m the plonker.” Her eyes were long-lashed and perfectly balanced; her nose and mouth were a tad asymmetrical, making her an individual instead of another nameless lipstick model. “Screaming at my superior officer isn’t the best way to make myself understood.”

      “It sounded like you accused Superintendent Jackson of sexual impropriety.”

      DS Wakefield studied him silently. Then her face took on that familiar look: mustn’t-grumble. “Forget it.”

      “I see. So you admit the serious allegation you made against Superintendent Jackson, in front of me and numerous others, was a lie?”

      “No, sir, it happened. But we were off duty, down at the pub. He was drunk and went too far. I didn’t count it against him, not until this morning when he started calling me names.”

      Hetheridge didn’t know what to think. Conventional wisdom—the backroom judgment of his contemporaries—would assume DS Wakefield was choosing to make no fuss at the moment, reserving the right to seduce Jackson later. Commander Deaver would probably argue any impropriety had been consensual, leading her to think she could get away with insubordination the next morning. But did that make sense? And what was it like to be DS Wakefield—young, attractive, intelligent—pursued by a drunken superior with a midlife libido and an unzipped fly?

      “I’m sorry,” DS Wakefield said, though she neither looked nor sounded apologetic. “Did I shock you, my lord?”

      “Here you will address me as Chief Superintendent Hetheridge,” he said coldly. He loathed the use of his hereditary title in the Yard, where it was only invoked as a special form of reverse snobbery.

      She smiled, eyes sliding away. Something in that slight smile pricked Hetheridge in a way he could not bear. “Yes?”

      Silence.

      “You have something to say. Go on.”

      “It’s just that everyone calls you ‘my lord,’ sir. I only said it from force of habit, sir. Sorry, sir.”

      He stared at DS Wakefield for a long moment. Everything about her phony blandness and gleaming eyes told him it was the truth. In the arena where he prided himself on contending as a self-made man among other self-made men—in the place where brains, drive and courage mattered more than one’s forebears or one’s ancestral home—he was mocked as “my lord” by all. Including this woman who’d clawed her way up from the East End, and whose career now balanced on the point of a knife.

      “Out of my sight,” Hetheridge said, unconsciously echoing Superintendent Jackson. “Write your explanation and have it on my desk by the end of the day. Think carefully about whether you deserve to remain at New Scotland Yard, Sergeant.”

      She was up in one quick movement, bursting to her feet like a child eager to escape the headmaster’s office. Then she paused, mouth twisting, indecision plain on her face. She crossed halfway to the office door, then turned back, pushing her shoulder-length blond hair behind her ears and squaring her shoulders.

      “What?” Hetheridge snapped.

      “The super and I weren’t fighting because he pulled out Little Vic in the pub. Heaven knows I’m used to rubbish like that. We were fighting over a case,” DS Wakefield said. “He told me to focus on the dead girl’s best client and ignore all the evidence against her boss—motive, opportunity, even a few juicy circumstantial bits. The super made up his mind early on, you see, and wouldn’t hear anything that didn’t fit his original scenario. That’s why he said I was insubordinate. Because I kept up the investigation on my own time. And that’s why I said he was a plonker—because he doesn’t care what really happened to the dead girl, as long as he stitches up his chosen punter. Superintendent Jackson won’t see the truth when it does a strip tease in front of him. That’s his problem. I don’t suffer fools gladly. That’s mine.”

      Hetheridge digested this information. “What made you finally tell me?”

      “I don’t know. I had the weirdest feeling you’d listen. I know the top men always prop each other up, especially against women. The lads will boil your bollocks if you don’t stand with them. And I know I rub everyone wrong—everyone in authority, at least. Even the women, when I actually encounter one, treat me like a cockroach. But you—there was something in the way you said ‘oi!’” DS Wakefield grinned at Hetheridge—a cheeky grin, fearless, bright as the sunlight that had dazzled him when he emerged from the Bentley. “Something like a kindred spirit. So there it is.” She grinned again. Then she was gone.

      His office door swung gently in her wake, not quite open and not fully closed. Passing a hand over his eyes, Hetheridge reminded himself of his proximity to age sixty and wondered what, precisely, was happening to him.
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      Kate grasped her mobile phone on the first ring. Hand snaking up from the covers, her fingers closed unerringly around it, flipping it open to silence the noise. Her first thought was absurd: it’s Mum, calling for Ritchie. Her next thought was just as foolish: it’s Dylan, calling to say he’s sorry. If either of these preposterous notions had dared to surface under normal waking conditions, Kate would have stuck her head in a bucket of cold water, or got herself checked for mad cow disease. Strange enough that such fancies occurred to her in the haze between sleep and waking, when her shoulders loosened, her body curled like a child’s, and the internal list of promises unmet and aspirations gone stale, flitted away. Maybe, during those few glorious hours, her IQ dropped a hundred points.

      “Wakefield,” she said thickly, technically awake. It had to be the Met.

      “DS Wakefield, sorry to wake you,” the female voice said in a perfunctory tone. “There’s been a homicide in Belgravia. The Yard has been asked to investigate, and your guv wants you on the scene as soon as possible.”

      “Fine,” Kate said, more awake now, energized by a jolt of surprised pleasure. Superintendent Jackson usually went over the scene himself when it was fresh—the better to form his own unshakable conclusions, without the interruption of another detective’s views. Jackson’s standard operating procedure had been to call her in the next day, after she had already heard most of the details in the press, and assign her some boring bit of research, like poring over phone records or fact-checking biographies of minor witnesses. Now she was on the case from the first.

      “I only need a half hour,” Kate lied to the dispatcher, suspecting it might take a full hour to get to Belgravia. “Tell him I’m on my way.”

      “He’s actually on his way to you,” the dispatcher replied before Kate could flip the phone closed. “He said he was in the area, and asked for your address. Said he could reach you within a quarter-hour, and the two of you could ride together.”

      Oh, God, Kate thought, horrified at the idea of Jackson feasting his eyes on her flat. Food-encrusted dishes were stacked in the sink; hampers overflowed with dirty socks and knickers. Not to mention the still-unsolved odor emanating from the bathroom pipes …

      “Great. Very thoughtful. Thanks,” Kate muttered. She closed the phone, praying the single ring and low-voiced conversation hadn’t roused Ritchie.

      So Superintendent Jackson had learned her address, and was coming to escort her to the crime scene in his own vehicle. Was it possible, she wondered, sitting up and yawning mightily, that their public row and subsequent interviews with Commander Deaver had actually effected a positive change in the fat-headed old plonker? Or could CS Hetheridge have worked some lordly magic on her behalf?

      No, Kate decided, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. Something small and sharp dug into her sole. Suspecting a Lego, Kate kicked it aside, then blinked several times, inspecting the rest of the chilly oak floor for hazards before hurrying to the toilet.

      No, she thought again, if Jackson has changed his approach, it’s only temporary, and only until he can find a new way to put me in my place. Is that why he decided to come here tonight? He heard something?

      Kate, fiercely private, had long been terrified her personal life might become fodder for the Yard’s gossip. Bad enough that so much of her life—her childhood in and out of care, her schooling, her unlikely rise within the Met—was a matter of public record. Superintendent Jackson had not yet forgiven her for that public reference to his “poor little thing.” What revenge might he seek, armed with a few of her secrets?

      Determined to be ready the moment the super arrived, Kate barreled into the bathroom, wincing as the fluorescent light above the mirror flickered into blue-white life. A quick inventory of the bathroom was as dire as she’d feared—hair and soap scum lurked in the shower, and the toilet was in need of a good scrub. Well, if Jackson needed the bog, he’d just have to squeeze his knees together. No force on Earth would impel Kate to invite him up to her flat.

      Her hair was squashed on one side and sticky with old hairspray. The other side looked almost normal. Sighing, Kate jerked a metal-bristled brush through the sticky side, determined to separate the gluey bits. Then the whole mess would be bundled into a tight bun. With enough bobby pins and with hairspray perhaps she could manage …

      “I heard the phone ring.” Ritchie appeared in the doorway. At nearly six-one, he loomed over her. Fresh spots had erupted on his left cheek, and his curly brown hair stood out at odd angles. “Heard you talking, too. Going to work?”

      “Work,” Kate agreed firmly. Rising on her tiptoes, she gripped Ritchie’s shoulders and gave him a quick peck, sisterly, on the lips. “But Cassie’s here. She’ll watch over you until I get back.”

      “Cassie’s asleep,” Ritchie said doubtfully. He had never approved of the tendency of others to sleep while he was awake. Cassie, hired as a live-in carer only two months ago, slept far too much in Ritchie’s estimation, and had not yet accrued much leniency with him.

      “Yes, and leave her sleeping,” Kate said, turning back to the mirror, “unless you really need her. Unless you’re absolutely sure you need her. Don’t wake her up just to say hello.”

      “Henry’s asleep, too,” Ritchie continued, plan transparent on his face.

      “Henry especially needs his sleep,” Kate emphasized, twisting her hair in a bun. “He has school in the morning. You don’t want him to fail his geography test, do you?”

      Ritchie shrugged. “I’m bored.” He shuffled his feet and glanced behind him, as if someone interesting might have appeared in the parlor. “I miss Dylan.”

      “So do I,” Kate said lightly, rummaging in the medicine cabinet for lipstick and mascara. “Watch some telly, Ritchie. Everyone will be awake before you know it.” Closing the bathroom door on him, since Ritchie existed without personal boundaries and would attempt to carry on a conversation no matter what she was doing, Kate plopped onto the toilet and peeked at the cotton crotch of her thong knickers.

      Nothing. Clean and spotless.

      She glanced at the calendar pinned over the bog roll. Six days late—well, technically seven, since it was now a few minutes past midnight.

      I’ve been late before, Kate told herself, more from bravado than fact. No need to panic. No need to run to the chemist’s for a test.

      “Dylan,” she exhaled—but softly, very softly, lest she disturb Ritchie again, who might even now have fallen back under the spell of his old friend, the telly. “Dylan, where are you?”
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      Kate was pacing outside her building, trench coat belted against the cold night air, when the silver Lexus appeared, rolling to a slow stop in front of her. The windows were tinted and the car’s curving lines and flawless finish gleamed under the sodium lights. Kate, who did not recognize the model, an SC 430, and knew the coupe as a Lexus only because of the stylized L in the grille, was impressed nevertheless, and found herself laughing. Who would have thought Superintendent Jackson, plonker extraordinaire, would turn up in such a ride? First an invitation to a still-warm crime scene, and now this? The passenger door swung open, and Kate climbed in, prepared to see Vic Jackson in an entirely new light.

      Hetheridge sat behind the wheel in a tuxedo, his black tie unknotted and hanging loose against his crisp white shirt. “Good evening.”

      “G-good evening. Sir,” Kate added hastily, closing the door and fumbling for her seatbelt. “I didn’t know you drove.”

      “From time to time,” Hetheridge said mildly, guiding the Lexus out of Kate’s neighborhood and merging back into the light South London traffic. “We should be over the river and into Belgravia in ten minutes or less.”

      “If I’d realized crime scenes in the West End were black tie, I’d have worn a gown and heels.”

      Hetheridge chuckled. “I was attending a charity ball when the call came in. One of those occasions,” he shot a sidelong glance at her, “when homicide is welcome news indeed.”

      “A charity ball? The charity doesn’t happen to operate out of my neighborhood, does it?”

      “In the general vicinity. British Youth is planning a new recreational center where a condemned building stands, not far from your home. Good luck that before I left the ball, I checked with the Met dispatcher and discovered you lived just a few streets away. I always do better on the scene with at least one other detective to help catalog the details.”

      Kate dimly realized that her eight-year-old nephew, Henry, would surely benefit from the youth center’s resources while she was at work. But uppermost in her mind was the realization that Superintendent Jackson had not been mentioned. The implication—reassignment—was obvious, yet so sudden, she didn’t know how to feel.

      “I was expecting Jackson,” she said.

      “I know.” Stopping at a red light, Hetheridge shot her a quick smile. “You’ve been reassigned. Superintendent Jackson already knows. You were meant to receive formal notice next Monday. But with my other DS tying up loose ends on another case, I decided to bring you aboard early.”

      “And I’m grateful,” Kate said sincerely, fighting hard to stifle a yawn.

      He shot her another glance before the light turned green, and the Lexus resumed its course across the Thames. “Let me guess. You have some sort of home life.”

      Kate laughed. Hetheridge pronounced the phrase “home life” formally and with care, like an alien inquiring after a lifestyle his inhuman intellect could not process. “Afraid so. But when I’m at work, I’m at work. And I’m very glad to receive this opportunity, sir.” The phrase sounded equally alien to her own ears, as if she had said the wrong thing. But even if the sentiment was awkward, it came from the heart. Superintendent Jackson had been dead set on keeping her tightly restrained. Perhaps Hetheridge would loosen the lead.

      Enlivened by that possibility, Kate continued to study Hetheridge, taking in his usual impeccable grooming, as well as the stylish cut of his tuxedo, until he shot her another quick glance.

      “Yes?”

      “Oh,” she sighed, grinning at him and feeling completely awake. “There’s just something about a man in a tuxedo, isn’t there?”

      He kept his eyes on the road. “Evening dress does counteract a multitude of sins.”

      Silence, then, as they crossed the river and began navigating the West End. Geez, Kate thought, wondering if she would ever manage to conduct an appropriate conversation with anyone in authority. He probably thinks I was trying to flirt with him. And I doubt he appreciates that sort of thing on the job.

      Part of Kate was relieved. While assigned to Hetheridge, there would be no narratives about heartless wives, no requests to meet him after work at the pub and no male bits making unscheduled appearances, bobbing and drooling for her attention. The other part of Kate thought, But does this mean he’s so correct, I can’t make a joke? Can’t swear? Can’t tell him he’s a bloody good-looking old man in his bloody tux?

      “I don’t recall,” Kate said, diving headfirst into the breach. “Are you married, divorced or widowed, sir?”

      This time, the sidelong look was curt. “How is that relevant to our working relationship, DS Wakefield?”

      “You mentioned I might have a home life. Now I’m inquiring after yours,” Kate replied, unruffled by what she thought of as his Lord Hetheridge voice. It was when he spoke simply, without artifice, that she felt disarmed.

      “I never married,” he replied in icy tones.

      “Oh. Gay. No problem. Works for me,” Kate said.

      She expected Hetheridge to hook the Lexus right off the road, or at least hit the brakes and launch into a lecture. Instead, he seemed to be holding his mouth firm, and restraining a ripple in his upper body.

      “Makes sense,” he said at last. “If you resisted Superintendent Jackson’s considerable charms, you must be lesbian. If I never made it to the altar, I must be homosexual. Then again,” he continued, turning into a neighborhood of wide lawns and imposing façades that Kate had never driven through before, “perhaps you never felt compelled to sample the superintendent’s goods, and perhaps I’m a stallion who never found a reason to settle down.”

      Flashing lights, a lone camera crew from BBC 1, and yards of reflective blue and white crime scene tape awaited them in front of a brilliantly lit, stately brick house. Hetheridge stopped the Lexus, conversing briefly through a lowered window with a PC. Then the police barrier was moved aside, and he was permitted to drive deeper into the crime scene.

      Kate was prepared to make some other joke about Hetheridge’s status as a stallion—her mind had been working overtime since he uttered the word—but when he cut the engine and turned toward her, his expression quelled all humor.

      “This man died a grotesque death. We owe it to him, and to society at large, to find the killer. I expect your best, DS Wakefield. Can you give me your assurance you’ll do everything within your power to solve this case?”

      As if hypnotized by Hetheridge’s gaze and the steady, melodic sound of his voice, Kate heard herself say, “Yes, sir.”

      “All right, then. Let’s get on.”
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      Hetheridge parked behind the two-story house, easing his Lexus between a panda car, blue lights endlessly flashing, and a black BMW that surely belonged to the victim, or his family. He had already received a few details from the dispatcher, but did not intend on biasing Kate by revealing them. According to Superintendent Jackson, Kate was a typical flighty female—too distracted by trivialities to home in on the big picture, more interested in personalities than hard facts, and consumed with the desire to solve a big case entirely through her own efforts. Per Jackson’s six-page recommendation that Kate be given the sack, her worst failing was wild egotism—trusting too much in her own inexperience while ignoring the hard work and invaluable contributions of steadier, more seasoned detectives. Kate, by contrast, had spent less time crafting her written explanation of the public row with the superintendent. The mandatory report had arrived on Hetheridge’s desk with only five minutes to spare before his deadline, scrawled by hand on a piece of copier paper. It consisted of one word: Plonker.

      “Your neck of the woods?” Kate looked around the exterior of the detached brick house, with its enormous treed lot and pea-gravel car park, wide enough to swallow the average council flat. “Nice.”

      “New money,” Hetheridge replied, deliberately sounding snobbish. Ordinarily, he would have responded with a shrug, steering any conversation with his juniors away from the personal—especially as it applied to him—to keep their minds on the case. But something about Kate made him want to startle her every chance he got.

      “Yes, quite vulgar, really,” Kate agreed in a passable imitation of his tone. “This is no murder. Poor bugger must’ve topped himself from shame.”

      “Press are crowding the barrier,” Hetheridge said, pressing his hand into the small of Kate’s back and pushing her forward as photographers shot in their general direction. “Inside. They usually know better than to print photos that include detectives, but it will only take one to compromise the investigation.”

      He expected her to argue, or perhaps bristle at his touch. He hadn’t meant the soft push to be offensive, only imperative, but who knew how the modern career woman might interpret such an action? Hetheridge had never worked with a female DS before, but he had worked with a junior officer whose photo, snapped in front of a corpse and published in the Sun, had precipitated the kidnapping and ransom of that officer’s wife and child. Hetheridge had no intention of allowing such a tragedy to happen again.

      Kate didn’t bristle. Obediently, she led them into the house—specifically, into a mudroom, where two uniformed constables awaited them. The room, painted stark white and lit by unshielded bulbs, was home to several metal wheelie-bins, a row of Wellingtons and a pile of dirty trainers. An assortment of macks and trenches hung at staggered intervals along the rear wall.

      “Good evening, Chief,” a constable, blond and pale-faced, greeted Hetheridge. The man looked as if he’d been sick. The sharp stink of vomit hung in the air.

      “Good evening, Constable,” Hetheridge replied. “This is my partner, DS Kate Wakefield. Where is the victim?”

      “Upstairs. Library. Forensic called to say they’re held up, but will arrive before dawn. In the meantime …” The constable handed both detectives filmy blue booties and blue latex-free gloves. Hetheridge covered his shoes, then slipped on the gloves, noting that they were a shade too tight for his hands, and clearly too loose for Kate. Such was the peculiar genius of Met-issued gear: guaranteed to never fit any officer, regardless of height, weight or build.

      “The wife, Mrs. Comfrey, blames an intruder. She thinks this was a home invasion. The daughter thinks it might have been a houseguest. The family held a dinner party, but it broke up before the first course was served. Erupted into one big row, according to the daughter, though Mrs. Comfrey says otherwise. Mr. Comfrey went upstairs to the library. Mrs. Comfrey saw the guests off and went up to her room. Around half-ten she went back to the library to check on her husband, and discovered the body. According to her, the French doors on the balcony were open, as if someone broke in that way.”

      “Or left that way,” Kate suggested.

      “No sign of forced entry from outside,” the constable replied. “The area below the balcony has been roped off, and photos will be taken as soon as it’s light.”

      “Who besides Mrs. Comfrey was in the house when the victim was killed?” Hetheridge asked. Something about the family name seemed familiar to him, especially in conjunction with Belgravia, but he couldn’t yet place it.

      “No one. The daughter, Jules Comfrey, left when the party broke up to go after one of the guests. She said her father had been highly offensive, and she was trying to repair the damage.”

      “Live-in help?”

      “The Comfreys don’t have any. When the dinner party was called off, the cook and her helpers packed up the food, cleaned the kitchen and left. We’ve already taken down names and addresses, and will round them up tomorrow for questioning.”

      “Is there a groundskeeper or gardener?” Hetheridge asked.

      “Yes. Lives in Cricklewood. Takes the train in. He had already left for the day before the guests started arriving.”

      Hetheridge glanced at Kate. She was taking notes, not on a pad, but on a smartphone, using a stylus with astonishing rapidity.

      “Who is being detained in the house now?” Hetheridge asked the constable.

      “Mrs. Comfrey and Jules Comfrey. The daughter returned to the house when Mrs. Comfrey called her, after finding the body. Apparently that was her second call, right after 999. They’re together now in the parlor. Oh, and Mrs. Comfrey asked to be allowed to ring for her physician. Both ladies are very upset, so I allowed it.”

      Kate’s stylus stopped clicking. She shot a glance at Hetheridge.

      “Has the doctor arrived?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Good. Send him away without granting him entry. Furthermore, the Comfreys will make and receive no other phone calls to anyone until I say so. Are we clear?”

      “Clear, sir,” the constable croaked, embarrassed. He jerked his head at the second constable, who hurried away to make certain the Comfreys’ physician was denied access to the crime scene.

      “Excellent. Now lead us to the victim.”

      Taking a deep breath, the pale young constable turned and guided Hetheridge and Kate out of the mudroom, through an old-fashioned scullery and a gleaming white-tiled kitchen, outfitted with every conceivable modern convenience. From there, they entered an oak-paneled corridor dominated by a steep, narrow staircase—the upstairs route intended, in another era, only for servants. At the foot of the stairs, the odor of vomit was sharper, and beneath it lurked two fainter smells Hetheridge knew intimately—the coppery scent of blood, and the sweet, sickening tang of burnt human flesh.

      As the constable started up the stairs, Hetheridge paused, gesturing for Kate to precede him. Still engrossed in note-taking, those hazel eyes widened as they had in the lift, when he first insisted on letting her precede him. Then she scooted in front of Hetheridge, ascending the stairs with a quick, light tread. Smiling to himself, Hetheridge followed behind somewhat more slowly, ignoring the twinge of protest from his left knee. Arthritis, he had long ago learned, could only be managed with two things: denial, and an absolute refusal to stop moving.

      At the top of the landing, the constable veered right, stopping before an open door. “In here, sir.”

      Kate, only a meter away from the young man, raised her eyebrows. Hetheridge glanced from the blond constable to Kate, then pointedly back at her, as if inquiring, do you see what I see? The constable, rather slow on the uptake, caught on to Hetheridge’s rebuke at last, clearing his throat.

      “Sir and ma’am,” he corrected. His two-way radio blared, and the constable, looking relieved, turned aside to listen to his fellow officer’s question.

      Kate was smiling at Hetheridge, eyebrows still raised.

      “I don’t like to see my junior team members treated with disrespect,” Hetheridge said, “male or female.”

      “Not sure it had anything to do with me being female, at least not this time,” Kate replied in the cheeky tone that came so naturally to her. “Not when you swept in with that voice and that ice-blue glare, Lord Hetheridge himself, scaring the stuffing out of everyone, and in a tuxedo, no less. Of course, poor little DS Sod-All faded right into the woodwork.” Fitting the smartphone’s stylus into its slot, Kate tucked the device into her coat pocket. “I’ll take thorough notes on everything, I promise. But first I want to see the scene, you know, really see it, without trying to distill it into words at the same time.”

      Hetheridge nodded, hiding his approval. He wanted to see how Kate functioned without influencing her actions. Expression neutral, he gestured once again for her to enter first, then followed her into the library.

      Both the library’s lamps were still burning. One, an amber-shaded banker’s lamp, cast a wedge of light across a rolltop desk swamped with papers. The other lamp, a tall, golden Art Deco torchière, illuminated the center of the room. On either side of the torchière, two leather wingback chairs were placed, facing a brass-screened fireplace. The fire, wood rather than electric, had guttered down to sullen red embers. Crumpled before those embers was a man’s body, on its knees before the long marble hearth.

      The victim, Comfrey, looked as if he’d died while flailing out of the chair. The victim’s hands, loose at his sides, were bloodied and scored with black streaks. Similar marks marred his throat, and black marks scored his shoulders, where his shirt had offered only slight protection. Comfrey was propped against the chair, his head thrown back. Ordinarily a corpse in such a position would fall forward, pulled down by the head’s dead weight. In this case, the weapon that had dealt those injuries to Comfrey’s hands, chest and neck, a brass poker from the hearth’s collection of fire irons, had been driven into his right eye. The poker had been shoved into the skull with enough force to leave it sticking out of the eye socket. And the poker had sufficient heft to keep Comfrey’s head thrown back, maintaining his body in the kneeling position, hands loose at his sides like a supplicant.
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